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To all my bookish smut lovers,

I hope your significant other is willing to share… because the Princes of Carnage are. ;-)

If you’ve ever dreamed of morally gray masked men chasing you into a graveyard, fucking you like dark gods, and making you beg for mercy…

Nico, Killian, and Atlas are waiting for you.

Now spread those pages like a good girl.
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Detroit is one of those cities that wears a hundred different faces. Some parts of it are fancy as hell, skyscrapers and designer boutiques and restaurants that cost more than someone’s weekly salary just for one meal. And then there are parts like this, that show how shitty and run down this city can be.

I get out of the car, glancing around at where we’ve ended up.

It’s broken-down as hell, out of the way and off the beaten path. I could probably count on two hands the number of people who come through this area a day, and it’s probably all sketchy fuckers and drug dealers.

The buildings around where the car is parked are abandoned for the most part, their windows either boarded over or broken and smashed in. Graffiti covers the walls, and the smell of exhaust and garbage sits heavily in the air like a low hanging cloud.

I wrinkle my nose and turn to the members of my gang as they pile out of the cars we came in.

“How should we handle this?” Emmett asks, shoving his hands into his pockets. He turns to look at me, his brown eyes serious.

It’s still a shock to me that I’m the one whose role it is to answer these kinds of questions, even though it’s been a year or so since I became leader of the Enigma gang.

My dad Jonah was the one who handled all of this shit before. For years, he was the person who Enigma members looked to for answers and leadership. But now that he’s dead, that falls on me. And I’ll be honest, it’s been a fucking lot. I spent my life watching my dad run things, so it’s not like I was starting from scratch, but I’ve learned the difficult lesson over and over again that there’s a big difference between running shit and watching shit be run.

“I’m working on that,” I say to Emmett, shaking myself out of my thoughts and focusing back on the matter at hand. “Give me the rundown of what happened again.”

Another member of my gang, Fallon, steps up. He’s a slightly lower rank than Emmett, who tends to be the one who helps me with higher level operational shit. But he’s scrappy and smart, and he’s proven his loyalty on more than one occasion.

“Paulie, the runner, was attacked out here,” he says, shoving his long dark hair back from his face. “Right around this area. He was on his way to do a cash drop, but he never made it to the drop point. Got the shit kicked out of him and practically had to crawl back home after they left him for dead.”

“Did you talk to him after?” I ask.

“Yeah, a little. He said it came out of nowhere. He stopped for a smoke and then suddenly he was sucker punched in the back of the head. Before he could recover from that, they all jumped him.”

“How many people?”

Fallon shrugs, scrubbing a hand over his tattooed neck. “He couldn’t say, exactly. Said there were too many of them to count, and it was too dark on top of that. At least three or four.”

I frown, my shoulders tensing as something twists low in my gut. One or two guys attacking our runner could have been a coincidence or a ‘wrong place, wrong time’ kind of thing. Gangs in Detroit are territorial as all hell, and even though this turf is ours by rights, that doesn’t mean everyone wants to respect that.

It could have even been random tweakers or something completely unrelated to our business, but that many attackers working together in a coordinated effort makes it seem like it was sure as fuck intentional.

“Did he ID any of them?” I want to know, even though I’m pretty sure I can guess the answer.

Fallon shakes his head, blowing out a breath as the other Enigma members I brought along fan out around us, scanning the area. “Nah. And even if he’d gotten a look at any of them, they knocked him around good. The fuckers probably pounded any usable memories right out of his head.”

I nod because yeah, that sounds about right. Paulie’s a good guy for the most part, reliable when I need him, even if he does have a habit of stopping for smokes where he shouldn’t. But this should have been safe enough. It shouldn’t have turned into a fight on our own goddamn turf.

“Boss.” An older Enigma member named Jasper calls out in a low voice from a few yards away. “Over here.”

Stepping away from Emmett and Fallon, I head over to where I’ve been summoned and see Jasper crouched down next to a dark stain on the ground.

It’s dried and dark, and there’s a lot of it. Blood, no question.

“Fuck,” I mutter.

“Yeah,” Jasper says with a low snort. “They got him good.”

“And ran off with the money,” I bite out, my jaw tight.

Standing beside Jasper, I spin in a slow circle, taking in the entire area around us. Now that I’m here, I can get a pretty good feel for what happened.

There are buildings on either side of this street, and it would have been easy for attackers to hide in the darkness of their shadows. Paulie would have been focused on his cigarette and his task, and it gave them the perfect opportunity to get the jump on him where they could easily box him in. One of them struck first, then all of them attacked him and left him for dead on the ground.

It turns my stomach to think of one of my guys out here alone dealing with that shit, on what should have been an easy job. Something that’s been done successfully a hundred times or more.

But clearly, someone had it out for my people, and they got away with it in a big way.

My teeth grind together, and I let out a short breath through my nose. I’ve been doing my best to run the gang well since my father’s death, to make him proud, but there are days when it’s harder than others. Days when I have no idea if I’m doing the things he’d want me to do or handling things the way he’d think they should be handled.

The truth is, this isn’t the first attack on a runner of ours in the past couple of months, although this one was definitely the worst. The others were minor scuffles, and the runners made it back with scrapes and bruises at worst. Paulie got it bad, and as far as I’m concerned, this is proof that it’s becoming a pattern—which is a huge problem.

Emmett steps up next to me, glancing around like he’s trying to make sure there are no threats lurking around. We have safety in numbers at the moment, but I’m grateful for his vigilance anyway.

“So what do you think?” he asks.

I drag my fingers through my teal colored hair and roll my shoulders, trying to let go of some of the tension that’s clinging to me.

“It feels targeted,” I tell him, speaking my thoughts out loud. “We’ve got Paulie laid up with bruises, cuts, and fractured bones, and a missing bag of money on top of that. This was planned. Someone’s got it out for us.”

He nods, sighing heavily. He’s twenty-eight, only four years older than me, but he looks older than that as worry pinches the corners of his eyes. “Yeah, it’s starting to look like that. A couple of random incidents could be explained away, but…”

“Yeah.” I nod, not bothering to finish his unspoken sentence when he trails off. “Now we need to start thinking hard about who’s behind all this shit. I want it stopped before it gets worse.”

Emmett nods again, crossing his arms over his chest. “It’s not like fighting over turf is new in this city. And with what happened with your dad…” He shrugs. “I’m just saying, they might think we’re weak enough to pick off right now.”

I bark out a harsh, humorless laugh. “Yeah, I had the same fucking thought, but I don’t know if that’s what this is. I mean, I was expecting shit like that right after he—”

My throat closes around the words as memories of seeing his body laid out, a bullet hole in his torso, rise unbidden in my mind’s eye. It’s still fucking hard to talk about it, even a year later.

I shake my head sharply, annoyed with myself for letting my emotions get the better of me for a moment. “But why would anyone wait this long if they wanted to come after us?” I ask, finishing my thought.

Emmett clicks his tongue against his teeth. “Who knows? But I can think of a few gangs that might want to try to shake things up if they think we’re still going through a rough time.”

“Like who?”

He starts listing names, ticking them off on his fingers. “Ruby Riot, the Princes of Carnage, the Hurricane gang—and that’s just off the top of my head.”

I nod, mulling that over. He’s right when he says there are any number of other gangs who might try to challenge us right now. That’s just how things are in this life. Getting to the bottom of who the fuck it is isn’t going to be easy, but we have to start somewhere.

I can feel the eyes of Emmett, Fallon, and the others who came with us today on me, all of them waiting for orders. I’m lucky that they respect me enough to follow me, that they don’t question my orders and they place the same trust in me that they placed in my dad.

But at the same time, it’s a weight of responsibility on my shoulders that I’m still learning how to carry.

There’s no time to dwell on that though. Not when my people could be in danger just doing routine money drops.

“We need a lead,” I say, dragging my gaze away from the blood stain on the ground and glancing around at the men I have with me. “Widen your search of the scene and look for anything the attackers might have left behind. Anything that seems like it doesn’t belong here. Fan out, and be thorough.”

They all nod and peel off to do as I say, spreading out in all directions and leaving me alone on the sidewalk for the moment.

After a second of getting my head back in the game, I step forward to do my own search.

About half a block away, at the corner of the street, there’s a big, abandoned warehouse. It’s been empty for long enough that it looks more like an amateur art project than a place that was used to store materials, covered in graffiti and splashes of paint. There’s smoke damage all along one side of it, as if someone tried to burn it down at one point, but the old pile of bricks only got singed.

I step into it through the broken door, keeping my head on a swivel as I go. The building is big enough that it could easily have hidden a bunch of attackers, and the view from the grimy windows shows the spot where Paulie went down pretty well.

A vantage point, maybe.

My lips curve into a frown at that thought. This place could’ve served as a solid vantage point and hiding spot, but for the attackers to use it that way, they’d have to have known that Paulie was likely to stop at this exact point for a smoke. The business we use for money laundering is another half mile up the road, but this is a good middle ground. Somewhere they wouldn’t be seen.

That means it’s likely they knew what route he would take.

Did they watch him on a run or two before making their move? Why?

I bite my lip, frustrated by my lack of answers to those questions, then start poking around, looking for anything that might stand out as more than just trash left behind by random vagrants.

I find piles of plastic bottles and some broken needles in a heap, but not much that looks fresh. It’s all covered in a fine layer of dust, but I keep digging, pushing a rotting wooden crate aside with the toe of my boot.

There’s a dark smudge on the cement floor beneath where the crate was, and I’m about to lean down to try to ascertain whether it’s another bloodstain—but before I get the chance, the hair on the back of my neck rises, a prickle of awareness shooting up my spine.

I’m not alone in here.

Everything in me goes on high alert, my heart kicking against my ribs. Almost before I’m conscious of having that thought, I move on instinct, whirling around and putting up my hands to block a pair of strong arms as someone tries to grab me.
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Motherfucker.

I duck out of the way of my would-be attacker and lash out, aiming a punch at his gut. There’s a small grunt of pain that lets me know I hit my mark, and I swing an elbow, going for the face this time.

Just as I make contact, someone slams into me from the side, knocking me off balance as strong arms wrap around me. We stagger sideways, and I drop my weight suddenly and twist out of my second attacker’s grip, going down to the floor.

“Shit,” I grunt under my breath, my pulse hammering in my ears. I put my hands on the rough cement floor and use that for leverage, turning quickly to try to sweep the legs out from under the first man.

I kick him in the ankle hard enough that he stumbles, and then I’m back up, ready to fight off the second man. He comes at me hard and fast, going for a tackle again, but I sidestep him and catch him with a fist to the jaw, falling back on pure instinct and muscle memory.

This isn’t the first fight I’ve gotten into in some shitty warehouse, and it won’t be the last.

Despite the fact that both men are bigger than I am, I’m holding my own just fine. Or at least… I am until a third person joins the fight.

As I back away from the first man who tried to grab me, my gaze scanning for an opening to attack, a fist wraps around my hair from behind.

I cry out in shock and pain as my head snaps backward. I can’t see whoever grabbed me yet, but his grip is tight and unyielding, and when he finally lets go, it’s just to grab my throat and shove me painfully against the dusty, graffiti-etched wall of the building.

“Get. The fuck. Off me,” I growl, my chest burning as I dig my nails into the guy’s forearms, ready to draw blood.

He tightens his hand in response, cutting off my air enough that my heart rate spikes, making my pulse thrum against his palm. Our gazes lock for a long moment, his dark green eyes burning into mine. Then he releases me and steps back smoothly as his two partners move in.

The second one presses me against the wall with his body, using his bulk and height advantage to keep me pinned in place. The one who attacked me first grabs my wrists, yanking them up to pin them over my head against the wall.

I fight against his grip, but he just tightens it painfully.

“I’d stop struggling if I were you, Quinn. I’d hate to have to break your wrists,” he says, a note of amusement in his deep voice.

Son of a fucking bitch.

My lips press together, fury filling me as I glare up at Nico Morelli.

It’s bad enough that three people managed to get the drop on me as I was investigating the attack on Paulie. I got fucking distracted by what probably wasn’t even a blood stain after all, and that distraction made me drop my guard—just for a half-second, but it was long enough. That’s the kind of mistake my dad would’ve berated me heavily for if he were still alive. He taught me better than this.

But what makes it all even worse? The three men who caught me in my moment of fucking weakness are the leader of the Princes of Carnage and his two best friends.

Nico is taller than me by a good bit, built like someone who was raised on violence and born to lead. His dark hair is mussed up from our altercation, and a sort of savage pleasure fills me as I take in the bruise that’s blooming on his handsome face from where I hit him. His mismatched eyes—one blue and one green—glitter as he stares back at me, his gaze scanning my face.

His friend and de facto bodyguard, Atlas Demaro, is the one keeping me shoved against the wall.

Atlas isn’t quite as bulky as Nico, and definitely not as built as their third friend, Killian Graves. But he has a fighter’s body, and I know he knows how to use it. He has a reputation for being an enforcer, taking people down with ruthless efficiency, always ready to protect the motorcycle gang they’re all a part of.

“I should have known,” I spit out, my lip curling as I narrow my eyes. “You’re the ones who’ve been fucking with my business. Did you send your men to attack my runner?”

Atlas snorts, drawing my attention to his face. His features are less harshly angular than Nico’s, but they’re perfectly symmetrical, with strong cheekbones and a straight nose. His brown eyes turn to a color almost like amber near his irises, reminding me of the warm flickering of coals, and they seem out of place against his harsh facial expression and inky black hair.

“You sure about that?” he asks, his voice low.

Nico smirks where he stands beside Atlas, looking infuriatingly calm. “It’s flattering that you think of us like that, but it wasn’t the Carnage who attacked your man.”

“Right.” I scoff. “But you just happened to be here while we’re investigating the attack. Try that line on someone else, you fucking asshole.”

I jerk against Nico’s hold on my wrists and try to twist away from Atlas, using my slenderness to my advantage. I get maybe an inch or so of leverage before I’m slammed right back against the wall.

“Uh uh. You’re not going anywhere just yet,” Nico says. “Not until we’re done having our little chat.”

Killian, the man who grabbed my hair, is standing behind his two friends, and he takes a half step closer as if getting ready to join them in restraining me if he needs to. He’s massive and menacing, easily one of the biggest guys I’ve ever seen. Unlike the other two, he doesn’t have any visible tattoos, but that doesn’t make him any less intimidating.

I curl my hands into fists, pissed as fuck that my stupid mistake put me in this position. Against one or even two of these men, I’d be able to hold my own. But the three of them are like each other’s shadows, always together, coordinating so smoothly that it’s like they share a goddamn brain. They have the upper hand against me right now, and all three of them know it.

“Get the fuck off me,” I hiss, shifting my attention back to Nico. “And then maybe we can talk.”

Nico’s lips lift upward at the corners into an almost-smile. “After the way you attacked me when I just came here to have a simple conversation with you? I don’t think so. I can’t trust that you’ll keep those claws in.”

He tightens his hold on my wrists a little as he speaks, arching one eyebrow.

Atlas, following Nico’s lead, presses me harder against the wall, shifting his weight so that one of his thighs slips between my legs. This has two effects. One is that it forces my legs wider, making me widen my stance to keep my balance. And the other is that the hard muscle of his thigh presses right against my clit.

An unexpected jolt of heat shoots through me, hitting me like a bolt of lightning with the suddenness of it. I stiffen, going up on my tiptoes a little to put more space between us as I fight to keep my expression neutral. My pulse quickens against my will, and I can feel my nipples go hard, but I don’t let my reaction show on my face.

That’s the last fucking thing I need right now.

“Why would I keep my claws in when you’re around?” I demand, glaring at Nico to distract myself from the way I can still feel Atlas’s thigh wedged between my legs. “You’d look so much better with an eye patch.”

His lips twitch again as if he’s trying to hide a smirk at my words.

“I’ll keep that in mind. And I guess it’s not surprising that you don’t trust me,” he adds, his voice turning thoughtful.

That’s a fucking understatement and a half. The Princes of Carnage have always been a thorn in my side. Their territory borders ours, and there have been conflicts and skirmishes between our gangs since back when my dad was leading Enigma.

“But the attack on your man wasn’t us,” Nico continues, shaking his head. “We’d take credit for it if it was.”

“Then what the fuck is all of this?” I snap, jerking my chin to encompass the empty warehouse around us and the three of them surrounding me. “If you wanted a meeting, you could have just told me.”

Nico purses his full lips, lifting one shoulder in a shrug. “I wanted something more… informal. Without anyone else present. We need to talk. Leader to leader.”

My nostrils flare as I exhale in irritation. “This is what you call informal?”

He just shrugs again, and I have a sudden urge to headbutt him right between the eyes. If he were a little closer, I’d be tempted to do it, despite the fact that it would definitely escalate tensions between our gangs.

But the truth is, part of me is curious about what he has to say. He sought me out alone, which isn’t how he usually handles things, and there has to be a reason for that.

“You want to talk?” I adjust my stance a little, which has the unfortunate effect of grinding my clit against Atlas’s thigh again, but I ignore it. “Fine. Then talk. But make it quick. If my men find you three touching me like this, you’re dead.”

Nico tilts his head to one side, hesitating for a moment before speaking. I can’t tell if he’s doing it just to piss me off or because he’s trying to organize his thoughts, but he finally says, “You’re not the only one being attacked. We’ve been having the same issues you’re having. There’s someone going after our runners and disappearing with our money. And I can’t have that.”

Ah. That’s why he didn’t want to have this meeting in a more formal setting.

No one likes to admit a weakness to their enemies, which is probably why Nico decided to approach me when I was separated from my men. He wanted to keep it private.

“And what the fuck do you want me to do about it?” I scowl. “You know it wasn’t us.”

He nods, his dark brown hair glinting in the low light that filters in through the windows. “I know. I’ll admit that I suspected you and Enigma at first, but then I found out that your people had gotten jumped too. So I want to… team up. At least when it comes to sharing information. Whatever knowledge you have about whoever could be behind this, I want to know. Do you have any leads?”

He raises an eyebrow, and this time, I’m the one who makes him wait. I stare into his mesmerizing green and blue eyes for several long beats, considering my options.

I’m tempted to tell him to go fuck himself, but the fact that this unknown attacker is targeting another territory besides just Enigma’s throws a new twist into the situation. It means they’re bolder than I realized, since Carnage definitely has a reputation for being the kind of gang you don’t want to fuck with, and that means I really need to take care of this threat soon.

Before it gets any worse.

“I don’t know,” I finally admit. “This latest attack was the most egregious, and it’s what makes me positive that this is more than just random acts of violence.”

“Hm.” Nico’s finger taps against the pulse point on my wrist as he thinks that over. Then he nods. “It’s mostly the same for us. We’ve had a few people run into issues while out doing jobs, but it just seemed like random shit. I didn’t think much of it. Then we had a big drop go missing, and the runner who was supposed to be taking care of it didn’t come back for two days. He says he woke up and had no idea where he was or what the fuck happened and made his way back as soon as he could.”

“Do you believe him?” I ask, glancing between Nico and his two friends. Killian’s expression is so blankly impassive that it’s almost eerie, and Atlas has a hard look on his face that makes me think he’s not a huge fan of this ‘teaming up’ idea.

Nico shrugs, making a low noise in his throat. “If it wasn’t for the other attacks, I might not have. But considering everything else, and this guy’s track record? Yeah. I do. Which means someone is fucking with us, and I can’t let that stand.”

His words are almost an echo of what I was thinking earlier, and the fact that someone seems to be targeting both Enigma and Carnage means it might be bigger than I expected. Someone going after one gang is one thing—that happens all the time. But trying to take on two at once? That takes guts.

“Alright,” I say, my voice clipped. “I’ll consider sharing info with you if I get any leads. If there’s a threat that’s coming for both of us, then we’ll take them out.”

Nico studies my face for a second, like he’s gauging whether or not to believe me. I just stare back at him, ignoring the way he and Atlas are both standing so close that their combined scents are filling my nostrils. I can’t quite tell which scent belongs to which man, but it’s a mixture of something spicy and something woodsy and citrusy.

Finally he nods, looking satisfied. He jerks his head at his two friends, and Atlas lets me away from the wall, dusting off his tattooed hands. Killian backs up, and Nico steps back as well, releasing my wrists.

As soon as I’m back on solid ground and have space to move, my guard comes right back up. I lift my chin and square my shoulders, my hands still curled into loose fists.

I know Nico is trying to play it off as if I’m the one who attacked him unprovoked after he caught me by surprise, forcing him and his men to restrain me so that I couldn’t claw his eyes out or whatever. But I don’t give a fuck if he came here with the most innocent intentions in the world. I’ve never regretted striking first. Nothing gets my hackles up faster than being put in a position of weakness, and I’ll be damned if I let it happen again.

In the back of my head though, there’s still that flash of heat from before, and I can almost feel the phantom touch of Atlas’s thigh against my body.

Fuck.

I run a hand through my hair, trying to shake it off. “We’re done here,” I say coolly. “Unless you’ve got anything else you want to ask me for. Although if you want any more favors, you’ll have to get down on your knees and beg like a good boy.”

Nico’s eyes harden, and a little flash of victory shoots through me. He and his men might’ve gotten under my skin with their unexpected appearance here today… but I’ve gotten under his too.

“It’s not a favor,” he grunts. “It’s a partnership.”

I snort. “Sure.”

“Let’s go,” Nico says to the other two, and they all move in unison the way I’ve seen them do before, turning as one to leave.

They head toward a door at the back of the large, mostly empty space, but before they get far, a sudden urge prompts me to open my mouth again.

“Nico!” I call, and he stops in his tracks. “If it had just been the two of us, I could have fucking taken you. Remember that.”

He looks at me over his shoulder, his mismatched eyes glinting in the dusty gray light. “Then it’s a good thing Atlas and Killian always have my back. Tell me, Quinn. Who has yours?”

His words take me by surprise, knocking me back on my heels a bit—or maybe it’s not the words so much as the fact that I have no ready answer for his question. So I just scowl at him until he turns away again. Without another word, the three of them leave, slipping out of the warehouse as quietly as they must have entered it.

“Goddammit,” I mutter under my breath.

With the three Princes gone, it’s just me and the silence of the warehouse again. I came in here for a reason, and I force myself to focus on it. If I’m going to be sharing info with Nico and his seconds, then I need to have something useful to contribute.

But another five or ten minutes of searching still doesn’t turn up anything. Nothing seems out of place or suspicious. It’s all just the usual shit you’d expect for an abandoned warehouse in the shittiest part of town.

Defeated and frustrated, I head back to where we left the cars, arriving just as the others start to return from their searches as well. I glance at that dark stain on the ground as they gather around me, Nico’s words echoing in my mind.

Tell me, Quinn. Who has yours?

I have loyal soldiers in my gang, absolutely. People who’ve been a part of it since the early days, people my dad would have trusted with his life and mine. But despite all of that, there’s no one I can trust quite like I trusted my father. And although Emmett is helpful with running some of the day-to-day operations of the gang and can be a good sounding board when I’m working through decisions, I don’t have any trusted seconds like Nico does. No one looms behind me at all times like a shadow, like a part of me, ready to take someone down for so much as breathing wrong in my direction. I guess in a way, I’ve always known that, but I hate Nico for pointing it out.

On top of everything else I hate him for.

“Anything?” I ask my people once everyone has returned from their sweeps.

Emmett shakes his head. “Just the usual shit, but nothing to tell us who this was. Or why.”

Everyone else mutters the same thing, nodding in agreement. Nothing.

“Right,” I tell them, keeping my voice firm and steady. “Then we go on the defensive for now. Switch up the routes for the runners. No one takes the same route twice, understood? We need to make it harder for someone on the outside to anticipate our movements.”

“Got it, boss.” Fallon nods, shielding his eyes with his hand.

“And tell everyone no unscheduled breaks anymore. I know it sucks, but until we figure this shit out, it has to be straight to business and then straight back. Anything else is too risky.”

Everyone nods, immediately ready to act on my words.

It’s a lot of power, and I spare a thought to hope I’m doing the right shit with it.

“Back to the shop, then?” Emmett asks.

I nod. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
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For as long as I can remember, the Enigma gang has operated out of a tattoo parlor. It’s one of those places that you wouldn’t look twice at from the outside, and it blends in with the businesses around it. The liquor store, the shitty little pizza place on the corner, the gas station across the street.

A buzzing neon sign hangs in the window, flashing TATTOO in a cycle of red, green, and blue, and there’s art on the tinted window, showing off traditionally drawn tattoos and old flyers for concerts and festivals.

Inside, there’s the usual shit: chairs for customers, a desk for taking orders and phone calls, and a low partition that separates the reception area from the padded tables and adjustable chairs where tattoos actually get done.

At any given moment, there are plenty of Enigma gang members hanging around, tattooing each other or customers, or just shooting the shit. It’s our base of operations, and a front for our work, so no one gets curious about all the people who come and go at odd hours.

Beyond the main area, there’s a back room with a fading EMPLOYEES ONLY sign above it, and I push through into it. My mind is still churning and my body is buzzing from the fight with the Princes.

Everything about them sets my teeth on edge, and I’ve got a restless energy in me that refuses to settle down.

I move through the back room to the door that leads down to the basement where we handle the private business. It served as my dad’s office and command center, and I spent a lot of time down there before he died.

Now it’s where I give orders and make plans for the future of Enigma, even though it always feels weird to sit where he sat and try to wield his authority.

Emmett follows me down, and I don’t stop him, even though I grimace a little inside my head.

He’s a good person to have around, a valuable member of the gang who gets shit done and doesn’t ask too many questions. I definitely leaned on him when I was taking over for my dad, and without his help, I probably would have fucked up way more than I did.

But sometimes he looks at me, and his eyes linger. Or they travel up and down my body with a spark of desire that I don’t like. It seems like he has a bit of a thing for me, and I try to shut it down whenever I can, finding excuses to not be alone with him.

He’s handsome enough, with classic features and light brown eyes. His dark blond hair is always falling into his eyes, and I’ve seen more than one woman sigh dreamily whenever he pushes it out of his face so he can see properly.

There’s no denying he’s someone’s type, but I’m not really interested in doing anything like that with him.

“So what do you make of it?” he asks me, leaning against the closed door once we’re settled in the basement. His eyes track me as I move around the office.

“I think I wish we’d found something that would give us someone to pin this on,” I tell him bluntly. “I hate being in the dark. I hate sending people out there, not knowing what might be coming next.”

He nods, a sympathetic expression on his face. “Yeah, it sucks. But if we back off, whoever it is that’s doing this will probably see it as gaining ground.”

“I know.” The words come out sharper than I mean for them to, and I sigh. “Sorry.”

He chuckles. “Don’t worry about it. You’ve got a lot on your shoulders right now. And we’re not really any closer to figuring out what this is all about. Unknown threats are never a good thing. It’s hard to fight an enemy you can’t see.”

“Yeah.” I chew my bottom lip, still pacing around the room. I feel like I can’t sit still right now. Like I’d crawl out of my skin if I tried. “But why now? It would have made more sense if they’d done this shit back when we were weaker, when everyone was still scrambling to adjust to the new normal. You were right about that earlier.” I scrub my hands over my face. “But maybe it’s someone who was biding their time, you know? They thought Enigma would crumble after my dad died, and they’re pissed now that we’re gaining all that ground back.”

“Could be.” Emmett nods thoughtfully. “I know we had a lot of eyes on us when things went to shit.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose and let out a frustrated breath. It’s hard, having so much fucking speculation and nothing to go on. Nothing but a trail of my people getting hurt.

“Hey.” Emmett comes over and puts a hand on my shoulder, squeezing lightly. “Take a breath, okay? You’re doing all the right shit, and we’ll get to the bottom of this.”

I nod, exhaling slower this time.

He’s standing very close to me now, close enough that I can see the flecks of almost gold in his light brown eyes. I can see the shape of his jaw and the soft, plush curve of his mouth.

Nico’s voice echoes in my head, calling me out for not really having anyone at my back. There’s anger simmering in my gut whenever I think about it, and as much as I fucking hate to admit it, there’s still that simmering arousal as well. Being pinned like that, so effortlessly, Atlas’s thigh rubbing between my legs, hitting the right spot…

I swallow hard.

I can’t get rid of the feeling, or any of the messy feelings churning wildly inside me, so I decide to lean into them instead. Before I can stop to second-guess myself, I lean a little closer to Emmett.

He stares at me for a second, and I can see the moment when it clicks in his mind what I’m doing. His eyes widen, and he hurries to close the distance, meeting me halfway in a kiss.

A low groan vibrates in his chest, and he steps closer, his hands coming up to slide down my arms and then bracket my hips. His mouth is hot and hungry, and he licks at my bottom lip, urging me to open for him.

I do, letting him in, letting him slide his tongue into my mouth and twine it with mine. His fingers find the hem of my shirt and then slip under it, and I shiver when his thumbs brush over my hip bones in a soft caress.

“Fuck, Quinn,” he breathes out, his voice already sounding ragged. “I want—”

He doesn’t finish that sentence. Instead, he grips my hips and uses the leverage to lift me up onto the desk. He steps between my legs, his eyes roaming over my face for a moment, taking me in like he can’t quite believe he’s here.

I slide a hand behind his neck to tug him back down, preferring kissing to that kind of scrutiny. I don’t want emotions between us. I just want—just need—a release.

Luckily, he doesn’t complain about it, kissing me hard and fast as our lips meet again.

His hand finds its way between our bodies, and when he presses the palm of it right where I’m the most needy, I groan a little. It’s not as good as the hard press of Atlas’s knee against my clit, but I try to shove all the thoughts of the Princes and their bullshit out of my head so I can focus on this.

Emmett trails his lips from my mouth to my neck, working his way down as his breath gusts against my skin.

“I’m going to make you feel good,” he murmurs. “Let me take some of this stress away from you.”

“Mm,” I hum, not even sure how to respond to that. I don’t want to talk. I don’t want to do anything but feel.

He steps back and starts tugging my pants down. I shift my hips a little to help him get them off, and he lets them pool around my ankles with my panties.

His hands slide up my bare thighs, and there’s a look on his face like he can’t believe he gets to do this. Like he can’t believe he gets to touch me.

It makes something twist in my stomach, and I can’t tell if it’s arousal or guilt.

Either way, I’m glad when he drops to his knees in front of me, giving me an excuse to look away from his face.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he breathes. He kisses his way from my knee to my inner thigh, his lips caressing the skin there gently. I brace a little, willing him to bite me or something, but he doesn’t. He just nuzzles the skin and then moves closer to my pussy.

He kisses me there too, and besides a dull spark when his lips graze my clit, there’s not much reaction in my body. Even when he starts going down on me, lapping at my pussy with slow, long licks, I don’t really feel anything. Nothing that’s going to get me closer to how I want to feel, at least.

“You can go harder,” I mutter, trying to drop a hint. “I’m not made of glass.”

“I know,” he murmurs back. “But I want to take my time.”

I barely bite back the noise of frustration that wants to spill out of me. Emmett must take the noise I do make as a moan because he keeps it up, licking and lapping at me in this gentle, measured way.

Tilting my head back, I stare up at the ceiling, listening to the sounds he makes as he eats me out. I can tell he’s enjoying himself, and I should be too… but I don’t feel anything even close to turned on by it.

The flames of need that are already in me are from someone else, and this is doing nothing to fan them higher.

I should’ve known this would happen. I usually can’t get off this way at all, but I thought maybe with that agitated, unsettled feeling buzzing through me, it would be different this time. That something would push me over the edge. But it’s not working.

I squirm a little, closing my eyes and biting my lower lip so hard that it aches, until I finally give up and thread my fingers into Emmett’s hair, tugging on it to urge him to his feet.

He glances at me as he rises, looking confused for a second, but I draw him in for a kiss before he can ask what’s up, wrapping my legs around his waist to press him against my body.

I can taste myself on his lips, the salty sweet tang of my arousal, and I chase the flavor deeper into his mouth, letting my tongue dance with his. He groans into it, grinding forward. His cock is rock hard in his pants, and I can feel it pressing against my bare pussy as he works his hips in a slow roll.

That feels better, but it’s not the right angle. I shift a little, trying to get more direct pressure on my clit, but Emmett must take that as me being uncomfortable because he shifts too, putting more distance between us.

His teeth graze my bottom lip, but he doesn’t bite down. Instead he just lets me feel the edge of those teeth and then soothes the practically non-existent sting away with the flat of his tongue.

Frustration sits like a heavy weight in my stomach, and I groan.

It’s like our bodies weren’t made to fit together this way. All of it is too… soft. None of it gets my blood pumping or pushes me close to the edge where I’m about to come undone, screaming and clawing out my release.

I pull away from the kiss. Emmett is flushed, his hair messy and his eyes dark with desire.

“What do you want?” he asks breathlessly. “I could—” He presses his hips forward again, letting me feel him against me.

“Mm,” I hum. “Just… here.”

I reach down and grab one of his hands, bringing it up so his fingers are at my throat.

His eyes go wide, darting from side to side like this is something that could get him in trouble. Something he’s not supposed to be doing.

“You like this?” he asks.

I nod. “But harder.”

His fingers squeeze with the barest hint of pressure, and then he’s pulling his hand away. “Like that?”

Disappointment settles in my gut, cold and undeniable. This isn’t going to work. Emmett isn’t the type to give me what I need, and even if he was willing to try, the last thing I want to do right now is teach someone how to fuck me like they mean it. I want someone who already knows and is eager to do it.

My tongue darts out, licking my lips, and I unwind my legs from around his waist.

“I… I don’t think this is a good idea.” I shake my head, putting a hand on his chest.

He takes a half step back, disappointment flashing across his face. “Why not?”

“It’ll complicate things too much,” I tell him, inwardly cursing myself for letting a moment of rash impulsivity break my carefully constructed rules. I’ve never fucked around with a member of Enigma, not even before I became leader of the gang, and it would be stupid to start now. “I don’t want anything to get weird between us. It’s not worth that risk, so it’ll just be easier if we don’t go down this path.”

That’s not the only reason I put a stop to things, but it’s the only reason he needs to know about. It’s not even his fault that he can’t get me off. Not really. I’m broken in a way that means most men can’t.

“Oh. Okay,” Emmett says slowly, pulling away fully. “If that’s what you want.”

“I think it’s what’s best. You’re too important to Enigma, and to me, to let a quick fuck make things awkward, you know?”

He nods, although the disappointment is still clear in his eyes. “Yeah, I understand. That’s what makes you a good leader, you put the gang ahead of everything else. And if you ever change your mind… well, you know where to find me.”

He gives me a lopsided smile, and I make myself smile back, even though the atmosphere in the room definitely has turned a bit awkward. I’m still sitting on the desk with my pants around my ankles, and now that we’re no longer touching, I can feel cool air against my pussy.

“Yeah,” I say, sliding off the desk and tugging my pants back up. “I do.”

Emmett fixes his own clothes and runs his fingers through his hair, setting his appearance back to rights. There’s a moment of silence between us before he clears his throat and says, “Well, I should head up and take care of some things. You’ll be okay down here?”

“Yeah,” I tell him. “I’ll be fine.”

He nods again and then starts up the stairs, closing the door quietly behind him.

Once I’m alone again, I sit back down on the desk, stewing in my own frustration. Everything swirls in my head, a seemingly endless barrage of thoughts, images, and emotions. The attack on our runner, the run-in with the Princes, Nico’s words about how I don’t have anyone to back me up, Atlas’s knee between my legs…

It’s all so much, too much, and I feel on edge and restless.

I was hoping that letting Emmett fuck me would take that edge off, but that was a bad fucking idea. It was reckless and stupid, and it’s a good goddamn thing I came to my senses in time to stop myself from making that mistake. But I didn’t get the release I was craving, and now I’m more keyed up than ever, adding another layer of frustration on top of everything else.

“Dammit,” I grumble under my breath.

My body still hums with arousal, and apart from anything else, I still need to actually come. None of this stress is going to magically disappear thanks to an orgasm, but getting off would definitely help.

Logically, I know it would be smarter to ignore it. I’ve got a lot on my plate, and I need to brainstorm with my gang about what we’re going to do about these attacks. I need to come up with information to pass on to the Princes of Carnage and get the ball rolling to find out who the fuck is behind all this.

But I’ll do all of those things better if I can actually focus, and right now, that feels impossible.

“Fuck it,” I say aloud, exhaling hard.

Allowing the tug of instinct to guide me, I slide off the desk and check my clothes before heading upstairs and back through the tattoo parlor.

“Heading out, boss?” an Enigma member named Gabriella calls, and I nod over my shoulder at her in silent answer before pushing out the door and walking to my car. I’m buckled in and driving toward my house before I can think better of it.

Even now, a year after my dad’s death, pulling into the driveway of the house I used to live in with him and knowing he won’t be there still hurts. The house is one of those big old beasts, one of the last of its kind in the city that haven’t been torn down to squeeze a bunch of cookie cutter shit into the same space, or rented out as some kind of overpriced vacation home.

It’s my home, now that I’ve inherited it, but it still feels so fucking weird to be there and to know my dad is never going to walk through the door or fill the space with his laughter.

I make my way upstairs to my bedroom and shuck off my street clothes, opting for something with a bit more edge for what I have planned tonight.

Something slinky and skimpy, designed to draw the eye. It shows off the tattoos on my arms and shoulders and the one that spreads down my thigh. I give myself a once over in the mirror, meeting my reflection’s gray eyes as I run my fingers through my long teal-colored hair. I decide against pulling it back or braiding it, leaving it to spill over my shoulders in messy waves. It works with the look.

Ten minutes later, I’m back in my car again, this time headed to Le Bal Masque, the kink club I started going to a while ago.

After parking, I fish the masquerade mask that’s part of the dress code here out of my glove compartment and make my way inside.

It’s dark out now, but still early enough that the club isn’t too packed just yet. There are people on the dance floor, grinding seductively against each other to the low, thrumming beat of the song playing over the speakers. The bar isn’t too full, and people in skimpy outfits and various kinds of bondage gear get drinks or water as they please.

The club is broken up into separate and distinct parts. There’s the main area, where a bar, dancing and lounge areas are, for people who come to Le Bal Masque for socializing. And then there are the private rooms in the back—for people who come here for different reasons.

People like me tonight.

I don’t bother with getting a drink or dancing or anything else. I push my way through the club, side stepping people who are in my way, just barely avoiding getting a drink dumped all over me by a clumsy man in a spiked collar.

I can feel eyes on me, hungry gazes running over my body, taking in my hair, my tats, the way the slinky black material of my dress clings to my body. There’s heat in every look, but I don’t really care and barely notice.

Because I’m not here for them.

I’m only here for one person.

My pulse pounds as I scan the club, searching for the familiar build and mask in the crowd, but there doesn’t seem to be any sign of him.

Disappointment curls in my stomach, and I bite down on my lip, holding back a curse. Maybe he isn’t here.

He’s always been here when I came before, always lurking somewhere, ready to pounce on me as soon as I come through the door. He’s clearly one of those people who spends a lot of time at this club, and he’s never made me wait before.

I debate whether I should give it a bit of time, wait a while to see if he shows up, or just go home. I could take a shower, put my vibrator through its paces and then pass out in bed for the night. It wouldn’t be as good, nowhere close, but at least this fucked up day would be over.

Just as I’m considering that, I feel someone step up behind me. Strong hands grab my waist, and I’m yanked roughly backward against a firm, muscular body.

My heart leaps with adrenaline, and before I can turn around or say a word, a dark voice murmurs low in my ear.

“Hello, siren.”
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My heart kicks against my ribs. It’s him.

I recognize that voice, and the nickname that only he calls me.

The low, sensual growl belongs to a man I know only as Phantom, the one I’ve been meeting here at the club all these months.

My pulse rushes in my ears, adrenaline spiking higher along with my arousal. Just the sound of the sexual tension dripping from his tone and the feeling of his hands on me is enough to have me already getting wet.

“Hello,” I manage to say back, my mouth suddenly dry.

His grip on me tightens, his strong fingers digging almost painfully into my hips through my clothes. The familiar scent of his aftershave—amber and bergamot—fills my nostrils, making me breathe in deeper. He pulls me back harder against him, and I can feel the hot line of his cock through both layers of clothing, proof that he’s already hard.

I swallow, my entire body primed and alert.

“Did you come here for me?” he growls, his breath ghosting over the shell of my ear and making me shiver.

I nod, not bothering to deny it. The good thing about a place like this is that I don’t have to hold anything back. I can say and do what I want and get what I need in return.

“I was hoping you’d be here,” I murmur. “I was disappointed when I didn’t see you at first.”

Maybe I shouldn’t admit that. Admittedly it’s a little strange to be this desperate to meet up with a man I know nothing about. In all the time we’ve been having encounters at Le Bal Masque, I’ve never seen his face, and I don’t know his real name.

To me, he’s just Phantom, a man who comes and goes as he pleases and makes me feel like no one else ever has before. We meet up periodically here, ever since I started coming to this club a year and a half or so ago.

A satisfied noise rumbles through him, and I can feel the vibrations of it where my back is pressed to his chest. Before I can say anything else, he grabs my arm in a rough grip, pulling me along with him.

We move away from the main part of the club, leaving behind the thumping music and the grinding bodies. It’s quieter in the little hallway that leads to the private rooms the club offers. There are several doors along the hallway, each labeled with a number. The rooms are soundproofed enough that the hallway is quiet, no hint of what’s going on inside each one.

Phantom slowly slides his hand down from my bicep to my wrist. He squeezes once, letting me feel the strength in his fingers, then he jerks his head down the hall.

“Eight,” he says, and I realize that he’s telling me which room to go to.

He pulls me closer and leans down, still holding on to my wrist. I can feel the mask he’s wearing brush the shell of my ear, the barest touch that still somehow manages to send fire shooting through my veins.

Then he says a single word.

“Run.”

He drops his grip on my wrist as he speaks, and I move on instinct. I take off, sprinting down the hall, not looking back. My breathing is loud in my ears as I run, and when I make it to room number eight, I yank the door open and throw myself inside the dimly lit room.

I turn, about to slam the door closed, but before I can, Phantom’s palm collides hard with the heavy wood, stopping me from closing it.

I push on it anyway, but it’s like trying to move a brick wall. There’s no give.

Phantom shoves his way inside, pushing me out of the way as if I weigh nothing. He slams the door closed, making the room grow even darker, then rounds on me, one hand darting out and closing around my throat like a snake striking.

My body responds to that, heat bursting through my veins at the pressure of his thick fingers around my neck. But it’s too soon to give in. I don’t just need the rough fuck, I need the fight. I need the surge of adrenaline and the rush of sensations that come with it.

He’s every bit the hunter here. The predator.

Which makes me his prey.

I have a safe word I can say to stop things if it goes too far, but I’ve never used it before.

And there’s no fucking way I’m using it tonight.

I manage to twist out of Phantom’s grasp, using my speed and smaller frame to my advantage. My nipples are hard, rubbing against my dress as I move, making it harder to think. The throbbing between my legs definitely doesn’t help either, and I have to fight not to moan as I put distance between me and Phantom.

He’s not fazed by me breaking away from him. This is part of the chase, and he knows he’s got me trapped. He stalks toward me, trying to back me into a corner.

“Where are you going, little siren?” he demands in that deep, intoxicating voice. “You can’t hide from me.”

His words send goosebumps scattering across my skin. I’m so wet by now that I can feel it soaking through my panties, but I just shake my head, breathing hard.

As he nears me, trying to pin me down in the corner I’ve ended up in, I dart sideways to slip past him—but I’m not fast enough. He catches me by the arm and uses that grip to reel me in, hauling me back toward him.

My body collides with his muscular frame, and then he spins me to face the wall and shoves me against it, making me gasp in shock and slight pain as he looms over me from behind.

He’s so fucking big, taking up so much space, physically boxing me in with his massive body. I struggle against his hold on me, trying to throw him off balance so I can slip away. But there’s no give. His grip is like iron.

Phantom laughs, but there’s no humor in it. It’s a cold sound, but one that still sends a shiver of heat down my spine.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asks again. “You’re mine.”

Oh fuck.

My breathing picks up as I claw at his arm, struggling against him, trying to get away. But it’s no good.

His free hand drags its way down my body, and he palms me roughly between my legs, stoking that fire inside me even higher.

“Fuck.” I whimper the word out loud this time, my muscles going lax for a moment as pleasure shoots through my limbs.

He chuckles roughly. “Where’d that fire go? I thought you wanted to get away. But instead you’re here, moaning like a whore, soaking wet from being held down. Is this what you want? You want me to force you to take it? To make you come right here?”

His words are as harsh as the way he grinds his hand against me. He doesn’t let up, pressing his palm against my pussy, grinding his fingers against my aching clit.

The arousal in me climbs higher and higher, until I’m panting for breath, little moans spilling from my lips.

“Fuck,” I say again. “Oh fuck. I—”

I could come like this, with him rubbing me through my clothes, turning me on and giving me no room to deny how fucking good it feels. I’m already so close, the heat and sensations trying to crest and drag me under.

It’s such a far cry from having Emmett going down on me. With just this little bit from Phantom, I’m already so much closer to falling apart than I’ve been with any other man.

“Do you want to come?” Phantom asks. No, not asks. Demands. “Then beg me.”

“Fuck you,” I pant, thrusting back against his hand all the same, seeking out more friction.

His breath warms my ear, his voice like crushed velvet. “I know you do. I can feel how fucking wet you are. How you’re throbbing with need for me. I could push two fingers into your soaking pussy and you’d gush all over my hand, wouldn’t you?”

I don’t have the words to respond, but everything he says is true, and he knows it. I’m rolling my hips against him, squirming between him and the wall as I try to get even more pressure somehow.

“Too bad,” he tells me, dark amusement in his tone. “I’m not done with you yet.”

I groan in frustration, unable to help myself, and a moment later he takes his hand away, leaving me gasping at the sudden absence.

When his weight disappears from my back, letting me move away from the wall, another surge of adrenaline shoots through me. I shove against the wall and move to run again, but I don’t get more than a few steps before Phantom wraps an arm around my waist and drags me back in.

He’s toying with me.

Playing with his food before he eats it.

“I don’t think so,” he growls lowly. “I already said I’m not done with you yet.”

With that one arm, he lifts me up and off my feet, and I barely have time to orient myself before I feel the coolness of the floor against my back. He goes down with me, looming over me just like he did when he had me pressed against the wall.

“This is where you belong,” he says, sounding satisfied. “On your back for me, hair spread out, cheeks flushed. A perfect little slut who wants to get fucked so badly. You can run from me all you want, siren, but your body doesn’t lie. I know you’re desperate for this.”

My arousal is a haze in my mind now, taking over everything else. I can’t deny anything he’s saying, and when I try to scramble back away from him, he pounces on me, pinning me down again.

One of his hands grabs both of my wrists, and he pins them over my head easily. I feel almost delicate being restrained like that, not being able to get away. His fingers might as well be iron bands for how much I can move them, and when he shoves my legs apart, I whimper for him.

“Such a good little whore,” he groans, his voice dropping even lower.

He uses his free hand to grab my panties, ripping them off me with ease. My dress is short enough that without my panties, my lower half is practically bare, but Phantom isn’t satisfied with that.

He hikes my dress up, dragging it up beneath my ass and over my hips, exposing my entire lower body to him. Then he does the same thing with the top, pulling it down under my tits, leaving the skimpy material in a band around my waist.

I’m as good as naked, and his gaze burns as he looks me over. The mask he has on hides his face completely, but I can see his eyes glittering in the darkness as he stares down at me like I’m something he wants to devour.

“Yeah,” he murmurs, almost like he’s talking to himself. “Just like that. Fucking perfect.”

I yelp as he moves again suddenly, looping his arms under my hips and ass to drag me even closer to him. My lower half is raised up off the floor, and my legs go over his shoulders, leaving me bent at the waist a bit as he puts his face right between my legs.

That hungry look in his eyes grows darker and more intense, and without warning, he lunges in, biting down hard on my inner thigh. I cry out, writhing in his hold, and his hands tighten around my body.

“Be still,” he growls. “Or I’ll bite harder.”

I squirm, just to test the limits of that command, and he’s as good as his word. His teeth dig into the flesh of my upper thigh, and for a second, I’m positive he’s going to break the skin and draw blood. But he doesn’t, biting just shy of that, leaving what’s probably a perfect indent of his teeth in my skin.

All I can do is whine in pleasure and pain as heat sparks along my skin. The bites throb in time with my arousal and the thundering beat of my heart, and when Phantom finally lowers his head and licks at my pussy, I feel like I might burst.

There’s nothing gentle about it, no soft laps of that tongue. Instead, he goes down on me hard and fast, like he’s laying a claim. His tongue presses forcefully against my clit, and I arch up even more, a broken moan spilling from my lips.

And then, all at once… everything stops.

Phantom freezes, then jerks his head back sharply. When he looks at me again, his eyes radiate anger, and I can hear it in his voice when he speaks.

“Who the fuck touched you?” he demands.

“What?” I gasp out.

“Who. The fuck. Touched you?” Each word is enunciated and heavy, falling like a weight in the silent room. “I can taste him on you. I can smell him.”

I swallow hard, shaking my head, and his fingers tighten almost to the point of pain. “Don’t fucking lie to me, siren. Did you let someone else eat you out tonight? Was there another man’s mouth on your pussy?”

My breathing is harsh and scattered now, and I lick my lips before responding. “I—don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The fuck you don’t,” he breathes, leaning over me. He hasn’t raised his voice, but somehow the intensity of it burns even hotter in this low tone. “Tell me.”

I shake my head again, even though I know I’m testing the limits of his patience.

“Don’t make me ask again.”

There’s an air of finality and a hint of a warning in his words, and I have no idea what he’ll do if I push it. Get up and walk out? Refuse to let me come for the rest of the night? Either of those options would result in me going home unsatisfied, just as keyed up and stressed out as I was when I showed up here.

I could use my safe word and end this whole thing, but that would have the same effect.

So I take a breath and then nod. “Yes. There was someone else.”

Phantom narrows his eyes behind the mask, and I can almost taste his displeasure in the air. Something possessive passes through his gaze, and he leans in even more, pressing my legs up to my chest and forcing my body to fold nearly in half.

“Was it good?” he demands. “Did he make you feel like I make you feel? Did he make you come like I do? Until you’re a shaking mess on the floor?”

Suddenly, he pulls back, letting my lower half fall back down to the floor. He doesn’t move, staying between my spread legs as I fight to catch my breath.

When I don’t answer immediately, he growls and reaches out, slapping his open hand against my bare pussy.

It stings, the sound echoing in the room from the force of it, and I arch up as I scream, heat and pleasure jolting through me.

“Does he?” Phantom barks, slapping me again.

“No!” I cry out, shaking my head desperately. When his hand comes down a third time, I press my hips up to meet it. Even with the pain, it feels so fucking good. His words, his harsh actions… all of it has me so close, close enough that I can feel my body trying to reach that peak.

But Phantom doesn’t push me over the edge just yet.

“That’s what I thought,” he growls. “That’s why you come here, isn’t it? Because no one can make you feel like this. No one can pin you down and force you to feel like I do. Isn’t that right? Isn’t that what you need?”

“Yes!” I cry. “Yes, yes. Please! I’m so close, please!”

He shakes his head and slaps my pussy again. This time when he draws his hand back, I can see the evidence of my arousal on it, smeared and wet over his fingers, glistening in the light.

“Did he slap your pussy and make you admit how desperate you are? How greedy?” he asks. “Did he make you beg to get off for him?”

No, of course he didn’t. Emmett would never. He’d probably be horrified if he could see this, and even more so if he knew how fucking hot it gets me.

As if he senses the direction of my thoughts, Phantom leans in. His features are obscured by the mask, but I could swear he’s smirking behind that dark facade.

“And what would he think if he could see you like this? If he could see how fucking wet you are from being hunted and chased? If he knew you like to be fucked like a dirty little slut? Would he still want to eat your pretty pussy out then?”

He wipes his wet hand on my thigh and then slaps the flesh there for good measure.

A moan tears its way out of me, and my hands scrabble uselessly on the floor, trying to find something to hold on to, something to anchor me.

“No,” I manage to choke out.

“Good,” Phantom says. “Because this is mine.”

He shoves two fingers deep into my pussy, forceful and merciless. But despite the roughness of the intrusion, he doesn’t meet any resistance at all. I’m so wet by now, my body open and needy for him, and the sound of it is loud as he fucks me with his fingers hard and fast.

“Oh god. Oh god. Oh fuck.”

The words are like a chant pouring out of me, building with the heat and desperation in my body. I can feel my orgasm looming, trying to crest and spill over—but before I can get any closer to it, Phantom drags his fingers away.

I sob out a moan of frustration, writhing on the cool floor as a sheen of sweat covers my body.

Judging from the way his cock is tenting the front of his pants, I can tell that Phantom is hard as hell from this. He’s getting off on torturing me by keeping me on the edge. Something about it feeds the sadistic need in him, while it leaves me breathless with want and desperation.

“Please, please, please,” I beg.

He snorts under his breath, tilting his head to one side. “Oh now it’s ‘please.’ You were running from me not long ago. What happened to that, little siren? You don’t want to run anymore?”

I open my mouth, but my mind is too hazy and muddled by the need to get off to form a coherent response.

“No,” he bites out, answering his own question. Even though his tone is harsh, there’s something seductive about it. A sensuality that wraps around me as he speaks. “You don’t want to run. You want me to fill you up with my cock until you can’t think of anything else, don’t you? You want me to fuck you into the floor like the animals we both are. Say it.”

“I—”

Phantom slaps my pussy again, hard enough that I scream. “Say it,” he demands.

“I want you to fuck me!” I cry out. “I want you to fill me up with your cock. I need it. Please, there’s nothing else that—please!”

His fingertips rub my swollen flesh, surprisingly gentle for a moment as he murmurs, “I know. I’ve got you, siren.”

Before I can puzzle out quite what he means by that, his hands are on me, flipping me onto my hands and knees suddenly. I gasp at the speed of it, trying to catch my breath.

Behind me, I can hear the hiss of his belt sliding out of the loops of his pants, and my arms shake as my hair falls in a curtain around my face. Phantom gathers the locks with one hand, draping them all to one side.

Then the skin-warmed leather of his belt wraps around my throat.
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My pulse spikes, arousal flooding me like a wave of heat over my skin.

The belt isn’t tight enough to cut off my air yet, but I’m breathing hard all the same, as if I expect to lose that ability at any moment.

I have no idea why this gets me off more than simple, straightforward sex. An hour or two ago, I had a man on his knees who would’ve gladly worshipped my body if I’d let him, and I felt nothing.

But this? This has me buzzing. I haven’t even come yet, and it’s already more satisfying than anything I’ve felt in weeks. I didn’t even think I could get off at all until the first time Phantom threw me down on the bed here, shoved my face into the mattress, and fucked me from behind like he was trying to break me.

One of his big hands presses against the middle of my back, and he pushes me down so that my arms bend and my face is pressed against the smooth floor. I go willingly, the fight drained out of me with the need to come.

Phantom grabs one of my wrists and then the other, gripping them in one hand and crossing them against the small of my back. Just like before, there’s no give to his hold, no chance I’m going to be able to go anywhere without a true fight.

“Are you thinking about him?” he growls, possessive anger in his tone.

I shake my head quickly, my tongue darting out to lick my lips. “No,” I gasp. “No, I—”

“Then fucking focus on me,” he demands. “I don’t want you thinking about anyone or anything else right now. Do you understand?”

“Yes. Yes, I understand, I—”

I swallow hard, cutting myself off before I start babbling with need.

Of course, Phantom has no way of knowing that even though my thoughts were wandering, they were on him. He’s all I can think about in this moment. It’s as if nothing else exists beyond the four walls of his room. Nothing beyond him and me, stripped down to our most basic, animalistic desires.

“Good.” He pins my hands behind my back and presses forward, grinding against me through the fabric of his pants. I can feel how hard he is, the hot bulge of his cock, and it makes my body throb with need.

All I want is to feel him inside me. All I want is for him to fuck me so hard that I can’t think about anything else. I want my brain to shut off and my body to be completely overwhelmed by the pleasure I know he can give me.

“You know the safe word,” Phantom grunts, his hips grinding harder against me. I can hear that he’s affected by this too, by the way his tone shifts and his voice goes darker. “If you can’t speak, tap my hand three times. Show me.”

I get my thoughts together enough to demonstrate, managing to tap his hand three times, even with the grip he has on my wrists.

“Good,” he says.

He keeps that hold on me with one hand, and with the other, he shoves his pants down. I can feel the movement of it, and my mouth waters, even though I can’t see his cock with my face pressed down the way it is. But I don’t need to see it to know it’s fucking huge. It’s big enough that I almost thought he would break me the first time he fucked me, and that’s just what I need right now.

The musky smell of arousal is thick in the air, and I lick my lips again. I’m messy and sweaty, my dress still bunched up around my waist and my skin covered in bite marks and the imprints of Phantom’s fingers—but I don’t care about any of that.

Right now, I’m just what Phantom called me earlier. A greedy little whore, desperate to be fucked by him.

I half expect him to keep teasing me, to make me beg and drive me out of my mind with the frantic desire for more. It wouldn’t take much at this point to have me sobbing and whimpering for him, not when I’m already so keyed up and on the edge.

I hear him rolling on a condom, and when the blunt head of his cock finds my entrance, I nearly keen at the way it feels. After torturing me for so long, Phantom doesn’t draw this part out. He doesn’t make me wait. Instead, he drives right into me, ramming his cock home inside my pussy.

I do cry out then, as my body struggles to adjust to his size. He’s so big, and even though I’m soaking wet right now, it’s still a tight fit.

But my body gets with the program quickly, the need for this overriding everything else. It gets easier for him to slide in and out of me, and he takes advantage of that, fucking me hard and fast.

“You love this,” he grunts, already sounding breathless. “Your pussy is like a damn vise around me, already trying to milk me dry. Fuck. Fuck.”

He slaps my ass with his free hand, digging his fingers into the meat of it.

All I can do is wail my pleasure at that, bucking back into his thrusts, seeking out more even though I already feel like I’m being burned alive by the heat of it all.

“Look at you,” he rasps. “You can’t get enough, can you? I could keep you here all night, stuffed with my cock. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Such a good little whore, my siren.”

I nod along, willing to agree to anything he says right now, just so he doesn’t stop.

His fingers dig in even harder, and I know I’ll have marks left behind later. Proof that this happened and how good it was.

“P-please,” I manage to choke out, the word coming out slurred and broken. I feel almost like I’m floating outside of myself, and it’s hard to form coherent thoughts when he’s battering into me the way he is.

The sound of skin on skin is loud in the room, and each time Phantom thrusts into me, the force of it shoves me forward a little.

“Please what?” he pants. “Please fuck you harder? Please make sure there isn’t a single fucking part of you that doesn’t feel me tomorrow? Is that what you want, siren?”

“Yes!” I cry out. “Fuck, yes.”

He doesn’t respond to that, just fucks into me even harder, slamming his cock as deep as it can go. And it’s already like I can feel it everywhere. Like each thrust into me is sending electric currents of sensation all the way through my body again and again.

He’s so deep inside me that it feels like I can taste it, the sweet honey of arousal and need on my tongue. It hurts and feels so fucking good at the same time.

“Good girl,” Phantom breathes. He runs his hand down my ass and then smacks it again, hard enough that the sound reverberates in the room and I feel a shock of pain run through me. “You’re taking me so well. Like you were made for it. But you are, aren’t you? This is what you were made for.”

I just nod, my head bobbing as I fight to breathe. My wrists twist in his hold, not because I’m trying to break free, but because I can’t calm down, can’t be still. Not when everything aches so good, and he’s fucking me like he wants to break me apart into a million pieces.

He slams his cock in and grinds forward, letting the head of him press right into that spot that makes me whine with desperation. It feels so, so good, and I’m already so, so close.

“I can feel you tightening around me. This pretty little pussy fluttering on my cock. Are you about to come?”

“Yes,” I moan. “Fuck, please, I’m so—”

“Tell me,” he grunts. “Tell me when you’re coming.”

I swallow hard and nod again, and he picks up the pace even more, pistoning his hips. He drives into me again and again, sometimes in short, fast strokes, sometimes letting them linger deep inside me, working me up until there’s nothing I can do.

The pleasure is like a tidal wave, growing and building until it’s enough that it might drown me. But I don’t fight against it. Even though I’m about to drown in it, this isn’t a current I want to escape from.

“I—I’m gonna—”

That’s all I manage to get out before the belt tightens around my neck again, cutting off just enough of my air that my head goes light.

I desperately gasp for breath, and something about that is enough to spark my orgasm. Although honestly, that’s not even an adequate way to describe it. The force of my climax rips through me, and I come so hard that I almost black out. My vision goes dark as my lungs scream for air, and I feel dizzy and lightheaded and wrung out in the best possible way as wave after wave of sensations crash over me.

Phantom doesn’t stop either. He keeps fucking me through it all, not letting up. After a few seconds, he loosens the belt, and I suck in desperate gasps of air, oxygen flooding my system.

“Good,” he says again, praising me in a low voice. “Just like that.”

He uses his grip on my wrists to pull me upright, pressing me against him so my back is to his chest. My wrists are freed, but even so, I couldn’t go anywhere if I wanted to. Not with his cock still rock hard and impaled inside me.

Phantom plows into me like that, my hips bouncing me against his body with each rough thrust. His hands come up and find my tits, groping and squeezing them.

He drags his thumbs over my nipples and then takes them between his fingers, pulling hard at them, giving vicious little twists. The pain sparks the pleasure that’s still burning inside me, and it keeps my orgasm rolling, the aftershocks building into something more powerful.

I can tell that Phantom is close to coming too, from the way his movements start to lose that measured quality and become a little more erratic. He growls low in my ear, a muted curse that ends on a groan.

With one last deep thrust, he comes inside me, and even though there’s a layer of latex between us, I can feel the way his shaft pulses and jerks with each jet of cum that fills the condom. The heat of it is enough to have my vision going white as I spiral into pleasure all over again.

It takes me a few seconds to come back to myself, my chest heaving as I fight for breath. Phantom is still holding on to me, trying to catch his breath himself.

Eventually, he slides out of me, leaving me empty and boneless. As he lets me go, I slump to the floor in a heap, nearly passed out in the aftermath. I feel exhausted, like it would take too much effort to even raise my head to look at Phantom, but at the same time, the burning need is gone, leaving only a warm satisfaction behind.

Phantom slaps my ass hard, and I whimper as that sends more aftershocks of pleasure skittering through me. He drags his hand down my ass and presses two fingers into my pussy, fingering me roughly.

For a second, my body fights between the conflicting urges of spreading my legs for more and squirming away from his touch. With how sensitive I am right now, the feeling is almost too much, and I shudder a little.

“So fucking pretty. The only thing better than seeing you this fucked out would be seeing my cum dripping out of your ruined pussy,” Phantom says, his voice low and sensual even now.

The thought of that makes me shiver, the image making heat pool in my belly. I can only imagine what my pussy looks like right now, pink and sore and fucked open. And the image of his cum dripping out of me, the proof that he’s fucked me—claimed me—makes me want him all over again.

He presses his fingers in deeper, adding a third one with ease.

“You like that,” he says, and it’s not a question.

I really fucking do, and I moan in answer, writhing on the floor as he fucks me with his fingers.

He doesn’t go as hard as he did before, but it’s still enough to have me panting and trying to squirm away.

But Phantom grabs me with his free hand, keeping me in place. “Is it too much?” he asks. “Use your safe word.”

I shake my head. I’m not so far gone that I’ve forgotten what the word is, but I still don’t want to say it.

He nods, his eyes glinting behind the mask. “Then you’re going to come again for me.”

“I can’t,” I gasp. “I can’t—I can’t take it.”

“You can.”

It’s as simple as that. Two words that leave no room for argument.

I whimper, my body riding the razor sharp line between pain and pleasure, my head spinning with it. It’s so much, too much, but I refuse to say my safe word and make this stop.

Because I never want it to stop.

“Come for me,” Phantom orders sharply. “Come on my fingers, siren.”

It’s like my body is somehow attuned to his commands after everything he’s done to me, because that’s enough to have pure sensation burning through me all over again. I open my mouth on a gasp and then do what he says, my body shuddering and shaking as a final orgasm courses through me.

This one is more intense than all the others, my body throbbing with exhaustion as well as pleasure, and in the aftermath of that one… I truly do pass out.
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I’m not sure how much time passes before I wake up.

I don’t remember getting on the bed, but I’m lying on the soft sheets, and when I look around the room, I’m alone. Phantom must have put me here after I passed out.

I shift, and my body protests the movement. Judging from the feeling of cool salve on my ass, Phantom also did some aftercare before he left, applying something to soothe the sting from spanking me so hard.

I feel wrecked, sore all over. But that satisfaction is still there. For the first time in a long while, I’m completely sated, calm, and clearheaded.

It’s easy to grin as I sit up and stretch, wincing a bit at the pain. But it’s a bit like poking a bruise, a little addictive and hard to describe. It feels… good. This was exactly what I needed.

Carefully, I get off the bed and move to get dressed. There’s a bottle of water on the nightstand, and I chug it greedily. Clearly, I was fucking thirsty.

It’s nice to have this as an outlet. To have somewhere I can go to come undone and clear my head. Nothing works the same as this when it comes to focusing my mind and leaving me feeling unburdened.

But at the same time, I have to wonder—or worry, really—if this is becoming a crutch, this need to come here and get fucked roughly and violently by a man I don’t even know. I hope it’s not. Because it’s so simple. So much simpler than that ill-advised kiss with Emmett, because that only complicates things. Phantom is just a man who wants this as much as I do. He’s not affiliated with my gang or that world, and coming here to do these things with him helps keep me centered and focused. It makes me a better leader.

I suck in a deep breath, glance around to make sure I haven’t forgotten anything, and then finally leave the club, making my way past the mass of bodies still grinding on the dance floor.

The fresh air outside cools my heated skin, and I grab a change of clothes from my trunk and shimmy into them in the back seat of my car, making sure that the long sleeves and well-worn jeans cover all of the marks Phantom left on me. Then I pull my hair back into a loose ponytail and drive back to the tattoo parlor, feeling so much better than I did when I left it.

It’s late by now, but Emmett and a few others are still there when I arrive. A small group of them are playing cards at the reception desk, and they glance up at me as I step into the shop.

“Hey, Quinn. Can I talk to you for a second?” Emmett asks, pushing himself up from the chair.

“You giving up?” Damon asks, grinning widely. “Because it sounds like you’re giving up.”

The others laugh, and Emmett rolls his eyes. “Whatever, fine. I’ll get in on the next hand.”

We don’t go too far, just to one of the back corners, but the others are engrossed in their game, teasing each other and bantering as they play their hands.

“Um, about earlier…” Emmett clears his throat, drawing my attention back to him. “I hope I didn’t—”

I shake my head. “You didn’t do anything wrong,” I tell him. “I’m the one who kissed you, so that’s on me. But like I said before, it’s too complicated to go down that road, so I think it’s better that we just forget about it.”

Emmett frowns, his forehead creasing a little as if he was hoping I’d have changed my mind in the time since we last saw each other. “If that’s what you want.”

“It is.” I nod decisively. “It’s better if we’re just friends. We have the gang to think about.”

“Right,” he agrees. But it’s clear he’s not thrilled by the prospect of forgetting about what happened between us downstairs earlier. He looks me over, his gaze darting down my body briefly, and I have to wonder what he sees.

I know there are no marks on me where he can see them from what Phantom put me through. I was careful to make sure that my change of clothes cover them all up. But it’s possible that he can smell the sex on me. Phantom could tell Emmett had gone down on me, after all, and he went almost feral with jealousy over it.

If Emmett can tell that I’ve been with another man tonight though, he doesn’t say anything about it.

If I’m being honest with myself, I prefer Phantom’s reaction. There was something so primal about the possessiveness he showed tonight—the way he made it clear that he didn’t want other men touching me. It’s not like Phantom has any true claim on me, not really, since I don’t even know his name. But for our brief bit of time at Le Bal Masque, I was all his. Only his.

“Boss.” Another gang member, Leon, comes over, interrupting my private moment with Emmett. “Is this a bad time?” He glances between the two of us curiously.

I hurry to shake my head. “No, we’re done talking. Do you have info for me?”

After we scoped out the site where Paulie was attacked earlier today, Leon is the one I tasked with asking around about the Princes of Carnage. I want to know if Nico’s story about their territory being targeted too is true or not.

Leon grins, nodding. “Yeah, I do. From what I can tell, we’re not the only ones getting fucked up by random attacks. Carnage has had their hands full with their own people getting taken out in a similar way that ours have been, and they’re not happy about it.”

“Can’t blame them for that,” Emmett mutters under his breath.

I make a face, wrinkling my nose. It’s not exactly good news to hear that. It confirms what Nico told me earlier, but it would have been so much easier if the gang responsible for the attacks against my people was Carnage. It would make me despise the Princes even more than I already do, but at least it wouldn’t be this unknown threat.

Either way, it’s a threat that has to be dealt with. I refuse to let this shit continue or get worse. Which means I need to talk to Nico again, as much as I don’t want to.

“What do you wanna do, boss?” Leon asks.

There’s really only one thing to do. I drag in a breath, my jaw tightening a little as I answer, “Get a message to Nico Morelli. Tell him I want to set up a meeting.”
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A couple of days later, I head out to meet with Nico.

I bring a few of my crew as backup, because I’d have to be an idiot to head into this alone. Even when it comes to something that’s supposed to be about just talking, all it takes is one wrong move for things to break bad and for guns to be drawn. And being outnumbered by the Princes of fucking Carnage isn’t an experience I want to repeat. We may have to pool resources, but that doesn’t mean I trust Nico and his two shadows any further than I could throw them.

For meetings like this, it’s always best to come together on neutral ground, so as not to risk either group trying to have the edge. We meet up at a run-down park that’s not claimed by anyone and doesn’t see many visitors at all.

My people and I arrive first, and it gives us time to scope out the spot and make sure there’s no ambush or anything set up. It all seems clear, and we don’t have long to wait before the Princes and their crew ride up.

They come blazing in on their motorcycles, riding in formation until they reach us. It’s showy and meant to intimidate, but I don’t give them the satisfaction of being drawn in by it. All of them wear motorcycle helmets with skulls emblazoned on them, but even so, Nico, Killian, and Atlas are easily recognizable. Nico is at the front of the group, flanked closely by Killian and Atlas, who shadow him like always. They’ve got two other men with them as well, bringing up the rear of their little entourage.

I stand with my arms crossed and my stance wide, flanked by my own people. I try not to let the distaste show on my face as Nico takes off his helmet and smirks at me.

“Nice day for a little get together,” he says, and I’m disappointed to see that the bruise I gave him during our last little ‘meeting’ has already mostly faded.

Next time I’ll have to give him a mark that lasts longer.

That vicious thought brings a smile to my face, and Nico’s gaze flicks downward to my lips for a half second. The smirk on his own face widens.

“Glad you’re so happy to see me,” he drawls. “Did you miss me?”

I have to grit my teeth to hold back a sharp-tongued response. That’s not what we’re here for, and I know my people will take their cues from me. Honestly, I almost wish I’d ambushed Nico and his two friends while they were alone for this meeting, the same way they did to me—just so that I could speak more openly. I’d love to tell him exactly what I’m imagining doing to him right now.

On either side of Nico, Killian and Atlas take off their own helmets. Killian’s face is impassive, impossible to read as always, and Atlas is scowling at me, already seeming pissed off about the situation.

“So,” Nico says, getting down to business and drawing my attention back to him. “What did you want to meet about?”

That pulls my focus back to the matter at hand, and I take a step closer to him. “I did some digging,” I tell him. “And I verified that you and yours are also being targeted by whoever’s been coming after my people.”

He narrows his mismatched eyes. “Seems like a lot of work to go to when you could’ve just taken my word on it.”

I snort, not even dignifying that bullshit with a response. “From what I can tell, it seems likely that whoever is targeting my people is the same one targeting yours. Our territories butt up against each other, so they’d have to come after both of us if they want to make a move on this whole area.”

Nico nods, running a hand through his dark hair. “I had the same thought. Neither of us would let some new fucker move in untested, so maybe they’re trying to test our strength. Poke at us, see where our weaknesses are.”

“Yeah.” I grit my teeth, hating the next part of this. It leaves a bad taste in my mouth, but it’s the next logical step. “Whoever the fuck is doing this is a threat to us both, so it might serve our interests best to… team up. To protect the whole area from whoever wants to brute force their way in.”

A slow smile spreads over Nico’s face as he takes in my words, and I hate him a bit more for it.

“So you’re saying you want to join forces?” He lifts his brows a little. “You want to be allies? You… need our help, even?”

I scowl at him. This fucking asshole has a way of getting under my skin that few people in the world can manage. “I didn’t say that.”

“Sure sounded like you did. That’s what teaming up means. We’d be working together.”

“We’d be defending our territory,” I snap. “Don’t make it more than it is.”

He waves a hand, that annoyingly sexy little half-smirk still on his face as he holds my gaze. “I’m just repeating what you said. We can’t be vague about this kind of shit. If we’re going to make a deal, I wanna know the particulars.”

“There aren’t any particulars.”

“There are always particulars, Quinn.”

“Fine,” I bite out, fed up with this shit already. “We’d be… allies.” The word sticks in my throat as I say it. “For as long as it takes to bring whoever’s been attacking us down. We’ll defend our area together.”

The smile drops from Nico’s face, but he doesn’t look away from me. Our gazes stay locked as a thoughtful, intense expression passes over his sharply handsome features.

“An alliance,” he says quietly. “It could work. We’re each small enough that we probably seem like easy pickings for someone trying to come up and make a name for themselves, or claim a lot of territory in a short time. But together, we’d present a more formidable opponent.”

“Exactly.” I nod. “It’ll work to both our benefits. I’d rather deal with you than with some unknown threat.”

His lips twitch at the corners, something flashing through his eyes and disappearing so fast that I’m not sure what it was. “I’m flattered.”

He studies my face for another second, then turns his head to share a look with both Killian and Atlas. Neither of them say anything or change their facial expressions, but there’s clearly some unspoken communication that passes between all three of them.

Just like the other day when they found me in that empty building, I feel a strange twinge of jealousy at the bond they all share. There’s no one in my own circle that I can speak to without words like that. Not even Emmett, although I do trust him, despite the slight awkwardness between us at the moment.

“Well?” I ask, my voice sharper than it probably needs to be.

“You’re right. It’s the best idea we have, and the best way to protect ourselves,” Nico finally agrees, turning back to me. “But like I said, we need to work out the particulars.”

“Fine. For starters, we each will keep control over our own territories.”

“Agreed.”

I nod. “But we’ll have a truce between us. No going behind each other’s backs, no fucking with each other’s business.”

Nico nods in return, his tattooed forearm flexing as he drums his fingers lightly against his upper thigh. “Done. And we’ll share information as we get it, as well as resources when it comes to defending against whoever this is.”

“Makes sense,” I say.

“And we’ll need to get married.”

It takes me a second to register his last words, and as soon as I do, my eyes flare wide with shock. What the fuck?

I scowl at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Just what I said. We’ll have to get married.”

My pulse picks up, an instinctual fight-or-flight response making a surge of adrenaline shoot through my veins. I was already struggling to reconcile the idea of coming together with our rival gang and treating them as allies, but the idea of actually marrying Nico sends everything into a tilt.

Nico is still gazing at me steadily, waiting for my response. And this time, I don’t bother to hold back the words that bubble up behind my lips.

“You’re fucking insane,” I snap at him before turning and stalking away.
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Quinn’s booted feet are loud against the pavement as she strides off, each footfall ringing out like a gunshot.

She’s clearly pissed off at my requirement for our alliance, but the sight of her storming away makes a nice view all the same. Her ass sways as she moves, her tight jeans and boots showing off her lithe curves, and her hair—which she’s dyed a teal color for as long as I’ve known her—glints with highlights of green and blue in the sunlight.

It takes me a second to tear my eyes away from her disappearing figure, and when I do, I glance at her crew. They haven’t quite followed her yet, as if they’re not sure whether the meeting is over or not.

“Keep an eye on things here,” I tell Atlas and Killian. Then I go after Quinn, knowing that those two won’t let anything happen while I’m gone. Our gangs aren’t allies yet, but they’ll make sure shit doesn’t get out of hand if any Enigma members start acting up.

Quinn is moving at a fast clip, clearly wanting to put some space between us, but I manage to catch up with her as she rounds the corner of a building down the street.

As I walk up behind her, she starts to slow down, lifting both hands and scrubbing them roughly over her face. Her back is to me, but I can see the tight set of her shoulders, the rigidness of her spine. There’s tension in every line of her body, like she’s holding her emotions in check by pure willpower alone.

I know I caught her off guard with that proposal.

I knew she wouldn’t like it.

But it had to be done.

Her shoulders slump a little more, and I grin to myself. Maybe she’s already realizing there’s no way out of this. If we’re going to team up, it’s the only way.

I step nearer to her, closing the distance between us now that she’s stopped walking. But as soon as I’m within arm’s reach, she moves like lightning, wheeling around quickly. Before I can react, she grabs my shoulder in a firm grip and drives her knee up, aiming right for my balls. I manage to shift my weight enough that it’s not a direct hit, but pain still throbs between my legs from the contact she did manage to make.

“Fuck,” I hiss. “Goddammit.”

I should’ve learned my lesson from the other day at the warehouse. She’s a fucking fighter, and I’ll have to remember that, or I’ll pay the price for it. Clenching my jaw, I drive her backward with my body weight, taking advantage of my heavier frame as my own fighter’s instincts kick in. I slam her into the wall of the building behind her, then let my arm come up to press across her throat, keeping her pinned in place.

We’re both breathing hard, and despite the ache in my balls, I keep my stance firm as I glare down at her. Her slate gray eyes are hard as she stares back up at me, looking like she either wants to spit in my face or claw my eyes out. Maybe both, knowing her.

“I hope this isn’t a preview of what our wedding night will be like,” I murmur, dropping my voice a little. “Is that any way to greet your future husband?”

Her nostrils flare at the last word, and I can feel her throat work beneath my forearm as she swallows. Her chest is rising and falling with sharp breaths, and I’m suddenly intently aware of everywhere our bodies are touching. We were in close proximity the other day, but Atlas was the one who had her pinned against the wall with his body, not me.

Did he notice how fucking gorgeous she is? Did he notice the way her breasts pressed against him as she struggled?

Fuck.

I shove that thought away, not even quite sure where it came from.

It’s not news to me that Quinn is attractive. I’ve thought so for as long as I’ve known her. But it was easy enough to ignore that fact when she was nothing more than the daughter of one of my biggest rivals, Jonah Kent. Even when she became leader of Enigma, it wasn’t all that hard to keep her squarely in the box of an enemy I might like to fuck with but would never be stupid enough to fuck.

Now, though? Knowing that she’s about to become an ‘ally,’ even if it’s in name only? That she might even become my wife?

It’s harder to suppress my physical response to her proximity and the feel of her body against mine, strong and muscled but still soft in all the right places. The sight of her with her cheeks flushed and a lock of hair falling partly over her face from the tussle has the same effect. I can imagine a fuckload of different ways I could have her all tousled and out of breath, and each is more sinful than the last.

I realize with a start that neither of us has spoken for at least a full minute, silence building between us as we stare at each other, our breaths mingling between us.

Quinn seems to be hit with the same realization, her body jerking a little as if she’s snapping out of a daze.

She sneers at me, shoving me away, and I take a step back, releasing the pressure on her throat. There’s space between us now, but I don’t look away. Despite whatever the hell that just was, she needs to know I’m serious about this. It’s not a fucking joke.

“You’re not my husband,” she snaps, her eyes flashing. “And you never will be. I was willing to work with you to protect my gang, but marrying you? Fuck no. I’d rather die.”

I raise one eyebrow, tilting my head back a little. “I don’t think you mean that. Your survival instincts are too strong to give up and die for anything, just like mine are. And did you really think I’d let you in on any of my club’s business without knowing that you and I are linked? That our interests are bound by marriage? I thought you were supposed to be a good leader. I’m protecting my people here, and if you truly want to protect yours, you should want the same thing. It’s in both of our interests to do it this way.”

Her eyes burn with fire and irritation as she glares at me. If I thought I had her pissed off before, she’s fucking furious now—and goddamn, it looks good on her. She’s angry as hell, and I’m sure she’d be happy to kill me right now if she could justify it in her mind, but I can see her working through the logic of my words.

Even angry, she’s sharp, and I like that. She’s smart as hell, that much I already knew from my dealings with her. But more than that, she’s just a sharp person, like a dagger, lashing out with a quick jab of wit.

Or a physical jab, I think, still feeling the soreness in my balls from where she kneed me.

“So you won’t help us against this unknown threat unless I marry you?” she finally asks, drawing the words out. “We either get married to cement the alliance, or the whole thing is off and we each deal with the threat on our own?”

“That’s right.” I nod. “Either we’re allies in this completely, or not at all.”

Quinn makes a low noise of frustration. We’re standing a few feet apart, both tensed as if we’re ready for a fight, although neither of us has reached for the weapons I know we have on us.

“You’re such a fucking pain in the ass,” she grits out. “There are a hundred other ways we could do this without having to get married.”

“Name one,” I challenge. “Name one way that would have the same impact.”

She hesitates, almost as if she’s about to suggest that we could just decide to trust each other, but she must recognize how ridiculous that would sound because she doesn’t say anything. Instead, she just glares at me, her scowl deepening.

“Look,” I tell her, lowering my voice. “This is about more than me and you. You know that.”

“Yeah, of course I fucking know that.” Her tone turns hard. “You think I want my people getting attacked? You think I want to watch the shit I worked to rebuild get torn down by some faceless threat? I’m doing my best here, and I thought working with you was going to help. But it’s just giving me a fucking headache.”

The fire in her is back, and it’s so tempting to put my hand to the flame and see how badly I get burned. But I hold back for the moment, not wanting to push her too far while we’re still hashing shit out.

“I think you know I’m right,” is all I say.

“Fuck off,” she snaps, as if it’s a knee-jerk response by now. But I can tell from the look on her face that I’ve hit the nail on the head. We can talk about trust all day and tell other people that we’ve joined forces—but without a concrete bond, something tying us together, the chances of betrayal are too high.

Besides that, while both of us have done okay on our own when it comes to leading our gangs and defending our territories, combining forces will be a boost to both groups.

A boost we really fucking need right now, if someone from the outside is trying to stir shit up.

“I can’t believe I’m even considering this,” Quinn mutters. “I must have lost my fucking mind.”

I drop my head a little to catch her gaze. “Does that mean you agree?”

“Goddammit.” She hits the final consonant of the word sharply, blowing out a breath. Then she nods. “Alright. If it’s the best way to keep my people safe, then Enigma will ally with Carnage, and I’ll…” She swallows, as if the words are sticking in her throat. “Marry you.”

I grin at her, letting it turn sharp. “I knew you were smart.”

“Fuck you.”

“Sorry.” I chuckle, tracing my tongue lightly over my teeth. “Not until the wedding night. I’m old-fashioned like that.”

Her jaw tightens. “You try touching me on our wedding night, and my knee is going right back to your balls. And this time, I won’t miss.”

Instead of daring her to try it, I hold my hand out for her to shake.

She sighs and moves to take my hand, her smaller palm resting against mine. But instead of just shaking to seal our agreement, I use the grip to yank her close and press my lips to hers.

I’m not quite sure why I do it, except maybe to prove a point. To prove to her that this is fucking real, no matter how much she hates it.

She stiffens, her body tense against mine and her lips like a block of ice. Then something seems to break, and in a split second, the kiss shifts from cold ice to pure fire. Her mouth softens, moving against mine, and I press into it, drawn in by the feeling. She makes a noise against my lips, something between a whimper and a moan, and my cock twitches at the sound. I kiss her harder, tempted to coax her mouth open and explore it with my tongue. To find out what she tastes like.

Then Quinn bites down on my lower lip.

Hard.

Hard enough to draw blood.

I grunt in pain, and she rips herself away from me, breathing raggedly. Her own lips are stained with the red of my blood, and her eyes blaze with that same fire I was admiring earlier as she smirks at me.

“That was a preview of what our wedding night will be like, husband,” she says, her voice husky. “So I hope you’re ready.”

I lick my lips, tasting the coppery tang there. I’m breathing just as hard as she is, and despite the pain from the bite, my cock is still half-hard in my pants. I smile back at her, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “Oh, I’m more than ready, wife.”

Her jaw clenches with some reaction to that. Her pupils have expanded, darkening her gray eyes, and she uses one thumb to wipe my blood away from the corner of her lip before licking it off. She eyes me for a moment in silence and then nods, turning to walk away and rejoin the others.

I watch her go, staring after where she disappeared around the corner.

A low chuckle escapes my lips as I readjust my pants and then follow her, walking back out to join everyone else.

I’ve gotta do what I’ve gotta do for my gang—that’s always what matters here. Keeping my people safe, making sure no one can fuck with us. Getting close to the leader of Enigma is a strategic decision before it’s anything else… but it isn’t a total hardship either.

Quinn Kent is pure fire, bright and intense.

And I’m looking forward to seeing how hot she burns.
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I walk back to the group, and a few seconds later, Nico comes up behind me, joining us too. I can feel my men staring at me hard, probably wondering what we were talking about and if everything’s alright.

It’s hard to reassure them with my body language. I know I’m tense, the lines of my muscles bunched tight from everything that went down in that ally.

Why the hell did he have to kiss me?

And why the actual fuck did I kiss him back?

I wasn’t expecting the flash of heat between us, or the way my body responded to the hungry pressure of his lips. I wasn’t expecting to feel anything at all, and the fact that I felt so much has me reeling a little. At least I left him with a reminder of who he’s dealing with. Since the bruise I gave him is already healing, I take some satisfaction in the knowledge that I drew blood this time.

Nico strides back to stand with his people, nodding coolly to Killian and Atlas as if he doesn’t have a care in the world. His relaxed demeanor makes my jaw tighten even more, and I force myself to drag in a breath and let it out slowly.

We’re supposed to be presenting a united front, after all. That’s the whole fucking point of this.

“It’s decided,” I say, speaking up before Nico can. I don’t like this arrangement one fucking bit, but I’d rather be the one to say it. It gives me the upper hand in a small way, allowing me to announce the alliance on my terms. “We’ve come to an agreement that will benefit both of our organizations. Carnage and Enigma will be joining forces as a means of protection against outside threats, putting the past behind us and allying together. From this moment on, that means no Enigma member will attack a Carnage member, and vice versa. As long as we all uphold the terms of this arrangement, we’ll all emerge stronger.”

I can feel the silent reactions from my men as they process the news—particularly Emmett, who’s standing right behind me. But it’s a testament to their faith in me as their leader that none of them voice any opposition to this plan, despite the fact that I’m sure most of them hate it as much as I do. They must recognize just like I did that sometimes unpleasant decisions have to be made for the greater good of the gang.

“Agreed,” Nico says calmly. “I’ll be in touch to make the final arrangements. We’ll need to hash a few things out before we make it official.”

I nod, then take a step closer to him, dropping my voice as I add, “You’d better make this alliance worth my while.”

Something flares in Nico’s startling blue and green eyes, and he gives me a look that makes the lingering heat from our kiss pulse through me all over again.

“Oh,” he promises, his voice low. “It will be.”

His tongue darts out to lick his bottom lip, tracing the exact spot where I bit him, and I curl my hands into fists at my sides, keeping my face impassive.

“Round up,” I say, raising my voice and jerking my head at my men. “Let’s go.”

None of Nico’s people stop us, although I can feel Atlas and Killian watching intently as my crew and I walk away toward the cars we arrived in. Part of me wonders if Nico discussed his little plan with them before he decided to spring it on all of us, or if his two best friends were just as blindsided by it as I was.

Then I think about what he said the last time we ran into each other, about how they have his back.

I’m sure they fucking knew.

That thought irritates me for some reason, so I push all that out of my head, getting into the first car and letting the door slam hard.

Emmett is riding with me, and he’s quiet in the passenger seat for a few minutes as we start to drive back toward Blood and Ink. The silence has an expectant weight to it, like he’s waiting for me to say something. When I don’t, he looks over at me.

“So… what happened?” he asks. “You and Nico were gone for a while. Were you telling him off for the marriage comment?”

I swallow hard. “I told him off, yeah. For all the good it did.”

“For all the…” Emmett trails off. “Wait. Jesus Christ, you didn’t… agree to it? Did you?”

“Yes, Emmett,” I tell him, already tired of this line of questioning. “I agreed to it.”

“Quinn! You can’t be serious.”

“Why the fuck wouldn’t I be serious?” I shoot back.

“Because it’s insane. He can’t just walk in and demand that you marry him to seal this alliance—an alliance that works in his favor as well. What the hell is he giving you to make this worth it?”

I grip the wheel harder, keeping my gaze on the road. “Marriage goes both ways. That’s why he proposed it. It’s the only way to make this airtight. No one can question us, and with our interests truly aligned and bound by marriage, it will be harder for either of us to fuck the other over. It’s insurance, and as much as I hate it, he was right.”

The words are bitter as fuck in my mouth. It’s hard to believe that I’m defending the asshole who I considered an enemy up until… well, until just a few minutes ago, technically.

Honestly, I may never stop seeing him as an enemy to some degree, and I sure as fuck don’t plan to let my guard down around him. But he can at least be a useful enemy, and my mind is already buzzing with the possibilities of what this could mean for Enigma, beyond just protecting us against the current threat. This may give me an opportunity to truly expand and solidify my gang’s power in Detroit—something that seemed almost impossible in the days after my father’s death, when all I was doing was hanging on and trying desperately not to let the organization he built fracture and fall apart.

I could build his legacy into something bigger. Something even better.

I could make him proud.

Emmett folds his arms, shaking his head. “This is insane,” he says again. “You don’t even know him. You don’t even like him. How do we know that this is going to help?”

Underneath the irritation in his voice, there’s a hint of something that sounds almost like jealousy. The fact that Nico just proposed to me as part of a business arrangement and I accepted the offer is clearly bothering Emmett.

But this isn’t about him, or the ill-advised and aborted kiss between us the other night, or any of that.

Emmett and I were never going to become anything, so he has no reason to be jealous. And even more to the point, Nico and I will never become anything. This marriage will be in name only, and I’m not looking for true love or romance.

“I’m doing this for Enigma,” I say firmly. “I don’t want to marry anyone, but binding our gangs together will make us stronger. And we need the help right now.”

“We’ve been doing fine,” Emmett argues.

“Have we? We haven’t been able to expand our territory as much as I wanted, and now we’re getting kneecapped by someone who’s targeting us from the shadows. If we don’t do anything, if we just sit back and let this happen, we’ll be fucked. This alliance gets us more than just extra resources for trying to protect ourselves and defend our territory. It gives us a leg up. We’ll be a bigger organization, and that’ll make the bigger players in Detroit take us more seriously. We need that boost right now. That’s just how it is.”

Emmett is still shaking his head after I say my piece. “I still say the marriage is going too fucking far.”

I don’t ask him why it’s the marriage he’s so damn opposed to and not my order that all Enigma members will have to cease any hostilities against Carnage members. I already know this is about more than just the gang to him, but I’m hoping that if I don’t call it out, if I just let it lie, then whatever feelings he has for me will fade before too long.

“It’s fine,” I say, glancing sideways at him. “It’s just business. And it’s not like I was ever planning on marrying for love anyway, so it doesn’t matter.”

He looks like he wants to say something else, but we pull up outside Blood and Ink before he can. I park the car and get out, and he keeps pace with me as I stride inside.

“Boss, there you are.” Fallon lifts his chin as he sees us enter, shoving his long hair back with a tattooed hand. He strides over to meet us, and I nod at him.

“Fallon. You’ve got news for me?”

“Yeah, about the money drop that went down last night. We did the new route like we talked about, hitting up the new location.”

I rest a palm against the front counter. “Good. Any issues?”

He purses his lips, tipping his head from side to side. “It went okay. Almost went off without a hitch, but it got a little… hairy at the end.”

“Hairy how? Is everyone alright?”

“Yeah, yeah. We just almost got picked up by the cops because we didn’t know the area so well. Ended up in a zone where there was heavier than normal police presence. They almost got us for loitering of all fucking things, and we had to book it.”

I sigh, rubbing my free hand over my temple. All things considered, that’s not as bad as it could’ve been. At least no one got hurt and no one got arrested. It’s just another thing that I have to deal with. Another reality of leading a gang, trying to make sure everything runs smoothly.

Sometimes I wonder how the fuck my dad did it all. How he managed to keep everything in his head that he had to be on top of. How he managed to keep everybody safe.

“Okay, thanks for the update,” I say. “Tell everyone to be more careful about that shit. And have some people get on double checking the boundaries. We need these new routes, but we don’t want to risk fucking with the cops. Have a couple guys go scout the area, but tell them to keep it casual. Don’t linger anywhere too long, don’t draw attention to themselves.”

Fallon nods. “You want me to go with them?”

“No, the cops have already gotten a good look at you, so let someone else do it. You lie low for the next couple of drops. We don’t want them to keep seeing the same people.”

“You got it,” he says with a messy salute. “I’ll get the word out.”

“Thanks, Fallon. I’ll see you later.”

“Heading out?”

I can feel Emmett watching me as I turn to head for the door again. There’s nothing heated or upset about his gaze, it’s almost like he’s just concerned. But I don’t have the energy to reassure him or talk about it anymore right now.

“Yeah,” I say simply. “It’s been a day.”

It’s almost a fucking relief to get back in my car and drive home. After dealing with the Princes of Carnage and Nico’s ultimatum and Emmett’s grilling, I’m wound tight with tension, and I need some fucking peace and quiet.

The house isn’t all that far from the tattoo parlor, although the area looks completely different. One of those little sections of Detroit that’s nicer than it should be, considering what’s around it, as if someone came in and built some nice ass houses, hoping the rest of the area would follow suit to look better. More presentable.

Needless to say, that didn’t happen.

So the old house seems big for the location, and definitely it sometimes feels too big for me. It has too many bedrooms for me to use, a basement that mostly sits empty, and a kitchen that’s outfitted for someone who’s definitely better at cooking than I am.

Still, it’s nice to get inside and to put the closed front door between me and the rest of the world for a while. As soon as I step into the living room, I take off my bra, pulling it free from my shirt with a sigh.

I drop the bra on the couch, since it’s not like anyone is here to care if I leave my shit lying around. It’s getting dark out by now, so I close the curtains over the blinds in the living room and turn on the lamps, letting the warm light flood the large space.

It’s tempting to flop face down on the couch and zone out for a while, or maybe turn something on the TV to add some background noise, but my stomach growls, reminding me that I haven’t eaten since I picked at lunch earlier.

So I go into the kitchen to see what I have that’s easy. The shining metal appliances gleam at me accusingly, and I roll my eyes at their silent judgement.

It’s not like my dad was a better cook than I am, but the house came with the upgraded stuff, and he at least tried to use it sometimes. When he had time. How he had the time, I don’t know. By the time I get done handling all the shit on my plate, I’m usually so tired that all I want to do is collapse with a pizza or Chinese food or whatever’s easy.

I bypass the stove for the fridge, pulling out the container of leftover takeout from a couple nights ago so that I can throw it in the microwave.

The smell of spiced lamb fills the kitchen, and my stomach growls in anticipation. I dump leftover garlic sauce on the gyro lamb and rice platter and then go sit in the living room to shovel it into my mouth.

It’s hot and good, but I don’t enjoy it the way I normally would.

There’s just too much shit on my mind right now. Running the gang on my own, taking over for my dad, was already a lot, and now there’s this new development that I still haven’t fully processed.

Dad used to say that a good leader was prepared for whatever they had to be prepared for, but that feels like one of those easier said than done kind of things. Because shit just keeps happening, and it feels like all I can do is react to it when it happens, always a half step behind. Trying to do my best to not make shit worse and keep it from blowing up in my face.

I can’t help but think about how Dad would handle this. If someone was fucking with his people, trying to attack his gang from the shadows.

Would he have dealt with it the way I did? Would he have tried to fight back head on somehow, instead of doing damage control?

I wish I’d spent more time talking to him about this shit. Asking him what the right things to do would be in various situations. But of course, he was determined to keep me safe, so he didn’t let me get my hands dirty as much as I wanted.

And now it’s too late.

Too late to do anything other than my best, however much that’s fucking worth. All I can hope is that I’m doing okay. That I’m doing justice to the legacy he left me.

I always miss him, especially when I’m doing work that once would’ve been his, trying to live up to his memory, but right now it’s like a physical ache in my chest. I wish more than anything that I could talk to him, get his advice. Or just… see him. Hear his voice.

Being in this house is like being close to him, but being so fucking far away at the same time.

Thinking about that makes me miss my Uncle Casey too. He died in jail, and the grief of it rocked my dad hard. It was one of those things that he never let go of, and I know he took that sadness and anger about his brother’s death to his grave.

It feels like I’m always losing people. My mom died a long time ago, my uncle is dead, my dad is dead. I have no blood family left. It’s just me. Me and all the people looking to me to figure things out and guide them in the right direction.

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath.

My chest squeezes with a feeling that makes me drop my fork back into the take-out container. It feels like loneliness, crushing and intense. Like I have no one, and I’m just… adrift. Floating out in the world alone.

Nico’s words come back to me all over again, about how I don’t have anyone to watch my back. No one that I can trust completely. He was more right than he knew.

Thinking of Nico turns my thoughts back to our meetup today. I know he took some kind of pleasure in dropping the marriage shit in my lap unexpectedly the way he did, and I have to wonder if he actually thought I was going to agree.

Despite the fact that I was defending the idea and my decision to go along with it to Emmett not that long ago, I still haven’t fully wrapped my mind around the idea yet.

There’s going to be a wedding. I’m getting fucking married.

Is that what my dad would have wanted for me? A marriage that ties me and mine to a gang that have always been rivals of Enigma? A marriage without love?

Thinking about it makes my stomach and my chest hurt, so I push those thoughts away. There’s no point in dwelling on it. What’s done is done. I agreed to marry Nico, and my dad is dead. So there’s not much that I can do even if he would disapprove.

I flop back against the couch cushions, trying to relax. Even here, at my home with dinner in front of me, I’m on edge. I feel the same way I did a few days ago, when something in me just couldn’t calm down. When I was just antsy and agitated, everything weighing heavily on me.

Getting fucked by Phantom helped then, and for a second, I’m tempted to go back to Le Bal Masque to try to get another fix. Nothing clears my head quite like those encounters with the masked stranger. Between the endorphin release, the orgasms, and being too worn out to overthink afterward, it always works wonders.

But I don’t want to do that. I don’t want to become too dependent on it, running to the club whenever there’s a problem. Because there’s never any shortage of fucking problems.

Instead, I get up, dumping the remnants of my food and the container into the trash. I chug a glass of water and then make my way upstairs to my bedroom.

I settle on the bed and pull open the drawer of my nightstand, rummaging around until I find what I want.

My fingers close around a dildo. It’s one of the biggest ones I own, thick and long and hard to take. But that’s what I want right now. What I need. I need to push myself so I have a reason to turn my brain off. I also grab a mini wand vibrator, so that I can have something to warm up with.

Letting out a slow breath, I lie back on the bed and shove my pants and panties down, kicking them off so I can spread my legs all the way. I tug off my shirt too, tossing it aside on the floor.

Trapping my lower lip between my teeth, I start with my fingers, touching myself, rubbing over my clit.

At first, I don’t really feel anything. The touch is too light, too gentle. It reminds me of the way Emmett touched me, and I quickly shake that thought from my head.

I grab for the wand and press it directly to my clit before turning it on to one of the middle settings. It flares to life, buzzing strong and fast, and I gasp softly at the sudden rush of sensation. It feels good, and I groan, my hips bucking up to grind against the rubbery head of the wand.

“Fuck,” I breathe. “Yes.”

I can feel myself getting wetter as my body responds to the vibrations, but it’s still not quite enough. The burning pulse of sensation and want is there, but it’s not flaring as hot as I need it to. It’s not enough to block out the stress. Not yet.

I turn the vibrator up another notch, and my eyes fly open wide as a jolt of pleasure jerks through me. That’s better. That’s so much better.

Holding the wand with one hand, I grope on the bed for the dildo and bring it down between my legs. I’m wet enough now that I can smear the silicone toy through my arousal, slicking it up.

Just the feeling of the girth of the dildo rubbing against me is enough to make me whimper softly, and I press the bulbous head of the toy to my entrance, feeling how thick it is.

“Oh fuck,” I gasp out. “Fuck, please.”

There’s no one here to beg to, but the words slip out of my mouth anyway. I grind against the vibrator and the dildo, and the sensation from both is enough to have my pussy clenching, wanting more.

It wants to be filled, and I start to press the thick toy into myself, the slickness of my pussy easing the way a bit.

But it’s not right. If this was the way I wanted it, it wouldn’t be gentle. It wouldn’t be easy.

I pull back with the silicone toy, slapping it against my wet pussy, feeling the weight of it as it connects.

I moan, biting down hard on my lip as I take a breath and then shove the dildo inside me.

It’s a stretch to take it, and the suddenness of it makes my muscles go tense. My body protests for a few seconds before the roaring tide of pure desire takes over. My clit throbs, and I bite my lip hard, trembling as I press harder, working the rest of the toy into my pussy. I keep going until it’s buried to the hilt, almost too much for me to take. I can practically taste how full I am.

The vibrator keeps buzzing away, and I writhe on the bed, caught up in it.

My next moan sounds like a whimper, and I’m close to begging no one all over again. Instead, I draw the dildo out a bit, feeling the way my inner walls cling to it, like they want to keep it buried inside. Fire dances up my spine, and I let it slide out until just the silicone head is buried inside me… before shoving it right back in.

It’s a punishing pace, working the toy in and out, not giving myself a chance to breathe or adjust. I plant my feet on the bed and squeeze my thighs together so I can keep the vibrator pinned there and use my other hand.

Now freed up, I grope at my tits with one hand, pinching my nipples hard and twisting them ruthlessly.

“God, fuck,” I pant, arching and squirming. “More. Harder.”

I’m only talking to myself, but my hands respond like they’ve got minds of their own.

I bring my hand down in a slap against my chest, hitting my tits hard enough that the sound echoes. At the same time, I keep fucking myself with the dildo, and the room is filled with the sound of my needy moans and the wetness of the toy plunging in and out of me.

I let my movements get rougher and rougher, pushing myself to the limits as pleasure and sensation climb hot and high in my belly, threatening to overflow.

“Please,” I whimper again. “Oh fuck, please…”
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KILLIAN


“Please. Oh fuck, please…”

Quinn’s moans and whimpers are easy to hear from my vantage point. I can see her—not quite clearly, but well enough—through the slats in her closet door.

Her closet, which I’m currently standing in, still as a statue.

I’ve been watching her since she started, watching the toys she selected, taking in the way she pleasures herself. It was a clumsy thing at first, like she didn’t know what she was doing, like she was a stranger to her own body. But it didn’t take long for her to find the rhythm.

She plunges that thick toy into her pussy again, and the high pitched almost wail of pleasure that pours from her lips makes me clench my jaw.

She arches her body into each thrust of the dildo, and I notice that too, cataloguing the way her body moves. The way she twists and writhes, the way her hands work at her tits and her pussy. She fumbles one hand down to the vibrator clenched between her thighs, and I take note as she turns the intensity up. Her answering moan is nearly enough to drown out the sound of the buzzing, and she pants hard, sweat glistening on her skin.

I don’t miss a single detail, watching her the way someone would study something scientific. It comes naturally to me, and I file each piece of information away for later, keeping it all organized in my head.

When she slaps her own tit again, I watch the way the pinkness blooms over her soft, pale skin. The way she plucks at her nipple almost desperately, twisting it hard as if to let the pain mingle with the pleasure.

She has to be close by now, probably holding back on coming, pushing herself to her limits.

There’s no way she knows she has an audience, but it’s like she’s putting on a show all the same, letting me see how she makes herself fall apart.

Nico sent me here tonight. To keep an eye on Quinn, he said. To make sure she’s not planning to betray us or anything stupid like that.

A ghost of a smile almost flickers across my lips as I watch Quinn paw at her body, shivering under the pleasure of her own rough touches. It’s almost funny that Nico gave me this task. Or maybe ironic is a better word, since I’m sure he wouldn’t find it amusing.

Because he doesn’t know that I’ve been here before.

He doesn’t know that I know the best way to slip into Quinn’s house undetected. The door at the back of her house that jams instead of latching. All it takes is a shoulder check to force it open, and it’s easy to break in and creep through the place without being seen.

I’ve been doing this for a while now. Stalking her. Watching her. Learning her.

She intrigues me in a way that most people don’t. Most of the world is bland in my eyes, a neutral landscape full of little people doing insignificant things. They come and go like moving shadows, beneath my notice or attention. But with her teal hair and flashing gray eyes, Quinn has always been a spot of color I can’t look away from.

That same hair is spilling over the pillows of her bed now, almost seeming to glow against the white sheets. The flush on her face is just as bright, drawing me in.

With a broken sounding moan, Quinn falls apart, coming hard on the toys she’s using, holding nothing back. I watch her, my attention firmly on what she’s doing now, instead of my own thoughts.

Her eyes are closed, her lips parted, and she doesn’t stop fucking herself through her orgasm. Her mouth moves with silent words as she gasps for breath, and I have to wonder what she’s thinking about.

I always want to know what she’s thinking in those moments where she makes herself come this way. She always seems so desperate, like she’s trying to exorcise her demons through the orgasm.

Her chest heaves as she struggles to catch her breath, but she doesn’t stop. She lets her legs fall open and then grabs the vibrator again, repositioning it. Her breath catches on a whimper, and she must be oversensitive now, coming down from the first climax.

But she doesn’t let up. She grinds the head of the wand against her clit and keeps fucking herself with the dildo, slower this time. Instead of shoving it in and out of her pussy with reckless abandon, her movements are deliberate, as if she’s forcing herself to feel each slide in and each pull out. Her hips buck, and she moans before catching her plush bottom lip between her teeth.

It’s not the same as before though. I can tell.

She’s not lost in the feelings, caught up in it the way she was at first. This time, it seems like she can’t quite get the angles she wants, and she adjusts the vibrator again, turning it down and then up again.

She fucks the dildo into herself harder, baring her teeth and screwing her eyes shut, and then slows her movements and sighs. Apparently, she’s not going to be able to come a second time. Not like this, anyway.

With a groan, she gives up, flopping back on the bed for a second before leaning over to put the toys away.

She sounds frustrated as she mutters to herself, her voice too low for me to catch the words properly. But I’m pretty sure I hear her say Nico’s name, and a stab of jealousy shoots through me.

It’s odd, being of two minds about the whole thing.

Nico is the one who’ll be marrying her, the one who will be tied to her. He says that it means she’ll be tied to our gang, to the Princes as a whole—but he’ll be her husband. I know that means something.

I can admit to myself that I’m jealous. I’m the one who’s been following her, after all. The one who’s snuck into her house time and time again, to watch her, to learn her habits, to try to peer into her mind and figure out what she’s thinking.

But Nico is the one who will marry her.

At the same time, a part of me is glad this is all happening. Because with this plan, I won’t be reduced to watching her from the shadows anymore. I’ll be much closer to her.

I watch as she rolls off the bed and then leaves the room and wait until I’m sure she’s gone into the bathroom before I creep out of the closet and follow her on light feet down the hall.

I move silently, and she’s so in her own head that she doesn’t hear me. I watch through the cracked bathroom door as she looks at her reflection in the mirror and then sighs, moving to brush her teeth.

Such a mundane task, something everyone does, but when she does it… it fascinates me. Like everything she does, it fucking mesmerizes me, and I can’t look away.

She spits toothpaste into the sink and rinses her mouth before splashing water on her face. Before she can leave the bathroom, I quickly and stealthily move back to her bedroom and her closet, tucking myself inside to watch as she comes back to her room.

I gaze through the slats as she changes into pajamas, taking in her body. The curve of her hips, the sway of her breasts, the softness of her hair. The tattoos that stand out against her skin, decorating her body here and there.

She slips into bed and under the covers, tossing and turning for a while before finally dropping off into sleep. The moonlight from the window slants over her face, and I wait, just watching.

I wait until her little movements go still and her breathing evens out completely, and then I wait even longer after that.

I know she’s tough as a viper, especially given what Nico told us about what she did today when he went to go speak to her in private. I don’t want to risk her waking up and finding me here. For a number of reasons.

Once I’m sure she’s deep in REM, I step forward, creeping silently out of the closet, just wanting to get a closer look at her.

I stand at the side of her bed, gazing down at her. Her lashes fan out over the tops of her cheeks, and her hair spreads out over the pillows, falling like teal waves shining in the moonlight. My fingers itch to touch her, but I don’t give in to that impulse. Instead, I watch the rise and fall of her chest, the minute movements of her muscles as she sleeps, the way her lips twitch with her dreams.

Her pulse thrums at the side of her neck, slow and sure, and it’s almost hypnotic, the way her breathing and her pulse make a rhythm, the way she’s so captivating even in sleep.

It would be tempting to stand here and watch her all night, but there are other things to do. I draw away from her bed and slip out of her house the same way I came in.

No one is out at this time of night, and I make it back to where I stashed my motorcycle several blocks away without incident.

I climb on and rev the bike, the roar of it shattering the quiet of the street, and then head back to the Carnage clubhouse.

It’s a short ride to the place where we keep our headquarters, which is in a somewhat isolated area bordering an abandoned park and some woods. We have our privacy there, with no nosy neighbors to wonder what we’re doing and call the cops, and we like it like that.

The clubhouse is fairly full when I get there. People are hanging around outside, smoke curling up into the night air from their cigarettes, and even more of our members are inside.

They nod respectfully to me as I walk past them, then get back to their activities, playing pool or cards or shooting the shit.

“Hey, Killian.” Atlas’s ex-girlfriend Zoey smiles at me hopefully from her spot on one of the couches as I pass by.

I don’t even glance her way. I don’t like her, and I know she’s only bothering to smile at me like that because she’s hoping I’ll somehow help her get back together with Atlas. Before they broke up, she was more than happy to keep her distance from me, and I wish it had stayed that way.

Finally, I get to the back of the clubhouse, pushing through the door to the office where I know I’ll find Nico and Atlas.

Sure enough, that’s right where they are. There’s a bottle of whiskey on the table between them, and Atlas takes a sip from his glass as they talk in low voices. Both of them look up as I enter, and Nico smiles slightly.

“Report?” he asks.

“All fine,” I tell him. “No signs that she has any plans to betray us.”

He nods. “Good. We’ll have to keep an eye on her, but this is a good start.”

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Atlas asks, frowning at him.

“Yes.” Nico nods again. “It’s going to benefit us, in one way or another.”

Atlas looks highly skeptical of that declaration, but instead of arguing, he just pours himself another drink and knocks it back. Although all three of us are tight like brothers—or at least, as I assume brothers would be, since I never had any—Nico is the official leader of the Princes of Carnage. He’s led both me and Atlas through thick and thin, and when he has a plan, it’s on us to go with it. Even if we think it’s a bad plan.

In this case, though, I happen to be on Nico’s side.

It’s better to have Quinn close.

I pull out a chair and slide into it, sitting with them. I don’t usually drink, so I leave them to it, watching as they drain more of the bottle. Nico swirls his whiskey in his glass, murmuring something in Italian under his breath. He knows that neither of us speak it, but he was raised by two Italian parents, so sometimes when he’s lost in his own thoughts, he switches languages unconsciously. It’s one of the ways I can tell he’s got a lot on his mind at the moment.

“He has a plan,” I tell Atlas, even though that goes without saying.

“I do,” Nico agrees, looking up from his glass. “I’m trying to keep us safe. Quinn was right that we’re stronger together, and the marriage will broadcast that in a big way. With our two organizations on the same side instead of at each other’s throats, we’ll be able to deal with whoever’s been thinking they can come at us with no consequences. And if the alliance between Enigma and Carnage doesn’t last beyond that… well, it’ll already have been worth our while, won’t it?”

Atlas just grunts, but once again, he doesn’t argue.

Nico leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Trust me, Atlas,” he says quietly.

Atlas’s brown eyes shift from his drink to Nico, and he lets out a breath. “I do. Always.”

“Good.” Nico reaches over to grip his shoulder. Then he drops his hand and leans back. “Now we need to start planning our next move.”

That’s our cue to focus up and listen, so we do.
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ATLAS


In the morning, I head out from the club.

There are still a few Carnage members hanging around, drinking coffee and chatting, and I nod as I pass them, heading for where my bike is parked.

I get on it, tug my skull-emblazoned helmet on, and peel out, the wind whipping past me as I ride.

The task I’ve been given for the day doesn’t sit well with me, and I’m sure as hell not looking forward to it. But I’d do just about anything Nico asked me to do, so here I fucking am.

I’ve got my doubts about this whole thing, and I’ve voiced them all to my brother. But aside from letting him know again that I don’t think this is a good idea, I didn’t argue with him last night, and now that things are in motion, I’ll do everything I can to make sure that this plan of his succeeds.

It’s more than just because Nico is the leader of our gang. More than just because I’m his de facto bodyguard, although that’s a part of it. The bond the three of us—Nico, Killian, and I—share is deeper than that. I owe Nico and Killian everything.

They’ve been there for me when I needed them the most, and that kind of loyalty is something I’ll always repay.

Even when I’d rather not be involved in the shit Nico comes up with.

I snort, shaking my head as I rev the bike’s engine coming out of a turn. It’s rare that I don’t agree with him, but this is one of those times where I wish he’d listen to reason.

There are so many ways this shit could go wrong.

About fifteen minutes later, I pull up outside the tattoo parlor that serves as the base for the Enigma gang. It’s still early enough in the day that there aren’t a lot of people gathered around outside, so no one gives me a hard time when I park my bike and walk inside.

The chimes over the door jingle, announcing my presence as I step in.

Quinn is there, her blue-green hair tied back into a messy bun. She’s straddling a low stool, bent over and working on a tattoo for some guy. From what I can see, she’s almost done, and the work is actually good. The tattoo shop isn’t just a front. She actually knows what she’s doing.

I watch her for a second, taking in the way she wipes away the excess ink with a damp cloth and then goes back in with her tattoo gun, doing more dot work to fill in a patch of shading on the guy’s arm.

When she sits back a bit to get more ink on her tattoo machine, I can see that the design is a large snake, wrapped around a blooming flower. The flower is done in bright hues, green and pink and orange, and the all-black snake stands out starkly against the color.

She looks completely in her element here, relaxed and focused. Her head nods along to the music that plays softly over the speakers in the shop, and she finally sits back with a satisfied look, spraying the tattoo down before wiping it completely clean.

Finally, she seems to notice me standing near the door. Her head jerks up as she registers my presence, and the relaxed look of concentration drops off her face as she scowls.

My shoulders tense too, an instinctive reaction to being in ‘enemy territory,’ so to speak. I guess we’re not supposed to think of it that way anymore, now that we have an alliance, but it’s gonna be a hard as fuck habit to break.

I close the distance between us, keeping my face neutral.

“That’s good work,” I tell Quinn, nodding at the tattoo. “Your line work is some of the best I’ve seen.”

“I don’t need your praise,” she snaps, her scowl only deepening.

Okay. She’s not in the mood to be flattered this morning. Noted.

She goes back to the tattoo, and for a second, I think she’s just planning to ignore me before she says, “What are you even doing here?”

“Carnage business,” I tell her shortly. “I’m here to make sure you get a wedding dress.”

It sounds fucking ridiculous to even say it, but Nico’s orders.

Quinn huffs a breath that could almost be a laugh. “That’s not necessary. I can just get married in something I already have.”

I shake my head. “Sorry. Nico said that if you’re going to do this, you’re doing it all the way. It has to be a ‘real wedding.’” I put a heavy emphasis of sarcasm on the last two words, shoving my hands into my pockets. “Dress, suits, the whole nine yards. That’ll let the other organizations in this little pocket of the city know that we’re aligning ourselves. The more real it looks, the more seriously others will take us.”

She drags in a deep breath and then lets it out messily, a frown still pinching her face.

“I hate it when he makes sense,” she mutters under her breath. Then she shakes her head, as if trying to banish the thought. “Fine. I’ll get a fucking dress. But I don’t need you to go with me.”

I smirk, enjoying the opportunity to piss her off even more. Nico might say she’s going to be our ally soon, and Killian might seem weirdly on board with this whole thing, but as far as I’m concerned, the only upside to this arranged marriage bullshit is that it gives me a chance to fuck with and annoy Enigma’s leader when she can’t do anything about it.

“Nico’s orders,” I say with a shrug. “As his muscle, it’s my job to go with you. Can’t have his soon-to-be bride in any danger.”

Quinn picks up a piece of ink-dotted cloth, wringing it between her hands like she’s imagining it’s Nico’s neck… or maybe mine. When she looks up this time, her eyes spark with anger. “I can take care of myself.”

“Guess not, or you wouldn’t have needed us to help bail you out of your current problems,” I shoot back, enjoying twisting the knife in her.

Her expression hardens. “You came to me first, remember?”

Yeah. I do.

That’s part of why I think this whole thing is a mistake. Because Quinn is a fucking wild card, and Nico is kidding himself if he thinks he’ll be able to tame her or some shit like that. I can still remember the way she threw herself into fighting against the two of us, the way she never let her guard down or slumped in defeat even once we had her outnumbered three to one and I had her pinned up against the wall.

But I just shrug again, ignoring her question. “Are you finished up here?”

“Jesus fucking…”

She grumbles the rest of that sentence under her breath as she pushes back from the tattoo chair. She strides over to a row of drawers along one wall and yanks out a roll of clear film. With her lips set into a thin line, she comes back over and places a long strip of the film over the fresh tattoo, then tapes it in place.

“You’re good,” she tells the guy. He glances between the two of us and then rises from the chair, hurrying to the front desk where another one of Quinn’s people deals with him.

I stand watching her as she methodically cleans up her station, ignoring me as if I’m not standing less than three feet away from her. Irritation prickles under my skin, and I stretch my fingers and curl them into tight fists. I don’t doubt that she takes her tattoo work seriously, which includes maintaining a clean station, but I know for a damn fact that it doesn’t need to be that clean.

She’s fucking with me, just like I was fucking with her earlier. Poking at me. Using the fact that we’ve suddenly been thrust onto the ‘same side’ to get under my skin when I can’t do shit about it.

Honestly, I might even respect her for playing the same game I’m playing if I wasn’t so fucking annoyed.

I hold out for as long as I can, refusing to let her get a rise out of me, but when she starts to wipe the same part of her equipment tray down for the third time, I finally snap.

“Are you fucking done yet?” I bite out, my voice harsh.

She glances over her shoulder at me, a smile tugging at one corner of her full lips. She’s distractingly gorgeous, the kind of viciously beautiful woman who would be completely my type if she weren’t my enemy… and engaged to one of my best friends.

And that only makes me hate her more.

“Oh. You’re still here.” She looks from me to her obscenely spotless work station and then lifts one shoulder in a shrug. “Yeah, I guess I’m done.”

“Good. Then let’s go.”

I jerk my chin toward the door, and she rolls her eyes, still taking her sweet-ass time. She grabs her things and then marches outside, leaving me to follow her. But when she skirts around my bike, heading toward her car, I clear my throat.

“Uh uh, vicious. Your ride is right here.”

She stops in her tracks, glancing from me to the bike.

“Fuck no.” She glares at me. “I’m not getting on that thing with you. I’ll take my car, and you can follow behind me.” She pauses, then smirks as she adds, “Or you can go back to Nico and tell him that you didn’t manage to get me that dress after all.”

A muscle in my jaw ticks. I’m tempted as hell to throw her over my shoulder and haul her onto the bike, willing or not—but I know her well enough to know that if I try that, it would turn into a fight like the one at the warehouse immediately. And that wouldn’t be a great start to this so-called alliance between our gangs.

So I just shrug, acting like I don’t give a shit either way, although I’m strangely disappointed that I won’t get the chance to see how she handles herself on my bike.

“Fine by me. Whatever gets this over with faster.”

Quinn shoots me a pissy look and gets in her car, making sure to slam the door closed before she peels away from the curb, leaving me to follow her. She drives like an asshole the whole way there, weaving in and out of traffic, trying to lose me at intersections. It forces me to use my skills on a bike to keep up with her, but I manage it. There’s no fucking way I’ll let her lose me.

When she finally parks outside of a dress shop and gets out of the car, I’m right there behind her, pulling into an adjacent space.

As I take off my helmet, I catch a look of grudging respect in her gray eyes, but it’s gone so fast that I’m not even sure I saw it.

“Let’s get this done with,” she mutters, and we head toward the shop together.

It’s a nice place, not too fancy, but a step up from some massive chain store. There’s a row of three dresses in the window in different styles, and Quinn glances at them before pushing inside.

As soon as we step in, a woman with platinum blonde hair and a blinding smile descends on us.

“Hello!” she says brightly. “Welcome to Marie’s Bridal.”

“Uh, hi,” Quinn says back. “We’re just—”

The woman cuts her off. “Have you been in here before?”

“No, we’re—”

“Oh, that’s alright!” the woman, maybe Marie herself, cuts in. “I guess I should have asked first if you’re the lucky bride or if you’re looking for bridesmaid dresses. Do you have colors yet? A style in mind?”

Quinn opens her mouth again, but this time I cut in before the chatty blonde can start up. “We’ve got this covered,” I tell her. “We’ll let you know if we need any help.”

Her eyes flicker to me and a small frown crosses her face, like she’s not used to men telling her what to do in this shop. “Oh, well,” she says. “Maybe I could—”

“No,” Quinn interjects firmly. “We just want to look through your selection and try some things on. We don’t need help.”

The woman wilts a little but keeps her bright customer service smile plastered on her face.

“Of course,” she says. “Well, if you need anything, anything at all, just give a shout. I’ll be behind the counter.”

She hesitates, glancing between us again before going back to the counter.

“Fucking finally,” Quinn mutters under her breath. She stalks past the rows of brightly colored dresses that are probably for bridesmaids and maids of honor or whatever, and then heads for the racks and racks of dresses in every shade of white imaginable.

She starts making her way through them, pulling out a few options here and there, checking to see the sizes and holding them out to examine the styles.

“Here,” I tell her, grabbing one that catches my eye. “This’ll work.”

Quinn turns to look and then scowls at me when she sees it. It’s a mess of a dress, with a massive, ballooning skirt and a high, lacy neckline. The sleeves are severe, and the beading all along the front is chunky and ugly as hell.

“You’re hilarious,” she hisses.

I shrug and put the dress back. “Okay, what about something like this?” I ask, pulling out another one. This one is the exact opposite of the first. It’s low cut in the front and back, leaving nothing to the imagination. The material is shimmery satin, and without even putting it on, it’s pretty clear that it will be revealingly tight and show off several of the tattoos I caught sight of the other day when I had her pinned against the wall.

Quinn just gives me the finger in response, grabbing another couple of dresses and heading for the dressing room.

I follow her, smirking at how surprisingly fun it is to fuck with her, and before she can shut the door, I step inside the massive changing room along with her.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she whispers, clearly not wanting to alert chatty Marie to the fact that there’s an issue.

“Helping.” I close the door behind us, then cross my arms and lean against it, making it clear I don’t intend to go anywhere. “Nico’s orders.”

“If you say that one more fucking time…” She glares daggers at me, then shifts her expression to a tight smile. “Fine. Stay. I’ll need help with these stupid dresses anyway.”

I’m a little surprised she relented so quickly, and I watch with a twinge of suspicion as she hangs the dresses up on the hooks along the wall, arranging them in the order she wants to try them on.

“So,” she finally says, glancing over her shoulder at me. “What’s your deal?”

I narrow my eyes. “My deal?”

“Yeah. The other day, Nico made a big fucking deal about how he’s got you and Killian to watch his back. Are you related or something? And what’s Killian’s deal? Is the quiet menacing thing just an act, or is he really that silent all the time? I don’t think I’ve ever heard him speak in all the times we’ve run into each other.”

“That’s none of your business,” I tell her shortly. “And not info I’d share with an enemy.”

Now it’s Quinn’s turn to smirk, her gray eyes glinting with a dangerous sort of amusement. “But we’re not enemies anymore, are we?”

She gestures to the wedding dresses, reminding me wordlessly of what they represent.

Before I can snap back that a few scraps of lace and silk and some bullshit vows won’t be enough for me to ever trust her, she reaches for the hem of her shirt, smoothly tugging it over her head. I stiffen, the words dying on my tongue as she tosses the shirt on the padded bench in one corner and then reaches for the button and fly of her pants, deftly undoing them.

My jaw clenches. I’m the one who followed her in here, hoping to annoy her and piss her off, but I expected her to insist that I turn around or some shit before she started stripping.

Clearly, Quinn has decided to call my bluff.

She shoves her pants down, getting rid of her boots as well before kicking her pants into the same corner where her shirt ended up. Still facing me, she reaches behind her back with one hand and unhooks her bra, then slides it down her arms and tosses it away.

My mouth goes dry. Jesus fucking Christ. I knew she had a great body—I could feel the curves and softness of her pressed against me when I was holding her still so Nico could talk to her the other day. But at least when she had clothes on, there was something left to the imagination. Now her perky tits are on full display, her nipples a dusky pink and standing out from her body. The ink that swirls over her skin complements her natural beauty perfectly, highlighting her petite, muscled frame and making her look both deadly and graceful.

It takes a second or two before I realize I’m staring, and I wrench my eyes back up to her face. Quinn meets my gaze with her chin lifted, standing shamelessly in front of me with a challenge in her eyes.

It’s like she’s trying to get back at me for being here, to force a reaction from me, and although I keep my jaw locked and my expression as neutral as possible… I have to admit that she won this fucking round.

This was a mistake.

The words flash through my head, and it’s not the first time I’ve thought them today. This whole fucking thing is a mistake, from top to bottom, and the fact that I’m currently locked in a dressing room with my friend’s nearly naked fiancée is just more proof of that.

But I’m sure as hell not going to let her win, so I stay right where I am, waiting for her to make the next move.

Quinn hesitates for a long moment, as if waiting to see if I’ll break. Then she huffs out a breath through her nostrils and turns to pull on the first dress.

She shimmies into it, pulling it up over her shoulders and twisting in the mirror so she can look at the back of it. When she turns back around, she catches my gaze in the mirror and lifts a brow.

“Are you going to make yourself useful, or what?”

I frown. “What are you talking about?”

“Come zip me up.”

I hold her gaze and move closer to do as she says. My fingers graze her skin as I find the zipper and take hold of it, dragging it upward to close the back of the dress.

She doesn’t react very much at all, but I can see when goosebumps spread out over her skin from my touch. Her facial expression doesn’t change, and she doesn’t even move, but she can’t hide that small, visceral response of her body.

My gut twists as it hits me in a rush how dangerous this game we’re playing is. All I can hope is that Nico is right about the payoff for us. Because otherwise…

Quinn is a wild thing, and getting close to her like this is risky as hell. Not just because she’s a viper who looks like an angel.

But because she’s the type who could undo us all.
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A couple of days after my impromptu and tense shopping trip with Atlas, I glare at the wedding dress I ended up selecting. Unlike when I tried it on at the shop, I’m alone this time, and the dress is hanging on the back of my door.

I’m freshly showered, standing in front of the mirror, trying to wrap my head around the fact that I’m supposed to be heading to a church for my wedding soon.

My hair is still damp, drying in soft waves around my shoulders. My eyes look almost manic as I gaze at myself in the mirror, the same incredulous feeling that sits in my chest reflected on my face.

The longer I stand here, the more I’m starting to think that this was truly insane, and I should have found some way to back out of it. I mean… what the fuck? Marrying Nico, of all people? Joining our gangs, at least temporarily, is a smart move. But this? It’s nuts.

At the same time though, the pressure has never been higher, and I think of the report I got from Emmett last night. Whoever is trying to take my gang out made another move, and we’ve had to permanently stop using one of the businesses we go through for money laundering because there’s just no safe way to get to it anymore. It’s like whoever is coming after us knows the moves we’re making and is anticipating how we might try to get around them.

That affects our business and our bottom line.

Joining up with the Princes of Carnage is the only way to make things safe for my people again, the only way to make sure we’re not taken out by someone who’s put a target on us and is operating out of the shadows.

So I have to proceed. At least until this threat is no longer an issue. Then hopefully I can go back to being enemies with Nico and his men. The way it should be.

I sigh, dragging my hands through my hair. Being bitter about all of this isn’t going to help, so I march over to my dresser and yank out a drawer so I can start getting dressed.

On top of the dresser is a framed picture of me and my dad, and I let myself stare at it for a moment, grounding myself with memories of him. We look so happy in the picture. Carefree, almost. He’s bent over a pool table, the cue in his hand, but his head is turned to look at me where I’m standing off to the side. We’re both grinning at each other, caught mid-laugh.

My chest aches from the memory of that night and how neither of us ever predicted things would end up like they are now.

“Well, Dad,” I whisper softly. “This is it. The day every father dreams of for their little girls. It’s my wedding day. If you were here, you could walk me down the aisle.” As soon as I say the words, I have to snort at the absurdity of them. “Yeah, right. Don’t get excited, because it’s not real. I’m marrying Nico Morelli, that smug asshole. But… I wish you were here anyway. Even though you’d probably be mad as hell about all this. Maybe because of that. Maybe you could figure out a way to get me out of this.”

I reach out and trace his image in the picture, dragging in a deep breath as tears burn my eyes for a second. Then I blink them back and force myself to get moving, pushing memories and regret away for the time being.

I pull on panties and a bra that will work with the dress I ended up picking out.

I have to admit, the dress is a nice one. It’s lacy without being too princess-y, and with a skirt I’ll be able move in, which is important in case shit goes south. There’s a slit up one side of it that will display a tasteful amount of thigh as well as revealing the tattoo that covers most of my thigh on that side. The pink and red peonies that bloom over my thigh complement the color of the dress, and I wrinkle my nose because I definitely didn’t plan for that.

That would imply that I actually give a shit how I look for this wedding, and I don’t.

The dress will also show off the tattoos that wind up and down my arms, although the capped sleeves will hide the tattoo on my left shoulder blade. That one is my favorite. It was the first tattoo my dad ever gave me, an intricate, delicate design that almost seems to shift when I look at it.

It’s made up of lots of knots and twists and swirls, an image with no real meaning, but one that looks beautiful anyway. Having a design that he created inked near my heart makes me feel closer to him somehow, and I turn in front of the mirror and trace my fingers over it for a second, then sigh and drop my hand.

Although I usually leave my face bare, I throw on some makeup today—nothing over the top, but enough that I won’t look washed out in the dress. I opt to leave my hair down, but I use my curling iron to make the waves in my hair more dramatic, pinning half of them back with a clip studded with pearls.

Then there’s nothing left but to put the dress on.

It fits perfectly, falling over my body to great effect. It hugs my curves and then flares out a bit at the bottom, but it’s a reasonable length, so I can walk in it without tripping all over myself. It has a plunging neckline that shows off a good bit of cleavage, and even though it’s a fairly simple dress compared to some of the ones I tried on, it suits me the best.

I take one last look at myself in the mirror and then turn away, grabbing my phone and texting the members of my crew who will be coming to the wedding to act as witnesses, letting them know to meet me there.

Ten minutes later, I pull up to the church where the ceremony will take place.

Fallon, Emmett, and Carter are waiting for me outside, along with a few other Enigma members who’ve come to have our backs.

Fallon eyes me up and down and wolf whistles, and I glare at him, making him grin and give me a small salute. “No disrespect meant, boss,” he says.

I snort and greet him with a small nod. “You did a perimeter check?” I ask, focused and serious.

“Yeah.” He dips his chin. “No sign of any ambush or threat.”

“Good.” I glance between him and the others. “Remember, stay alert, but don’t start shit unless someone from their side starts it first. Until the vows are over, we’re not technically on the same side yet, so… be ready, just in case.”

They all make low noises of assent, and we head into the church together. I feel less alone with my people at my back, but that’s a small comfort on a day like today.

Nico and his people are already waiting inside, and he looks up as soon as we walk in.

His gaze lands on me, and he goes still. Something flares in his eyes as his gaze slowly tracks up and down my body as I stand in my wedding dress. My stomach flips in response, and I don’t like that. I especially don’t like the heat that rises in me, echoing the look in Nico’s eyes. He looks… good, dressed in a sharp black suit that makes his harshly handsome features seem even more striking.

Atlas flanks him on one side, ever present, and I’m not surprised to find him glaring at me. He made it incredibly clear the other day that he doesn’t like me, and the feeling is fucking mutual. I’ve never liked any of the Princes of Carnage, but as I discovered the other day when he took me shopping, Atlas has a way of getting under my skin in a way that few people have ever managed to do.

Maybe he’s still pissed that I stripped down in front of him in the dressing room, but it’s what he got for following me in there in the first place.

Killian is as impassive and silent as always, standing on Nico’s other side like a statue. Atlas never really answered my questions about him at the boutique, so I don’t know any more about him than I did then. But he’s staring at me just as intently as his two friends are, and my heart thuds in response, goosebumps breaking out over my skin.

I will them away, squaring my shoulders and then walking down the aisle to join Nico at the front.

It’s a sham of a wedding—even though there is a priest present, standing up at the altar waiting for us to say our vows—so there’s no processional music to accompany me down the aisle. There’s no pomp or ceremony, just tense silence.

Killian and Atlas stand with Nico, and Fallon and Carter fall into place to stand with me. Members of our respective gangs sit in the pews, filling out the witnesses for this farce.

“If we’re ready?” the priest says, glancing between us. I just clench my jaw in response, but Nico nods, gesturing for him to begin.

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today…”

The priest starts to speak, but I tune out of most of it. It’s a standard ceremony, something generic and easy to fill in the blanks. He says something about the sanctity of marriage, and it’s a struggle not to snort with derision at the notion that anything about this shit is sanctified.

Of course, neither Nico nor I have written any special vows, because why would we? If we had to talk about our previous relationship together, it would just be about all the times we’ve pissed each other off and the rivalry between our gangs. The grudges and retaliations between us for the past several years. Not exactly the stuff romantic wedding vows are made of.

So the priest leads us in the basic shit, guiding us when it comes to what to say. It’s a little gratifying that the ‘love, honor, and obey’ shit goes both ways, because there’s no way in hell I’d make any kind of promise to obey Nico, but especially not if it was one-sided.

“Now then,” the priest finally says. “Who has the rings?”

Nico jerks his chin at one of his men, who steps forward… not with a ring box, but with a tattoo gun.

My stomach does a little swoop, and I glance sharply at Nico. “What the fuck is that for?”

“Let’s just say I don’t quite trust you yet, wife,” Nico says in a low voice meant just for me. He smiles, and I hate that he looks so fucking handsome—like a devil in a fitted suit. “So I’m making sure that there’s a sign of our union that you can’t just slip on and off when it suits you. It has to be a permanent mark. A reminder of who you’re bound to.”

My jaw clenches, and it’s hard to breathe through the anger climbing up my throat. “A ring would be fine,” I grit out.

“Would it?” His eyes narrow, like he’s searching my face. “I don’t think so.” He waves a hand, gesturing to the church, the priest, all of it. “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it all the way.”

I bite back the urge to tell him that people get married with just rings every fucking day, and it doesn’t make their commitments any less permanent—but once again, he has a point, and I hate that. It’s not like we have any bonds of love to fall back on. We don’t trust each other. We don’t even like each other.

My nostrils flare as I suck in a breath, staring silently at him for a long moment. As proud as I was of the marks I left on Nico, now he’s going to leave a mark on me, and I can’t even begin to sort through the mess of feelings I have about that. Around us, my people and his all tense up as the silence builds between us, as if they’re waiting for a confrontation to break out right here in the church.

But then I nod, holding his gaze as I echo his words. “All the way.”

Nico takes the tattoo gun from his man and steps closer to me. We’re so near to each other that I can feel the heat from his body and smell the scent of his body wash or cologne. It’s warm and spicy, making me think of the other day when I couldn’t quite distinguish which was his scent and which was Atlas’s.

I guess I have my answer now.

I try to breathe shallowly as Nico tugs lightly at the neckline of my dress, exposing enough of my chest right over my heart so that he can press the tattoo gun to it.

The sound of the machine flaring to life is familiar, as is the burning sting of the needle moving over my skin. It doesn’t take long, and I’m almost afraid to find out what he might have marked on me.

But when I look down, it’s not his initials or some crude mark to symbolize the Princes of Carnage. Instead, it’s just a simple circle with overlapping lines. Just a ring.

Nico moves to step back, but I reach out and catch his wrist, stopping him. I glance down at his chest, hidden beneath the fabric of his suit.

“I wear your ring, you wear my ring,” I say, holding out my other hand for the tattoo gun. “All. The. Way.”

A half smile tugs at his lips, almost as if he would’ve been disappointed if I hadn’t insisted on tattooing him too. He puts the tattoo machine in my outstretched hand, and I frown slightly as I look down at it.

“I hope you brought extra supplies for this thing,” I mutter. “I’m not swapping pathogens with you just because we’re getting married.”

He chuckles lowly and motions to his guy again, who produces the supplies I need.

I swap out the needle and get fresh ink, and by the time I’m ready to use the tattoo gun, Nico has unbuttoned his jacket and shirt halfway, baring his chest. He already has some ink, a dark design that crawls up his right shoulder and across part of his chest, but the space above his heart is blank, so I decide to put my ring there.

It’s surprising, the vicious flare of pleasure that I feel at getting to tattoo him. He might have gotten to mark me, but I’m getting to mark him right back.

I press harder than necessary with the needle, but even so, my work isn’t shoddy. Nico doesn’t flinch at all, just watching me as I carefully etch the ring into his skin. I use the same basic design that he did, but I add a little extra flourish to it, unable to help myself.

When the tattooed ‘rings’ have been exchanged, one of his men comes and takes the machine out of my hand, and we turn to face the priest again.

“By the power vested in me by the state of Michigan, I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the priest intones. “You may kiss the bride.”

Nico grins and leans in, and I don’t really have a choice but to lean in as well. He gets so close to me, close enough that my senses are filled with the spicy scent of him and the feeling of the heat from his body. Just before our mouths meet, he speaks, his voice a low rumble as his breath teases my skin.

“You can bite me this time too if you want, mia cara. I like it.”

Then his lips meet mine.
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I don’t bite him this time.

I’m tempted to, I’m really fucking tempted to. To clamp my teeth around his bottom lip and draw blood all over again, and then maybe spit it in his face. But his words are still heavy in my ears. He’ll probably just enjoy it too much, and I don’t want that. I don’t want him to enjoy this any more than I am.

Which is to say, not at all.

So I hold myself stiffly while our lips press together. He makes a small noise in his throat and leans in a bit more, his mouth warm and firm against mine. I don’t give him anything back, staying stiff as a board, unyielding. But then he nips at my bottom lip, hard enough that it stings, and that sends a jolt of arousal through me that I can’t ignore.

My lips part all on their own in a soft gasp, and that’s all the opening Nico needs to slide his tongue into my mouth.

My body burns, half with outrage at his fucking audacity and half with something I don’t want to name.

And Nico presses his advantage so well. He works his tongue into my mouth, kissing harder, deeper. Like he wants to coax my tongue into twining and twisting with his in some kind of fucked up dance. My eyes fall closed, and I lean into it for just a second, just enough to get that heady rush of sensation for a moment, before clarity comes roaring back in.

We break apart a few heartbeats later, and I have to swallow hard once and then again.

Nico smirks at me, his dual colored eyes dark with desire that he doesn’t make any attempt to hide.

“Look at that,” he says, his voice a little husky. “I like to bite too.”

I ignore his words, because it’s easier to do that than to figure out how the fuck to respond. I take a deep breath, trying to pull my shit together and get my head back on straight. It would be bad if Nico could see how much that simple kiss affected me. We’re about to be on shaky ground as it is, trying to navigate this strange new world where old rivals are now allies, and it’ll be easier for me to keep an edge against him if he doesn’t know how off-balance he makes me feel.

Around us, there’s a light smattering of applause as the priest calls the ceremony to a close. Everyone is playing their part, but it’s clear that no one in our respective gangs is really all that thrilled about any of this. And who could blame them? It’s a barely passable facade of a wedding. No one wants to be here, except the groom for some fucked up reason, and everyone except the priest is probably armed under all their finery.

I know I am.

It would be stupid for the Princes to wait until Nico and I are officially married to decide to pull something, but still. Stranger, more fucked up things have happened, and I’m not taking any of this lightly or letting my guard down around them for the foreseeable future.

The priest gestures for us to walk down the aisle, and this is the part in a real wedding where the gathered family and friends would clap and cheer and throw rice or confetti. Instead, we make our way down the carpeted aisle in near silence. Everyone on my side watches Nico—and Atlas and Killian, who walk along behind us—with wary gazes, waiting to see what he’ll do. The crew on the Carnage side watches me with the same intensity.

A few more steps bring us out of the main part of the church, and we come to a stop in the open space of the front lobby. It would almost be a relief to have it all done… except now I’m married to Nico.

I turn to face him and his two best friends, who are standing on either side of him so that they create an almost solid wall of muscle. None of them move to say anything, so I give them a cool smile, ready to go home and get this goddamn dress off.

“Well,” I say. “At least that’s over.”

“Oh, come on.” Nico chuckles. “It wasn’t so bad. I think you might have even liked it by the end there.”

“Don’t kid yourself,” I snap, my veneer of civility slipping. “The whole thing was an act, and we both know it.”

“A legally binding act,” he points out. “So don’t get any ideas about going back on our deal. Now that our interests are bound together, if one of us goes down, we both do.”

“I know how it works,” I say, forcing my voice to remain even. It’s been a long day, and I’m fucking tired of this. Atlas and Killian standing there watching it all go down like creepy statues doesn’t make it any better. “And the fact that I agreed to this at all should show you that I care enough about my gang and keeping my people safe to put up with your bullshit.”

Nico puts a hand over his heart—right where I left the tattoo that serves as his wedding ring. “You think so little of me, wife,” he says flatly. “I’m wounded.”

“Not yet, you aren’t,” I mutter. “But I could fix that.”

He arches a brow, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Not even married ten minutes, and you’re already threatening violence.”

“Believe me,” I snap, unable to help myself. “When I decide to hurt you, I won’t bother threatening you first.”

“Careful, Nico.” Atlas’s voice cuts into our exchange, dragging my attention to him. He’s glaring at me, his hands curled into fists as if he’s ready to finish the fight we started in that empty building right here and now. “She means it. She’s a vicious little thing.”

“I can handle her.”

Nico’s smirk widens a bit as he speaks, and I take a step back, needing to put some space between us. My head is still buzzing from the endorphins of the tattoo and the unexpected heat of our kiss, and being this close to my new husband and his two friends is only making it worse.

“I’ll be in touch soon so we can start coming up with a plan,” I say, bringing the subject back around to business as our people start to slowly file out of the church, eyeing each other suspiciously. “Whoever’s been coming after Carnage and Enigma is still making moves, so we need to do something to show that we’re a united front. Now that your ‘conditions’ have been met, I expect you to live up to your part of the deal. We have each other’s backs, and we take the threat down.”

I don’t wait for Nico or the other two to say anything, instead turning to speak to my men for a moment. I tell them to keep activity low for the next few days while we figure out our next move, then I dismiss them all.

As they start to leave the church, I follow, slipping out the front door and heading toward my car. The only thing I want right now is to get this damn dress off and maybe to sink into a hot bath so I can scald the surrealness of this day off my skin.

But before I can get very far, Nico emerges from the front door of the church and stops me, reaching out to grab my arm.

“Hold on,” he says.

I whip around, irritation rising in me as I wrench my arm out of his grip. “What?”

He folds his arms, pinning me with a look as Killian and Atlas take up their positions by his sides again. “We’re not done here. Not yet.”

“The hell we aren’t. You wanted to get married. We’re married.” I draw aside the plunging neckline of my dress so he can see the tattoo he put on me not twenty minutes ago. “It’s done, Nico.”

“The wedding is, yeah,” he agrees. “But not what comes after.”

I raise my eyebrows, choking back a laugh. “If you say something about a honeymoon, I swear to fuck, I will cut your dick off and feed it to you,” I hiss. “We’re not doing that shit.”

“I’m not talking about a honeymoon.” He shakes his head, ignoring my threat. “I’ll have some people come to your place to pack up your things and bring them to our headquarters. How much time will you need to get ready?”

I blink. “What?”

“You heard me.”

My eyes narrow. “Yeah, I heard you, but I don’t understand what you mean. Why the fuck would anyone need to move my stuff?”

Nico lifts a brow, giving me a look like he’s surprised he has to spell it out for me. “Because you’ll be moving in with us.”

The bottom of my stomach feels like it drops out as he says that. The wedding was bad enough, but I had no idea he planned for us to live together after it. I should have known he was going to pull something. Should’ve known that it wasn’t going to be this easy.

I take a step closer to him, anger radiating from me.

“That wasn’t a part of the deal,” I bite out. “I never agreed to that.”

Nico is glaring at me too now, irritation finally winning out over his smug indifference. He leans in closer to me, and I’m painfully aware of our height difference as he looms over me. It’s interesting, how he switches from being an arrogant shithead to putting on the attitude of a domineering leader in a second flat.

Or it would be interesting if I wasn’t practically shaking with rage at him.

“What did you think was going to happen, mia cara?” he growls, using the same nickname for me that he did back in the church. “Of course we’re going to have to move in together. That’s what married people do.”

“Yeah, married people who actually want to spend time in each other’s company,” I shoot back. “That doesn’t include us.”

“I already told you we’re not doing this halfway.” He drops his gaze to my tattooed chest for a moment before finding my eyes again. “If we’re going to be allies—real allies, not just on paper—we actually have to join forces. That means living together, sharing space. No room for secrets. No room for lies.”

He’s in my space now, so close that I can see the little flecks of blue in his green eye and the hints of green in his blue one. His brows are drawn together over those infuriatingly gorgeous eyes, and he’s staring at me with an expression that makes it clear he’s not going to back down.

Fuck.

My heart is still racing from the visceral response that shot through me when he told me his men would come pack up my stuff so I could move in with him and the others at their clubhouse. The truth is, that reaction isn’t just from the shock of his sudden new demand, but from the panic that shot through me at the idea of moving out of my home.

I don’t want to leave that house. It’s where my dad lived, where I grew up. It’s one of the strongest tangible reminders that I have left of him, and I can’t give that up.

Setting my jaw, I avert my gaze a little, looking past the three men. I don’t want them to see the flash of vulnerability in my eyes at the thought of my father, knowing it’s a weakness they’d probably be only too happy to exploit.

“I’m not moving out of my house,” I say, my voice just as hard as Nico’s was. “That’s not negotiable.”

He doesn’t respond for a long moment, studying my face like he’s trying to read my thoughts. I keep my expression as blank and impassive as I can, which is difficult considering how close to the surface my emotions have been today.

Finally, Nico nods. “Alright, mia cara. You win. I’m a modern man, so I have no issue being the one to move in with you. If I have to have people moving shit anyway, I can get them to move my stuff, and Atlas and Killian’s, to your house instead.”

There’s a short-lived flood of relief at his concession that I won’t have to be the one to move in with him. But then the rest of what he just said fully registers with me, and my jaw drops.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I demand.

He can’t be serious. It will be bad enough to have just him in my space, but Atlas and Killian too? That’s too fucking much.

Nico just shrugs, looking darkly satisfied. “It’s a compromise. Like I keep saying, I don’t trust you yet.”

“You can’t just—”

“Atlas and Killian have my back,” he says, cutting me off. “So where I go, they go. Which means you’d better get ready to have three new roommates, wife.”
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Three new roommates?

God fucking dammit.

My mind races as I stare up at Nico through slitted eyes. We’ve been married for less than an hour, and already, my life has been completely turned upside down.

When I said ‘I do,’ I was planning on dealing with him from a distance. I had prepared myself for him insisting on meeting on his turf, trying to throw his weight around and leverage our marriage to his advantage. But I had no idea that he planned on taking it this far.

I glance at Killian and Atlas, surprised the two of them haven’t spoken up yet. Atlas is glowering at me like he’s just waiting for a kill order from Nico, and Killian’s face is still impassive, although something has shifted behind his eyes.

“What about you two?” I ask. “You’re fine with him just deciding that you have to play house with me?”

Atlas grinds his jaw, and I can tell there’s something he wants to say, but he doesn’t vocalize it. Instead, he just shrugs a shoulder, which is a good enough answer that he’ll do whatever Nico tells him to do.

Killian, predictably, says nothing.

I can’t tell whether this is something they already planned between the three of them, or if Nico’s two attack dogs are just as blindsided by this as I am. Either way, it’s clear that the two of them aren’t going to talk him out of it.

I drum my fingers against my thigh, trying to come up with some alternative that Nico might accept. I guess I could say I’d move in with them at the clubhouse after all, but that still means I’d be living with all three of them. And to be honest, I don’t want to be on their turf like that. I don’t want to have to look over my shoulder constantly, wondering when the knife is going to slip between my ribs. I’d be outnumbered in a big way, and the thought of that makes my skin crawl.

Then there’s always the tried and true method of just removing them from the picture entirely. I have my gun strapped to my thigh, hidden under the dress, and I could probably reach for it and take out at least one of them before the other two could make a move. Taking out all three of them would be an issue though, and ultimately, that would be a stupid plan.

The chances of me getting out of a fight like that alive are pretty slim, and if I killed the three most important members of the Princes of Carnage, the full fury of the rest of their gang would come down on mine. That would defeat the purpose of trying to keep my gang safe in the first place.

I could suggest we find a different, more neutral place to live, but that opens up a whole host of new problems.

As much as I hate to admit it, one of us moving in with the other makes the most sense. And considering I don’t want to go to them, that just leaves them coming to me. Nico’s not going to budge on Atlas and Killian coming with him. That’s abundantly clear.

If they move in with me, I’ll still be outnumbered, but it will give me the upper hand of being on my own turf. That’s something. And living under the same roof will put me in a position to be able to study these three men better. I’ve had multiple run-ins with the three of them and their crew, of course, but most of that has been superficial shit. Nothing that tells me who they truly are and what their weaknesses might be.

Having them in my house will mean living in close enough quarters that hopefully they won’t be able to hide anything from me.

I can watch them, learn their patterns and their habits, and put together a plan for how to move forward in the future. Once this outside threat is dealt with and our groups inevitably go back to being enemies—because that’s clearly what’s going to happen, wedding vows be damned—I’ll have so much more information that I can use as leverage against them.

And besides that, this will take all three of them away from their own headquarters for a good chunk of the time. Although that won’t severely weaken their gang, it will give me a bit of an edge over them if I need it.

Maybe I can actually turn this thing that Nico is insisting on to my advantage.

“Fine,” I say, nodding grudgingly. “If you’re all on board with that, then so am I. I have enough guest rooms at my house to give all of you your own space.”

“Don’t you mean just Atlas and Killian?” Nico smirks, a hint of wry amusement returning to his face. “Because as husband and wife, you and I should be sharing a room.”

I bare my teeth at him. “Don’t push your fucking luck, or you’ll be sleeping in the yard.”

Atlas snorts under his breath. “You don’t want to share a room with her anyway, Nico. Unless you want to have to sleep with a gun under your pillow.”

I glare at Atlas over Nico’s shoulder. Killian, as usual, has nothing to add to the discussion. He stands with his hands folded behind his back like an intimidating brick wall, watching our exchange with glittering, perceptive green eyes.

“Are you going straight home after this?” Nico asks, bringing my attention back to him.

“Yeah.”

“Good. I’ll have my people start moving our things over soon then. Expect us in a few hours.”

“Fine.”

This time, when I turn on my heel to leave, no one stops me.
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I have enough time when I get back home to change out of the wedding dress, toss it into a crumbled ball at the back of my closet, and then take a shower.

I think about trying to clean the place up a little, but then I decide I don’t care. It’s not that messy, considering I don’t really spend much time here beyond eating and sleeping most days, and if Nico and his friends have an issue with dust, they can go fuck themselves.

It only takes a couple of hours before someone is banging on my front door, and I open it to see members of the motorcycle club carrying boxes up the driveway.

Killian, Nico, and Atlas bring up the rear, entering the house along with their men. I stand in the living room, watching as they form an assembly line to carry shit inside, stacking the boxes neatly against the walls.

It feels like a long time ago that I decided having them move in with me could be a tactical advantage. That decision feels far away now that I’m standing here, watching them invade my space. My sanctuary. This house has been the place I come to get away from it all, to clear my head as best I can, and to think about my dad where no one can rush in to pity me.

I didn’t quite realize until now, how few people have been here since my dad died.

When he was alive, there were always people coming and going. Members of Enigma who’d stop by to give reports and stay for dinner or to watch a game. Meetings where everyone would bring a dish and we’d all sit down to eat together. Friends of my dad’s who’d come by just to chat or play cards. This place was just as much a part of things as the tattoo parlor, and it made it seem like it was always full of life.

Since Dad died though, I’ve been doing pretty much all of the gang business out of Blood and Ink. The idea of having people come by the house just felt too… heavy. Like it was too much too soon, even though it’s been a year already.

Maybe it was part of the grieving process or something, but I didn’t want to disturb this place. It felt almost as if letting other people come over would shatter the memories of my father that still linger in almost every room of the house, and I just haven’t been ready for that yet.

It makes it feel even more wrong that the first people to be here are the Princes of Carnage.

Nico, Atlas, and Killian don’t waste a second in making themselves at home. Killian oversees most of the moving, watching their people come and go with boxes with that sharp-eyed precision he seems to have.

Atlas and Nico poke around the ground floor, opening drawers and cabinets, examining the books on the shelves in the living room, testing out the furniture. It’s like they’re animals in the fucking wild, marking the space with their scent or something, laying a claim to it. They might as well be pissing in the goddamn corners, honestly.

Nico turns away from the bookshelf with a small, leather-bound book in hand. He opens his mouth to say something, but before he can, I snatch the book away from him.

“Don’t fucking touch that,” I snap, cradling it to my chest protectively. It’s one of my father’s ledgers, where he’d keep records of gang business and sometimes doodle in the margins. When I inherited this place, I found notebooks and journals like this scattered all over the house, filled with my dad’s handwriting and little drawings of pieces that would likely become future tattoos. Some of them I moved to the bookshelf, and some of them I left where I found them.

Now that my house has been invaded by these fuckers, I wish I’d boxed them all up and hidden them somewhere safe.

He laughs, leaning against the shelf. “We’re married now, mia cara,” he says teasingly. “What’s yours is mine.”

“Keep that energy when I start going through your shit,” I mutter, turning away.

He doesn’t make a move to grab for the book or take any more off the shelf. Instead, he pushes away and goes back to making sure their things are being moved in appropriately.

It takes another hour to move everything in, and then the other members of their gang trickle out. Nico closes the door behind them, leaving just the four of us in the quiet of the house.

Only it’s not so quiet anymore.

I’d just about gotten used to the new silence of the house, the way the only things in it that make noise are the ticking clocks, the rumbling of the ice maker in the fridge, and me when I’m walking around.

But now there are the sounds of the three Princes settling in, taking over my space like they live there. Which… they do.

Just thinking about it fills me with a sort of wary, restless anxiety.

It crosses my mind to ignore them, but I couldn’t if I tried. Their presence is so amplified here in this house that I’m used to being in on my own.

Killian regards my vintage record collection with no expression on his face. Nico wanders upstairs to pick out the room he wants and probably to assign rooms to the other two based on some criteria only he knows. Atlas opens the fridge and the cabinets in the kitchen, and there’s no misreading the look of disdain on his face as he sees how bare my kitchen is.

Part of me wants to defend myself, to point out that I’ve been fucking busy for a year, trying to keep Enigma afloat in my father’s absence, trying to mourn and keep my shit together all at the same time.

But I don’t owe him anything. I don’t owe any of them anything.

So I keep to myself, staying out of their way. I sit in the living room, trying to focus on the work I need to take care of. I read reports from my people and make lists of things that still need to be done.

Even with all this other bullshit going on, I’m still the leader of a gang. People are still relying on me.

Maybe the three men can sense that I don’t want to be bothered, or maybe they’re just busy unpacking and settling in. Whatever the reason, they don’t bother me for the rest of the evening, and eventually, they disappear upstairs to their rooms.

I wait for a few more minutes, listening to the sounds of the floor creaking and water clanging in the pipes before I head upstairs myself, exhausted and ready for bed.

I hurry through brushing my teeth and then slip into my room, closing and locking the door. My head feels heavy, and I can feel the weight of the day dragging on me, but when I get in bed, sleep doesn’t come.

I’m too agitated, too aware of the fact that my house doesn’t quite feel like mine anymore. There are three men sleeping just down the hall, three dangerous men that I don’t trust much more than my worst enemies, and I can’t seem to get that thought out of my mind.

I toss and turn, punching my pillow, trying to get comfortable, but it’s no fucking use.

The night seems very loud. Like every cricket outside is screaming, and every brush of branches against the window is ten times more grating than usual.

Eventually, I can’t take it anymore. The restlessness feels like a parade of ants under my skin, and I throw back the covers and slide out of bed. I grab the knife that I keep on my beside table and slip out of my room, padding silently down the hall in the shorts and loose-necked t-shirt I went to bed in.

I stop outside the bedroom that Nico chose—the one closest to mine—and quietly wrap my fingers around the doorknob, testing it.

Locked, unsurprisingly.

Doesn’t matter. I made sure I knew where the keys to each room were before the men arrived, and I go up on tiptoes and slide it off the upper edge of the door frame where I stashed it. It slips into the lock easily, and I turn, moving slowly and carefully to make sure that the click of the lock disengaging isn’t audible.

My heart pounds harder in my chest as I ease the door open and slip inside. I close it soundlessly and then creep closer to his bed, coming to a stop right beside the bed frame. My fingers grip the hilt of the knife hard as I stare down at him.

He’s asleep, shirtless, his fresh tattoo and his older ones barely visible in the dim light and the covers pooled around his waist. He doesn’t stir as I stand there, his head turned slightly to one side, his breathing deep and even.

It’s hard to look away from his face. His features are shadowed in the darkness, but still, there’s something about them that draws me in. Although the hard lines of his face haven’t slackened much with sleep, it’s still the most relaxed I’ve ever seen him.

He looks almost… human like this.

I don’t like that thought, don’t like the way it makes me see him more as a fully fleshed out person than just another in a long line of enemies I’ve had in my life.

Pressing my lips together, I move quickly, climbing up on the bed to straddle him and pressing the knife to his throat.

His eyes flash open in an instant, and he moves to defend himself as if it’s an instinctive reaction, one his body will do before his mind is even fully awake. He reaches for my arm, the one bracing the knife, but I press even harder against his throat, letting him feel the keen edge of it against his skin.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I murmur, keeping my voice soft as a whisper. “I’d hate for my blade to slip.”

Nico goes still, staring up at me in the darkness.

“Trying to kill me already, wife?” he says, and I can feel the vibration of his voice against the knife. “We haven’t even been married a day.”

My jaw clenches at how calm he seems, even with a knife at his throat, and I press the blade a little harder, just to drive the point home that I’m the one in control here.

“If I wanted you dead, you would be,” I say, my voice quiet. “So I’m obviously not here to kill you.”

Nico lifts an eyebrow, staring at me with an enigmatic expression. Any hint of sleep is totally gone from his eyes now.

“Then what’s the reason for the nighttime chat?” One side of his mouth curves upward. “Trying to keep me on my toes, or is this just your idea of foreplay?”

“Fuck you,” I whisper sharply. “I’m here to warn you not to screw me over. We might be allies in name, but until I have proof that you’ll have my back when it counts, I don’t trust you. Got it? Husband or not, if you betray me or hurt my people in any way, I’ll slit your throat before your two best friends can stop me. Do you understand?”

His expression doesn’t change, and he doesn’t look away from me for a second. “You know, we could have just had a chat like civilized people. The weapon wasn’t necessary.”

“Well, maybe you’re not the only one who doesn’t have a lot of trust here. Maybe you should have listened to Atlas and slept with a gun under your pillow.”

He smirks. “What makes you think I don’t?” Before I can respond to that, he continues. “And if I wanted to fuck you over, there would be easier ways to do it. Especially now that we’re married and our interests are supposed to be the same.”

I narrow my eyes. “You say that, but you seem to get off on making shit difficult for me. I’m not kidding. Don’t fuck with me. Don’t fuck with my gang.”

The smirk on his shadowed face widens, slow and teasing. “So suspicious. Tell me, have you ever trusted anyone in your life, Quinn?”

The question takes me by surprise, and I answer honestly without even thinking about it. “Only one person. But he’s gone.”

Nico tilts his head back just a little, and I shift the placement of the knife immediately to make sure it stays in contact with his throat. “You should think about expanding that number. Try trusting someone else for once. There’s a reason I wanted this alliance—not just with anyone, but with you. We could be good together, you know.”

There’s something in his voice as he says the last words that makes me think he’s talking about more than just the strength of our combined organizations. That he’s talking about us. It makes my mind flicker back to the kiss we shared in the church, the unexpected heat that flared between us. I can still feel it, like a fire that refuses to go out, sitting low in my belly as I gaze down at my new husband.

What would it feel like if he kissed me again? If we didn’t have to stop this time? What would his skin feel like beneath my hands?

I swallow, pressing the blade harder against his skin as if that will somehow extinguish the fire licking through my veins.

“It’s funny that you’re so convinced we could make a good team,” I tell him in a low voice. “Considering that I could kill you right now.”

One of his eyebrows twitches upward. “I thought you said you didn’t come here to do that.”

“I’m rethinking my stance on it.”

He chuckles. “I have to admit, mia cara, I like your fire.”

I press just hard enough with the knife to draw a drop of blood. “Still like it now?”

There’s a flash of something in his eyes, hungry and dangerous. Instead of dropping off his face, his grin widens. “I like it even more now. But I still don’t believe you’ll kill me, wife. I don’t think that’s what you came here for at all.”

“Yeah?” I cock my head to one side, my lip curling. “What do you think I came here for?”

His voice drops, low and gravelly. “Well, with the way you’re straddling me like this, barely dressed, it seems more like you came to my bedroom to consummate our marriage.”

My breath hitches as my heart kicks against my ribs.

“What makes you think I’d ever want to fuck you?” I ask, hating the rasp in my voice.

His tongue slides along the bottom of his teeth. “The way you kissed me. The way your body melted against mine for just a second before you caught yourself. The way your nipples are hard right now. You like feeling me between your thighs like this, don’t you?”

The knife trembles against his skin as I press my lips together, anger battling with arousal. I’m pissed that he’s noticed this strange, almost electric connection between us too, and I’m even more furious at him for calling it out.

“I hate you,” I hiss.

Heat burns in his eyes. “I hate you too. But that doesn’t change the fact that this is what you do to me.”

He lifts his hips suddenly, and my mouth falls open on a soft gasp. He’s hard, rock hard, his cock a thick line in his pants that I can feel through his clothes and the thin cover on his bed.

It presses right against my clit, taking my breath away, making heat surge through me. The sudden burst of sensation steals my focus, my body shuddering as I try to tamp down the sharp flare of arousal—

And that’s all the opening Nico needs.

Quick as lightning, he grabs my arm, yanking it and the knife away from his throat.
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Fuck.

Nico’s fingers are like an iron band around my wrist as he twists my arm to one side, giving himself more room to move as he tries to take the knife from me.

His sudden move caught me by surprise, but I’ve spent years training to fight, and those instincts kick in immediately. When he tries to snatch the knife, I grip it tighter, rolling my body off of his to give me more leverage to hold on. Nico is larger than me by a good bit, but I make up for my lack of size with skill and agility.

He tries to cover my hand with his own as if he can overpower me that way, but I jerk my arm backward sharply. Nico curses under his breath and yanks his hand back as he almost finds himself holding the wrong end of the knife, the blade just barely missing his palm. He kicks the covers off and throws his weight against me, shoving me against the mattress and trying to pin me down as we grapple for control of the weapon.

I can feel the strength in him as we tussle, the lean, hard muscles that filled out that fucking suit so well. He’s no slouch as a fighter either, and every time I get the upper hand and get back on top, he manages to turn the tables. We’re both breathing hard, straining against each other, trying to get and keep control of the knife and avoid being stabbed.

“It’s our wedding night, mia cara,” Nico growls as he tries to get me in a headlock from behind. “Don’t make me kill you.”

In answer, I snap my head back, catching a glancing blow to his face with the crown of my skull. It’s not enough to break his nose, unfortunately, but as he pulls back to avoid the blow, it gives me an opening to flip our positions.

Heat pours off of him as we roll over on the bed, burning into me from how close we are. His cock brushes against me as he tries to pin me with his weight again, and I realize with a start that he’s still hard, still clearly turned on. My heart pounds in my chest, all adrenaline and determination, but there’s something else flowing through my veins as well.

Something I don’t want to admit to.

“Christ, you’re fucking stubborn,” he grunts. He wrenches my arm up like he wants to break it.

“Then get the fuck off me,” I spit, jamming my knee up and toward his balls. But he must have learned from the last time because he rolls out of the way before I can make contact.

With more space opened up between us, I firm up my grip on the knife and hold it in front of me defensively.

Nico’s eyes narrow. He sizes me up for a second before moving again, and I slash out with the knife as he tries to get past my guard. The blade makes contact, cutting in a shallow line across his bare abs, but Nico doesn’t even slow down.

He keeps moving, knocking the knife aside and barreling into me like a freight train as red blood smears across his stomach. He bears down with his full weight, bringing me down to the mattress again, then brings one knee up and presses it against my stomach. The force of it nearly drives the wind out of me, and he holds me down like that as he goes for the knife again.

I grunt softly, trying to swing the blade at him once more, but before I can, he grips my wrist with both hands and twists. Pain shoots up my arm, my muscles weakening as he applies pressure in just the right spot to break my hold.

My fingers fall away from the knife’s handle, and Nico bares his teeth as he grasps it. In the same movement, he raises it high, his free hand wrapping around my neck to hold me in place.

Then he brings the knife downward toward my head in a long, smooth arc.

Time seems to slow down as I watch the blade descend, the dim light coming in through the windows reflecting off the silvery metal. My entire body tenses, braced for the killing blow, for the sharp, agonizing pain of being stabbed through the skull, knowing that it’s too late to stop it—

And then the knife buries itself in the mattress less than an inch away from my head.

My pulse stutters, coming to a halt for a second before picking up again, racing out of control as I stare up at Nico.

He could have killed me.

He should have killed me.

But for some reason, he didn’t.

He looks down at me from his vantage point above me, his bare, tattooed chest rising and falling with each heavy breath. A sheen of sweat gleams on his skin, and his dark hair is messy and wild.

“I’m not going to kill you, wife,” he says, his voice rough. “So decide what you’re going to do with that.”

I don’t answer. I don’t move or say anything for a long moment, locked in place by the shock of what he just did. Of what he didn’t do. He doesn’t look away from me, and the heat that I saw in his eyes while he was beneath me with the knife pressed to his throat has only grown, as if the fight we just had stoked that fire deep inside him and it’s burning outward now.

We stare at each other for what feels like long minutes, neither of us breaking eye contact. It drags out, the tension building between us until it’s so thick that I could choke on it.

I feel trapped, caught in that gaze, and I spare a second to wonder if Nico feels the same. If he wants to wrench his eyes away like I do but is quickly finding out that he can’t. As if we’re two trains on the same track, barreling toward each other with no chance of stopping or turning away.

As if he can read my mind, Nico suddenly moves again, dropping his head and crushing his mouth to mine, kissing me hard.

I have just enough breath to gasp in surprise, and then something explodes between us. Something hot and sharp and spiky, but too intoxicating to back away from.

Nico kisses the same way he fights, hard and intense, never backing down. He kisses like he wants to bruise my lips, like he wants to draw blood the same way my blade did when it nicked him.

In the back of my mind, I know I could go for the knife again. Nico is well and truly preoccupied with kissing me, and I could grab the hilt of the knife and have it at his throat again before he even realized what I was doing.

But for some reason… I don’t.

Instead, I go with what my body wants right now. What the near frantic pounding of my heart is driving me to do.

I wrap my arms around him, my hands roaming over the spread of his shoulders and the expanse of his back. His muscles tense and release under my palms, and when I drag my nails down his back, he groans, returning the sensation by nipping at my bottom lip—hard.

That drags a deep, almost guttural sound out of me, something primal that I have no control over. My lips part, and Nico’s tongue plunges in. This is different from the other kisses he’s taken. More intense, more intentional. This kiss is like a claim, but also like he can’t get enough. Like he’s caught up in the same wave of desperate need that I’m currently drowning in.

We trade stinging bites amidst the kisses, snatching harsh, shallow breaths between the moments when our lips are practically attacking each other. Our hands grope wildly, with me digging my nails into his muscles, clutching at his arms, and him grabbing my hips and yanking me closer against him.

There’s something about it that’s just barely this side of fighting, so rough and violent that it’s like we’re still grappling with each other for the knife.

Nico gets a hand at my chest and squeezes one of my breasts roughly, making me suck in a ragged hiss. It hurts, but it feels good at the same time, walking that line between too much and still not enough.

He thumbs my nipple roughly, pressing down on the peaked bud and grinding the pad of his thumb against it. When I arch up into him, his hips meet mine, and his cock throbs against me.

My body answers that reaction, and I can already tell that I’m starting to get wet from the way he’s touching me.

Shock ripples through me at that realization.

No one has ever been able to get me off, except for the man at the club. Phantom, whose face I’ve never seen, but who knows how to play me and my body like a fine instrument until I’m left shaking in a puddle of need.

Nico is different from Phantom, but he’s also a whole lot different from Emmett too. What he’s doing is nothing like the soft, awkward kisses Emmett and I shared in the back office, leaving me feeling nothing but regret tinged with guilt.

Nico’s kisses and touches are spreading fire through me.

“Fuck,” he groans. He pulls back, letting me drop to the mattress with a slight bounce. “Your tits feel good.” He grabs the other one, holding them both in his hands, squeezing until I’m writhing on the bed.

“Nico,” I pant. “You—”

Before I can get anything more coherent out, he’s tearing my shirt off, leaving me dazed for a second. My whole upper half is bare for him now, and his eyes roam over my skin, taking it all in with a gaze that seems to burn hotter than the sun.

He doesn’t say anything. Instead, he lunges at me, his mouth going right to my chest. It’s hot as he presses open-mouthed kisses to my tits, biting the mounds of them and then the nipples, really setting his teeth into the pebbled buds.

“Ah!” I cry out, arching as pain flashes up my spine, only to be soothed away by the slow, deliberate roll of pleasure that follows in its wake.

The pain and pleasure of it are driving me wild, and I can’t hold back the noises I make as Nico continues to maul my tits. There’s a slight twinge of soreness when he brushes against the fresh tattoo on my chest, but even that blends in with the rest of it to add to the overwhelming sensations.

Nico finally lifts his head and smirks down at me, like he knows how good he’s making me feel, then starts working his way down my body. His lips leave a burning trail of kisses down the center of my chest and along my stomach.

I watch with a held breath as he settles between my legs like he belongs there, like he knows exactly what to do. And he doesn’t waste any time. He just snatches my shorts off, dragging them down my legs along with my panties, leaving me completely naked for him.

“Fuck,” he breathes, shaking his head. “Should’ve known you’d be this fucking—”

Whatever he was going to say cuts off as he lowers his head and sets his teeth into my inner thigh, biting down hard.

I arch up, crying out sharply at the feeling.

“Yeah, you look like a girl who likes it when it hurts a little. I should’ve guessed that about you.” His smirk widens, and it’s infuriating, but I’m too wrapped up in the moment to care. “It makes me want to give you everything. To see how fucking much you can take.”

That’s a good question, and one I don’t even know the answer to. Besides the man at the club, no one has ever made me feel like this before, and even this is different. Nico has this arrogant, commanding attitude that should piss me off—that does piss me off—but that turns me on too.

He kisses the bite mark he left on my thigh and then works his way up, finding my pussy. I know I’m wet already, practically dripping now from the way he’s been handling me, and Nico inhales deeply before letting out a low growl.

“I knew you would smell this good,” he says, low and deep. “You drive me fucking insane, do you know that? You make me want to fuck you right here and now, but first…”

He lets his tongue drag along my slit, gathering the evidence of my arousal before working his slick tongue into me just a bit. Just enough that I can feel it.

I nearly whimper at the sensation, and my reaction throws me off balance.

I go tense for a second, stiffening up, not used to enjoying it when most men do this to me. And I don’t want this man, my enemy, to be one of the few people who can actually get me off. That just seems… wrong.

As if he can tell I’m holding back my response, Nico plunges his tongue in deeper, like he’s going to force me to acknowledge that it feels good. I gasp out a breath, gritting my teeth, trying to hold back the pleasure as much as I can, and I can feel Nico’s dark chuckle against my soaked flesh.

“So sweet. You taste so fucking sweet. How am I supposed to get enough of you, mia cara? How am I supposed to do anything but keep my head between your legs and lap you up all night?”

“Shut the fuck up,” I hiss at him.

He chuckles again, and for a brief second, his eyes flash up to meet mine over the mound of my pussy, desire gleaming in his blue and green irises. Then he dives in again, dragging his tongue over me once more. This time, he pays more attention to my clit, licking and sucking at it, and it sends electric jolts of sensation shooting through me. All I can do is try to remember how to breathe, one hand twisted in the covers as if I’m trying to hang on for dear life.

When he pulls back again, his lips are wet with my arousal.

“I can feel you trying to hold back,” he growls. “You don’t want to come for me?” He snorts. “Do you really think you have a choice about that? I can make you feel so fucking good, you’ll forget how much you hate me. You’re my wife, Quinn. What’s yours is mine, remember? Your orgasm belongs to me, and I fucking want it.”

His voice drops on that last part, a deep burn that seems to vibrate through me, and it sends a shiver up my spine.

There’s so much promise in his tone, leaving no question that he means it. He’s going to make me feel all the pleasure he can, and that knowledge makes my body throb with need.

Even if I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing what he’s doing to me, my body clearly craves it.

Nico dives back in between my legs, eating me out like he’s fucking possessed, and I clench my jaw, gripping the sheets so hard that my hands shake.

I try to find the place in my head where I go when the sex is disappointing. I try to think of anything other than the demanding pressure on my clit and slide of his tongue as he works it into me. I try to block it all out, but Nico is a stubborn motherfucker.

His hands grip my hips tightly, holding on and probably leaving finger shaped bruises from how hard he’s digging in. He licks and laps at my pussy like it’s a feast, the sound wet and filthy.

“So goddamn delicious,” he mutters. “My wife tastes so fucking good.”

He starts to fuck me with his tongue, bringing one hand up to start playing with my clit, letting his thumb press into the little nub before teasing it with light circles. He keeps alternating that way, switching up the pattern until my body is trembling.

No matter how much I don’t want this, don’t want him to be the one doing this, I can’t deny how good it feels. I can’t hold back the way I feel like I’m about to explode into a million pieces.

Nico works me expertly, as if even though we’ve never done this before, he somehow knows exactly how to drive me insane. He’s always been good at getting under my skin, but this is something else entirely.

Somehow, without my noticing, my fingers end up wound into his hair. Instead of tugging him away, I’m holding on to him, clutching the strands like I need a lifeline.

I’m so close now, so fucking close to the edge, and I shake my head like I’m trying to deny it, trying to say even now that there’s no way it can happen. I bite down hard on my lip, hoping the pain will clear my head, but it doesn’t.

Nico pulls back enough that he can speak, and when he does, his voice is a raspy growl.

“Come,” he demands. “Fucking come for me, wife.”

Then he sets his teeth against my clit and bites down, just hard enough that it makes my eyes fly open wide.

The shock of the pleasure and pain has me reeling, and as I start to shake apart, I glance toward the door. With a start, I realize that even though I closed it when I came in, it’s open now.

And Killian is standing in the shadowed doorway, watching all of this go down.

Something about that realization hurls me all the way over the edge, and I fall headfirst into my orgasm. I let out a naked cry as I come hard, all over Nico’s face.
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NICO


The gush of wetness from Quinn as she comes for me is the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted, and I lap it up like I’m starving, like I don’t want to miss one drop of that sweet honey on my tongue. Quinn trembles as it keeps going, her body wracked with the aftershocks of pleasure, and I lick her through all of that, keeping her on the edge of overstimulation just to listen to the sounds she makes.

I’ve gotten plenty of women off before, but never a woman as stubborn and fierce and frustrating as this one.

There’s a true feeling of accomplishment from getting her to come undone for me, and it’s like a drug, heady and intoxicating.

I can still feel the sting from where she cut me, a small flash of heat along my stomach, and it only makes me harder. My cock is leaking precum as I finally come up for air, lifting my head away from her pussy.

I lick my lips, gazing down at her.

“Hai il sapore del più dolce degli errori,” I say in Italian, the words falling from my lips unconsciously.

She just stares up at me, her chest heaving as she tries to get her breath back. Her gaze darts to the doorway, and I furrow my brows as I follow her focus, glancing over my shoulder.

The door is closed, but it wouldn’t surprise me if one of my brothers came to check on us. To make sure the noise wasn’t from Quinn trying to kill me in the night.

The thought of it makes me grin, my cock pulsing. I definitely don’t mind the idea of one of them having seen what I was doing to her. It wouldn’t be the first time one of them walked in on me with a woman, and the thought that Quinn was so loud that she woke them up makes my smile widen. It sends a sort of primal urge rising in me, pride mixing with the need to make her do it again. To fuck her until she screams so loud that the whole neighborhood hears her.

She’s still coming down, seeming a little dazed, and I lean over her, watching her gorgeous breasts move as her chest rises and falls. My gaze lands on the tattoo I put on her chest, still fresh and pink around the edges, the symbol that we’re together in this now.

Her eyes are bright in the darkness as I shift my gaze up to meet them. “There,” I say. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

Anger flashes in those gray eyes immediately, and I know she’s not going to take losing our little battle of wills very well. But that’s what I want. I want her fired up. I want her mad. I want that passion to spill over and blend into this, want to feel her dig her nails into my back until she draws blood from me for the second time tonight.

“Fuck you,” she spits, but there’s a rasp to her voice that wasn’t there before. She sounds wrecked, and it just makes me want to wreck her even more.

My cock is so hard it hurts, and I shove my pants down and out of the way, freeing my shaft to spring up. Precum wells at the head and spills down the length, proof of how fucking turned on I am.

Quinn glances down between us as I grip my shaft with one hand, and her eyes widen a fraction. Just enough for me to notice.

“What is it, mia cara?” I ask, stroking myself once.

“Nothing.” She shakes her head, looking away. But then her gaze snaps back to my dick like she can’t help herself. “It’s just… Jesus. What is that thing, nine inches?”

I smirk as I lower my hips, letting my cock slide between her slick folds but not pressing inside. “Eleven, actually. Why? Are you scared it won’t fit? I promise you, it will.”

Her lips press together like she’s annoyed, but she shivers beneath me, her thighs tensing as I graze her clit with the length of my shaft. It feels fucking incredible. Her heat, her wetness, it’s all so fucking good. My cock aches with the need to be buried inside her, but I don’t give in. Not yet.

Quinn’s eyelids droop with pleasure, and even though she’s clenching her jaw, her hips are working, grinding her sweet pussy against my cock.

“You have no idea how good you feel,” I groan, licking my lips. “Fuck, Quinn.”

“Shut up,” she says, but it comes out half slurred, half moaned. She writhes a little on the bed, and I can tell she’s getting turned on all over again.

I keep that up for a while, just grinding my cock against her, working myself up as much as Quinn, to be honest. My breath comes in shallow pants, and the precum spilling from my tip mixes and mingles with her wetness into a slick mess that smears over our skin.

I hook her legs under the knees and spread her legs wider, giving myself more access to her, sliding my cock along the length of her slit.

“Nico!” she gasps, her head tipping back. “Fuck.”

A hoarse laugh escapes me. “Oh, don’t worry, mia cara. That part is coming.”

I can feel her getting needy and desperate again, just the way I like her. Her pussy is hot, burning with the same arousal I can see all over her face, and I can’t hold out much longer. Not when I want to fuck her this badly.

“Get a condom,” she says.

That makes me go still. My cock is right at her entrance, and I can feel how soft and warm and wet she is. How tempting.

“Are you clean?” I ask.

“Yes. And I’m on the pill.”

“Then I’m not getting a condom. I’m clean too, and there’s no goddamn way I’m fucking my wife on our wedding night with anything between us.”

“You—”

I cut her off, shaking my head, pressing my cock harder against the plush opening of her pussy. “No. I want to take you bare. I want to see my cum dripping out of this pretty pussy after I destroy it. After I show you who it belongs to.”

She swallows, her throat working as she groans. “What are you, a fucking animal?”

I just smirk, ignoring that insult. I can read her body language, and the way that her pussy is pulsing right now. She arches into me, and I know she gets off on this. That she likes it. There’s something in her that responds to this primal, animalistic rawness, even if she doesn’t want to admit it.

“Let me show you what I am,” I murmur, then push her knees up to her chest, leaning over her, bracing them with my torso.

I start to press inside her, and she whimpers so sweetly for me, panting through it.

“You’re so fucking tight,” I groan. “Jesus fuck.”

I’m big, no doubt about that, and even though I promised her I’d fit, her tight little pussy struggles to take me. I have to ease in, inch by inch, working myself into her with shallow thrusts that go deeper each time.

“Oh my god,” she whimpers, trembling and curling her fingers into the sheets. “Oh my god.”

“Look at you. Taking me so good. You’ve only got about half of me now,” I tell her. “And you’re already so full. Imagine how fucking stuffed you’re gonna be when I’m all the way in. Imagine how deep my cock will be inside you. You won’t be able to feel anything else. Nothing else is gonna matter to you.”

Quinn whines as I shove forward another couple inches, and I look down along our bodies, watching as her perfect pink hole stretches around me. It’s a fucking intoxicating sight, and I’m lost in it, drugged by her and drawn to her.

The fucking house could burn down right here and now and nothing would make me want to pull out or stop.

“Does it hurt?” I ask, grinding forward a little more. The heat of pleasure simmers in my veins, and each bit deeper I press into her makes those flames roar higher.

She licks her lips and nods, her eyes wide as she stares up at me. “Yes.”

I grin savagely at her. “I’m glad. That’s what I wanted to hear, mia cara. I want to know that you’ll feel me tomorrow. When you sit down, when you walk, when you get up. I want you to remember this and not be able to forget it.”

“A-arrogant,” she chokes out, but there’s no bite it. Just desperate, overwhelming need.

The last of my control snaps in that moment, and I bury the last couple inches of my cock inside her in one smooth motion. She’s wet and worked up enough that I’m able to fully bottom out, but the stretch of it still has her crying out in shocked pleasure.

I get all the way in just to drag myself back out a bit, marveling at the way her body tries to cling to mine. Her pussy grips my cock, like it doesn’t want me to go, like it wants to milk all the pleasure it can from me, and I groan before driving my cock right back in.

It’s a hard pace, deep and intense, and I don’t let up for a second. I watch Quinn’s face as I move, bracing myself above her. It’s so fucking beautiful as different emotions play out across her features. There’s stubbornness there still, like she’s trying to fight this even now, trying not to give in to how good it feels. But then there are flashes of pure pleasure, the little moments when she lets herself go.

Her eyes are clouded and hazy, and her lips part as she sucks in deep breaths.

My hips snap forward again and again, the sound echoing around us, filthy and loud.

“That’s it,” I grunt. “Feel it. Feel how fucking good it is. How well you take me. You know you want to let go for me.”

She shakes her head, but the moan that spills out of her gives it away.

I grind my hips in deeper, working myself into her before pulling back again. I can feel my own pleasure rising, the intensity of it pulling at me, wanting to send me over the edge as well.

“Come on,” I coax her, my words broken up by each thrust. “Give in. Come for me.”

She whines softly, and I know she’s losing the fight. I can see it all over her face and feel it in the way her pussy clenches and spasms around me. She goes impossibly tighter, and I groan at the way that feels.

It’s a struggle to keep pumping into her, but I do it, giving her all of it, giving her everything.

“That’s it,” I growl. “Come for me. Fucking do it, mia cara.”

That seems to be all she needs. She arches as much as she can with her body nearly folded in half, crying out as she shakes and trembles beneath me. Her pussy has my cock in a vise, squeezing like she doesn’t want to let go as her orgasm rocks through her, and that’s enough to send me crashing over the edge as well.

My body jerks as my release tears through me, and I pump my cock deeper into Quinn’s body, finishing deep inside her.

I collapse on top of her for a moment, both of us catching our breaths and coming down from the rush. My cock pulses a few more times inside her, and after a long moment I pull out slowly, smirking when I see the way my cum looks leaking out of her pink pussy.

Quinn follows my gaze, gazing down her body at where the evidence of what we just did is undeniable. Her forehead furrows a bit, a little line appearing between her eyebrows.

“What?” I ask.

She makes a slight face. “Nothing. I’ve just… never had a guy come inside me without a condom before. It’s messy.”

I snort. “Yeah, that’s the point.”

She rolls her eyes, then gives me a pointed look. “Are you going to get a rag so I can clean up the mess?”

“Now why would I do that?” I ask her with a grin. “When you look so damned good dripping my cum?”

I can hear the low, almost possessive sound of my voice when I say it, and maybe she was right earlier about me being an animal. The sight of her looking so deeply claimed stirs something primal in me that burns with approval.

This marriage is a means to an end, nothing more. A way for us to both get what we want, but also for me to protect my people and further my own interests. But at the same time… I can’t deny that being this close to Quinn has an appeal. She’s a spitfire, and Atlas wasn’t wrong about her being vicious. She doesn’t pull her punches, and she doesn’t hold back, which makes it even fucking hotter to have her the way I just did.

My cock stirs a little, but after all of that, there’s no way it’s getting up again so soon.

Quinn shivers in response and starts to shift, like she’s going to move or get up to clean herself up. Before she can, I put a hand on her thigh, clamping down to keep her in place. She goes still, watching me with hooded eyes as I reach down and scoop up the cum that’s spilled out of her before shoving it back into her pussy.

She hisses, clearly oversensitive, and I only tease her a little, pumping my fingers in and out once or twice before letting her go.

I flop down on the bed next to her, worn out and exhausted.

The knife is still sticking up from the bed between us where I impaled it beside her head, and I yank it out and hand it to her, watching her face as I do.

She snorts and takes it, glancing down at the red line that she left when she cut me during our fight. It’s not bleeding anymore, but her eyes narrow as she examines it. For a brief second, I almost think I see concern on her face, like she wants to make sure she didn’t hurt me—but if I did, it’s gone just as quickly.

“All things considered,” I murmur. “Not the worst way I’ve ever woken up.”

Quinn huffs a breath at that, inspecting the blade like she’s expecting it to still be stained with my blood.

Silence stretches between us for a few minutes, and I’m surprised that it’s almost comfortable. It’s probably the longest stretch of time we’ve ever been quiet around each other, usually falling into the familiar pattern of bantering or fighting, trying to get the better of each other.

It’s not terrible, just lying here in the darkness with her. But eventually, the urge to break the silence takes over.

“Why do you have such a fucking big house?” I ask. I did wonder about that when Atlas, Killian, and I showed up here. “Seems like a lot of space when it’s just you, and you probably spend most of your time at your tattoo parlor anyway.”

Quinn is quiet for a second, and I think at first that she’s not going to answer. But then she says, “It was my dad’s house. I got it after he died.”

She doesn’t elaborate more, but I guess she doesn’t really need to. The rest of it is pretty self-explanatory. Her dad died and she kept his house, even if it’s impractical for the life she lives now, because it was his and that’s what matters about it.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “About your father.”

She slants a skeptical look at me, and I turn my head so I can see her more clearly.

“I am. Yeah, Enigma and Carnage were enemies once, but now we’re not.” I pause for a second and then add, “And even if we were, I’d feel sorry for the loss of a parent. Losing a parent you love is fucking rough, and it’s pretty clear you and your dad were close.”

Quinn turns onto her side, frowning at me, and in a flash, I realize I spoke too honestly and gave too much away. This isn’t the same as the loaded banter and veiled threats that we usually exchange. This is something different. Something… deeper. Something a hell of a lot closer to who we truly are as people, without all the posturing and years of rivalry in the way.

It’s uncharted territory.

“What do you know about losing a parent?” Quinn asks, her voice low but clearly curious.

“Who says I know anything about it?” I answer, brushing her off.

Her frown just deepens. “You said it like you know from experience. Like it’s something you’ve been through. It’s different from how other people say it, like they’re sorry for my loss, but they don’t really get it.”

And yeah, I know about that too. The empty sympathy that people always show when they feel like they have to. Because it’s the socially acceptable thing to do, or because they don’t know what else to say. Sometimes they even really mean it, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s not their burden, and they usually don’t know what it feels like.

Quinn’s loss is still mostly fresh too—her dad only died a year ago. So she’s probably seen a lot of that false sympathy shit.

“You’re right. I’ve lost a parent too,” I admit eventually. “My mom died when I was young.”

“Oh.” She’s quiet for a second, then says, “I’m sorry.”

I shrug. “It’s been a long time since then.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that it still probably hurt.” She frowns. “People say time heals all wounds, but so far, it doesn’t feel like that to me. What was she like?”

“She was Italian, first generation. Both of my parents were. And my mom was… warm. Open. Sweet. Kind. She loved to feed people and would talk your ear off about anything she was excited about.”

“She sounds great,” Quinn murmurs.

“She was.”

Silence falls again, but this time Quinn breaks it. “What about your dad? What was he like, other than Italian?”

Just mentioning him makes me go tense, but I don’t let anything show on my face. I can feel Quinn watching me, gauging my reaction.

“My father is a different story,” I tell her shortly.

I can see curiosity still glinting in her eyes. It’s interesting, the way she seems to feel so fucking much. Everything from her anger to her determination to her arousal seems to sit just behind those clear gray eyes, like they truly are windows into her soul.

She wants to know more, that’s clear.

But I never meant to tell her even this much. I’m here to learn about her and what she might be hiding, not to give up my own secrets.

Before she can ask anything else, I roll away from her on the bed, getting up.

“I don’t know about you, but that kind of sex always leaves me fucking starving.” I pull my pants back on and grab a shirt from the open box at the foot of the bed. I haven’t unpacked all the shit my men brought over yet. “I need something to eat… if you even have any food in this house.”

“Fuck off,” she snaps, and just like that, we’re back in familiar territory. “I didn’t plan on having to feed you and your two shadows, okay? If it bothers you so much, you’re welcome to go grocery shopping like a good little husband.”

“From the way that fridge looks, you clearly didn’t plan on having to feed yourself either,” I shoot back with a smirk.

She shoots me glare and gets up as well, pulling her own clothes back on. “Freeloaders don’t get to complain. Or judge me.”

“We’re married now,” I say. “If you live off takeout or starve to death, that reflects poorly on me.”

“Good.”

I step out of the bedroom and head downstairs, with Quinn close at my heels. I can’t tell if she’s following because she’s hungry too, or if she just doesn’t want me running loose in her kitchen in the middle of the night.

Killian and Atlas are both up when we enter the living room, sitting on opposite ends of the brown leather couch with the TV on. Some old school action movie plays on the screen, but both of them look away when we walk in.

“I see they’ve just made themselves at home,” Quinn mutters under her breath.

No one points out the obvious: that for the duration of our marriage, this is their home.

I raise an eyebrow at Atlas, who gives me a flat look back.

“It was getting a little hard to sleep upstairs,” he comments.

I chuckle. Judging from the way he’s looking at me, he and Killian heard everything.

“It’s not like you’re not used to hearing me have a good night,” I tell them both, because it’s true.

Atlas doesn’t seem amused by my words, which isn’t surprising. He’s been tense as fuck ever since I laid out this plan to him and Killian, and although I know he’s got my back like always, I also know that he thinks this is dangerous.

He’s not wrong. It is dangerous.

I’m taking a calculated risk for the good of my crew. But sleeping with Quinn doesn’t make it any riskier, so I don’t see any good reason not to. It’s not like there are feelings involved.

“Remind me to get some fucking earplugs, Killian,” Atlas drawls. “It’s the only way I’m gonna get any fucking sleep around here.”

Killian doesn’t respond, just snorts softly.

They both look over at Quinn, and a pink flush creeps up her neck. Even wearing clothes, she looks thoroughly fucked. Her lips are still kiss bruised, and her teal hair is a wild mess from rolling around on the bed. Anyone who saw her now would know what we were doing.

Her muscles tense, like she’s tempted to turn back around and go upstairs to get away from Atlas’s and Killian’s intent gazes, but she stands her ground instead.

“What?” she demands, crossing her arms over her chest. “If you have something to say to me, then fucking say it.”

Atlas opens his mouth like he does have something to say, but then closes it again, turning his head and staring hard at the TV.

“You shouldn’t worry about them seeing you like this,” I tell her. “Any other man? Well, now that I know how good you taste and how perfectly you fall apart, I think I’d be inclined to stab his eyes out for looking at you like this. But these two are basically my blood, closer than brothers. We don’t hold anything back from each other.”

Quinn glances sharply at me, like she’s trying to decipher exactly what I mean by that. I’m not sure what’s going through her mind as her gaze darts between me and my two best friends, but I suddenly find that I want to.

In fact, I want to know so much more about her.

Good thing that’s why we’re here then, I tell myself, although I know that’s not what this alliance is truly supposed to be about.

When I speak again, the Italian flows easily off my tongue. “Sarà molto interessante essere sposati con te, mia piccola e bellissima nemica.”
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QUINN


The next morning, I wake up groggy and exhausted.

It was a weird night of sleep and nothing even approaching restful. The orgasm and intense sex left me exhausted, ready to crawl into bed and pass out, but at the same time, I felt on edge all night from having these men in my house. It was impossible to relax or turn my brain off, knowing they’re all here, just down the hall, so I kept dropping into a deep sleep and then wrenching myself out of it.

I get up and drag myself to the bathroom, taking stock of my appearance. My hair is still a mess, and there are dark circles under my eyes from the rough night of sleep.

When I take off my sleep shorts and t-shirt, I can see the slight bruises in the shape of Nico’s fingers from last night on my chest and my thighs, as well as a mark in the shape of his teeth from where he bit me.

I look wrecked in addition to tired as hell. But I don’t have the luxury of lying around all day, trying to get some energy back. So I turn the shower on, letting the cold water run before getting in, hoping the icy spray will shock me more awake.

Today is not the day to look exhausted and worn down. Or well fucked. Today, we have a meeting with both of our gangs, to start truly unifying them under one alliance. I have to look well-rested and in control, so my people will have faith in this plan. And in me.

I don’t know how the Carnage members will take it or what Nico and his people might have already told them about all of this. I do know that my crew are already uneasy about the whole thing. Emmett has made his displeasure known, and the rest of them aren’t much happier. None of them have any reason to trust Carnage or their leaders.

The fact that I’m also uneasy about it won’t help anything, so if this is going to work, I need to go in looking confident and sure of my choice. Or everything will fall apart and all of this will have been for nothing.

Once I’m clean and dry, I wrap a towel around myself and leave the bathroom, feeling more put together and centered than I did when I went into it.

As soon as I step into the hallway, though, I run into Atlas. I stiffen as we nearly collide, both of us coming up short just in time to keep our bodies from touching. I arch a brow at him, trying not to think about last night and the way he and Killian saw me, or the fact that they clearly know what Nico and I did.

Atlas has his usual scowl for me on his face, and he barely glances at me as he starts to step around me.

“Morning, vicious,” he mutters. Then he stops, looking me up and down. “You might want to do something about that.” He points to one of the bite marks on my neck. “Maybe cover it up before the meeting, unless you want everyone in both of our crews to know what you got up to last night.”

I scowl back at him, annoyed. “And you might want to mind your own fucking business,” I snap back.

His expression hardens, the amber in his eyes flashing like fire. “As long as we’re here, everything that happens under this roof is my business. Every. Fucking. Thing.”

He moves around me, knocking his shoulder into mine as he passes, then heads for the stairs at the end of the hall. I stare after him for a second, wondering why he seems to hate me even more than Nico does. Maybe more than Killian does too, although I honestly can’t guess what Killian thinks about this whole situation at all.

Shaking it off, I head to my room to throw on some clothes, then meet the Princes downstairs. It still feels fucking weird to have them in my house, and I’m on edge and bothered by it. I don’t want them in my space. But there they are, waiting for me, looking relaxed and comfortable, like they’re right where they’re supposed to be.

Nico and Atlas are in conversation, and Killian stands beside them, listening silently.

I have a sudden vivid memory of Killian standing in the doorway of Nico’s room last night, watching as Nico ate me out. He was gone when I looked back after the orgasm finally worked its way through my system, but I swear I wasn’t imagining it. He was there.

I’m half tempted to call him out for watching us like some kind of voyeur, but I really don’t want to talk about last night at all. I’d rather bury that under the rug where it belongs and pretend it never happened.

As if he can tell what I’m thinking of, Killian’s gaze suddenly darts over to land on me. Predictably, he doesn’t say anything, but there’s something in his eyes that makes my skin heat inexplicably.

As soon I step fully into the living room, Nico looks over at me too. There’s a hungry look on his face, and for a split second, I almost think he might try to kiss me. The thought of it makes me go tense. It’s one thing to fuck him in the dead of night, and I still have conflicting feelings about whether that was a good idea or not, but it’s a whole other thing for him to kiss me in broad daylight, as if we’re actually a couple or something.

I’d grab a knife from the butcher block and stab him again if he tried.

Luckily, he doesn’t. He doesn’t even come closer to me, although his gaze drops to the mark on my neck. I covered it with makeup after I got dressed, pissed at Atlas for bringing it up, but somehow Nico still seems to know it’s there.

How the hell does he know? Did he memorize every fucking place he marked me last night?

“How did you sleep?” he asks.

“Don’t start with me.”

A chuckle rumbles in his chest. “Can’t a husband ask his wife if she slept well?”

“Hard to sleep when I had to keep one eye open all night to make sure you and your ‘brothers’ didn’t try anything.” I jerk my chin at Atlas and Killian.

Nico snorts. “I think we both know who tried something last night.”

I wonder how much, if anything, he’s told the other two about how last night started. They clearly know the aftermath, but if they feel any kind of way about me showing up in their leader’s room last night with a knife, they don’t say anything about it. Maybe they don’t actually know that part.

“We need to head out,” I say, steering the conversation away from last night before one of them can ask. “We’re going to be late.”

I lead the way out of the house and start to head for my car. Nico puts a hand on my shoulder, trying to steer me toward his bike, and I jerk away from him.

“Jesus. First Atlas, and now you?” I snap. “I can drive myself.”

“Wouldn’t be so sure about that. She drives like a bat out of hell,” Atlas says, his arms folded.

I shoot him a glare and then turn it on Nico as well.

“You’ll ride with me,” Nico declares.

“The hell I will.”

“We’re supposed to be presenting a united front,” he insists. “How do you think it’ll look if we show up separately? I don’t know about Enigma, but my crew will take it as a sign that this alliance is all for show.”

I grind my teeth, hating this more and more by the second. Every time he has a good point, I want to hit him.

Because he’s right. I’ve been dragging my feet on this whole thing, but if we’re going to expect our gangs to get along and honor this alliance, then we have to do the same thing. I have to act like I trust these assholes, for the good of the people who trust me.

“Alright,” I say, letting out a breath. “We ride together.”

Nico nods, his expression serious and completely devoid of any taunting smirk at the moment. “Good.”

He hands me his helmet, and I get on the bike behind him, pulling it on over my head.

As much as I want to keep distance between us, to not touch him more than I have to, it’s hard on the back of a motorcycle.

Nico looks over his shoulder, raising an eyebrow. “You know better than that, mia cara. You’re gonna have to hold on.”

He revs the bike, and when he peels out of the driveway, I have to wrap my arms tight around him or risk falling off the back. I scowl behind the borrowed helmet, too irritated with him to care about the fact that he gave it to me rather than wearing it himself.

I can feel his muscled frame, the front of my body molded tightly against the broad planes of his back, and it brings back unwelcome memories of last night.

Nico wasn’t wrong. I can still feel him when I move. The ache of how he fucked into me so hard, the lingering soreness of being stretched almost to the breaking point by his massive cock. The only other person who’s left me feeling like that was Phantom.

Thinking about him now makes me wonder… will I not see Phantom anymore now that I’m married? Even if the marriage is just a technicality?

But I shake that thought off. This thing between us is in name only, and there’s nothing my new ‘husband’ can do to stop me from doing whatever the hell I want.

Luckily, the ride goes by quickly, and before long we arrive at the spot we’ve chosen for this meeting—an area just between our two territories. It’s in one of the old factory complexes that have shut down, with lots of space, away from prying eyes.

As soon as Nico stops the bike, I slide off it, taking the helmet off so I can put more distance between us. I’m careful not to step too far away from him though, mindful of the fact that we’ll both be under scrutiny soon.

Gradually, members from both of our gangs show up in small groups, gathering together. I catch sight of Emmett, and he lifts his chin in greeting. He looks like he wants to come over and talk to me, but before he can, Nico jerks his head toward the front of the gathered groups, and I move to follow him.

It feels strange, walking between two different gangs with Nico, standing in front of them. I made a small speech when I took over Enigma, right after my dad died, but it didn’t feel anything like this.

There’s a noticeable tension in the air between the two sides, and they seem to be trying to keep their distance as much as possible. It’s understandable, considering we’ve been rivals for so long. Telling them to get along now is going to be a pretty big ask.

Nico clears his throat, and then slips his hand into mine.

I have to fight against every instinct I have not to snatch my hand away. Instead, I take a deep breath and link my fingers with his, binding our hands tighter together.

“Thank you all for being here,” Nico says, bringing the meeting to order. “Most of you have probably heard already, and some of you might be wondering why the hell we called you all here today. Especially together.” There are some rumbles of assent in the crowd, and he nods, then continues. “As of today, Enigma and Carnage are working together. We’re putting old grudges to rest and joining forces. That goes from the top all the way down.”

He pauses, and when I don’t say anything, he squeezes my hand discreetly. I swallow, trying to focus on the reason we’re here and not the feeling of his palm against mine.

“That’s right,” I say, raising my voice. “Nico and I have worked out an arrangement, and we’re putting the past aside. What came before doesn’t matter now, and we all have to move forward. We expect that all of you will follow our lead, no matter what bad blood used to exist.”

“Bad blood? That’s putting it fucking lightly,” someone mutters from the crowd.

Someone else snorts at that, and there are some general grumbles of agreement.

There’s shifting and side-eyeing going on, but no one outright dismisses the plan or opposes it. So that’s a start.

“I know it’s not going to be easy,” I continue. “And we’re not asking this lightly. As much as our two organizations have been at each other’s throats over the years, right now, we have a bigger threat to worry about.”

Some of the people assembled nod their heads, and I can see several people on my side share concerned glances, clearly knowing what I mean.

Nico takes up the explanation, smoothly continuing where I left off. “Carnage members, you know we’ve been targeted recently by some unidentified threat. You know that whoever it is has been fucking with our drops and our runners. We can’t let that shit stand. The same people have been targeting Enigma, and we think it’s an effort to try to destabilize us both and take over our territory. So it makes sense to try to take the threat out together. We’re stronger together than we are alone.”

I’m struck by the way he speaks to his gang. He’s clearly a leader, clearly the one in charge, but he doesn’t talk down to them or treat them as subservient. He speaks with an authority that feels innate, as if it’s something he was born with and not just something he learned along the way.

I wonder if I’m that good at talking to my people.

“Like I said, we know this won’t be easy,” I add. “But we’re going to have to have each other’s backs if we want to make it clear that we’re not letting some shadowy attacker take us over or run us out. So it’s in everyone’s best interests to make this work.”

There are some grudging nods on both sides. At least people can see why this is important. That we’re not asking them to set aside this rivalry for a trivial reason.

If I had the choice, we wouldn’t be in this mess, but we are.

“That’s all for now,” Nico finishes. “Some things will be changing going forward, but we’ll update you when we have more. You’re all dismissed.”

As soon as the groups start to break up, I slip my hand out of Nico’s and walk away from him. He lets me go, turning to talk to a member of his gang who comes up to him.

I use that distraction to walk to the other side of the concrete pavilion, needing a break from all this.

“That went… better than I expected,” a deep voice says from behind me.

I turn to see Emmett, his face set into concerned lines.

“Yeah, it did.” I let out a sigh. “I was expecting a little more pushback, to be honest. I was prepared to remind everyone what that fucker did to Paulie so they could choose for themselves what side they wanted to be on.”

“Glad it didn’t come to that.” Emmett shoves his hands into his pockets, chewing his lower lip. “I’ll keep my ear to the ground with our crew. Make sure no one tries to start shit.”

“Thanks, Emmett. Hopefully, people will take it in stride. It’ll be an adjustment, but we all have to make sacrifices for this.”

He nods and then steps a bit closer to me, dropping his voice. “Listen, Quinn. I know why we’re doing this, but you need to be careful. The Princes might want to protect their own, but that’s the only reason they’re doing this. Don’t trust them. As soon as they see a reason to, they’ll probably fuck you over, and I don’t—”

He breaks off suddenly, stiffening. I’m not sure why at first, but then I look over his shoulder, and understanding dawns.

Nico is striding toward us, a hard look on his face.
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Nico gives Emmett a look as he reaches us, putting an arm around me and tugging me close against his side. There’s so much possessiveness in the gesture that it catches me off guard for a moment. Is he doing this because some members of our gangs are still lingering around us? Or is it purely for Emmett’s benefit?

Is this about the facade of us putting up a united front… or about something else?

“What are you two talking about?” Nico asks coolly.

Emmett opens his mouth, his face defiant, but then Killian comes over as well, backing Nico up. Killian stares down at Emmett with his usual disconcerting intensity, and Emmett’s mouth snaps closed.

He looks annoyed, but he just mutters, “Nothing,” under his breath and slinks away. Clearly, he’s not willing to go toe to toe with both Nico and Killian.

“Don’t do that,” I mutter to Nico, trying to keep my voice down.

“Do what?” he asks, not releasing his hold on me. “Come over to see how my wife is doing?”

“You know exactly what I mean. Just because we’re married on paper, you need to put on these bullshit displays of possessiveness as if you actually give a fuck who I talk to. I’m not yours, any more than you’re mine. So drop it.”

He brings his free hand up to trace my jaw, turning my head so that our gazes meet. “The tattoo on your chest—and the one on mine—beg to differ, mia cara. You certainly felt like you were mine last night when you were taking every inch of my cock.”

My pussy throbs at the reminder of what that felt like, a flash of pain and arousal shooting between my legs.

Jesus. I expected this alliance and marriage to be an inconvenience, upending things a little… but I had no idea just how quickly everything in my life would be turned on its head. It’s messier and so much more confusing than I thought it would be.

And we’ve only been married a day.

Nico’s face is only inches away from mine, his mismatched eyes staring down at me. I can feel Killian watching me from just a couple feet away, standing so close that I can pick up the warm whiskey and leather scent of him.

The combined focus of the two men is more than I can handle right now, so I step smoothly away from Nico, who lets his arm drop from around me.

It hits me suddenly that Atlas is missing from his usual place at Nico’s other side, and my brows furrow.

“Where’s Atlas?” I ask, glancing around.

It doesn’t take long for me to spot him standing several yards away, talking to a beautiful woman. She’s tall and willowy, built like a dancer or a yoga instructor or something. Her dark blonde hair is streaked through with lighter chunks, and even though it’s just tied up into a messy bun, she appears effortlessly pretty. Like she just rolls out of bed looking flawless.

She’s clearly a member of Carnage, but not one of the ones I’ve seen before.

“Who is that? The woman Atlas is talking to?”

Nico follows my gaze and then snorts. “That’s Zoey. His ex.”

“Oh.”

He frowns. “I’m surprised they’re chatting like that, honestly. Well, surprised Atlas is entertaining it. Zoey’s been wanting to get back together with Atlas ever since they broke up, but it hasn’t been going well. She’s even resorted to trying to win over Killian to get back in Atlas’s good graces.”

Killian grunts in agreement but doesn’t offer up anything else.

A surprising twinge of… something shoots through me as I watch the pair of them talk. To my surprise and disgust, I recognize it as jealousy. As quickly as the emotion welled up, I shove it back down, not understanding where it came from and definitely not wanting to feel it.

Zoey laughs at something Atlas just said and puts her hand on his arm, leaning in close. I turn away before I can see how he reacts to that, swallowing down any other feeling but annoyance.

“We’re out, boss!” someone calls from a little ways away, I look up to see a few of my crew heading for the exit—Emmett among them.

They lift their hands to me, and I nod back. Emmett’s eyes linger on the sight that I must make, standing with Nico and Killian, but he doesn’t say anything. He just nods in my direction and strides out with the rest of them.

That sets off the dispersal of the rest of the gathered members of our two gangs, people leaving in clusters. More than a few of them glance over to see the three of us standing together, and while I can guess what my gang is thinking about all of this, I have no idea what to expect from Carnage.

Nico and Killian don’t seem worried though, so I suppose I’ll just have to trust in that.

Atlas makes his way over to us a few minutes later as Zoey joins a few other Carnage members and leaves, his scowl set firmly in place. It’s hard to tell if he looks so pissy because of me or because of the conversation he just had with his ex, but I’m not dwelling on that. There’s business to handle.

I take a step away from Nico, putting more distance between us so that I can focus better. The whole point of this is to keep our people safe, to figure out who’s been behind these attacks and how to stop them. Everything else is just background noise. My people are looking to me to lead, and that’s what I’m going to do.

“Alright,” I say, catching the three Princes’ attention just as Nico starts to lean in to say something to Atlas. “I’ve held up my end of the deal, and now it’s time for us to get to work. We still have someone out there trying to take us down, and all those people we called here today are counting on us to actually make something of this alliance. So we’ve got to do that.”

Nico nods, for once not arguing. “You’re right.”

“Where do we start?” Atlas asks, and I’m surprised that he’s speaking to me. Even with us all being in this together, I guess I still expected him to only take Nico’s word seriously.

“Let’s go over what we know,” I say. “It’s better to start there than dwelling on what we don’t know yet. How many attacks did you guys deal with?”

“Three,” Nico responds. “That we know of. There are always skirmishes and scrapes, but that’s just the cost of doing business.”

I nod because that’s definitely true. Sometimes other gangs get too close. Sometimes other, unaffiliated criminals try to move in and take money drops thinking they can get away with it. It’s what makes this shit so hard to track when someone else gets involved.

“Were they all in the same location?” I want to know.

Atlas shakes his head. “No. Two were close by, but one was on the edge of our territory. At first, we thought the runner might have just gotten too close to another gang’s turf and got his ass beat in a warning shot, but now we’re not so sure.”

I nod. “When it happened to us, we were definitely within our boundaries. So it had to be sabotage. We also dismissed some little things here and there, but it seems like the attacker is escalating to get our attention.”

“Or to warn us that they’re not above taking our people out,” Atlas adds.

“Whoever is behind this, they’re well trained,” Nico murmurs. “They’re slipping in and out and not leaving much behind. No trail to follow, no evidence. And no one who got jumped saw anything.”

I glance at Killian, but he’s as closed-mouthed as ever, even though his green eyes are intent. He’s listening, even if he’s not saying anything. That’s how he always is, it seems. He pays attention more than anyone I’ve ever met, never missing much.

“Right,” I say. “So the first and most important thing is to make the attacker’s job harder for them. Don’t give them any openings. I think it would also be a good idea to make sure news of our alliance gets spread around Detroit. I want it widely known that both Carnage and Enigma are stronger than ever.”

“She’s right.” To my surprise, Atlas backs me up, nodding grudgingly. “There’s no point in having the extra power if we don’t use it.”

It takes me a second to recover from the shock of him having just agreed with me, and I stare at him for a beat too long before I shake myself and get back to the point. “Right. Exactly. Outwardly, we need to project strength. But privately, we also need to make sure we don’t have any fucking holes in our defenses. If our people can’t do their jobs, business will suffer and it won’t take long for everything to collapse.”

Nico, Atlas, and Killian all seem to weigh that. It’s interesting, watching the three of them brainstorm and being a part of it. Killian is quiet but present, clearly taking in everything that’s being said and considering it thoroughly.

“We’ve got a smuggling drop coming up soon,” Nico tells me. “A big one. Any suggestions for how to keep our runners safe?”

I can’t tell if this is a test of some kind or if he’s genuinely asking, but I decide it doesn’t matter.

“You need to pick a new location for the drop,” I say. “Maybe even somewhere in Enigma territory, which would be unexpected and outside of your usual patterns. Keeping things unpredictable is our best bet at the moment.” I rattle off a spot I’m fairly familiar with deep in the heart of Enigma territory, then add, “Someone from your crew should go check out the area ahead of time to make sure the spot is secure. Cover all the angles and find any place that someone could lie in wait to ambush your people.”

“Our people,” he corrects me.

I blink. “Right. Whatever. Anyway, I think that location will be solid, but if you do a sweep ahead of time, you can make sure that there are no blind spots where an attacker could hide. Make sure an ambush won’t be easy.”

Nico nods, not taking his eyes off me. “It’s a good idea. Killian, you can go with Quinn to check out the drop spot.”

Killian inclines his head before glancing at me, and I frown. I didn’t know I was volunteering myself to do it, but there’s something to be said for getting eyes on the designated site myself.

And it’s a good sign that we are actually in this together, so I don’t complain.

“Atlas.” Nico jerks his chin at his other friend. “You and I will go put our ears to the ground.”

“About what?” I ask him.

“I want to see what the chatter on the streets is. Find out if there’s been any suspicious activity in other areas, anything that could possibly be related to our mystery attacker.”

It’s a good idea, and as much as I feel a little strange about being alone with the silent, hulking Killian, I can admit that dividing forces like this makes the most sense.

“Fine,” I say. “We’ll report back once we’re done, and you can do the same.”

Nico nods, ending our impromptu little meeting, and I grimace as I realize I’ll probably have to ride on the back of Killian’s bike. Something about the idea of clinging to him the way I clung to Nico on the way here just feels… odd.

Fuck, I wish I had my car. Then I could get myself to the drop spot and home without worrying about it.

Killian turns to head to his bike, and I huff out an annoyed breath. But before I can say anything, Nico stops me, grinning.

“Oh, I almost forgot. Your new ride, mia cara.”

He nods to a bike that’s parked just a bit away from where the three Princes parked theirs. I didn’t pay much attention to it before, assuming it belonged to one of their crew, but now that everyone’s gone, it’s still there.

“Wait.” I frown. “That’s for me?”

“You’re married to the leader of a motorcycle gang,” he says, smirking. “Seems fitting you should have a bike.”

I can’t even downplay the shock I feel. A gesture like this seems like an actual show of solidarity, something that says we’re in this together. It’s above and beyond our tenuous truce, especially considering I drew blood from him last night after sneaking into his bedroom with a knife while he was sleeping.

“Are you going to argue about it?” he asks, folding his arms and raising a brow.

“No,” I tell him. “It’s a nice bike.”

“Do you even know how to ride?” Atlas mutters under his breath.

I can hear the irritation in his voice, but I don’t even glance his way. Instead, I walk over to the bike and take up the helmet that’s been left on the seat, pulling it over my head. I throw one leg over the bike, getting settled before revving it up, letting the engine hum under me.

It’s exhilarating, and I just feel it for a while, letting my adrenaline climb. Then I hit the gas, peeling out of the small lot with Killian close on my tail.
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It’s easy, following behind Quinn.

I’m used to following in her wake like a shadow… only this time, she actually knows I’m here. I can’t decide if it’s better when she knows or doesn’t know, but at least now I don’t have to focus so much on staying out of her view. That lets me give her my full attention.

She handles the bike like someone who has definitely ridden before, so Atlas’s barbed question from earlier has a clear answer. Quinn weaves through traffic, moving with ease and grace, comfortable and confident.

I keep my gaze locked on her, barely paying attention to the traffic around me. I’m more focused on the lines and curves of her body, the way she moves with the bike. When she leans into a turn, the bike seems like it’s an extension of her, doing what she wants it to do with ease.

It’s like the way she fights, the way she looks when she’s not in her head and is letting her instincts take over.

Like how she looked last night when she was in Nico’s bed.

I let my mind wander to the night before, when I opened Nico’s door and saw Quinn with Nico’s head buried between her legs. Her mouth was open in pleasure, her gray eyes glazed with ecstasy, but there was still so much fire there. Defiant, even while she was overcome with need.

To be honest, I’m still sorting through my feelings about that. I expected jealousy to be the main thing, bubbling up inside me at the sight of my brother touching Quinn, the sight of him making her come undone, drawing all those beautiful sounds out of her.

But that wasn’t what I felt.

At least, it wasn’t all I felt.

There was something about watching her fall apart like that, under another man’s tongue, that made me hard.

If I thought that living under the same roof would diminish my fascination with her, I can already tell I was wrong. If anything, it’s stronger than ever now, knowing that she’s so close at all times. I can watch her so easily now, noting little things about her that I missed even during all those months of stalking her. I can slip into her room to watch her sleep, to count the lashes that fan over her cheeks and track the steady rhythm of her breaths. I can study her while she draws, listening to the soft scratch of her pencil against the paper as she traps her bottom lip between her teeth the way she does when she’s concentrating.

I won’t have to deny myself any of that, and knowing she’ll be so close makes whatever thing inside me is so obsessed with her purr with satisfaction.

Traffic thins out as we approach the site of the upcoming drop, and soon enough, Quinn is pulling up to a small side street and stopping the motorcycle. I pull up behind her and get off, watching as she dismounts with the same ease she used to get on the bike.

Neither of us speak, and I fall back, taking the rear, letting Quinn do her thing. She glances around the area, taking in our surroundings with a trained eye. It’s clear she’s used to scoping out danger, and I watch as she checks all the places I would, starting with scanning the tops of the buildings nearby and then moving to the shadows of the doorways and the alleys between buildings.

Nothing jumps out at her, and she relaxes a bit, but not completely. Her guard is still up. Good.

“We should start there,” she finally says, pointing to a building nearby. “Sweep through the place, find anywhere someone could hide or set up an ambush.”

I just nod, gesturing for her to lead the way.

If she’s surprised that I’m deferring to her, she doesn’t show it, and instead takes point, walking across the sidewalk to the building she wants to check out.

It’s old and run down, like everything else in this area. This part of Detroit has been written off for years now, a crumbling relic of the way things used to be that people tend to ignore or forget about in favor of putting their energy into building shiny new things.

There are abandoned factories and storefronts all up and down this section of the city, and the place we walk to now looks like it used to be a drugstore or something. Now it’s just a shell with windows that have been boarded up and broken into more than once.

Quinn tries the door, and when she finds it locked, she narrows her eyes. She rummages in her pocket for a second and then comes out with a piece of metal that she uses to jimmy the lock open. It goes quickly, as smooth and precise as if she was using a key.

The door doesn’t squeak when it opens, and I follow her inside, making my own investigations as I glance around. It’s more spacious than it looks from the outside, and we both scan the area, looking for vantage points.

“Here,” Quinn says, dropping her voice. “What do you think about this window?” She stands in the window, a small, grimy thing in the corner. It’s a bit higher than a usual window, and she has to crane her neck to see out of it. “I can just make out the drop point from here.”

I stand behind her, hyper aware of the heat from her body and the scent that rises up from her skin. Even over all the dust and dirt in this place, her scent stands out clearly, intoxicating.

Jasmine and honey, with just a hint of something darker.

When I don’t respond, she whips her head around to look at me. “Do you have any input? Or are you just here to hover?”

I grunt in response, not giving her more than that.

Her beautiful face twists into a scowl, and she folds her arms, glaring up at me. “So you have nothing to say? You don’t talk much, do you?”

I lift one shoulder in a shrug.

Quinn huffs a breath, her lips parting just slightly. “Great. You’re all so helpful to Nico, but not to me, apparently. Atlas wouldn’t tell me anything worthwhile when we were dress shopping, and now I’m stuck with a guy who doesn’t say anything. Wonderful.”

This time, she doesn’t wait for a response. She just turns back to the window, her brow furrowed.

“There’s a good enough view from here, but it’s a bad angle. Anyone hiding in here would have to run around to the front of the building and then be right in front of the runner. Not good for stealth. Let’s move on.”

We comb the whole building, with Quinn offering insight into why she thinks any given spot would be good or bad for someone trying to hide. Her assessments are thoughtful and impressive, proof that she’s a competent strategist.

Once the drugstore is thoroughly checked, we move on, working our way around the whole area to make sure it’s secure.

I split my focus between doing the actual job—making sure nothing gets past us or goes unchecked—and watching Quinn. I’m hyper aware of her the whole time, taking in every minute detail about the way she moves and the way she works.

There’s a little line that appears between her brows when she’s concentrating hard, trying to make sure she hasn’t missed anything, and it’s amusing to realize that it’s the same furrow she gets when she’s about to come. I’ve seen it every time I’ve watched her fall apart.

I can also sense the agitation building in her as we go. Her shoulders climb higher and higher toward her ears, her body a tense line. Sometimes she looks over her shoulder as if to check that I’m still there with her, but she doesn’t seem reassured when she sees me lurking behind her.

If anything, it seems to agitate her more, and I know it’s because she doesn’t like the silence. Some people find quiet unnerving, and she’s clearly one of those people.

Finally, she turns around again, and there’s something blazing in her eyes when she does.

“I saw you last night, you know,” she says, lifting her chin. “You were watching.”

My entire body reacts to that, going tense and alert. My muscles feel coiled, ready for action, but I keep that reaction off my face, letting it stay neutral and impassive.

Quinn arches a brow when I don’t respond to her words. Then she huffs a breath and shakes her head.

“It doesn’t matter one way or another,” she mutters. “It’s not going to happen again. It was a fucking mistake, and I won’t be making it twice.”

She turns away, murmuring something else under her breath as she walks on. Her voice is so quiet that if I wasn’t used to keeping my ears open to listen for her, I might have missed it. “Even if it was some of the best sex I’ve ever had. It’s not fucking worth it.”

The words weren’t meant for me—she was speaking to herself, like a reminder or a mantra—but they hit me hard all the same.

Now jealousy rises up inside me in an almost overwhelming wave.

I curl my fingers into fists at my side, fighting against the urge to pull her against my body. To show her what the best sex she’s ever had would actually feel like. To show her that those little toys she uses when she’s all alone are only ever going to be a pale facsimile of what she should feel. Of what she deserves to feel.

I clench my jaw, drawing in a deep breath, and Quinn looks over her shoulder at me, giving me an annoyed look.

“Are you coming, or are you just going to stand there?”

I let some of the tension bleed out of me and follow after her.

She talks more after that, as we keep inspecting the surroundings. It’s as if my silence gives space for all of her words, and she’s no longer holding them back as much.

We stop in front of an abandoned and crumbling cargo bay, and Quinn peers inside. It’s an open, echoey space, and she takes one step in and listens to the way her footsteps ring off the concrete.

“Not subtle enough,” she declares, but she still goes inside to check it out. Just to be sure. I follow along, keeping my eyes peeled for danger.

There’s nothing, and when we step back outside, she sighs a little.

“I used to love old, abandoned spaces like this when I was a kid,” she says. “My dad taught me how to ride a bike in places like these, where there was no one around to see if I fell. They’ve got a different meaning now.”

Quinn glances over at me, and I look back, not saying anything.

“I think about him a lot these days,” she admits, her gaze dropping as her voice softens a little, turning introspective. “Now that I’m having to make all these big decisions. I was thinking about him today at the meeting, wondering if people would have taken it any better if he’d been the one to suggest that our gang join forces with a rival.”

She snorts, a wry smile tugging at her lips—higher on the left side than the right, the way it always is.

“Probably not. I learned everything I know about this shit from him. There was one time when I was probably about thirteen, and he came home just covered in his own blood. A small stab wound on his upper arm, looked worse than it was. But he couldn’t stitch it up himself, so he taught me how to do it, just completely cool and calm about all the blood and his thirteen-year-old daughter using a needle on him.” She shakes her head, seeming lost in thought. “But then a couple months later, he freaked out when I got my first period and had no idea what to do.”

Her eyes are distant with the memory, and she laughs fondly. It makes her look different, softer than usual, and I keep my gaze locked on her, soaking it all in.

She keeps talking as we go, telling me more stories about her father and her time growing up with him. I hang on every detail, captivated by her words. Although I’ve spent months following her and watching her, these are the pieces of her I was never able to have.

Her thoughts.

Her memories.

Those thousands of little things that make up the entirety of who she is.

I want more, so I make small, barely audible noises of encouragement as she speaks, urging her to go on.

“He was a mess of contradictions,” Quinn continues. “He’d go from being so protective, not wanting me to get too close to anything that might get me hurt, to being totally the opposite. He gave me my first tattoo when I was fifteen and taught me how to shoot a gun even earlier than that. But if some guy even looked at me, he’d threaten to kill him. As if I couldn’t take care of myself. I loved him for it though. And I loved every tattoo he gave me, but the first one is still my favorite.”

She glances over at me and then gestures to her shoulder, pointing to where it is. “It’s this—”

Her voice cuts off, as if she’s just remembered who she’s talking to. The way she’s been speaking—so freely and with so much of her heart laid out in her words—gives me the sense that she hasn’t had a chance to talk about these memories of her dad with anyone else.

“Never mind,” she says, shaking her head, clearly done sharing.

But I don’t need her to describe the tattoo. I can picture it easily, since I already know exactly what it looks like. I didn’t know her dad gave it to her though. I tuck that information away, another little tidbit about her to add to my mental file.

Her eyes trail up and down my body, her eyes narrowing a little.

“Do you have any tattoos?” she asks, as if she’s eager to turn the focus of the conversation away from herself and onto me. “Nico and Atlas show theirs off, but I can’t see any on you.”

I shake my head in response, and she huffs a laugh.

“Funny. I would’ve thought that was a requirement of being in a biker gang. Being all big and muscly and also tatted up.”

Considering the other members of our gang, she’s not strictly wrong. Atlas and Nico look more like what people would assume a biker might look like, but I’ve never been bothered by that. In my mind, body modifications like tattoos and piercings are pointless. They don’t add anything of value. Even though I do like Quinn’s tattoos and the way they complement her natural beauty.

Quinn keeps looking at me, still wearing that considering gaze, and then she steps closer. My nose is suddenly flooded with her scent, floral and sweet, and my focus is solely on her and how close she is.

“You do know I’m a tattoo artist, right?” She quirks one brow upward. “I could tattoo you sometime. You’ve got a lot of skin to work with, and that’s an artist’s dream. Maybe something right on your bicep, to draw attention to how fucking huge it is.”

She reaches out to touch my arm as she speaks.

I feel the heat of her fingertips graze my skin, and even though it’s a featherlight touch, it’s too fucking much. I knock her hand away before she can fully touch me, my heart pounding in my chest.

Just her scent, the closeness of her, the sound of her voice…

It’s almost more than I can take.

I whirl on her, moving faster than she can stop me, backing her up until she hits the wall. My hands come up, palms against the wall on either side of her head as I box her in, giving her nowhere to go.

Quinn’s breath catches, and for just a heartbeat, there’s a flash of fear in her eyes. To her credit, it doesn’t last long. She covers up her reaction quickly, letting a smirk come over her face.

“Damn.” She chuckles wryly. “If you don’t want a tattoo, you can just say so. Or you know, write it down, or however you communicate.”

I just stare at her for a long moment, waiting for my breath to even out and my heart to resume its natural rhythm. She’s never touched me like that before, and my arm still burns with awareness where her skin brushed against mine.

Finally, I push away from the wall, putting space between us as I shrug my shoulders as if to say, ‘I’ll think about it.’

Then I turn and stride off, feeling her eyes on me the whole way.
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Several days later, I’m at the tattoo parlor in the early evening, down in the basement meeting space with Emmett and a few other members of Enigma.

Our last drop went well, and that has people in high spirits.

“It makes people think that teaming up with the Princes of Carnage might not be a total disaster,” Emmett told me when he came down first. “And I think people needed to believe it would pay off in the long run.”

He’s right about that. I’ve overheard some grumbling since the joint meeting—nothing that makes it seem like people are going to revolt, but there’s clearly been some doubt. We need a win for this whole thing.

“The Princes have a weapons deal going on,” I tell Emmett and the rest now. “It’s happening in a week or two, and we’re going to be expected to provide support for that as needed.”

Emmett frowns immediately, clearly not liking that. “Is that necessary? Can’t they handle their own business?”

“It’s a part of our bargain,” I remind him. “If we expect them to help us when we need it, we’ve got to do the same for them.”

Before that day when we called both of our gangs in for a meeting, I would have agreed with Emmett. I would have said that we don’t need to be dragging into Carnage business, putting our people on the line for their deals.

But after Nico revealed that he got me my own bike and made it clear that he does mean to make a true go of this, I’ve been trying to do the same. Trying to give this a real shot.

I haven’t slept with Nico again since that first time—since our wedding night. I meant it when I told Killian that it was a mistake. I still don’t fully trust any of them, and I’m not deluding myself into thinking that they trust me completely either. But at the same time, I can see the benefits to what we agreed on, and I’m going to uphold my end of the bargain.

If this thing goes down in flames, it won’t be because of me dropping the ball.

“Listen,” I tell Emmett and everyone else. “We need them and they need us. So we’re going to do this for real. The next time we have a deal where we need backup, we’ll call them in.”

“And we’re just supposed to trust them to have our backs?” Jasper mutters, and I pin him with a look.

“I’m asking you to trust me,” I say. “And I think this is the right call.”

That silences any more protests, and after giving out more details, I call the meeting to a close. Emmett agrees to find the more agreeable Enigma members to put on this job with the Princes, and that’ll have to be good enough.

I go back up to the main part of the tattoo shop, inhaling the scent of ink and soaking in the buzz of the machines as customers get tattooed. It’s a comforting smell. The smell of my childhood and the business my dad built and taught me. It always reminds me of him.

As a continued show of solidarity between me and the Princes, I rode the bike Nico got me when I came to the shop. It still makes me feel a little thrill of surprise as I step outside and look at it, shiny and black, parked outside the building, and I mount up and ride out, heading home.

It’s just starting to get dark when I pull up to my house, and there are lights on inside when I show up. I’m still not used to that. Usually, when I get back from Enigma meetings and it’s dark, I come back to a cold, dark house, waiting for me to turn on lights and bring some life to it.

This feels more like it did when my dad was alive, and I have to shake myself as I park and get off the bike. It’s not my dad waiting for me inside, but Nico, Atlas, and Killian, and they’re nowhere close to being the same.

I’ve been trying to keep to my usual routines, even though they’re here, invading my home. I step inside, kick off my shoes by the door, and drop my keys in the bowl on the little table I keep there.

My stomach growls, reminding me that I definitely didn’t eat before the meeting with my crew like I meant to, so I head toward the kitchen. But when I walk through the doorway, Atlas is already there, sitting at the little table with a bowl of something in front of him.

I hesitate, half in and half out of the room, unsure of how to proceed. I’m still not used to having to share space, but at the same time, I’m not going to let them kick me out of my own house. So I square my shoulders and walk fully into the kitchen.

Atlas looks up when I enter, his face guarded.

“Where are the other two?” I ask before he can say anything.

“Killian’s at Carnage headquarters, and Nico is upstairs,” he replies.

I nod and head to the fridge. At least there’s only one of them to deal with right now.

I can’t remember the last time I went shopping, but there should be some leftover pizza in here that’s still good. That’ll do for a quick dinner. It’s my usual, scrounging together a meal out of whatever is left from my last one—but when I open the fridge, I stop and stare.

Because it’s full. Like, actually full, and not just full of takeout boxes and Tupperware. There are even vegetables and fruits in the crisper drawers.

“What is this?” I ask, whipping my head around to stare at Atlas.

He just stares back, lifting one eyebrow. “It’s food.”

“Yeah, I know it’s food,” I retort. “How did it get here?”

Atlas makes a face at me, drumming his tattooed fingers on the table. The ink on the backs of his hands crawls all the way up his forearms, his tattoos shifting as the muscles move beneath his skin. “Well, you see, sometimes people go to this magical place called the grocery store. And they have almost any kind of food you can imagine there. If you give them money, they’ll even let you take some of it home so you can eat that instead of the week-old takeout it seems like you were living on.”

“Fuck you,” I snap, irritated. “You know what I mean.”

“I’m not surprised you don’t recognize food when you see it,” he continues as if I didn’t even say anything, “considering how fucking empty your fridge was. It’s fine if you want to live like that, but Nico, Killian, and I are used to having actual things to eat in our home.”

I roll my eyes, even more annoyed by his comments. “That takeout wasn’t a week old.”

“Whatever you say,” he fires back, dismissive. “It’s still back there if you want to try your luck with it.”

And he’s right. The foil-wrapped parcel of pizza is in the back of the fridge, behind a brand new carton of milk and a container of chicken.

At least he didn’t come in and start throwing my shit away.

“It never used to be this empty,” I shoot back. “But I’ve been a little busy since my dad died. I had shit to do, like running Enigma and trying to keep things from going to hell with him gone. I used to cook all the time for the two of us, but since he’s been gone…”

I trail off, not finishing that thought. It just… hasn’t felt worth it to go through all the fanfare and effort of cooking full meals since my dad died. It would just mean me eating alone in the living room and then having to clean up the mess in silence.

I used to have him here with me. He’d insist on doing the dishes if I cooked, and I’d sit on the counter while he did, the two of us talking about anything and everything together.

Thinking about it now makes my chest ache painfully, the knowledge that I’ll never have that again hitting me like an invisible fist.

Atlas is still watching me, and he cocks his head to one side, his amber-tinged gaze turning slightly less hostile. “You were close, weren’t you? You and your dad?”

I nod. “Yeah. We were.”

Those words don’t seem like enough to encompass all of it. To explain that he was all I had for so long. The gang was like family to us, people we could count on to be there when we needed them. But he and I? We were family.

“He raised me pretty much by himself,” I say. “I always knew he wanted me to take over Enigma someday when he was gone, but… I don’t think he expected it to happen so soon. I know I didn’t.”

My voice drops a little on the last words, and Atlas gives me a look I can’t quite interpret.

“You handled it well,” he admits, sounding almost grudging. “Better than anyone expected you to. Better than we hoped you would.”

I snort, because I know that’s true.

“Carnage wasn’t the only gang hoping we’d fall,” I tell him. Then I smirk as I add, “Sorry to disappoint you.”

Despite the fact that I shouldn’t really give a shit what Atlas thinks of me, his reluctant respect means something to me. Not everyone could’ve kept things afloat the way I did, and even though I doubted myself plenty of times along the way, it’s nice to know that even my enemies were impressed by how I handled shit.

Turning away from Atlas, I grab some stuff out of the fridge to make dinner with. It’s been a long fucking time since I attempted to cook, so I opt for something simple like a quick pasta dish.

I can feel him studying me and I chop up some veggies and start a pot of water boiling on the stove.

“It’s just been you living here, since Jonah died?” he asks after a moment.

“Yeah,” I reply, leaning down to get a pan from under the counter.

“And now you’ve got three roommates.”

I huff a laugh, shaking my head. “Yeah, which wasn’t exactly on my bucket list. But…” I sigh, then admit the truth. “Honestly, even though I don’t love having you guys here, I can admit that this big house felt too fucking empty after my dad died. Empty like the fridge.”

“I get that.” Atlas’s voice turns somber, and when I glance over at him, he’s nodding thoughtfully.

“Do you?”

“Yeah. It’s how I felt after my dad died. Not that I stuck around where we lived for long after he was killed.”

I blink, taking in that new information. It’s hitting me more and more every day how little I knew about these men before I married one of them. I had no idea Atlas’s dad had been killed, for example, but I guess there’s no way I would have known.

And in spite of myself, I’m curious. Who killed his father? And why? Was it similar to what happened to mine, where he caught a bullet in the middle of some job that went wrong? Was it more personal? A grudge of some kind? And why did Atlas have to leave? Was he involved somehow?

So many questions, and I want to ask all of them, but I don’t. I don’t give in to the urge. Better to let those mysteries stay mysteries. It’ll just make it easier when this tenuous alliance inevitably ends and I have to go back to thinking of the Princes as only enemies.

If I learn too much now, I might hesitate to pull the trigger later, once things are back to how they used to be.

I can’t risk that. That’s the sort of shit that makes you end up dead.

“So, Nico said that woman you were talking to after the meeting the other day was your ex,” I say, changing the subject to something less vulnerable. “What’s the story there?”

Atlas immediately narrows his eyes at me. “Why do you want to know?”

His defenses are back up, and I realize my mistake. This isn’t really a safer topic than getting into our families and pasts.

I shrug dismissively. “No reason, really. I’m just trying to get a lay of the land now that we’re allies. She’s in your gang, right? I should know more about the other Carnage members if we’re in this together.”

Atlas doesn’t answer for a long moment, just watching me as I dump things in the hot pan and add pasta to the boiling water. Then he nods, even though I can tell he didn’t buy my bullshit excuse.

“Yeah,” he mutters. “She’s my ex. We were together for a couple years.”

“Wow. That’s a while.”

“I guess,” he replies, kicking his legs out and leaning back in his chair.

He doesn’t offer anything else, but I can still feel his gaze on me. There’s something in the air between us, a sort of wary, charged tension, like he’s just waiting for me to say the wrong thing. To give him an excuse to dislike me even more.

“So what happened?” I’m pushing now, and we probably both know it. “It can’t have been all that bad if you still trust her to be in the gang and have your back.”

“She’s still trustworthy,” Atlas says sharply. “It’s not like either of us cheated or anything. I ended it, and that was that.”

It’s the answer to my question, but for some reason, I just can’t leave it alone.

“Why?” I press.

He shrugs, shoving his chair back and getting up from the table to take his bowl to the sink. “I couldn’t see myself with her forever. There wasn’t that spark. That chemistry.”

I think back to how cozy they looked after the meeting. Zoey was standing very close to him, her hand on his arm, and I saw the way she was smiling up at him. Everything in her body language screamed interest, so if there was a lack of chemistry between them, maybe it was just on Atlas’s end. Which would track with what Nico said about how she’s been trying to get him back.

But that’s not my business. I don’t care.

I remind myself firmly that none of the things these men do or have done is about me and mine. The only things that matter are what we do together to end the threat against us.

“I guess that makes sense,” I say. “Chemistry is important.”

“You would know.” Atlas sets his bowl in the sink with a clatter and then turns to me. “Is that what you have with Nico?”

My stomach flutters, my mouth dropping open in surprise. “What are you talking about?”

“Chemistry. You and Nico. It sounded like he fucked you to within an inch of your life the other night, so there must be some kind of spark between you two.” He moves closer to me, something burning in his eyes. “There must be something. Why else would you fuck your enemy like that? Why else would you scream for him the way you did?”

Atlas’s voice is a rough burn, and he takes another step toward me until we’re only inches apart. He’s tall—taller than me, even if he’s shorter and less bulky than Killian—and he seems to fill the space with his presence. His clean, citrusy scent fills my nostrils as he stares down at me, and there’s a look in his eyes that I can’t identify. But it makes something low in me tighten, almost with anticipation.

I lick my lips, and his gaze darts down to follow the motion, lingering before it slides back up to my eyes. I can feel his focus like a physical thing, like a caress over my cheek.

Atlas drops his head, and my pulse jumps. I feel frozen in place as he brings his face close to mine, my throat working as I swallow. His voice is even lower when he speaks again.

“Your vegetables are burning.”

It takes me a second to process his words, and the acrid smell of over-charred veggies hits my nose, bringing me back to my senses.

My muscles jerk as if I’m pulling myself back from falling off a ledge, and I quickly shut the burner off and then move away, putting distance between us. That’s barely enough to calm down the way my heart is pounding, and suddenly, the room feels much too small.

Shoving the pan of burned veggies into the sink, I turn and bolt from the kitchen, heading for the stairs.

Between that strangely charged moment I had with Killian when we were out scouting the drop point, and whatever just happened with Atlas…

I shake my head.

I don’t understand why all three of the men I’ve been forced to live with have this way of throwing me off balance, but it’s getting to be too much.

I stride quickly up the stairs, half lost in my own thoughts, not really paying attention to where I’m going—until I collide with a solid, muscled body.

A small, startled sound spills from my lips as Nico’s hands come up to steady me. He catches my wrists, his fingers locking around them as his brow furrows. His blue and green eyes bounce between mine as he studies my face, and I have no idea if he can read any of my emotions in my expression, but his intense scrutiny makes my heart pound even harder.

Our gazes lock, and I’m viscerally aware of the points of connection between us, the feel of his skin against mine burning like fire.

Everything is crashing around in my head, and I’m still riding the unnerving heat and tension from the kitchen, still feeling all jumbled up about it.

My body acts before my brain can think better of it, needing… something.

With a low, strangled noise, I lunge forward, kissing Nico hard.
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I’m breaking my own fucking rule, and a part of me is screaming in my head about it. But a much bigger, much louder part of me doesn’t fucking care right now.

I feel like I’m burning up, caught in a tangle of confused, pulsing arousal, and I just need to take the edge off. It’s been days like this with no release, and every little thing that happens between me and these men just pushes me closer to the brink.

I wrap my arms around Nico’s neck, latching on to him as I kiss him hard and fast. He responds almost instantly, his arms banding around me as he kisses me back with just as much passion and violence.

There’s a low, masculine growl against my mouth, and he pivots suddenly, pressing me up against the wall in the hallway. He lifts one of my legs and hooks his hand under my knee, pushing forward until his crotch is grinding against mine.

I gasp at the feeling of it, the hard line growing in his pants that proves he wants this just as badly as I do right now.

“Jesus Christ, Quinn,” he murmurs into the kiss. “You feel that? You feel what you fucking do to me? I had a taste of you once, and all I’ve been able to think about since then is how badly I want another. You’re so fucking bad for me.”

I know what he means.

He’s bad for me too.

All of this is bad, so wrong and so fucked up.

Kissing my husband—my enemy—is like drinking from a well of poison, but I can’t seem to stop myself.

All I can do is groan, pressing back against him, echoing the movement. The friction feels good, but somehow, it’s not good enough. Even with this, I want more. It’s like a tease, a taste of what’s to come, and my body burns with the desire for more. For all of it.

I make a frustrated noise and end up with both of my legs wrapped around him, somehow trusting that he won’t drop me in the process.

He doesn’t. Instead, Nico holds on tight, his hands gripping my thighs hard enough that it’ll probably bruise at least a little.

I roll my hips in frantic movements, cursing the layers between us that keep me from feeling the heat of him right where I want it. I lunge back in for another kiss, my teeth and tongue clashing with his, and Nico lets it go on for a while before he grabs a fistful of my hair and pulls me away from his mouth.

A burst of pain flashes across my scalp from the sharp tug, making me hiss out a breath. I’m panting for air, feeling feral and so turned on as I stare at him, wondering why the fuck he stopped me.

Nico smirks, his gaze roaming over my face.

“You’re acting like you want me to fuck you right here in this hallway, wife,” he says, his voice low and filled with an undercurrent that makes it clear he wouldn’t balk at doing just that.

“I don’t give a shit where you fuck me,” I rasp, pulling against his grip on my hair until the sting in my scalp spreads. “As long as you do it.”

His smirk morphs into a grin, dark and hungry. He licks his lips, and my eyes follow the motion, wanting to chase his tongue back into his mouth with my own.

“Then why didn’t you say so before?” he taunts. “All you had to do is ask.”

Before I can snap a sharp-tongued response back at him, he gives me what I want, dragging me away from the wall and carrying me to my bedroom. He kicks the door shut behind us and sets me down at the foot of the bed, then manhandles me until I’m facing the mattress, both of us breathing hard.

“Bend over,” he demands. “Put your hands on the bed.”

I’ve never been one to obey orders, but I follow his command before I even have a chance to consciously consider it. I’m so keyed up, so fucking desperate for the release that I crave, and doing what he wants will get me closer to getting this need taken care of.

I bend at the waist and put my hands flat on the bed, leaving me in a vulnerable position with my ass up and facing Nico.

He groans under his breath and closes the distance between us, grinding against me that way. His cock is even harder now, and I bite my lip at the way it feels, pressed against my soaked pussy through our clothes. Everything in me aches, and I push back even more, trying to get more of that feeling.

“Good girl. Should’ve known you could be obedient when it suits you,” Nico groans. “My cock missed this pussy.”

He slaps my ass and then lets his hand slide between our bodies so he can cup me through my pants.

I gasp and grind against his palm, trying to rub my clit against something, my hair falling around my face as my head droops.

“It was definitely a mistake to fuck you,” he murmurs roughly. “Because now I just want more. I can’t stop thinking about the way you look when you’re taking my cock and falling apart, stuffed so full of me. I shouldn’t have even given myself a taste.”

“Goddammit,” I moan, writhing in place. “Just fuck me already.”

“Sei così avida, mia cara.” He says something in Italian, laughing darkly. “Non preoccuparti. Ti darò quello che ti serve.”

His hands go to my waist, and before I can complain about him not touching me where I want him to anymore, he starts working my pants and panties off, letting them slide down to my ankles.

I step out of them and kick them away, not even feeling a little self-conscious about the fact that Nico can see everything now. That he can see how wet I am, how needy.

“Fuck,” he growls. “You’re fucking soaked. What have you been thinking about that’s got you this worked up, huh?”

He moves his hand between my legs again, rubbing against the mound of my pussy for a second before he slides two fingers into me. There’s a wet sound as he presses them deeper, proof of just how fucking turned on I am right now. I moan for him, shaking with the need for more.

When he starts fucking me with his fingers, I shiver, pressing back to meet his thrusts.

“More,” I pant. “Fuck, Nico—”

He just exhales sharply and shoves his fingers in deeper, giving me a blissful moment of feeling overwhelmingly full before he draws them out.

“Wait,” I whine. “No. Fuck, I need—”

Before I can finish that sentence, his hands are gripping my ass and spreading my cheeks. The shock of cool air against my back hole makes me suck in a breath, my words cutting off. My face flushes deeply at the knowledge of what he’s looking at, and when he rears back and spits on my asshole, I jerk, hissing in surprise.

One of his calloused fingers toys with my asshole, circling the rim, dipping in the barest bit. Not enough that it hurts, but enough that I’m very aware he’s doing it.

“Has anyone ever fucked you here before?” he asks.

I nod, swallowing hard.

“Did you like it?” I can hear the smirk in his tone, even though I can’t see his face.

I shake my head in answer.

He makes a surprised sound, and the hand still gripping my ass squeezes a little tighter. “We’ll have to see if we can change that.”

His voice is heavy with a dark promise, and it makes me shiver in a way I didn’t expect it to. I’m so used to just writing that whole thing off as something I’ll never do again, but the way Nico says it…

It makes me feel something different.

“Not tonight though,” he continues, his voice strained. “Right now, I just need to get inside your pussy again. I need to feel it, so tight and wet, gripping my cock like a fucking sleeve.”

“Then fuck me,” I growl back, and he chuckles before smacking my ass one more time.

I can hear the rustling sound of him tugging his own clothes off, freeing his massive cock. The head of it presses against my entrance, and Nico groans softly, as if even that amount of contact is some kind of relief for him.

Good.

Maybe that means he’s just as fucked up as I am. As addicted to how this feels.

Maybe he’s gone insane just like I have.

“Do you know how many women have taken all of me, mia cara?” he asks, pressing in and then pulling back, making me whimper.

I shake my head, gritting my teeth already in anticipation of the stretch.

“None.” He snaps his hips forward, sliding deeper this time. “No one but you. No one but my wife.”

His words make my breath catch. My fingers dig into the bedspread as I work to let him in, breathing shallowly as I feel him filling my pussy. The stretch burns, and I bite down on my lip hard, letting that pain roll into the feeling of need that’s riding me hard.

“Fuck, that’s it. Let me in, Quinn. Let me fill you up.” Nico’s words make me moan softly, and I spread my legs a little wider so I can push back against him. “Goddamn,” he grits out. “I wish you could see how fucking greedy your pussy is for me. You’re doing so well. Just a few more inches.”

He keeps talking as he works his way in, filthy words of encouragement that practically have me dripping down his shaft. By the time he’s finally seated inside me, I feel like clawing at the bed with the need for him to move—to fuck me hard. My body is screaming for it, my nerves aching with the feeling of him pressed inside me. It’s like I can feel him in my stomach from how full I am, how thickly he fills me up, and even while I’m gasping for air, all I can feel is him.

“You’re gonna take it so good for me, aren’t you?” Nico growls, drawing back a bit so he can thrust into me hard. “You’re going to take this cock like the good little wife you are.”

It should infuriate me, hearing him talk like this, but it doesn’t. It just makes me want to do what he says. To have him fuck me until I scream.

And even though I don’t say those words out loud, Nico seems to have figured out that’s what I need. He keeps driving into me with deep, hard thrusts, blocking everything else out of my mind. All I can focus on is his cock and how good it feels as it slams into me again and again.

A white hot feeling of pleasure starts to build in my body as he keeps going. It’s everything I needed, a relief to everything that had me on edge before, after my loaded encounters with Killian and then Atlas this week. I let myself give in to it, not fighting the way it starts to make my insides melt with sensation.

Eventually, my arms start to shake, and I can’t hold myself up anymore. My upper body drops down to the mattress, the side of my face pressed into the bedspread. It makes my back arch, and that lets Nico fuck me even deeper.

“Oh god,” I moan, nearly going up on my toes as the head of his cock rams home right at the perfect spot. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

“Just like that,” Nico pants. “Take it, Quinn.”

There’s nothing else for me to do, other than focus on the way his cock feels as it works in and out of me, the deep scrape of pleasure as it drags along my inner walls, sending shivers down my spine and making my skin heat.

I bite down on my lip and close my eyes, getting lost in it.

Living with the three Princes, being trapped in such close proximity with them all week, has had me in a state of low key arousal for days. They’re all too fucking handsome for their own good, brutally gorgeous and mysterious, and I can’t seem to get any of them out of my head or out from under my skin.

My mind fills with a sudden flash of Killian, and the way he listened to me so intently when we were checking out that drop spot. Then the way he cornered me when I tried to touch him, boxing me in with his hands on either side of my head. He was so fucking big, so all-encompassing, and all I could do then was stare up at him, wondering what he wanted. Wondering why he reacted that way to a simple brush of my fingers.

And downstairs with Atlas just now…

Fuck, what happened down there? How did our conversation turn so loaded and charged? Why was he looking at me like that? He looked like he was about to kiss me, and even though I knew it would be a terrible idea—I almost wanted him to. The tension between us felt like an electric haze in the air, something that existed outside of us, out of both of our controls.

Nico hits a particularly good spot inside me, rocking me forward, and my mouth opens, a name pouring out on the harsh breath that feels almost punched out of me.

“Atlas…”

All of a sudden, Nico spanks me again—harder this time. The sound of it shocks me out of my thoughts, and then the pain settles in, a sharp, burning smack that has me yelping in surprise.

“What—”

My words break off as he yanks me up so that I’m upright, my back pressed tight to his front. He’s still buried inside me, and he wraps a hand around my throat, not quite cutting off my air but squeezing in a silent threat that makes my pussy throb even more.

“What did you just say?” he demands.

“I don’t—”

“Are you thinking about somebody else while my cock is buried inside you?” he growls in my ear.

I go stiff, not sure if he just guessed, or if…

Fuck. Did I actually moan another man’s name? Did I say that out loud?

Nico’s teeth are rough as he bites down on my earlobe, giving it a tug and focusing me back on him. His voice is like gravel when he speaks, the sound of it shooting through me and settling in my core.

“If you want him here, then we’ll invite him to join us. Say the word, mia cara, and I’ll call him upstairs right now. You know he fucking wants to. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

My stomach flips over at his words, my pulse speeding up until I know he must feel it against his palm.

“But if you’re fucking just me,” Nico continues, his voice taking on a hard edge. “You’re thinking about. Just. Me.”

He punctuates each word with a hard thrust that has me moaning out loud. I reach up to cling to his forearm, my heart pounding wildly at the possessiveness in his voice… and also the fact that he basically just offered to share me with his friend.

My face heats with the thought of it, but it’s a step too far to admit that I’m tempted to take him up on that offer and see if he’ll actually do it. So instead, I just thrust my ass back as much as I can in this position, grinding against him.

“Do a better job of fucking me and maybe I’ll remember whose cock is inside me,” I taunt, although the words come out breathless.

The barb lands as it was meant to though, and Nico practically snarls in my ear. He shoves me back down onto the bed, and before I have time to even adjust to the change in position, he’s slamming into me so hard that my whole body jolts with each thrust.

The sound of skin on skin is loud in the room, the slap as his body meets mine echoing over and over again.

I gasp for breath, clawing at the sheets as he fucks me, feeling the way his fingers curl against my hips, digging into the flesh there like he wants me to feel that as much as everything else.

My head is spinning with it, and the pleasure and white hot sensations coil deep in my belly. Each thrust slams right into the spot that pushes me closer to the edge, and if Nico’s goal was to make me focus only on him, then he’s doing a damned good job of it.

“Bet I’ve got your attention now, don’t I?” he pants, grinding his cock against that spot, not letting up. “Tell me who’s fucking you, mia cara. Fucking say it.”

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. It’s hard enough to form coherent thoughts like this, let alone get Nico’s name out on command.

But he doesn’t let up, battering me with his cock, making me writhe where I’m pinned between the edge of the mattress and his body.

“Say. It,” he growls, his voice low and dark.

“Nico,” I moan, the sound coming out choked off and desperate. “Fuck! Nico!”

“That’s right.”

I can feel the heat building, the pleasure starting to crest. With him driving into me so hard and fast, it’s not going to take long before I’m coming undone—

But then he pulls out suddenly, leaving me gasping at the shocking emptiness.

My pussy contracts, spasming around nothing, and I lift my head, trying to glare at Nico thorough the curtain of my hair.

“Up,” he commands, pulling me upright.

I wobble, weak-kneed, and watch as he lies down on the bed, his legs stretched along the length of it. I can see the pinkish-red line across his stomach from where I slashed him on our wedding night, and for some twisted reason, the sight of it turns me on.

His mismatched eyes seem to glow with heat, and he sits up and grabs my arm, dragging me onto the bed until I’m straddling his body. Then he urges me up, gripping my hips and my ass until I’m kneeling right over his face.

It happens so quickly that it takes me a second to adjust, and I blink as I look down at him. “What are you doing?”

He stares back up at me, the heat in his blue and green eyes so intense that it feels like it could sear my skin.

“I want to watch your face while I make you come,” he murmurs. “I want you to know exactly who’s doing it to you. Who’s making you feel so fucking good.”

That possessive edge is still coloring his voice, and he tightens his grip, kneading my ass with his callused hands. I swallow hard, my clit throbbing as I feel the warmth of his breath brush over my skin.

“Grab the headboard,” Nico tells me. “And ride my face.”

There’s a challenge in his eyes, like he’s half expecting me to tell him to go fuck himself and get off the bed. But there’s no chance of that. Not when my body is aching with need, desperate for what it knows he can give me.

The truth is, I’ve never done this with a guy before, but a savage part of me loves the idea. It’s different from him bending me over the bed and fucking me. This gives me the power, the control. The ability to take what I want from him.

With someone else, I might be a little worried about how they’re going to breathe down there. With Nico, I don’t really give a shit if I suffocate him.

Benefits of fucking my enemy, I guess.

“What’s the matter, mia cara?” he asks when I hesitate for a second, a smirk curving his lips. “I know you know how to ride. I saw you on that bike.”

“Shut up,” I mutter, lowering myself down onto his face, shutting him up myself by smothering his mouth with my pussy.

Nico groans like he loves that, and his hands grip my hips even tighter. His tongue snakes out to lick and lap at me, and I curl my fingers against the wood of the headboard, rocking my hips with the motion of his tongue.

He gives a muffled groan when I start moving, and that spurs me on even more. It’s easy to close my eyes and get lost in this. In the way his tongue feels as it moves inside me, the way my body moves, doing shallow bounces on his face. And I don’t hold back. I don’t even let myself think about if it’s uncomfortable for him. That doesn’t matter. Not when I can feel the pleasure growing and spreading through me already, picking up where it left off before.

“Fuck,” I hear Nico mumble, his voice muffled. “That’s it. Fucking ride my face.”

I swallow hard and grind against him, cutting him off as I get more and more into it. I throw my head back, breathing hard, letting the moans spill out of me and not trying to hold them back.

Because it feels fucking good.

It’s different from being held down and fucked, but not in a bad way. I have more control like this. My pleasure is more in my own hands—but not like if it was just me and a vibrator in this bed. It’s more than that. Better. Nico’s hands on me, his tongue in me, and the wet press of his mouth against my pussy definitely add to the experience, and my head is spinning from how incredible it all feels.

“You’re gonna come for me,” he pants at one point, when I let up enough that he can breathe and speak. “You’re gonna come all over my face.”

All I can do is nod, breathless and already approaching that edge all over again.

His eyes gleam up at me, and he turns his head to bite my thigh, hard enough that I feel the sharp edge of his teeth leave an indent behind.

“Take off your shirt,” he growls. “I wanna see your tits bounce while you ride my face.”

I nod again, pulling my hands away from the headboard to tug my shirt over my head and then shuck my bra off as well, letting my breasts spill out.

Nico watches hungrily, following the motion as my body sways with the rolling of my hips. I can feel his body moving, his hips bucking up slightly as if he wishes he had something to rut against, and that gives me an idea.

Holding his gaze, I lick my palm slowly, dragging my tongue along the contour of my hand, and then reach down behind me to grip his cock.

He makes a muffled noise in response, but it’s definitely a positive one. He presses up a bit into my hand and doubles his efforts, licking and lapping at me like there’s nothing else in the world he wants to be doing right now. He buries his face even deeper between my legs, bucking against me as I start to stroke him, applying pressure here and there, blindly rubbing my thumb against the head of his cock.

His tongue is deep inside me, a probing intrusion that seems to know all the best places to hit to turn me on even more. When he slides it out to pay more attention to my clit, I gasp as that sends a jolt of pure pleasure right up my spine.

My body pulses, the feeling growing and spreading, trickling through me like a current. I grip the headboard with my free hand, needing something to hold on to as I work my hips, chasing the feeling.

I’m so close now, the spreading heat of an orgasm rising in me, making me move faster and more erratically.

“Nico,” I gasp out, breathless. “Fuck, I’m gonna—”

I don’t get any further before it’s washing over me, strong and fast. It’s intense, each surge of pleasure rolling through me like a tidal wave as I cry out.

Nico moves quicker than I can track, lifting me off him and flipping our positions again.

This time, I end up on my back, still shaking and writhing through my climax, and he replaces his tongue with his cock, driving into me hard as I’m still falling apart.

My mouth drops open wider, but no sound comes out.

It’s so much, and I’m so overstimulated, twisting on the bed, trying to remember how to breathe while Nico uses me, chasing his own pleasure as he fucks me. It doesn’t take long before he buries his cock deep inside me one last time. I can feel the pulse of it as he loses control, roaring out his release as he comes in long, throbbing pulses.

It takes several minutes for us to finally come down from the exertion, breathing hard. Nico collapses onto the bed next to me, and I don’t even try to move away or kick him out. We’re both sweaty and exhausted, and my eyes drift closed easily.

I feel boneless and totally relaxed—perfect—and I don’t want to think too hard about the cause of this amazing feeling.

I just want to enjoy it.
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I’m woken by a soft grumbling in my stomach, and I blink blearily as I gaze around the room. It’s late at night, the room quiet and fully dark, and I realize with a start that I’m not alone on the tangled sheets.

There’s the warm line of a body pressed against mine, which means Nico is still here. In my bed.

He clearly fell asleep just like I did, worn out after the marathon round of sex we had.

My stomach flips over a little at the thought that we’ve been sharing a bed like this for several hours. It’s different when it’s just fucking—even though that was supposed to be off limits too. But at least that served a purpose.

This is just… sleeping.

He’s naked, the hard lines of his body contoured by the dim light coming in through the window. Just like I did when I slipped into his room on our wedding night, I find myself studying his features, as if they’ll give me some insight into this hard-edged man while his guard is down.

Part of me is shocked that he was willing to fall asleep beside me after I woke him up with a knife against his throat—but I guess the same question goes for me too. I’ve been sleeping with my door locked, but tonight, I somehow managed to fall into a peaceful and deep sleep lying side by side with my enemy.

My stomach lets out another loud rumble, and I grimace, putting a hand over it and turning away from Nico so that he won’t catch me looking at him if the sound wakes him up.

But he doesn’t stir, his breathing staying smooth and even, and after a moment, I slide out of bed and pad silently across floor. I tug on a pair of pants and a comfortable tank top, then throw one more glance over my shoulder at Nico before I slip out of the room.

I never ate dinner, and there’s zero chance my body will let me go back to sleep until I get some food in my stomach.

Dragging my fingers through my hair to untangle some of the knots in it, I head quietly down the stairs. There’s a dim light emanating from the living room, and when I reach the bottom landing, I freeze.

Atlas is still awake.

He’s in the living room, his head tilted to one side as he examines the contents of a bookshelf that’s set against the wall beside the TV. He looks over at me, his face illuminated by the flickering glow of the TV, where some action movie is playing with the volume down.

“I didn’t take you for a Twilight City Chronicles fan,” he says, gesturing to the bookshelf.

I blink, clearing my throat. After basically fleeing the kitchen earlier, I wasn’t prepared to come face to face with Atlas again tonight. I figured everyone would be asleep by now, and I’d have until morning before I would have to deal with seeing him again.

“I used to read it all the time when I was younger,” I say stiffly, jerking my chin toward the row of graphic novels on the bookshelf. “My dad got me hooked on it.”

Atlas nods. Silence falls between us for a moment, and I can feel tension thickening the air again like it did in the kitchen. I know he probably heard me and Nico upstairs, just like he did the first time we fucked, and I cross my arms over my chest as I silently pray that the part where I accidentally moaned his name out loud was too low for him to pick up.

Does he have any idea what Nico said to me in response? Did he hear that part?

Heat creeps up my cheeks at the memory of Nico offering to call Atlas upstairs to join us.

Have they done that before? Shared women between them?

The warmth creeping through me burns hotter, spreading like wildfire, and I startle in surprise as my stomach growls again. I wrench my gaze away from Atlas’s and start to move toward the kitchen.

“I cleaned up the pan with the burnt vegetables,” he says, stopping me in my tracks. When I turn to look at him over my shoulder, he adds, “Since I got the impression you weren’t coming back down anytime soon. Seemed like you were… a little busy.”

“Thanks,” I mutter. “I didn’t mean to leave it like that, I just—” I break off, because I can’t seem to come up with a single good way to end that sentence. “I’ll just have leftover pizza.”

He shakes his head. “I cooked new vegetables and finished cooking the pasta. It’s all in a container in the fridge.”

That takes me aback. At first, I figure he must mean that he cooked it for himself and put some leftovers in the fridge—but he was already eating dinner when I started to make mine, so that wouldn’t really make sense. Which means… he cooked it for me.

Which makes even less sense.

“Um, okay.” I nod, unsure how to respond. “Thanks.”

I turn away from him again and stride into the kitchen, yanking open the refrigerator door. Just like Atlas said, there’s a full Tupperware container of pasta and vegetables, and when I open it up and scoop some into a bowl, the smell of onion and several spices hits my nose.

I cross my arms as I heat up the pasta, drumming my fingers against my bicep until the microwave beeps.

As I pull out the bowl, I glance around. I’m tempted to just sit in the darkened kitchen to wolf down the food, but that would feel too much like hiding—and I hate hiding, especially in my own damn house. So I grab a fork and head back out into the living room.

Atlas is still there, and he watches as I sit on the couch with my legs tucked under me. My nipples harden a little in awareness of his gaze on me, my skin prickling slightly. I know that, once again, I smell and look like sex, but I stubbornly refuse to acknowledge that, even though we’re both clearly aware of it.

I dig into the pasta, which is surprisingly delicious, watching the movie and trying to figure out what it’s about as Atlas peruses my bookshelves for another couple of minutes. Then he walks over and settles on the couch as well, sitting at the opposite end from me.

“I used to love Twilight City Chronicles,” he says, gazing ahead at the TV.

I slant him a sideways glance, my brows shooting upward. “Wow. Really? I didn’t know motorcycle gang enforcers could also be nerds.”

I can only see the profile of his face, but one side of his mouth twitches like he’s trying to cover up a grin. He snorts. “You’re one to talk. I just read it. I didn’t write fanfic about it.”

My jaw drops, embarrassment shooting through me. Fuck, is that still on the bookshelf?

I wrote it and illustrated it when I was maybe thirteen or fourteen, so enamored with the characters from my favorite noir dystopian graphic novel series that I wanted to add to their story. I tried to throw the fanfic out several years ago, but my dad—ever the proud father—refused to let me, calling it a work of art.

Honestly, I haven’t even thought about it since then, but Atlas must’ve found it on the shelf next to the collection of graphic novels I’ve had for years.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I mutter. “You Princes are all so goddamn nosy.”

He shrugs, making a noise under his breath. “Hey, it wasn’t my idea to live here, vicious. I’m just trying to make the most of it and get this shit over with as soon as possible.” He goes silent for a moment, then smirks as he adds, “And I didn’t know gang leaders could be nerds either.”

That makes me laugh before I can stop myself, and I take another bite of pasta, a little thrown off by the fact that I’m actually enjoying Atlas’s company.

The awkwardness from earlier and the loaded tension from the kitchen both seem to fade away a little as we spend the next several minutes discussing our favorite issues and theories about the graphic novel. I was half-convinced that Atlas was kidding about being a fan of the books, but it quickly becomes apparent that he wasn’t. He knows obscure little details about the saga’s lore and storyline, and as we get into a lengthy debate about a particular plot point, I set my empty bowl down on the coffee table and turn on the couch to face him more fully.

It’s strange, being able to actually relate to Atlas like this. It’s not something I ever would’ve expected, but it feels… nice.

It makes some of the loneliness that’s been eating away at the edges of my soul since my dad died start to ebb away.

“The stuff you wrote was pretty good,” he says at one point, and I flush as I realize he actually read the fanfic I wrote, or at least some of it. He drapes one muscled, tattooed arm along the back of the couch, leaning against the cushions. “Although if I was going to create an alternate storyline for Luther, I would’ve shipped him with Danica.”

I make a face. “Yeah, you and every thirteen-year-old girl who believes in soulmates and true love.”

“Come on. They were meant to be together.”

A new movie is playing by now, and the light from the television flickers off Atlas’s amber and brown eyes, making his irises look like dancing flames. He looks comfortable and languid, his body language more open and relaxed than I’ve ever seen it.

His attention is focused on me, neither of us paying any attention to the television, and I brace my elbow against the back of the couch, resting my chin on my fist.

“Luther and Danica? You know they never would’ve worked out,” I insist, grinning.

He clicks his tongue against his teeth. “Bullshit.”

“Oh, really? Prove it.”

I lean a little closer to him as we get into a heated debate about the two characters’ arcs and storylines, and the almost-romance that developed between them in the graphic novels. I’m honestly surprised Atlas is such a romantic at heart, but despite the arguments he lays out, I’m still not convinced that Luther and Danica could have ended up together.

“Nah.” I shake my head with a chuckle. “Nice try, but I still say it would’ve been impossible. There were too many obstacles built up against them.”

At my words, something shifts in Atlas’s expression. The easy smile that’s been hovering on his lips for the past several minutes slips away, his features hardening again. A muscle in his jaw ticks, and he doesn’t say anything for a long beat.

Then he mutters, “Yeah. You’re probably right. There are too many obstacles.”

He stands suddenly, rising from the couch and turning off the TV. The room darkens, and as he strides around the couch and heads for the stairs, I blink at him, taken aback by the sharp change in his demeanor.

“Atlas, what—”

“Put your bowl in the dishwasher before you go back to sleep,” he says coolly. “I’m not planning on making a habit out of cleaning up your messes.”

Then he disappears up the stairs.

I stare after him for a long moment, a feeling of cold creeping over my skin as the loneliness that lessened for a little while comes surging back. We may have bonded over some stupid graphic novel we both used to read, an unexpected point of commonality with this man who’s always been my enemy, but clearly, that doesn’t change anything.

Shoving down the strange feeling of disappointment that rises in my chest, I shake my head and grab my bowl, carrying it to the sink. I’m half tempted to leave the dirty dish out on the counter just to fuck with Atlas, but I don’t think it would give me the same sense of satisfaction it did when I made him wait forever while I cleaned up my work station at the tattoo parlor or called his bluff by stripping down in the dressing room.

So instead, I shove the bowl into the dishwasher and then pad quietly back upstairs.

Inside my room, Nico is still sprawled out on the bed, his naked, tattooed body taking up a good portion of the mattress. I chew on my bottom lip, worrying it between my teeth as I stare down at him.

Part of me wants to shake him awake and tell him to get the fuck back to his own room. That would probably be the smart thing to do. It would help keep the lines between us from getting any blurrier than they already are, and it would give me back the upper hand in the constantly shifting landscape between us.

But for some reason—maybe because of that empty feeling that crept through my chest when Atlas left me alone in the living room—I don’t.

Instead, I shuck off my clothes and crawl back into bed beside Nico, tugging the covers up over both of us.

And when he rolls over in his sleep, one strong arm wrapping around my waist to pull me closer against his solid, warm body… I don’t stop him.
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I’m jerked out of a sound sleep sometime later by the sound of someone banging on the door like they’re trying to break it down.

I bolt upright, groggy and a little disoriented. Gray light is coming in through the window, letting me know that it’s morning—but just barely.

The banging on the door pauses and then starts up again, and that wakes Nico up too.

“What the fuck?” he mumbles under his breath, but then I watch his eyes clear as he barks, “What?”

Atlas pushes the door open, his gaze sweeping over us.

I can only imagine what he sees, and I fight the urge to cover myself. When he saw me downstairs last night, I had thrown on shorts and a tank top, but I stripped everything off before getting back into bed with Nico—who’s also naked. It’s not like Atlas doesn’t know that we fucked, but the scene he just walked in on leaves nothing to the imagination.

Other than a tightening of his jaw, he doesn’t say anything about it though. Instead, he lets his focus slide to Nico, his expression serious.

“Shit is going down,” he declares.

That shakes the last of the sleepiness out of me, and I’m instantly on alert. “What is it?” I ask. “The attacker?”

“No. Our gangs are going at it. A fight broke out, and it’s bad.”

“Fuck,” I curse with feeling, almost at the same time that Nico does.

“I thought we made ourselves clear,” Nico grunts.

Atlas shrugs, cracking his inked fingers. “Not clear enough, apparently.”

Nico and I both get up and grab our clothes, tugging them on quickly so that we can go deal with this shit. Nico goes downstairs first, taking Atlas with him, and I follow behind a few minutes later, dressed and ready.

“Do we know anything else?” I ask as I meet them downstairs. Killian is there too, all three of them standing in a tight huddle.

Atlas glances at me and then away. His jaw is still stiff, and whatever camaraderie I thought the two of us had last night as we sat on the couch together under the flickering light of the television, it seems to be gone now, almost like I fucking dreamed it. In the cool light of morning, he appears to hate me more than ever.

“Not much,” he finally answers, as if he’d rather be talking to anyone but me. “Just that a fight broke out, and it seems like people were only too eager to jump into it.”

I growl under my breath, irritated with all of this. “Who started it?”

It’s half rhetorical, but Atlas lifts an eyebrow and then looks away from me, as if he’s not going to dignify that question with an answer.

“We’ll find out when we get there,” Nico says, jerking his head toward the door. “Let’s go.”

We leave the house and get on our bikes, tearing out of the neighborhood and riding to the location of the fight. Atlas is in the lead, and we all follow, tearing down the quiet, pre-dawn streets. It’s closing in on five in the morning, so there aren’t many people awake to see us riding in a line at top speed. The few people who are commuting to work or whatever get out of our way on the road, giving us a wide berth.

Finally we pull off the main drag and down a shitty little side street, weaving around pot holes that will probably never be fixed and broken-down cars that have already had all their useful parts stripped out.

Even over the roar of the bikes, I can hear the fight before I see it—the yelling and jeering of a crowd of people. The men can clearly hear it too, because they kick their speed up a notch, and I follow suit.

Seconds later, we pull up outside what looks like a bar. It’s rough and seedy, with grimy windows and half broken fluorescent signs hanging in the windows. There are people spilling out of the open door, shouts and grunts rising up as a massive brawl plays out in the street. From what I can tell, it looks like it was a late night of drinking that turned into a bunch of bad decisions and re-awakened grudges. Which then led to this mess.

We cut our engines and get off the bikes, barely trading glances as we wade into the fray.

Most of the people around the fringes of the action are just egging it on, and as we shove our way through that, we can see the tangled knot of the actual fight. People brawling in twos and threes and larger groups. Some on the ground, some upright, but chaos either way.

I wrench two people apart, recognizing one of my own gang members who was trying to keep a member of Carnage in a headlock.

I give him a furious glare, and I’m gratified to see him wither a little.

“Oh, shit,” he mutters. “Boss, I—”

“Fucking save it,” I snap.

Around me, people seem to be realizing what’s happening. That the leaders of both gangs have shown up and are pissed the hell off.

I see Killian practically rip people away from each other, shoving them to either side of the crowd of people with his lips set in a hard line.

Atlas is reading two people the riot act a bit away, and Nico stands somewhere in the middle, his eyes sweeping over it all like he’s taking it in.

“With me!” I shout, letting my voice carry over the lingering sounds of chaos. All of my people snap out of their rage at that and start falling in line, coming over to me.

They have guilty expressions on their faces, like they already know what’s coming. Most of them have bloody noses or bruises on their faces, and some of them seem to be sporting worse injuries, holding their sides and breathing hard.

“What the fuck happened?” I demand. At first, no one speaks up, and I fold my arms, pinning them with a glare. “Someone better say something. What. Happened?”

Finally, someone steps forward. “Carnage started it,” Fabian says, glaring across the way at where the Carnage members are still being corralled by their leaders.

“Oh, fuck you,” someone from that side spits.

“Shut the fuck up,” Nico snaps, cold and pissed off. “You’ll get your fucking chance to speak, and it’s not right now.”

He nods for a stunned looking Fabian to keep going.

“Right. So some of us were here drinking, just shooting the shit, you know? We came out to the lot to head out, and Carnage was here. They keyed the shit out of Cabby’s car, and fucked with his tires. Probably did more, but that’s all we saw.”

Cabby is one of the older members of Enigma. Someone who knew my father well and has been around since I was a kid. He also drives for rideshares when he’s not doing gang shit, hence the name, and his car helps him make money. Which explains why Carnage would target it.

“Why?” I ask shortly.

“Cabby fucked the wrong bitch,” someone else says under their breath.

“If he didn’t want his shit fucked up, he should’ve kept it in his fucking pants,” someone from Carnage snarls.

“When did this happen?” I glance back at Fabian. “Before we joined up together?”

Fabian nods. “About eight months ago, I guess.”

“So it’s old bullshit that’s being dragged out, even though we told all of you that all that shit was in the past?”

I’m even more pissed off now, angry that all this was over some petty shit. Nothing life or death, nothing that serious, and they’re all out here brawling in the street about it.

I open my mouth to go off on them, but surprisingly, Nico speaks up first.

“I told you to drop that shit,” he snarls. “I told you we were done with the old grudges and that we were working together now. Did some of you manage not to hear me? We’re on the same fucking side now, and this isn’t how allies act.”

“But they—” a scruffy looking man with a cut over his eye cuts in.

Nico rounds on him so fast that he has to stumble back a step. “I didn’t fucking ask what they did. I don’t care that you were retaliating for something or that you thought it was your turn to get a lick in. That was shit from before, and it doesn’t apply now. It’s supposed to be a blank fucking slate.”

I blink in surprise at how Nico is handling this. He’s all command, not letting his people get away with disobeying orders. He’s not overly harsh, not looking to demoralize them, but calling them out for their shit.

Killian and Atlas have moved to have his back, the two of them flanking him the way they usually do, presenting a united front. And it’s clear that it has the effect they want. Everyone on the Carnage side looks like they regret throwing hands, even the ones who still seem like they’re spoiling for a fight.

They’re not stupid enough to pop off in front of their leaders.

“Who fucked with the car?” Nico asks, looking around at all of them. “I want to know who it was.”

There’s silence for a moment, and then two people step forward. Nico looks them up and down, like he’s considering something.

“Was it just you two?” he asks.

“It was our plan,” one of them responds. “Some others helped.”

“But you started it. Fine. Since you can’t handle your shit the way you’re supposed to, you’re on toilet duty.”

There’s a groan from the shorter man. “Come on, Nico. Not toilet duty,” he practically whines. “You know we hate that shit.”

“Yeah, I thought we made new people do the toilet shit,” the other man adds in.

Nico just shrugs. “You should’ve thought about that before you fucked up so bad. For the next two weeks, you two will be handling it. Suck it up and don’t let this shit happen again.”

A couple of people on my side are smirking, clearly pleased that the Carnage members are being made an example out of. I raise one eyebrow, deciding to follow suit to show a united front.

My people might not have started the fight, but they didn’t do anything to put an end to it either.

“I don’t know what you’re smirking about,” I tell them in a cold voice. “You were just as out of line as the Carnage members were. You were at the same fucking meeting where we told you to knock this shit off. I don’t care if they acted first. You should have stood down.”

“And just let them run all over us?” Fabian asks, clearly angry.

“No, you should have fucking called me, and I would have handled it,” I snap.

He looks upset, but he doesn’t argue back. That’s something, at least.

“Fabian, you’re cleaning the shop for the rest of the month. And I saw Alyssa and Dominic in the heat of that shit too, so you two can help him. If anyone else decides to step out of line, I’ll find a worse job for you. Am I understood?”

There’s a chorus of mumbled agreement, and I’ll take that. The goal is to get the point across that we’re not going to let this sort of bullshit slide.

Nico nods approvingly at me and then sighs. “Alright, get the fuck out of here,” he says to his people. “It’s too early in the goddamned morning for this shit.”

I jerk my head at the Enigma members, dismissing them as well.

They all start to file out, the two groups keeping their distance as they go to their vehicles and start to peel out.

Once they’re all gone, I sigh, rubbing my face tiredly. “Jesus fucking Christ,” I mutter under my breath. I hear Atlas snort, but when I look at him, he doesn’t look like he’s mocking me, just maybe agreeing with the sentiment.

Nico walks over, and he looks the way I feel. Tired, disappointed, still a little angry.

“I swear to fuck,” he mutters under his breath. “Some of these people.”

It’s interesting, seeing glimpses of his leadership up close like this. He’s been the leader of Carnage for a good while longer than I’ve been leading Enigma, but it’s clear that sometimes he struggles too.

“I know my dad had to deal with this kind of shit too,” I mutter. “But somehow, I don’t think he was screaming at his people outside a dive bar at five in the fucking morning.”

Nico snorts, running a hand through his dark hair. “You never know. This kind of shit happens more often than anyone would like it to.”

“I know we’re asking a lot of them with this, but…” I trail off with a shrug.

“But they should be able to see why we’re doing it,” he says, picking up the thread of my thought more easily than I would’ve expected him to, as if he can read my mind. “It’s not for our fucking health. Or because we just woke up one day and decided to play house. We’re trying to keep them alive and keep our territories from being overrun by an outside threat.”

“Right.” I nod, surprised to find myself in total agreement with Nico for once. “But I guess it was wishful thinking to assume they’d fall in line right away. Some grudges run deep.”

“They’ll think twice before jumping into a brawl again, at least.”

I nod. “You handled them well.” It feels weird, giving him a compliment, but it’s true.

“Sometimes you’ve gotta make an example out of some people to keep others from doing the same dumb shit. If they think they can get away with it, they will.”

“What’s toilet duty?”

He grins, just a touch savage. “Some of our smaller smuggling deals happen in some shitty places. Pun intended.”

I make a face when I realize what he means. “Ew. Bathrooms? Really?”

“The disgusting ones always are the safest for that kind of thing. Everyone hates that job, so they’ll be on their best behavior for a while.”

I can see why.

“Sometimes—” I stop, but then keep talking in a rush, my voice dropping low as the truth spills out. “Sometimes I don’t think I’m good at this. I can’t help but wonder if they would have rebelled against my dad that way. Maybe they just don’t respect me.”

“Nah.” Nico fixes me with a look, stepping a bit closer. “They do. As soon as they saw you go wading in, your people backed off. They listen to you, and they should. You’re doing well.”

“I hope that’s true.”

He chuckles, a wry smile softening his harsh features for a moment. “Listen, there are still days where I second guess the decisions I make. Where I wonder if I’m being too harsh or not harsh enough. If I should be trying to expand more or worrying about keeping the territory we have safe. I’ve been doing this shit for years, and it still happens. It’s just part of the job.”

I purse my lips, hiding a smirk. “That’s not exactly reassuring.”

This time, he outright laughs. “Yeah, I guess not. But you know what I mean.”

Honestly, I do know what he means, and knowing that he struggles with the same pressures of leadership that weigh so heavily on me sometimes eases something in my chest. For the first time since our tenuous alliance formed, I start to wonder what it might be like if the two of us became true partners. If this thing between us became more… real.

It’s a heady thought and a terrifying one, all at once.

“So, what are we going to do about this?” Shifting back to the problem at hand, I jerk a chin at our surroundings, indicating the remnants of the fight and Cabby’s broken-down car, which Killian and Atlas are now inspecting. “We can’t focus on finding out who’s been attacking us if we’re too busy trying to keep our gangs from killing each other.”

“We’ve bought ourselves some peace for the moment,” Nico says. “Our people aren’t gonna start any more shit for a little while, at least. We just need a plan to keep it that way.”

I bite my lip, turning the issue over in my head. I’d been hoping that even though our two gangs don’t like each other, they’d be motivated enough to keep the mystery attacker from destroying us to at least try to work together. But maybe that’s not enough.

“We need to focus their energies away from each other, I think,” I say after a while.

“How do you mean?”

“I mean… right now, we’re united in name. But we’re still thinking of our territories as separate, in a way. We’re still going about our business, and yeah, we’re helping each other, but that still makes it easy for them to think of each other as enemies. They need to focus that anger on the real threat.”

“The attacker,” Nico says.

“Right.” I chew my lip thoughtfully. “Maybe we need to start having our people team up for jobs. It would force them to work together—give them a chance to have each other’s backs. And it would be an added level of protection against whoever’s been coming after us. There’s safety in numbers. You said your last drop went okay after Killian and I scouted out the new location for it, but we can’t count on that as our only defense.”

He chuckles humorlessly. “As long as you think we can pair our people up without them killing each other, I’m all for it.”

“We got married, and we haven’t killed each other,” I point out.

The sun is just starting to rise, and Nico’s mismatched eyes glint in the golden light as he cocks an eyebrow. “No. We haven’t. Yet.”

His pointed addition of that last word actually makes me grin, despite the stress of the early morning brawl and the lack of sleep. I give him a faux-sweet smile as I say, “If you’re lucky, maybe we’ll find a way to neutralize this threat before it comes to that. Then we can end this whole thing and each go on our way.”

“Hm. I don’t know.” His eyes sweep over me, something shifting in his expression. “Maybe I’m not in a hurry to end it. I think I’m starting to like being married to you, mia cara.”

There’s a note of sincerity in his tone that I wasn’t expecting, and my stomach does a little somersault. But instead of giving any outward sign that his declaration caught me off guard, I just roll my eyes and snort derisively.

“Let’s deal with one problem at a time,” I say as Atlas and Killian stride back over to rejoin us.

I don’t know why Nico would like being married to someone who’s supposed to be his enemy. Someone he probably hated up until we had to form an alliance. Maybe it’s just the sex. The sex we’re definitely not supposed to be having. Or maybe he just likes being this close so he can throw me off balance with comments like those, just to try to get a reaction out of me.

Either way, it doesn’t really matter.

We may be husband and wife, but it’s in name only. It doesn’t mean I can trust him or let my guard down, and the very last fucking thing I should do is allow myself to develop any feelings for him. That would be a massive mistake.

He’s a good fuck, I can’t deny that, and his two friends have somehow managed to get under my skin, but that’s all it is.

That’s all it can be.
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Over the next few days, I throw myself into work.

Nico and Quinn came up with a plan to keep our gangs from tearing at each other’s throats, and Carnage business and Enigma business are suddenly overlapping.

As soon as Nico told me what they’d decided, I threw myself into the task of finding alternate routes for deliveries of goods, new drop points, the whole nine yards. My duty is to be the protector, the bodyguard, and I take that shit seriously—not just protecting Nico and Killian, but our entire crew. Now that Carnage members will be pairing up with Enigma members for jobs, and vice versa, I’ve needed to learn more about Enigma territory as well.

Which, unfortunately, has meant I’ve had to spend a fair amount of time with Quinn.

I hate it.

I went from disliking her to grudgingly respecting her, and lately, that respect has started to turn into something else entirely. Something I shouldn’t fucking feel.

I hate that every time we bend over a map together, piecing together safe routes that cross over from our territory to hers, her sweet jasmine scent invades my nose. I hate that when she looks up at me, I can’t help but search for that spark I sometimes see in her silvery gray eyes. I hate how it reminds me of that night we sat on the couch together, and how fucking… easy it was to be with her.

Because I’m not with her.

She’s not mine.

So I keep our discussions as short and curt as possible, my tone always cool and my shoulder muscles aching from how stiff they are. And anytime we don’t absolutely have to be talking, I avoid her as much as I can—which is a lot easier said than done, when we live in the same goddamn house.

In my free time, I pore over every bit of information we have about the attacks on both Carnage and Enigma, searching for any clue that will lead us closer to finding out who’s been working against us.

I want to find this fucker, whoever the hell he is.

I want to end this. All of it.

Nico seems to think that we can navigate this alliance and come out in a position that benefits Carnage. He has at least two ways in mind that we can stand to gain here, but I don’t like any of it. I didn’t like it from the start, and I made that known, but arguing with my brother when he’s got his mind made up is a waste of time. He’s stubborn and headstrong, and I owe him too much not to stand by his side.

Even when it’s probably a bad idea.

The best I can do now is work as hard as I can to make this be over as soon as possible.

It’s late in the afternoon about a week after the brawl when I take a break from staring at maps and grainy security footage that we’ve managed to get our hands on, putting aside the notes I’ve been compiling and going downstairs. I need to get a snack or at least stretch for a bit, since I’ve been hunched over the desk in my room for the last few hours.

But as I reach the last step and glance into the living room, I catch sight of Quinn, bent over in tight fitting clothes, doing yoga in the middle of the floor.

I stop in my tracks for a moment, staring at her. She has good form, her body moving through the motions with ease and confidence, holding the poses gracefully. Her form-fitting clothes show off the fact that she’s got some muscle on her willowy build, and that even if she’s shorter than us and more slight, there’s power in her.

I already knew that from watching her fight, and from seeing her naked in the dressing room that day, but it’s a different thing to see it up close like this.

Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

That thought rises up in my mind before I can stop it, my entire body reacting to the sight of her.

I’ve been rooted to the spot for too long, because Quinn notices me standing there. She turns her head and raises an eyebrow, not breaking her pose. Her arms don’t even wobble.

“Do you need something?” she asks, a smirk pulling at her full lips.

I rip my gaze away from her, glaring at the wall instead.

“I don’t need anything,” I mutter under my breath, then stalk away before she can reply.

I head into the kitchen and yank open the fridge, but just being in here reminds me of a week ago, when she was in here cooking, moving around the kitchen with confidence as she put a meal together. It makes me think of the way she licked her lips as she gazed up at me, our bodies only inches apart. And then the sound of her fucking Nico.

The noises she made were so fucking distracting that I started cooking, finishing the meal she had started, just to give myself something to do. I don’t know why I felt the need to make sure she had something to eat, since it was none of my business. I don’t know why I felt a strange sort of satisfaction as I watched her devour the pasta I made for her later that night.

I don’t know why I wanted to pull her closer to me on the couch, to bury my face in her hair and inhale deeply.

She still smelled like sex when she came downstairs.

The fridge door slams shut as I let it go. Suddenly, I’m not hungry anymore.

From the living room, I hear Quinn exhale slowly, and out of the corner of my eye, I can see her shifting into another position through the open doorway. The image of her in downward dog fills my head, and I know I can’t be here for this. I’m aware of all the reasons Nico wanted us to move in with her, to share her space, but right now it feels too confining.

I grab my keys and stride toward the front door, cutting through the living room again.

“Where are you—”

Quinn’s voice cuts off as I let the front door bang closed behind me.

My feet take me to my bike, and I get on it, revving for a second before I take off down the driveway. I head straight for the Carnage clubhouse, parking my bike and walking in once I arrive.

As usual, there are people hanging out, milling around and shooting the shit. It’s a gathering place when there’s no official business going on, and it already feels more relaxing to be here with other members of Carnage than being back at Quinn’s place.

“Atlas!”

As soon as I enter the large space, a few of our crew greet me with wide smiles. I nod to them all, letting people draw me into various conversations.

“Damn, you’ve been gone for a while,” Hudson says, clapping me on the back. “We thought you forgot where your headquarters were.”

I snort, shaking my head. “Nah, just a lot to do.”

“Nico’s been working you to death?”

“Don’t let him hear you say that,” I advise and laugh with him.

“Is that Atlas?” someone else asks, coming over. “It’s good to see you, man.”

Gradually, I start to relax. It’s easier to breathe here, easier to let myself forget about all the shit waiting for me back ‘home.’

I chat for a while with some of the guys shooting pool at the table in the corner, chuckling at Jeremiah’s form as he fucks up his shot.

“Could’ve told you that’s what was going to happen if you aimed like that,” I say, shrugging.

He scowls at me good-naturedly. “Then why didn’t you?” he complains. “You coulda done me a solid.”

“But then how would you learn from your mistakes?” I ask him. “It’s all in the wrist.”

“Yeah, Jer,” one of the others cackles. “It’s all in the wrist.”

He makes a motion like he’s jacking off, and Jeremiah flips him off before grabbing a cup and downing whatever is in it.

“Fuck all of you,” he mutters.

“Damn, you can’t talk to Atlas like that,” someone else chimes in. “Insubordination. That’s the word, right?”

Jeremiah rolls his eyes.

Someone else approaches and has a report from one of the smuggling drops we did recently, and I take it, nodding as he fills me in on what happened.

“Smooth as we could’ve hoped for,” he says. “Thank fuck for that.”

“Yeah,” I agree. “The more smooth operations we have, the better. We’re working on making sure that’s the norm going forward.”

I get a little salute in response before he shuffles away.

On the other side of the room, a few people drag a table over and gather some chairs, laying out a deck of cards.

“Poker, Atlas?” Stefan offers, and I shrug, figuring why the hell not.

They set up with the cards and a bottle of whiskey and some glasses, and I take a seat, motioning for them to deal me in. I grab the bottle and pour myself a couple fingers, watching as the amber liquid splashes into the glass.

I’ve been working my ass of lately, trying to make sure our people are protected no matter what shit comes our way. I deserve an evening off—although I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince with that thought. Nico’s not here, and he’d probably be the first one to tell me not to work myself to death.

So I settle back in my seat and look at my cards, waiting for the flop to be dealt.

A few hands later, there’s a buzz in my veins from the whiskey, and I push some money across the table, increasing my bet. All I need is a lucky draw to take the whole pot.

“You’re sticking around for tonight, right?” Tanner asks me.

I lift an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“We’re letting loose a little,” he says, shrugging. “Music, some food, good booze. You know. Just to unwind after everything.”

Everything is said with significance, and I can understand what he means. It’s been rough lately, with the attacks and the alliance and the brawl and everyone having to come to terms with shit. Makes sense that people would want to blow off some steam.

And it’s definitely not unheard of for our crew to throw parties every once in a while. Usually after a good haul from smuggling or something else going well.

“Yeah,” I tell him. “I’ll probably stick around.”

That seems to put them in good spirits, and more whiskey is splashed into my glass. I lift the glass and down it in one long swallow before smirking when the card I need gets dropped.

More hands get dealt as the sun goes down, and I drink more whiskey, not giving a shit about moderation tonight. I’m tired and a little fucked up, and the whiskey takes the edge off. Being here, surrounded by my people and the familiar noise of the clubhouse definitely helps too.

It almost feels like old times, before all of this shit threw everything into chaos.

As it gets later, more people start showing up. First in a trickle, but then in larger groups. I lift my hand to greet the crew members who call out to me, feeling my head swim and my body burn with the booze in my system.

I’m definitely fairly drunk, but feeling so much better than I was before. I’m not really thinking about anything now.

Not the alliance. Not the attacks. Not Quinn.

My head is just floating, a warm haze over everything.

Someone turns on music, and it starts blaring through the speakers. The bass thumps loud and hard, and I can feel it rattling around in my skull and vibrating through my bones.

I nod along idly to the beat as one last hand is played, and then the game breaks up as the guys get distracted by other things. Namely, more drinks and the food that just arrived. I’m considering joining them, but as I rise from my chair, I feel a hand on my arm and look down to see who wants my attention now.

It’s Zoey.

She looks good, relaxed. Her hair is pulled back into a low ponytail, and she’s dressed down in jeans and a t-shirt, but it looks good on her. Everything always looks good on her.

She smiles at me, and it lights up her face. “I’m glad you came tonight,” she says. “I wasn’t expecting to see you.”

“No?”

“Not really. I know you, Nico, and Killian have been busy with this new alliance and everything—and I get why that’s important, don’t get me wrong. But people have missed you around here.”

I nod. “Yeah, I got that impression when I showed up. I miss this place too. Definitely.”

Zoey smiles even wider, her green eyes shining. Maybe it’s the whiskey or my mood, but I feel like I could get lost in her eyes when they look like this. Bright and open, the way things used to be between us.

“How’s it all going, anyway?” she asks, slipping her ponytail over one shoulder. “I know some people were surprised that Nico doubled down on the alliance after that mess a few days ago.”

“They thought he was going to call it off?”

She shrugs. “Some people thought maybe it was more trouble than it’s worth.”

I glance around the room, wondering if any of those people are here now, or if they’re all off on toilet duty. “Well, then they don’t know Nico very well. Once he gets his teeth into something, he doesn’t let it go.”

She laughs, nodding. “That’s what I keep saying. He’s not going to let something like a little brawl make him give up when he’s got a good idea. At least… as long as it’s still a good idea?”

It seems like she’s asking me genuinely, and I don’t even know what to tell her. Nico seems to think so, and from an unbiased perspective, I can see why. He’s told us all we stand to gain from this, all the reasons why we have to see it through.

But when I think about what I want…

Nope. Not going down that path.

I focus on Zoey instead. She’s still touching my arm, and the warmth of her hand bleeds through my clothes. It feels good, mingling with the pleasant burn from the whiskey.

“It’s still a good idea,” I finally tell her.

“Good.” She makes a face, her delicate nose wrinkling. “Everything else aside, it would be nice to not have to worry about some faceless threat trying to take us down. Handling our business has never been safe, exactly, but it was safer than this.”

“Yeah, we want to go back to that,” I tell her. “I’ve been working my ass off, trying to hunt down any clues about who’s been targeting us. It’s… slow going, but I’m putting some pieces together.”

“Whoever it is, they’ve got balls.”

“Fucking tell me about it. We don’t know much about them at all. Only that they’re trouble. I’ve been making lists of anyone in surrounding gangs who might have decided they want to expand their territory by taking ours, but I can’t go around making accusations.”

“I’ve been thinking about it a bit…” Zoey hesitates, like she’s not sure if I want to hear her opinion.

“Yeah?” I prompt.

“It’s just… it seems weird for someone to suddenly be interested in us and Enigma. Why didn’t they strike when Enigma was weaker, you know? After Quinn’s dad died. They could have taken over Enigma territory before moving into ours. Instead, they’re going for two groups at once, which has to be harder. It makes me think they don’t understand the whole power structure of Detroit very well.”

I nod, turning that over in my head. When I’m less drunk, it’ll be easier to process. “Yeah, there’s maybe something to that. I’ll have to see what Nico thinks.”

She smiles, clearly pleased at being taken seriously. “Hopefully you’ll get a breakthrough soon. I know you’ve been working really hard.”

I shrug. “That’s my job. And the sooner we find out who’s behind all this and take them out, the sooner shit can get back to normal.”

“Normal would be good. Like I said, we miss seeing you around here. It would be nice to have more of your attention.” She flushes. “For the gang to have it, I mean.”

Her eyes linger on my face, and she steps a bit closer.

The song that was on ends, switching to another one. It’s one of those songs with a deep, sensuous beat, blaring through the speakers and thrumming through the floor.

“Fuck, I love this song.” Zoey sways her hips to the music, her eyes falling half closed. Then she looks up at me through her lashes. “Dance with me?”

I hesitate, but rather than waiting for me to answer, she just grabs my arm and tugs me toward the middle of the room where a makeshift dance floor has sprung up.

“Zoey, you know I don’t do this shit,” I grumble, pulling halfheartedly out of her hold.

She gives me a sad look, pouting a little. “Come on, Atlas. Please? For old time’s sake?”

I should say no. I really fucking should. This shit is a slippery slope, and I’ve been putting distance between me and Zoey for a reason. But at the same time, I’m still riding the warm buzz from being drunk, and I’m still all fucked up in the head about Quinn. I have a thought of how she’d look on the dance floor, using all of that strength and grace to twist and grind her body to the song that’s currently playing, her teal hair flashing in the light.

I don’t want to think about that though. I don’t want to think about her.

I came here to stop thinking about her, and dancing with Zoey is as good a way as any to get Quinn out of my goddamned head.

“Yeah, okay,” I mutter, giving in.

Zoey grins and grabs me again, leading me into the crowd of people who are dancing already.

She takes my hands in hers and puts them on her waist, letting me feel as she moves her hips to the beat of the song. Her arms go around my neck after a while, and I find the rhythm of her body, moving with her.

It’s easy, in a way. To follow her lead, to let the song guide us, getting more and more into it. Zoey moves effortlessly, tossing her dark blonde hair back, grinding her hips. She turns in my arms after a while and starts working herself against me, undulating her hips sensually.

It feels good to have a woman in my arms. Zoey is familiar, and it’s easy. She’s uncomplicated in a way that I need right now.

When she turns back around to face me, her green eyes have darkened a little, and I pull her back in, moving with her as the song goes on. Time passes in a blur of lights and sounds and the feel of her body against mine. I know where to put my hands from memory, and we move together as one song plays, then another, and another.

As a new track begins to play, Zoey draws back a little, her cheeks flushed from the exertion as she gazes up at me. Her tongue darts out to sweep over her bottom lip, and then she goes up onto her tiptoes and leans in to kiss me.

Her mouth is just as familiar as the rest of her. Soft, plush, tempting. Part of me wants to end this before it goes too far, but another part of me doesn’t want to admit just why that is. I don’t want to think about what I can’t have, so I focus on what’s right in front of me instead.

I kiss Zoey back, one hand going to the small of her back to keep her in place. I’m drunk enough that it feels like the room is spinning around us a bit, and I focus on the way her mouth feels on mine.

It could be five seconds or five minutes later when we finally separate, and Zoey’s emerald eyes burn with desire. She takes my hand again, tugging me away from the dance floor, and I don’t resist.

She leads me away from the din of the crowd, into a different room off the main part of the clubhouse. It’s dimly lit, one of the little side rooms that we use for private talks or when someone needs time to cool off.

I can’t remember if this is the first time we’ve been alone in this room before, but probably not.

Zoey definitely moves like she knows what she’s doing and what she wants. She pushes me down into a chair and stands over me for a second, just looking. I can feel her gaze, hot and weighty, and I lick my lips as she watches.

Then she grins, moving to crawl onto my lap, straddling me with her legs spread wide.

“You have no idea, do you?” she breathes, leaning in. I can smell her scent, like sweet vanilla, filling my senses.

But that’s not right. It should be jasmine and honey.

“No idea about what?” I ask, and it comes out low and a little slurred.

She grins, running her fingers through my hair. “How much I’ve missed this. I think about you all the time, Atlas. How good you were to me. How good we were together.”

I open my mouth, although I’m not even sure what I want to say. It doesn’t matter anyway, because Zoey leans in and kisses me again, tightening her grip on my hair.

Her mouth is blazing hot, just as sweet as her scent, and she makes a soft, needy noise when I kiss her back. She slides her hands down to rest against my chest, and I can feel it when she grinds down on me a bit, making my cock stir in my pants.

Her tongue presses into my mouth, and I let it, parting my lips and letting my own tongue dance and twine with hers. She tastes good, familiar, and there’s a low groan of pleasure that I realize is coming from me.

Zoey smiles against my lips and then bites down lightly on the bottom one, making me hiss in a breath. Her hands snake down to my crotch, and she starts going for my belt to undo it.

Her fingers graze my cock through the fabric of my pants, and something about that startles me out of the daze I’ve been in since we started dancing. I catch her wrist before she can take my belt off, stopping her in her tracks.

“What?” She blinks, looking startled.

I shake my head, still not sure what to say to her. My head is still spinning from the whiskey, and my body is humming from being drunk and turned on—but I’m not so drunk that I don’t remember there was a reason we stopped doing this before.

“Atlas.” Zoey drops her voice, staring up at me with her big eyes. “Please. I want you so much. Can’t you see that? Can’t you see how badly I want you back? How desperately I need you to fuck me? I missed your cock, baby. No one has a cock like you do.”

She purrs that last bit, pressing in closer so that I can feel her tits against my chest.

“Just once,” she whispers. “Just tonight. Please, baby. I’ve been going crazy without you.”

She leans up to kiss me again. But before her lips touch mine, the door opens, letting light from the outside room come flooding in.

My gaze shoots up to see who’s interrupted us, and it’s like a bucket of cold water has been dumped over me as I recognize the figure silhouetted in the doorway.

Quinn.

She stands frozen like a statue for a second, shock reflecting on her shadowed face. Then her expression morphs into something else. Something that looks more like disappointment—or hurt.

She blinks and then whirls around, letting the door slam shut as she leaves.

“Fuck,” I curse, lifting Zoey off my lap.

She yelps as I deposit her roughly on her feet so I can stand. “Atlas, what—”

I don’t hear the rest of what she says, because I’m already out the door.
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QUINN


My stomach twists itself into knots as I push my way blindly through the gathered crowd at the Carnage clubhouse. The music is blasting, but now it just sounds like noise. There are people everywhere, laughing and talking and dancing, and I keep moving past them, trying to get…

I don’t know.

Somewhere. Anywhere other than here. Away from what I just saw.

The image of Atlas with Zoey on his lap is burned into my mind. The way she leaned into him, her body curving appealingly against his. The way he was holding on to her wrist like he wanted to keep her close. They both looked flushed and eager in the dim light, and the thought of it makes my heart pound and my stomach churn.

I don’t even know why I feel so upset about it. It’s just Atlas. Atlas and his ex. It’s none of my business what they do together. They’re supposed to be broken up, but whatever. Maybe they’re exes who fuck. Maybe they’re getting back together. None of it should matter.

Someone knocks into me as I make my way for the door, and they barely glance at me before turning back to their little group. I take it in stride, dodging people doing shots and bantering loudly. If anyone recognizes me as the leader of Enigma and Nico’s ‘wife,’ they don’t say anything, and I’m grateful for that.

The last thing I want to do right now is talk to any of the Carnage members.

I grit my teeth as I finally shove my way out of the building, sucking in a breath of the fresh night air.

Nico and Killian are in there somewhere, considering they’re the ones who told me about this party and came here with me. Well… Nico told me. Killian didn’t say a word, as usual, although he somehow managed to find my bike keys for me in about five seconds before we left the house. I’d misplaced them earlier, and the man must be part bloodhound, because he somehow knew exactly where they were.

But I don’t care about finding either of them right now. I just need some goddamn space.

I need to get out of here, and I don’t need their permission to do that.

I drag in deep breaths, trying to stop thinking about what I saw. Trying to stop caring about it.

Atlas can do whatever the fuck he wants. He’s a grown man, and he definitely doesn’t owe me anything. He doesn’t even like me half the time. The other half, he’s doing confusing shit like feeding me in the middle of the night, teasing me about my nerdy reading habits, and staring at me with an unreadable look in his amber-flecked eyes.

I head for my bike, desperate to get the fuck away from here, but before I can throw my leg over it, someone calls out my name.

“Quinn! Wait.”

I turn and see Atlas striding toward me.

He looks slightly out of breath, like he rushed after me, and his hair and clothes are disheveled—a clear reminder of what he was just doing. What he would probably still be doing if I hadn’t walked into the room.

I shouldn’t listen to him. I should just get on my bike and ride away and leave him standing here. But some impulse makes me stay, despite my better judgement.

“What?” I snap, folding my arms.

“Where are you going?”

“Home,” I grit out. “I shouldn’t have bothered coming here anyway.”

His brow furrows. “You were clearly invited.”

“Right. ‘Invited.’” I roll my eyes. “You mean Nico basically told me I’d better make an appearance for the sake of the alliance, then made some comment about how he ‘wants to show his wife off,’ which I’m sure was a joke. That’s not the same thing. Anyway, this shit is for Carnage, and it’s not really my scene.”

Nico can say whatever he wants to about the alliance and me being his wife. I’m not really one of them, and I definitely feel like an outsider right now.

Atlas’s jaw tenses at my words, and I wonder which part of it he’s taking issue with. I’d assume he doesn’t want me here, if it wasn’t for him trying to get me to stay.

“So you’re just leaving?” he finally asks, a hard edge to his voice.

Anger wells up in me. As if he has any right to want me to stay after what I just saw. As if he has any say in where I go and when. Or why.

“So what?” I snap. “It’s none of your business what I do. And you were clearly otherwise occupied, so why don’t you go back to that?”

“Vicious—”

“Don’t. Call me. That.” I hold up a hand to cut him off, somehow even more irritated at the sound of the nickname he’s given me. I don’t like the way it sounds coming from his lips. Or rather, I’ve been starting to like it too much, and I hate that. “In fact, don’t call me anything at all. Just fuck off. Go stick your dick in your ex-girlfriend and leave me alone.”

I hurl the last words at him like daggers, then spin on my heel, turning back toward my bike.

But Atlas doesn’t let it go. Instead of backing off, he shoves his way between me and the motorcycle, physically blocking me from climbing onto it.

“Move,” I bite out, gritting my teeth.

“No.”

“What the fuck is your problem?”

“I could ask you the same question,” he fires back, his eyes flashing. I can smell whiskey on him, mixing with his woodsy, citrus scent.

“You’re the one standing in my way, not letting me leave. I’m not trying to do this with you,” I hiss. “I have nothing to say to you, Atlas, so you’re wasting your time.”

“That’s too bad.”

I make a noise of frustration, my hands curling into fists. I’m tempted to throw a punch, to lash out and fight him the way I would’ve done before this fucking alliance—before we were supposed to be anything but enemies. But although our raised voices aren’t enough to draw the attention of everyone inside the clubhouse, I know we’d attract an audience if we got into a brawl out here. And for some reason, I don’t want that.

As furious as I am at Atlas, this feels… private, somehow.

Personal.

That thought makes my stomach tighten a little, my pulse picking up, and I feel a sort of fight or flight instinct rising in my chest. I feel raw and exposed, as if every scrap of armor I usually wear around the Princes has been stripped away by the shock of seeing Atlas with Zoey on his lap.

I can feel emotions bubbling up my throat, and if I let them escape, I don’t know what I’ll end up saying… or doing.

“You’re an asshole,” I rasp through clenched teeth. “Get out of my way.”

He shakes his head stubbornly, the drunken haze clearing from his gaze a little as he stares down at me. “Not until you tell me why you’re so pissed at me. Why are you so fucking angry, vicious?”

That damn nickname.

I don’t know if it’s hearing him call me that name again in his deep voice, or if it’s the undercurrent in his tone that sounds almost like a plea, but something inside me snaps. All the wild, chaotic, illogical emotions I’ve been trying to hold at bay burst out of me, and I shove his chest—hard.

“I’m angry because you’ve invaded my fucking life!” I yell. “Maybe my house was empty before the three of you showed up, and maybe I was fucking lonely, but at least things made sense then! At least I didn’t have you messing with my head every day, running hot and cold, being an asshole one minute and then feeding me at one in the morning the next.”

Atlas takes a half step backward, and I know it must be because I’ve caught him by surprise. Otherwise, it would take more than the shove I gave him to knock him off balance.

“I’m messing with your head?” he asks, his voice low. “That’s what you think is going on here?”

“I thought you and Zoey broke up,” I say, even though it’s not exactly an answer to his question. The knots in my stomach twist even tighter as I shake my head. “Unless Nico was lying when he told me that. Or did the two of you get back together? And if that’s the case, shouldn’t you be in there with her instead of out here with me?”

Atlas swallows, the corded muscles of his neck tensing. “Why do you care so much?”

“I don’t,” I snap, feeling as if an electric current is crawling through my veins. “I don’t give a shit. You can do whatever the hell you want. I’m just making conversation, since you’re suddenly so goddamn desperate to talk to me.”

My words seem to spark something inside Atlas. Now he looks angry too, his firelight eyes flashing as he leans down to get right in my face. I stand my ground, my chest heaving as I breathe hard, each inhale filling my nostrils with whiskey and citrus. I know he’s been drinking tonight, and I vaguely wonder if I’ve somehow absorbed some of that alcohol into my system, because I feel almost drunk too.

I feel unhinged.

Reckless.

“Good,” he growls. “Because I’m not the one who’s married to you, am I? It’s not my ring you’re wearing. So you can’t tell me who I can fuck.”

It should piss me off even more, the way he’s talking to me, standing so close that our bodies are almost touching as he looms over me. Instead, my stomach drops, something inside me twisting up tight.

“Did you fuck her?” I demand, my mouth suddenly dry.

He narrows his eyes. “I thought you didn’t give a shit.”

“Just answer the fucking question!”

Atlas’s nostrils flare, and that’s all the warning I get before he snaps.

He grips my upper arms, spinning us suddenly so that I’m boxed in between him and my bike. Anger, frustration, and a whole host of other emotions I can’t identify flash over his face, and his eyes seem to burn into mine as he stares down at me.

“No, I didn’t fuck her,” he snarls. “And do you know why?”

I don’t answer. I can’t.

My heart feels like it’s lodged in my throat, making it impossible to say anything. But I give the tiniest shake of my head, and that’s all Atlas needs to keep going.

“I didn’t fuck Zoey because I can’t stop thinking about you!”

His words fall into the space between us, seeming to suck all the oxygen out of the air. He’s not shouting like I was earlier, but he might as well be. The declaration rings in my ears, and I can hear the rush of my own heartbeat as my pulse picks up.

“Because no matter how hard I try to block you out and focus on other shit,” Atlas continues, his voice hoarse, “there you are in my head. The way you laugh. The way you fight. The way you move through the world like you were born to fucking rule it. I should have a thousand things on my mind every day, but instead, I only have one. A woman with teal hair, a vicious right hook, and a smile that could stop my fucking heart.”

I swallow hard, and as if the movement has drawn his focus, Atlas wraps one hand lightly around my throat, using that grip to tilt my chin up.

“You’re infuriating,” he rasps in a low voice. “And I still crave you. I can’t even be in the same house as you without wanting to—”

He breaks off, shaking his head, and a sudden realization strikes me.

“That’s why you left in such a hurry today,” I whisper. “You came downstairs and looked so pissed off as soon as you saw me. And then you stormed out.”

A muscle in his jaw jumps. “You were doing yoga in the middle of the goddamn living room. Do you have any idea what you looked like? Do you even fucking know how insane you make me?”

I shake my head. But really, maybe that’s not true. There’s been… something between us. An unspoken attraction, a connection that neither of us has ever explicitly acknowledged. But now Atlas is giving voice to all of it.

My emotions churn in my gut and my chest, making it hard to breathe. However I expected this to all come out, if it ever did, it definitely wasn’t like this. I don’t even know if I’m ready to hear what he’s saying, but that doesn’t seem to stop Atlas from saying it.

It’s all pouring out, like he’s been bottling it up for a while now.

“You’re married to Nico,” he says. “To my best friend. My brother.”

“It’s not real,” I whisper.

“It sounded real enough when you were screaming his name.”

My throat moves under his palm as I swallow. Nico’s name wasn’t the only one I uttered that night, and part of me wants to tell Atlas that. But I don’t, keeping the words tucked safely behind my lips.

His gaze tracks over my face, his eyes bouncing between mine as if he’s searching for an answer to a question he hasn’t even asked yet. Slowly, he releases his grip on my throat, but only so that he can slide his large, callused hand up the back of my neck, cradling my head and threading his fingers through my hair.

I suck in a breath, my heart skipping a beat and something tightening low in my body at the feel of his fingertips pressing against my scalp.

For a suspended moment, we just stare at each other, me caught in the storm of Atlas’s eyes and him drinking me in like he’s been parched for the sight of my face.

Finally, he speaks again, and his voice is lower now, but still rough. “You’re right. You should go.”

“What?” I gasp.

“You should leave, vicious. Right now.”

“Why?”

He drops his head, tilting my face up even more, and I can feel his breath against my lips. The smell of whiskey is almost completely drowned out by the smell of him, sandalwood and citrus, something that’s becoming so familiar to me.

“Because,” he breathes, “if you don’t leave right this goddamned second, I’m going to bend you over that bike and fuck you right here. Every single consequence be damned.”

My breath stutters in my throat at the dark promise in his tone. It’s not an idle threat. Everything about him— from the look in his eyes to the way his grip tightens on my hair—makes it clear that he’s not joking.

He’ll bend me over and fuck me right in front of his gang’s clubhouse.

With everyone inside.

Nico, especially.

And even knowing that, I’m so tempted to stay. To walk straight into the flames and let myself burn. The tension between us has been growing and shifting ever since he and the others moved into my house, and the reckless part of me wants to find out what will happen when it finally snaps.

The moment lingers, and Atlas releases his grip on my hair but doesn’t step back. He’s leaving it up to me.

Even though part of me is screaming that I should stay, I take a deep breath and move past him. I don’t turn back to see if he’s watching as I get on my bike and rev the engine, then gun it away from the clubhouse.

The cool wind whips past me as I ride away, and it feels good against my heated skin.

It does nothing for the fire in my veins though, which burns through me all the way home.
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KILLIAN


Quinn is agitated.

She has been for the past few days, and it’s been bothering me. It’s not hard to tell when she’s in a bad mood, and that’s not just because I’m attuned to the smallest shifts in her expression that betray her emotions after all this time of following her.

She scowls more often, muttering under her breath to herself, too low for me to hear what she’s saying, but clearly upset about something.

The issue is, I don’t know what caused this.

It could be any number of things, from the irritation she feels at being married to Nico, to having us in her house, to not having very many leads when it comes to who’s been targeting our gangs.

But all of those things have been constant for the last couple of weeks. This frustration seems… new.

It doesn’t stop her from doing her job though. With our people pairing up for jobs, having each other’s backs and providing backup across territories, the rest of us are trying to dig up more information about who might be trying to make a name for themselves in Detroit.

She and I head out together one afternoon to do some canvassing, questioning various informants and eyes on the street—people that either Carnage or Enigma have connections with. Nico and Atlas didn’t turn up much when they asked around right after the wedding, so we’re trying again.

If anyone is surprised to see the two of us working together, none of them are stupid enough to say so. They mostly deal with Quinn, answering her questions while I stand behind her. I don’t speak, leaving the talking up to her, but I’m sure my presence inspires them to tell her the truth.

Teamwork.

“Nah, I ain’t seen nothin’ but the usual crowd,” a man named Pace tells her, brushing his greasy hair back from his forehead. “A couple of low-level drug dealers, maybe, but they looked like they were barely out of high school. Selling Valium they stole from their moms or some shit.”

“And you haven’t heard anything? Anyone asking questions that seem suspicious, or rumors of a new crew running around?”

Pace shakes his head. “Nah.”

Quinn’s lips tighten just a little at the corners, which I know she does when she’s trying not to scowl. “Alright. If you hear anything, let us know. Either Nico or me.”

Pace nods, and we leave him on the bus stop bench where we found him, smoking a cigarette and humming to himself.

“Another fucking dead end,” Quinn mutters once we’re out of earshot. She shoots me a sideways look, lifting a brow. “Feel free to jump in anytime, by the way. I know you’re apparently allergic to talking to me, but I asked Nico, and he said you’re not a mute. So if you have questions you want to ask these people, have at it.”

There’s an almost teasing tone to her voice, and it makes a smirk tug at my lips as I grunt softly under my breath in response.

Now that I’ve been spending more time in Quinn’s presence without having to hide in the shadows, I’ve realized how much my silence draws out the opposite response in her. She seems to have given up trying to get me to speak to her, and when I stay quiet, she talks more, filling in the silences with words.

That’s how I’ve learned things about her that I never found out even through all those months of stalking her, and I’ve filed every single one of them away.

For example, I know that she prefers her coffee loaded with cream and sugar but drinks it black anyway. I know that her mother’s name was Carina, and that Quinn doesn’t remember her very well. I know that the first tattoo she ever did turned out so badly that she cried afterward, convinced she’d never be good enough—but that she redoubled her efforts after that, practicing until she mastered it.

I didn’t know that she asked Nico about whether I’m a mute, but I like the idea that she’s curious. That she wants to know more about me. It’s only fair, since I want to know everything about her.

We ride our bikes to a nearby part of the city and park them side by side. Just like she usually does, Quinn falls into idle ‘conversation’ with me as we walk down a side street, searching for the next informant we’re planning to talk to. I’m hoping she’ll say something about what’s been bothering her the past few days, but she doesn’t—although she does mention that she didn’t sleep well last night.

I frown at that, making a mental note to check her room and see if there’s a way to block out extraneous light. I don’t like the idea of her tossing and turning.

We round another corner, and I nudge Quinn and jerk my chin as I catch sight of the informant Carnage has worked with before up ahead. He’s lounging against the grimy brick exterior of a convenience store, picking at his teeth with one fingernail as he cat-calls a passing woman.

“Baby, those heels look painful!” He turns his head and spits out whatever he just dislodged from his teeth, then smirks at her. “Why don’t you come over here and I’ll rub your feet for you? Free of charge.”

She flips him off before disappearing into the convenience store, and the man laughs, pushing away from the building.

His gaze lands on Quinn as we approach, and his eyes widen appreciatively. Then he sees me beside her, and whatever he opened his mouth to say dies before it can come out.

“Fuck,” he mutters. “Killian.”

“Oh good, you know who we are.” Quinn stops a couple feet away from him, crossing her arms. “You’re Tobias?”

“Yeah.” He squints, his gaze darting from her back to me. “I heard Enigma and Carnage had teamed up, but damn. Seeing it in the flesh is something else.”

Quinn huffs a breath. She looks like she wants to agree with him for a split second, but instead, she keeps it professional, her tone businesslike and to the point.

“Have you picked up on any unusual activity in the area lately? People moving in places they shouldn’t be?”

Tobias rubs his chin for a second before turning to spit on the ground again. “Huh. Unusual activity.” He purses his lips, dragging his tongue over his teeth. “Now that you mention it, I did catch wind of something. I didn’t think it mattered much, but since you’re asking…”

“What is it?”

“Eh, some new player on the scene. Just a rumor, mind you. But from what I hear, they’re based nearby.”

He rattles off the name of a little piece of the city that’s fairly close to Enigma territory, and Quinn’s eyebrows lift a little.

“That’s good info.” She nods. “Anything else you can tell us?”

“That’s all I got, but if I catch wind of anything else, I’ll get word to you.”

We pay him for the intel and then head out, taking that information with us.

“Finally, something that might be a lead,” Quinn murmurs, half to me and half to herself. “Maybe it’s nothing, but if we can find someone who keeps closer tabs on that part of the city, maybe they’ll know more about who Tobias was talking about.”

I nod thoughtfully, mulling it all over in my head. Even with the shifting power structures in Detroit, when someone new turns up, people take notice. They want to know if the newcomer is going to fall in line or start up trouble, and it’s always smart to know ahead of time what you’re dealing with.

The troubling thing is that Quinn didn’t know about this new player. He’s apparently popped up near her territory, but none of us have heard the rumors Tobias mentioned.

Either he’s new enough that word is only just now getting out, or he’s been lying low for a while. Biding his time. Either way, we need to follow this thread and see where it leads. Nico will have thoughts on how to proceed, and Atlas has been working to tease clues out of the little info we’ve already dug up. This will definitely help.

We walk down the street together, Quinn making notes on her phone. As we’re about to cross at an intersection, she looks up to check for cars, then stops in her tracks.

She goes still, and I’m so attuned to her presence beside me that it only takes me half a heartbeat to realize that something is wrong.

The stoplight is broken, so rather than switching from red to yellow to green, it’s just flashing red over and over. The few cars on the road are treating it like a four-way stop, but the flow of traffic clearly isn’t Quinn’s issue. She’s staring unblinkingly at the light, and her face is pale.

I frown, waiting to see if she’s going to cross the street, and when she doesn’t move, I nudge her, worried about what’s going on.

“I’m fine,” she says, but her voice sounds… far away. Like she’s not really focused. “I just—I need a minute.”

She doesn’t take her eyes away from the flashing light for another few seconds, but then all at once, she rips her gaze away and starts walking. Not across the street, but down the block, turning a corner and disappearing into an alley.

I frown after her, my shoulders tensed. I’m not sure what’s happening here, what caused this reaction, but I don’t like it at all. Her energy has been agitated lately, but this is something completely different.

I follow her, and as I step into the alley, I see her crouched on the ground, her hands over her head, tucked into a little ball.

Her back rises and falls rapidly, and I can tell from the way her breathing sounds that she’s close to hyperventilating. Her harsh breaths echo around us in the alley, and I stride closer, realizing what’s going on.

She’s in the beginnings of a panic attack.

Something about the light or the place caused this, and it makes irritation flare up in me that I don’t know what it is. I’ve been following her for months and she’s never done anything like this before.

But that doesn’t matter right now. Right now, all that matters is that I take care of her. Get her somewhere safe and more comfortable than an alley to ride this out.

I walk over to her and touch her back, not moving away when she flinches hard. Her gray eyes are wild as she turns and sees me, and she lifts her hands, almost like she’s about to fend off an attack.

I hold up one hand in a gesture of peace, giving her a second or two to digest that, then I scoop her up from the ground like she weighs nothing.

“No!” she rasps, struggling in my hold. “Put me down. I don’t—”

Her struggles aren’t strong enough to break free, so I cradle her against my chest and carry her out of the alley.

Either she realizes that I’m not a threat to her, or she doesn’t have the energy to fight anymore, because she goes still. I can still feel the light tremors wracking her body and the way her breathing is shallow and uneven.

We make it to my bike without any interference, and I put her on the front, turning her so that we’re chest to chest. I take her arms and wrap them around my body, and she catches on quickly, wrapping her legs around me as well.

I stroke one hand down her back before putting my focus on getting us out of here.

Luckily, we’re less than twenty minutes from Quinn’s house, and as soon as we reach it, I get her inside quickly. If any of the neighbors see me carrying her up the walkway in the fading evening light, they don’t come out to say shit about it, which I’m grateful for.

I take her upstairs, hesitating at the top of the steps because I’m not sure what she needs.

Quinn is still shaking, still struggling to breathe properly, but she manages to gulp down enough air to speak to me.

“A bath,” she chokes out. “I want—just run a bath, and then go.”

It’s easier when I have a direction, and I take her to the bathroom, settling her on the counter so I can do as she asked.

Her tub is an old one, large and spacious, and it takes several minutes for it to fill with steaming hot water. The air gets humid around us, and Quinn hunches over on the counter, her shoulders shaking as her hair curls lightly in the steam.

Once the bath is full, I get her down from the counter and help her undress. Her hands bat at mine as if she doesn’t want my help, but she doesn’t make any move to take her own clothes off, so I keep going. I tap one leg and then the other, urging her to step out of her jeans and panties, and then to lift her arms so her shirt and bra can come off.

She’s fucking beautiful, naked in the overhead light. Her tattoos and scars are on full display, all that teal hair falling around her shoulders. Even hunched over in the middle of a panic attack, she’s still the brightest thing in the room, but I don’t let myself get wrapped up in that.

Not right now.

I lift her up again and settle her in the tub, stepping back to make sure she’s not going to drown or anything. She wraps her arms around herself, shaking hard as if she’s cold, even though the water is warm enough that it’s turning her skin pink.

Something deep inside me aches at the sight. I can’t just leave her like this.

Without thinking too hard about it, I toe off my shoes and socks and then get in the tub with her, folding myself in behind her, still fully clothed.

“What are you doing?” she whispers, her voice low and unsteady.

In answer, I wrap my arms around her, enveloping her against my chest.

I half expect her to fight me all over again, to tell me to fuck off and get out so she can ride this out in private. But instead, she sinks into my embrace, finally letting herself cry.

Tears spill down her face, her body trembling hard from the force of her sobs. She’s clearly overwhelmed by something, and whatever it is, it’s definitely nothing good.

All I can do right now is hold her, stroke her hair and rub her back, trying to be soothing with my actions. Whatever the issue is, she’s safe here. Anything that tries to come through that door to hurt her would be dead inside of thirty seconds, and I hope she knows that.

The sound of her hiccupping sobs echoes around us, and I just keep touching her, trying to ground her to what’s here and what’s real.

I lose track of time like that, focused on Quinn. Eventually, her sobs subsides, and I can feel her trying to match her breathing to mine. It takes her a few tries, her breath hitching and her body still dealing with the tremors from her panic, but after a while, she calms down, coming down from the worst of it.

Her body relaxes a little in my hold, and I lean back against the back of the tub, still cradling her to my chest.

After a few beats of silence, Quinn finally speaks again.

“I… that light.” Her voice cracks a bit, and she clears her throat, licking her lips before trying again. “That fucking red light. It brought back a bad memory. I guess it’s some kind of PTSD.”

She lets out a breath, shaking her head. I keep my hands on her, rubbing one palm up and down her arm. When she looks up at me with her beautiful gray eyes, I look right back, trying to convey with my facial expression that I’m listening to her. That I want her to keep talking.

She gets the message, letting out another messy breath.

“Back when my dad was still alive, still in charge of Enigma, I got… taken. By a rival gang. I was minding my own fucking business, heading home from being out with some friends, and they jumped me. I don’t remember how many there were, but it was—it was enough of them that I couldn’t fight them off. And I fucking tried.”

The corner of my mouth quirks up in a smile, even though I feel anything but pleased right now. I know Quinn would have fought back because she’s a fighter. She’s skilled and vicious, like Atlas always says. She wouldn’t have gone down without a fight.

I have an idea of what happened to her now, but I wait for her to say it, anger coiling in my gut.

“They dragged me into an alley nearby,” Quinn whispers. She turns her head to stare at the wall, her eyes unfocused. “And they…” Her throat bobs as she swallows. “They took turns with me, over and over again. There was this flashing streetlight outside the alley, and that’s all I could see while they kept me pinned down. Just that light flashing while they…”

A tremor wracks her lithe, muscled frame, and I hold her closer. It’s all I can offer right now, even though my hands itch with the need to rip apart everyone who ever hurt her.

“I never told my dad about it,” she admits, her voice dull. “I knew if I did, he’d go after them, and he couldn’t afford to do that. He was still working on carving out a solid place for Enigma, still building up the gang, and it would have put him in danger and risked everything he’d been building. So I sucked it up and pretended it never happened. I never told him anything. Not even up to the day he died.”

She lets out a shuddering breath as she gets to the end, and it feels like something has lifted from her shoulders with the way she slumps in the water after that.

“I shoved it away,” she admits after a brief silence. “And I keep shoving it away, because what the fuck am I supposed to do about it, right? It’s been years. It’s done. Over. But sometimes memories will pop up when I least expect them, and it makes me feel like I’m right back there. It makes me feel broken. Weak.”

I clench my jaw, breathing in her jasmine and honey scent as it mixes with the steam in the air. Even after months of stalking her, there’s still so much about this woman that I don’t know. I knew she was strong, a hell of a fighter, and a competent leader, but this is a strength I didn’t know she had. To bear so much pain all on her own, to keep her head up and to lead her gang the best she can, despite what happened to her.

I guess we have more in common than I ever knew.

Being this close to Quinn keeps revealing new facets to her, showing me things I had no idea about.

The idea that she thinks she’s weak for struggling with this doesn’t sit right with me though, and without thinking, I work to dispel that thought from her head.

“You’re not weak, siren,” I tell her. “I’ve watched you for months, and I know how strong you are.”
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Killian’s voice vibrates against my chest as he speaks to me for the first time since I’ve known him, and I go stiff in his arms, my eyes flying wide.

The words wash over me, but it’s not what he said that has me reeling. It’s not even the fact that Killian finally deigned to speak to me.

It’s the fact that I recognize that voice. That nickname.

How could I not?

I scramble up and out of the tub as shock shoots through me, sending water sloshing out onto the floor. Killian stands as well, his wet clothes clinging to his large frame as water drips off his body in little rivers, splashing back into the tub and all over the floor.

I’m suddenly very aware of how naked I am, even though I wasn’t particularly bothered by that before when he was holding me through my panic.

But it’s different now.

I yank a towel from the rack and wrap it around myself, staring up at him like I’ve never seen him before. Like he’s a complete and total stranger.

Except… he’s not. In fact, I know him so much better than I ever thought.

My mind is racing, adrenaline pouring through my veins and making my limbs shake all over again in the aftermath of my panic attack. I feel almost dazed, and my mouth is dry when I finally speak.

“You—you’re the man from the club?”

Killian hesitates for a second, his expression unreadable. Then, as if deciding there’s no point in trying to deny it, he nods.

My heart pounds against my ribs at that simple confirmation.

Phantom.

Killian is Phantom. He’s the man I’ve let chase me and hold me down and do all kinds of shit to me. The one I met anonymously at Le Bal Masque and who became my lifeline, in a way, the only person for a long time who could give me the kind of release I craved. I never saw his face, which was always shrouded behind a full mask, and the rooms where he fucked me were always dark. I only heard his voice and felt his hands—and other things—on my body.

And up until now, I’ve only seen Killian’s face and never heard his voice.

Oh my god.

“That’s why you never talk around me,” I say, my words halting as the truth hits me. “Because you knew if you did, I’d recognize your voice. I knew you had a reputation for not talking much, but you never spoke to me at all.”

“Yes.” Killian nods again.

“Fuck.”

I pace away from him, holding the towel tight to my body as I scrub a hand over my face. The painful remnants of the panic attack are fading away quickly, but the emotions rising up to replace them aren’t much better. I spin around to face Killian again, my eyes narrowing as a new thought occurs to me.

“You don’t smell the same. Phantom—the man at the club—he had a different scent. I’d recognize that scent anywhere, and I never smelled it on you.”

“I know. I wore a different aftershave to the club.”

“Jesus. You’re a fucking psycho.” The words leave my lips on a hoarse rasp.

I feel like I’m spinning out, like the room is tilting and shifting around me. I don’t know how to handle what Killian is telling me right now… but I don’t know how to deny it either.

There’s always been something about this silent, observant man that intrigued me, but somehow, I never put the pieces together. Maybe I should have, considering Killian’s broad, looming stature. But I know other men who are tall like him, and in my mind, Phantom always seemed like he was separate from the rest of my life. He was a part of the club, part of a world that no one else knew about.

He was always at Le Bal Masque when I went. Whenever I needed that itch to be scratched, the tension building under my skin to be released, I didn’t have to wait long for him to show up and give me what I needed.

That thought spins another question into my head as suspicion twists in my gut. Killian said he’s been watching me for months…

“How did you know I would be there?” I whisper. “Every time I was at the club, you were too. I used to think I was just lucky, or that you went there every night or something. Was I really just lucky? Was that a coincidence?”

Before he even speaks, I feel like I already know the answer, and judging from the look on his face, he can tell.

“No.” His face is still impassive, his dark green eyes locked on me. “It wasn’t luck. It was never a coincidence when I saw you. I followed you all the time. Here, at the tattoo parlor, at the club. I knew when you would go to Le Bal Masque, and I would follow you.”

My breath catches. “What do you mean here?”

“I’ve been in your house before. Watching you.”

He says it so matter-of-factly, like it’s not an unhinged thing to say. My mind churns wildly as I think about all the times I thought I was alone here before the three of them moved in. All the times I walked around naked or in my underwear. The times I laid in bed and got myself off, touching myself as roughly as I could in the hopes of sparking some of the sensations I craved so much.

Was Killian there for any of that? Watching from the shadows?

And how the fuck did he get into my house without me knowing?

I feel like I’m reeling all over again, the last several months rewriting themselves in my head. I always felt like I was lucky to have found Phantom at the club and to have had that outlet. But now that I know it was Killian’s hands on me… Killian’s cock inside me… I don’t know what to think.

I want to know why. I want to know what the fuck he was thinking, and why, me and so much other shit.

I open my mouth again, not even sure what I’m going to say. But before I can get anything else out, there’s a shout from downstairs.

“Killian! Quinn! Where the fuck are you?”

It’s Nico’s voice. I hear Atlas’s voice too, a bit quieter but full of agitation as he says something to Nico, and then there’s the furious beat of shoes on the stairs.

“In here,” Killian calls. He still hasn’t looked away from me.

The bathroom door bursts open a second later, and Nico and Atlas stop short in the doorway.

There’s a second where they both take in the scene, and I can only imagine what it looks like to them. Killian wet and clothed, me wet and in a towel, water all over the floor, and so much tension thickening the air that it’s hard to breathe.

Nico opens his mouth, his gaze darting between the two of us. Then he shakes his head sharply, holding up a hand.

“We’ll come back to this later,” he says shortly. “There’s been another attack.”

“Fuck,” I hiss, my head whipping toward him. “What happened? We didn’t have any jobs lined up for tonight. Did Carnage?”

“No.” His mismatched eyes glitter with anger. “This attack seems like it was completely random. There was no job, no drop, nothing for the attacker to sabotage. A small group of Enigma members were out with a Prince of Carnage. One of our guys named Jeremiah. He just sent me a distress call.”

My stomach drops. Fuck. This is bad. I thought our people would at least be safe when they weren’t doing official gang business. But clearly, I was wrong.

“Did he says anything else?”

Nico shakes his head, looking grim. “Just their location and that it was bad.”

“Fuck. Okay. Okay, we have to—”

I break off and stride out of the bathroom, pushing past all of them as I head to my room. I throw on fresh clothes as fast as I can, my mind on overdrive as I try to process the wild turns this evening has taken. I shove all of my feelings about Killian’s revelation into a box in my mind and lock it, separating it from what I have to focus on right now.

When I emerge from my room, he’s dry and dressed too, but I barely even spare him a glance as I meet Nico’s gaze.

“Let’s go,” I say, my voice tight.

We all head outside, and I clamber on the back on Nico’s bike without a word, since mine is still near the place where Killian and I questioned Tobias. I wrap my arms around him as Killian and Atlas hop onto their bikes too, and we break the speed limit several times over to get to the spot where Nico told us the attack happened. It’s at the end of a long block that’s home to a few dive bars and run-down laundromats, and we pull our bikes over to the curb near a spot where several street lamps have burned out and never been replaced.

Glancing at the three Princes around me, I put a hand on the gun I hastily shoved into the waistband of my pants, sizing up our surroundings warily.

The first thing I notice is how quiet it is. There’s the faint sound of music and voices in the distance, spilling out of the bars, but that’s it. I was expecting to hear the sounds of fighting or yelling or even sounds of pain in the aftermath of the attack. But there’s nothing.

It sends a chill down my spine, and I tug my gun from my waistband as Nico gestures silently with two fingers, directing the rest of us into a loose formation as we approach the mouth of a shadowy alley nearby. We post up on either side of it, two on each side, then peer around the corner.

It’s empty… or at least, that’s what I think at first.

There’s no one standing in the alley, and it isn’t until Nico lets out a low curse beside me that my gaze drops down to the oil-stained and pocked pavement.

I suck in a breath, my stomach pitching.

There are four bodies sprawled out on the ground.

“Motherfucker,” Atlas bites out, his tone furious.

“It’s clear,” Killian says from beside Atlas, and I start a little at the sound of his voice. Even with everything else going on, it’s still a shock to hear him speak. His gaze sweeps the alley again before he adds, “There’s no one here.”

“Don’t let your fucking guard down anyway,” Nico commands as all four of us step into the alley and stride toward the bodies. “This could be an ambush, meant to draw us out.”

I hear his words, and logically, they make sense. But it’s hard to process them in this moment as I stare down at the lifeless forms of three of my people. None of them were much older than me, and all of them trusted me to lead them. To keep them safe. Fuck, they were even doing what I asked them to do, burying the hatchet with a member of Carnage and putting old grudges aside.

And look where it got them.

“Whoever did it must’ve cornered them in this alley,” I say, barely recognizing my own voice. “Jeremiah probably called you when he realized they were about to be pinned down.”

Nico nods, crouching down next to the body of his crew member and picking up the gun that’s held loosely in the man’s grip. Then he makes a low noise in his throat.

“What the fuck?”

Something in his tone sets off alarm bells in my mind, and I crouch beside him. “What is it?”

“Look.”

He jerks his chin toward Jeremiah’s face, and now that I’m closer, I see it in the dim light. There’s a dark round hole directly in the middle of Jeremiah’s forehead—a bullet wound. But what’s below that is even worse. His mouth has been cut open on each side, giving him a twisted, macabre smile.

My skin prickles as I look more closely at the faces of my people, realizing that all three of them bear the same marks. A bullet hole dead center in their forehead, and gashes on either side of their mouths.

“What the hell is this?” I whisper. “Why?”

“I don’t know.” Nico shakes his head, his gaze darting around the alley again as Killian and Atlas stand protectively over us. “But none of this was an accident. I might’ve been wrong. They might not have even all been killed here. But they were left here for us to find.”

I swallow hard against the metallic taste rising in my throat. It’s a dangerous thing, being in a gang, and every one of them knew that. But this? This was senseless. This was a kill just for the sake of killing.

To spread fear.

To send a message.

And it fucking worked.

“We need to get the bodies out of here,” I say, licking my lips. The stench of the alley is mingling with the sharp scent of blood in the air, and it roils my stomach. “Before the cops show up. And we’ll need to have people sweep the area. Maybe the attacker left something behind this time.”

Even as I speak, though, I already know that it probably didn’t happen. We haven’t been lucky before, and there’s no reason to think this time will be any different.

My people are tough, and so are Nico’s. They’re scrappy as fuck, good fighters, and they don’t shy away from violence. But all of them learned to fight and handle a weapon on the streets, picking those skills up as necessity demanded. They don’t have formal training or anywhere near the kind of deadly expertise that whoever is after us seems to possess.

The precision of the bullet wounds and the gashes by their mouths are a whole different level.

It makes me feel like they were hunted—like we’re all being hunted—and that thought makes agitation crawl through my veins.

Atlas and Killian keep scoping out the area as they stand sentry, providing lookout for Nico and I as we call backup. Several Enigma members arrive less than ten minutes later, and a few Carnage men show up shortly after that.

I can hear the muffled responses of my people as they catch sight of the bodies. A death of one of their own would be shocking enough, but this is multiple bodies, efficiently killed and brutally marked, and I can tell it’s sending ripples of unease through them.

Keeping my voice as calm and steady as possible, I give instructions on what to do, telling them to gather the bodies so that we can deal with them privately.

Several people fan out, searching for any evidence left behind by the attacker or any sign of where he went, but as I predicted, they don’t find anything.

Everyone looks freaked out and frustrated by the time they gather around me again near the mouth of the alley. They’re looking to me for guidance, I know, but for a moment, I feel at a loss for words. What the fuck am I supposed to say that will make any of this better?

“From now on, no one goes anywhere alone,” I tell them. “I know that safety in numbers didn’t really work out tonight, but it’s better than anyone being caught on their own. Make sure every team that goes out is prepared and knows not to let their guard down.”

There’s a murmur of agreement from the people around me, and I can hear Nico giving similar orders to his crew, telling them to stick together and be safe.

Honestly, it all feels like empty words. This should have been safe. None of the men who died tonight were pushovers. They were all people I would have trusted to have my back in a fight. But it didn’t help save them.

That thought makes fury churn in my gut.

This is an escalation. There’s no fucking doubt about that. It wasn’t an attack on our business interests, not our enemy trying to steal money or weapons or anything like that. It was a straight up attack on us, and it’s starting to feel like someone is fucking with us. Toying with us.

My jaw aches from how hard I’ve been clenching it as I give a few more orders to my people, my shoulders tight with tension. It’s been a long fucking day—so long that the panic attack from earlier is starting to feel like it happened to someone else. I never thought melting down from PTSD would be the smallest crisis of the day, but here we fucking are.

I don’t let any of that show though. I keep my emotions bottled up as best as I can, telling my people to rendezvous with me at the tattoo parlor so that we can deal with the aftermath of all of this. They all nod somberly and start to head out, but Emmett lingers for a second to talk to me privately.

“Find out what jobs those three had lined up,” I tell him as he steps closer to me.. “And… reassign them. As shitty as it feels to say, we can’t let this slow us down. That’s what whoever this is probably wants. For this to start to break us. We can’t let it.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” He pauses, opening his mouth like he wants to speak before closing it and shaking his head, as if he’s thought better of it.

I give him a look. “You might as well say whatever you’re going to say.”

“It’s just that… I thought this alliance was supposed to help,” he mutters, glancing over to where the three Princes are still holding court with their people. “But if their people are getting killed too…”

I sigh, rubbing at my face. “I know. But we are stronger together. And we’re going to figure out who the fuck did this.”

He nods, not looking fully convinced—and I can’t really blame him for that, honestly. I feel like we’ve been two steps behind this entire time, playing defense instead of offense, and if there’s one thing that the events of tonight have done, it’s made me realize that we can’t play that game anymore.

We have to dig deeper into the intel we got from Tobias today, and then take the goddamn fight to whoever has been picking us off like flies.

The Princes of Carnage cart their fallen crew member away, and I share a look with Nico as I head toward the car my people arrived in, preparing to head back to Blood and Ink with my crew. His face bears the same grim, angry expression that I know is on mine, and I’m glad to see it. He looks as motivated as I am to end this fucking thing once and for all.

It takes several hours to deal with the logistics and aftermath of the three deaths, and by the time I finally leave the tattoo parlor, it’s late, and I’m stressed and exhausted. My head pounds as one of my crew members gives me a ride back to the house, and although my skin prickles at the thought that the unknown attacker is out there even now, I refuse to let fear be the emotion that wins out.

Instead, I focus on the fury simmering low in my belly, stoking that fire until it rises higher and higher.

The house is dark as I unlock the door and slip inside.

I assume the three Princes are either still at their clubhouse handling business or upstairs sleeping, but I don’t have any desire to go to sleep yet myself. I don’t think I could if I tried. There are too many thoughts crashing around inside my head, and my entire body feels like it’s buzzing.

I head to the kitchen, planning to grab a bottle of whiskey to take the edge off—but as I pass by the window that opens onto the backyard, I see a figure standing outside.

My heart lurches for a second, half expecting it to be the mysterious attacker with his gun drawn and pointed at my head.

But it’s not.

It’s Killian.

He must’ve stepped out for some air, maybe unable to sleep just like I am, and at the sight of his large, imposing frame, all of the anger that’s been building inside me suddenly has a target.

He lied to me. He stalked me. He made me feel things for him that I should never have felt.

I pivot, changing directions quickly as my heart pounds against my ribs. Grabbing the knife that I keep stashed by the back door, I ease out of the house, letting the door close silently behind me. The grass muffles my footsteps as I stride toward Killian, and when I’m just a few feet away from him, he turns, either hearing me or sensing my presence.

Before he can say or do anything, I lash out, swinging the knife in a wide arc.
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Killian blocks the blow, but that doesn’t stop me. I swing again, seeing red.

I’m full of raw, primal fury, driven purely by an overload of emotions that I can’t control. Everything has been so much for so long, and it’s all crashing around inside my head and my heart. There’s a part of me that wants to hurt him for what he did, and I lean into it, my fingers clenched tightly around the knife’s handle.

He shifts to one side, trying to move so he can grab me, but I’m faster than him. I duck under his arm and bring the knife up, stabbing him right in the side.

I feel it when the point of the blade breaks into his flesh, sinking into the meat of him, but Killian barely reacts. His forest green eyes flash, and he leans into the wound, almost like he’s embracing the pain of it.

I yank the knife free, the tip coated in his blood. This time, when I go to attack him again, he’s quicker, and he grabs my arm in a grip that feels like iron.

My stomach flips over at the feel of his skin against mine. Now that I know that Killian is the man from the club, the feeling of him grabbing me like this has a whole new meaning behind it.

I struggle against his hold, trying to twist out of his grip. My other hand lashes out, landing a solid punch against the side of his face, and Killian doesn’t react to that either. He wrenches me around so that my back is to his front and then shoves me up against the side of the house, boxing me in.

He snatches the knife from my hold, and I snarl in anger as he manages to break my grip.

I can feel the solidness of him, the strength in the way he keeps me pinned. My heart thumps hard in my chest, and my breathing is ragged. In this position, with my adrenaline pumping from our struggle, I can’t believe I didn’t realize that Killian was Phantom before today. Now I recognize the feel of him, even with his scent being different from the man I knew at the club.

I recognize the way he boxes me in, the way his body looms over me, immovable as a brick wall. There’s nothing sexual in the way he’s pinning me now, at least not overtly, but that doesn’t really matter. Because it’s the same scenario, really. Me trying to get away from him, him holding me right where he wants me.

It sends the same rush of heat through me, making me feel just as helpless and under his control. Only now there’s more anger behind it than arousal.

I gasp for air, my emotions still a mess. Everything is swirling around in my head in a chaotic tumble, and I can’t decide what I should be feeling right now.

Exhaustion from the day I’ve had creeps through my veins as the burst of adrenaline fades, and I slump in Killian’s hold a bit, letting some of the fight bleed out of me.

When I speak, my voice comes out sounding rough.

“Why did you do it?” I whisper. “Why did you stalk me? Why did you fuck me anonymously in that place?”

For a long time, Killian doesn’t speak. He’s silent, the way I’m used to him being. As himself, he’s barely said a word to me. Phantom at least talked. He said filthy things to me in that deep voice of his, breaking down my walls and making me beg for him. He always seemed to know just the right thing to say, and his words alone were almost enough to send me over the edge.

Killian has just been closed-off and unreadable, and it’s hard to know which side of him is the real one.

He’s quiet for so long that I assume I’ve gotten my answer… but then he surprises me by speaking.

“I don’t understand people.” His voice is a low rumble, and I can feel it vibrating through his chest where it’s pressed against my back. “I’ve never been able to understand them. To relate to them. But I understand you.”

I blink, caught off guard by that. “What are you talking about? You don’t even know me. Following me around, fucking me with a mask on—that doesn’t mean you understand me. And you still haven’t answered my question. Why?”

There’s another beat of silence, but this one feels more like he’s gathering his thoughts than refusing to answer, so I force myself to wait it out.

“You’re… unavoidable,” he says. “I followed you for the first time a couple of years ago. There was a stand-off between our gangs, and you were with your father when he came to deal with it.”

“Back when my dad was still alive.” It’s not really a question, but it’s crazy to me that he’s been doing this for that long.

I feel him nod. “As soon as I saw you standing beside Jonah, I couldn’t seem to look away. I was very aware of you. Your bright hair, the way you held yourself.”

“How did I hold myself?”

“Like there was a part of you that you were hiding,” he says, his breath tickling my ear. “You had this confidence, this easy grace, but there was something else too. Something I could sense beneath the surface. I wanted to know what it was.”

I frown, trying to remember the day he’s talking about. There were plenty of confrontations between Carnage and Enigma when my dad was in charge. I was there for several of them, backing my dad up, making sure shit didn’t get too out of hand. None of them really stand out as all that noteworthy for Killian to decide to start stalking me.

But he keeps talking. “I saw you later, after the stand-off had broken up, and that was the first time I followed you. I didn’t even think about it, really. It wasn’t a conscious decision. It was like you were the moon and I was the tide.”

“Why?” I ask again, feeling like he’s doing everything but answering my question. “Why me?”

“I don’t know,” he admits. “You weren’t even doing anything all that striking. I saw you in a moment alone, and it was like I got a small glimpse of that hidden piece of you. You seemed… frustrated. On edge. Like you didn’t quite fit in your own skin. And I felt like I could understand your emotions completely in that moment. That had never happened to me before. Not with anyone.”

It does make sense that I would have been frustrated after a run in with the Princes of Carnage. My dad never wanted to let the rivalry between our gangs turn into anything serious. There were scrapes and spats here and there, but nothing that would lead to a full-on bloodbath. I probably wanted to push for teaching Nico and his people a lesson, and Dad probably told me to stand down. That’s all I can really think that Killian would have seen.

What he’s describing sounds like such a mundane moment, but what strikes me most is the way he seems to have been able to pick apart my emotions so clearly. He’s not wrong that I’ve often felt like I don’t quite fit, like something in my life is missing. But I work hard to keep that part of myself hidden behind a mask, especially since I became leader of Enigma.

And the fact that he could see it makes me wonder what else he can see in me.

“I started following you on purpose after that. Just here and there. And then more often.” Killian pauses, shifting his weight a bit. He presses closer against me, so that our bodies are touching practically from head to toe, and my breath catches as he murmurs, “I saw you go to that sex club. Le Bal Masque. I wasn’t sure you knew what you were in for. I wasn’t sure you understood.”

“That’s insulting,” I mutter under my breath. “I’m not an idiot.”

“I know. But I still didn’t like the idea of anyone else touching you, so I kept the other men away from you. And then I realized what you wanted. What you came there for.”

My heart thuds in my chest at that, and my mouth is suddenly dry. Sure, some people probably go to a club like that for the ambiance or to socialize and show off. Maybe to dabble in the lighter side of kink or to impress a date. But I only ever went for one reason.

“And you gave it to me,” I whisper, my throat tight.

Killian nods.

He steps back slowly, giving me just enough space so that I can turn around to face him. I’m still pressed against the side of the house, but now it’s my back against the cool wall instead of the side of my face.

I gaze up into his eyes, and even they look familiar now. I could barely see Phantom’s eyes in the dim rooms of the kink club where we met, but I recognize him now—in a way that goes far beyond physical attributes.

This is the man who first helped me explore my need to be hunted, chased, and fucked roughly. It could have been anyone who found me at that club and tried to give me what I was craving, but it wasn’t. It was him.

My head is suddenly flooded with images of all the things he’s done to me. Things I didn’t know Killian had done to me until now. All the times he’s chased me down that hall, slammed me against the door, the walls, the bed, the floor. The way he’s wrenched my legs open as I struggled and made me fall apart. He’s been inside me. He’s seen me sobbing for release. Seen me messy and degraded and raw. In a way, I was more open with Phantom in those back rooms than I’ve ever been with anyone in my life.

And he’s looking at me now with a banked heat in his eyes, like he’s remembering all of the same things I am.

There’s a hunger in his expression, subtle but there, and it makes me shiver as my body reacts to it.

Our gazes hold for another long moment, and even though Killian is barely touching me now, I still feel him everywhere. Some of it is the phantom touches of remembering his hand at my throat or his fingers digging into my hips or my ass. A lot of it is the sheer physicality of him. He’s so big that the gaps between us seem even smaller than they are, and my senses are flooded with him.

His scent—his real scent, leather and dark liquor—swirls around me, and his dark green eyes seem almost black in the darkness around us. I can feel the heat coming off his body and almost feel the thumping pulse of his heart.

I have to take a breath and then another, steadying myself before I finally ask, “Is that why you never kissed me on the lips?”

Killian shakes his head. “No. I kept the mask on so that you wouldn’t see my face, but I’ve never kissed anyone on the lips. It’s not something I do.”

“Never?”

“Never. But I didn’t need to. I could give you what you needed without that.”

There’s a quality to his voice when he says those words—that he gave me what I needed—that sends another shiver of heat down my spine. Usually, having him this close means I’m about to get fucked until all I can think about is how good it feels and how badly I need to come.

It’s like now that I know who he is, my body is conditioned to that, expecting it. My clit throbs, my pussy clenching involuntarily, every part of me wanting that release.

After everything that’s happened today, and in the days leading up to it, this is the kind of mood that would send me to the club, hoping Phantom would be there. These are the kind of feelings I’d want him to fuck right out of my head.

Judging from the way he’s looking at me, he knows that. It’s the same look in his eyes that I’d barely be able to glimpse through his mask. Like he was assessing me, figuring out what I needed and then planning to do it and do it fucking well.

There’s a yearning in me for that. For him to force me to face the wall again and fuck all this confusion and stress out of me. To cover my mouth with one of those massive hands and keep me quiet while he takes me apart.

I called him Phantom in my head before, because that’s what he was to me. Elusive. Enigmatic. Almost untouchable, except for those moments when he would allow otherwise.

But Killian? He’s here in front of me. He lives in my house. He follows me, and he’s seen me at my worst. Just a few hours ago, he was holding me in the bathtub while I fell apart.

He reaches up, taking a lock of my hair between his fingers and toying with the teal strands.

“I wasn’t wrong that first day,” he tells me, his voice low and intent. “I do understand you. Even if I didn’t know why then, I knew that there was something in you that I recognized.” He twists my hair around his finger, tugging on it lightly. “Sometimes when darkness is thrust upon us, we come to crave it later. We want to own it, so that it can never own us.”

I swallow hard as his words hit me right in the chest. This is the most he and I have ever said to each other while knowing who the other person was, and the way he talks makes it clear that he wasn’t lying before.

He does understand.

He does see me.

I don’t know how to feel about that. There was definitely a time when I craved being understood. When I would have done anything to have someone just know how I felt.

But even though Killian is right here and my body is aching for him, I don’t give in. I can’t. Underneath the arousal, the anger still simmers. He lied to me. He stalked me and fucked me and knew all this shit about me, while I knew nothing.

That betrayal still burns.

“If you understand me so well,” I bite out, hardening my voice, “then you’ll know how I feel about being lied to.”

He doesn’t say anything to that, just keeps watching me with those too-perceptive eyes. And all at once, I’ve had enough of this.

I shove at him, one of my hands hitting his wounded side, smearing blood on my palm as I make space between us. I don’t have any illusions that if he didn’t want to move, he wouldn’t, but he doesn’t try to keep me there.

So I slip out from between him and the house and stalk back inside, feeling even more confused than I did when I came out.
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QUINN


When I wake up the next morning, I feel almost hungover. Emotionally hungover, I guess.

My head pounds, and my body feels heavy with the weight of everything that’s pressing down on me. As I lie beneath my messy blankets in bed, it all catches up with me. The panic attack, Killian’s revelation, and—fuck, the deaths of my people.

I drag in a deep breath, feeling my ribs ache with it. My chest hurts as if the heaviness has all settled there, and I press the heels of my hands over my eyes, letting them dig in a bit until I see stars.

There’s just so fucking much going on. Too much. So much that it feels like I’m spiraling out of control. Like I can’t find solid footing.

It bothers me. This lack of control makes me feel… vulnerable. Like I’m just reacting to things as they happen instead of being able to actually handle them.

The problem is, I have no idea how these kinds of things should be handled. Betrayals and attacks from sources we can’t track down. Past traumas. It’s just all so big.

I think about what Killian said last night, about how we crave the darkness sometimes after experiencing the worst that the world has to offer, so that we can control it next time.

I never overtly thought about it like that, or at least, I never admitted it to myself, but it makes some amount of sense. After everything that’s happened to me, it did make me feel like I was taking control when I went to seek out Phantom at that club. Like I was making a choice for myself instead of just letting things happen to me.

Thinking about that makes something warm start to pool in my belly, and I shove the thought away before I can let it take root too much.

The last thing I want is to start admitting that Killian was right about anything. Being lied to by him still stings, and I’m still angry about all of it.

I take a few more deep breaths and then force myself to get out of bed. The entire house feels like it’s loaded with booby traps right now, like there’s nowhere safe for me to turn. And that especially pisses me off because it’s my goddamn house.

But things are still unresolved between me and Atlas, the argument we got into at the club and the things he said to me still hanging over our heads. We haven’t spoken much at all since then, both of us deliberately avoiding each other.

There’s Killian, and all that baggage that I have no idea how to even attempt to deal with.

And then there’s my husband.

Unconsciously, I touch the tattoo that Nico gave me, mostly done with the peeling phase and well on its way to being healed by now. I’m starting to get used to it, no longer startled by the sight of a new tattoo on my body when I see myself in the mirror, and I don’t know if I like that it’s beginning to feel like a part of me or hate it.

I get dressed and head downstairs, immediately a bit relieved when I realize that the only one down there so far is Nico. I never thought I’d be glad to see him, but out of all three Princes, things feel the least messy between the two of us right now.

They’re far from settled, considering we’ve been fucking when we really shouldn’t be. I have no idea if we’re enemies with benefits or something more, but right now I don’t have to think about that.

There are much more pressing matters, and it’s easier to shove all of my feelings to the back burner.

Nico is sitting at the kitchen table, his head slightly bowed as if he’s deep in thought. He looks up when I come into the kitchen, and he looks as tired as I feel.

A twinge of empathy tugs at my heart. One of his people died last night too, and despite how smug and irritating he can be, it’s clear he does care about making sure his crew is taken care of. He probably feels just as out of control as I do about this whole thing, as guilty, angry, and heartbroken about the losses last night as I am.

“I’ve been thinking about it,” he says, bypassing a greeting and jumping right into business. But I’m fine with that. It’s better this way. “Trying to figure out what the fuck this mystery person’s angle is.”

I nod, rubbing at my face. “Yeah, me too. Last night, I had the thought that it feels like they’re just fucking with us now. They attacked us openly, unprovoked.”

“Exactly.” His blue and green eyes glitter in the morning sunlight as he rests his elbows on the table, leaning toward me. “There’s no real strategy behind that. They didn’t gain anything. If this was only about moving in on our territory, they would have tried to make the attack worthwhile for them. This was just…”

“Senseless,” I finish. “It would be one thing if they moved on our business interests or sabotaged a deal. But this feels like declaring war.”

Nico nods, his face set into grim lines. “Yeah. It fucking does.”

“We thought there would be safety in numbers,” I say, sinking into the chair opposite him and rubbing my temples with my fingertips. “But it’s not enough. They took out four of our people at once last night, and we can’t afford to send a whole army of people on every job. That would get insane.”

“Not to mention too goddamn conspicuous,” he adds.

I snort. “Yeah. That too.”

Nico brings one hand down on the table, his fist striking the wood with a heavy thud. “I’m done with this shit. I’m not losing another man, and neither are you. I say that until we figure out who’s after us, we divert all resources to finding them. We can’t keep treading water, trying to stay afloat while he picks our people off one by one.”

“Agreed.” I meet his gaze, impressed in spite of myself by the hard expression on his face. He’s serious. He’s willing to drop everything else just to keep his people safe, and I can respect that. “I owe this motherfucker—whoever they are—a bullet through their head and a gashed up face. Every fucking thing they did to our people, I’ll do to them.”

For just a second, the somber expression fades from Nico’s handsome features, replaced by a small smile. His eyes warm as his gaze tracks over my face. “Vengeance looks good on you, mia cara.”

His words and the tone of his voice make my heart trip in my chest. I don’t know how to respond to that, so I brush right past it, clearing my throat. “We might have a lead. Before yesterday’s shit show, Killian and I actually did get some information that could be useful.”

Nico sits up a little straighter, his gaze sharpening. “What did you learn?”

I fill him in on the tip we got from Tobias, watching as he takes it in. His eyebrows are drawn down, and he has a thoughtful look on his face.

“That area is right by your territory,” he says.

I nod, knowing he’s thinking the same thing I am. It could be nothing, but it also seems like too big of a coincidence to ignore if there are rumors of a new player on the scene right near the spot Enigma has staked out for itself.

“Tobias didn’t know much about it,” I add. “He’d just picked up a few rumors, nothing too substantial. We need to find someone who has ears to the ground in that area and might have more concrete information.”

Nico makes a noise in his throat, drumming his fingers on the table thoughtfully. “Yeah. And it’s not gonna be some street informant. We’re looking for higher-level information than they’d have. We need to find someone who—” He breaks off, holding up a hand. “Vincent Locke.”

I frown. “What?”

“Vincent Locke. He runs a pleasure den in that area called Eros. He doesn’t have an official organization and keeps mostly to himself, but he’s territorial as fuck and can hold a grudge longer than anyone I’ve ever met. I’m positive he keeps tabs on what’s going on around him, so if someone is making moves, even subtly, he’ll probably know something about it. If we can get in to talk to him, he might be able to give us a name.”

As Nico speaks, Killian and Atlas stride into the room, one after the other. The whole atmosphere changes when they come in, and I feel the tension crawling up my back.

Something about Nico talking about a pleasure den while Killian is listening from mere feet away hits a little too close to home. Eros isn’t the same place we went to, but it’s in a close enough vein to have my hackles up.

Killian crosses to the fridge and reaches inside to get something, wincing slightly as he does.

That catches Nico’s attention, who narrows his eyes at his friend. “What’s wrong?”

“Pulled something,” Killian says shortly.

My eyebrows lift slightly in surprise. He could have easily told Nico that I stabbed him, but he doesn’t, and Nico doesn’t push for more information, seeming to buy Killian’s explanation. Instead, Nico glances at Atlas as the tatted up man comes to sit down at the table.

Luckily, Atlas keeps a bit of distance between us, deliberately pulling his chair out at an angle so that we’re seated as far away from each other as possible without drawing attention to it. I wonder if he feels as unsettled with all the unresolved shit between us as I do. We’ve barely said a word to each other for days, but the unspoken words swirling between us are practically deafening by this point.

Atlas doesn’t make eye contact with me, focusing on Nico instead, and that’s fine with me. I lean back in my chair, letting Nico do most of the talking as he fills Killian and Atlas in on what we were just talking about.

Killian nods in expressionless agreement, but Atlas scowls, a look of distaste crossing his face as he cracks his tattooed knuckles. “Really? Vincent Locke? He’s our best option?”

“At this point, yes,” Nico says, a weight to his tone that suggests there’s more being communicated between them in that way they have. “I’m not saying I like it, but we need to try to talk to him.”

“I’ll go,” I offer, cutting in. “I can go to Eros tonight and try to get something out of Vincent. We don’t have time to waste. Whoever’s doing this shit has already gotten bold enough to start killing. We don’t want to see what happens if we give them time to get even bolder.”

“I don’t disagree, but it’s not going to be as easy as walking in and getting the kind of answers you want.” Nico shifts his focus to me. His expression is dark, and he holds my gaze intently. “Eros isn’t just any club, mia cara. It’s… old school, I guess you’d say.”

Atlas snorts. “Try ‘archaic.’”

Nico inclines his head slightly, acknowledging his friend’s words. “It’s usually an invite-only club, so you’ll have a hard time getting in at all. And they have a hell of a lot of strict rules for dress, conduct, and pretty much everything else. Doing the wrong thing there could land you in a lot of trouble.”

I frown, because it sounds more different from Le Bal Masque than I was expecting. “Isn’t it just a sex club?”

Nico’s jaw tightens slightly. “No. I mentioned before that Vincent Locke is a loner who operates solo. But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have power, and it doesn’t mean his hands are clean. He’s got several illegal businesses running out of his club, including providing a front for human trafficking. Eros is his domain, and within those walls, he’s the king. What he says goes, and pissing him off would be a very bad idea—for both you, Enigma, and Carnage.”

I swallow, liking the sound of this less and less by the second. It’s no longer a mystery to me why Atlas’s face twisted into a look of disgust earlier at the mention of Vincent Locke. He sounds like a fucking scumbag.

“Well, it’s not like we have another choice,” I say, crossing my arms. “Someone has to go talk to Vincent, and after seeing what our faceless coward of an enemy did to my people, I’m not going to sit at home twiddling my thumbs.”

Nico scrubs a hand over the back of his neck, looking tense and agitated. Then he nods. “Alright. But you’re not going alone. It’s too dangerous for to you walk in there by yourself, and you’ll need someone to have your back if things go wrong.”

“You think I can’t navigate a pleasure club?” I scowl, not sure whether I should be touched by his apparent concern for me or insulted.

He shoots me a look, one corner of his mouth pulling upward in a smirk. “Put your claws away, mia cara. I know you can handle yourself. But it’s not about that. I wouldn’t send anyone in there alone.”

“Fine. Then you can come with me.”

He grimaces, looking truly regretful as he shakes his head. “No, I can’t. Not if you want to actually talk to Vincent. He fucking hates me, and I doubt I’d be allowed to step two feet into his club.”

“Why?”

Nico chuckles dryly. “Remember how I told you he can hold a grudge longer than anyone I’ve ever met? Well, I know that from personal experience. He’s got beef with me for some old shit that happened years ago. Not worth dragging up. The point is, I can’t go with you, so one of the others will have to.”

I can’t tell if he’s not elaborating on what he did to piss off Vincent because it’s none of my business and he wants to hide it from me, or if it really isn’t anything worth talking about. Either way, I decide not to press him on it right now, even though I can’t help but be curious.

It also means that the easiest choice for who would go with me isn’t an option.

That leaves Atlas and Killian.

“Atlas,” I say instantly. The decision basically makes itself. Things are still weird between us, but there’s way too much loaded shit between me and Killian and places people go to have kinky sex. There’s no way in hell I’d pick him for this. Not after everything I learned last night. Not when I’m still this angry at him.

I don’t look in his direction, but I can tell that Killian has stiffened. I can practically feel the dissatisfaction radiating from him as he reacts to being excluded from this little mission.

Well, if he’s pissed off, that’s just too damn bad.

Actions have consequences.
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ATLAS


I check my appearance one last time in the mirror in my room, smoothing down the front of my shirt. I’m dressed up for tonight’s venture in a suit, something I rarely have any reason to wear. I don’t like it, much preferring my usual dark jeans, steel-toed boots, and Henleys. But Nico wasn’t lying about how particular the dress code and code of conduct at Eros is.

Vincent Locke is a snake dressed up like a gentleman, and despite the fact that he makes his money in the dirtiest way possible, buying and trading human beings like cattle, he likes to do it all under a veneer of luxury and civility.

And if Quinn and I want to have a chance of getting a chance to speak to him, we’ll have to do the same—for tonight, at least.

I drape a tie around my neck and somewhat awkwardly tie it, cursing under my breath as I get it wrong the first time and have to start over. Once I’m satisfied with it, I smooth down the lapels of my jacket, check myself one more time in the mirror, and then head downstairs.

Nico and Killian are sitting in the living room, neither of them speaking as they wait for me and Quinn to be ready to go. I can tell that Nico is on edge, and although he’d never fucking admit it out loud, I know it’s because he’s worried about Quinn.

I’m not sure she quite understands what she’ll be walking into soon, despite the warning he gave her this morning—but I do, and no matter how fucked up things are between us, I’ll do whatever I have to do to protect her.

Nico’s gaze flicks over me as I walk over to stand by the couch, and he nods sharply. “You should be good. You’ll blend in with most of the crowd at Eros, which is what we need.”

I snort under my breath. “I’m so glad they’ll approve.”

Nico rises to his feet, his expression serious. “You know the rules of the place. And you know that Vincent doesn’t bend on anything. You remember what you need to say to get in?”

I nod. “Yeah, I’ve got it.”

We called in a favor from an old contact of ours to get a passcode that will allow us entrance to the club, and I’ve memorized it. It’s in Latin, which is pretentious as fuck and only makes me despise Vincent more, but it definitely fits with the vibe of his club.

“Good.” Nico claps a hand on my shoulder. “Keep your eyes on Quinn,” he adds. “I know she’s determined to get answers, and she’s not wrong that this is our best chance. But Vincent Locke is temperamental as fuck. It doesn’t take much to piss him off, and if that happens, our chance is gone.”

I nod, my stomach twisting. “I’ll try to get a feel for what kind of mood he’s in before we talk to him. If I can.”

“Good. Get the info and get out. And make sure he doesn’t have any reason to tell anyone we’ve been poking around. The last thing we need is for this to get out.”

“He looks out for his own interests,” Killian chimes, rising to stand with us. He’s usually a bit hard to read, but right now, he looks almost as tense as Nico is. “And he prefers to keep to himself. He won’t insert himself in the middle of a conflict like this unless we give him a reason to.”

“Nice to find a shitbag who’s not opportunistic as fuck,” I mutter. “Someone else might sell us out to whoever we’re up against. Either for money or for shits and giggles.”

“Let’s not rule it out,” Nico warns. “Just in case. We need the info, but we need to play it safe.”

As we’re talking, I hear the sound of footsteps on the stairs. We all glance over to see Quinn coming down, and I freeze at the sight of her.

She’s distracting enough in her usual t-shirt and jeans, or the clothes she wears to do yoga, but this… this is something else altogether.

Her dress is black and so form-fitting that it might as well be painted on. The material has a soft shine to it, reflecting the light in a way that highlights every line and curve of her body. It’s short enough that it shows off her legs from the upper thigh down, putting the tattoo that crawls down her right thigh on full display. And it’s sleeveless, leaving her shoulders bare and her cleavage practically on offer.

Her hair spills down around her shoulders, and her eyes are lined with dark eyeliner and smokey eye makeup, drawing attention to how large and luminous they are.

She looks sexy as hell, but also like she could kick some ass if she needed to, even in that dress. The overall effect is fucking heart stopping, and I have to swallow hard, curling my hands into fists.

Distantly, I’m aware of Nico reacting to the sight of her, and there’s even a certain shift in Killian’s demeanor. He doesn’t move, and his expression doesn’t change, but his jaw is tight, and his eyes haven’t left Quinn since she entered the room.

She adjusts her dress as we stare at her, pulling it down in the back, which does absolutely nothing to make it any longer.

“What?” she asks, sounding grouchy.

I clear my throat, forcing myself to focus. This is a delicate task we have to take on tonight, delicate enough that I have to be on my game. The way Quinn makes me lose my fucking head every time I’m around her is going to have to take a back seat to business tonight.

“Are you ready?” I ask, not bothering to answer her question because there’s no good answer I can give.

“Yes. Let’s go.”

She strides toward the door in her heeled boots, but before I can follow her, Nico grabs her arm and pulls her back toward him. Quinn gives him an impatient look, which he ignores.

“One last thing,” he says in a low voice. “Vincent probably won’t be out in the main part of the club. He’s there every night, but he doesn’t mingle among the clientele. You’ll have to find a way into the back of the club to see him.”

She frowns. “And how do we do that?”

He huffs out a frustrated sounding breath, still holding her arm as if he can’t quite convince himself to let go yet. “I don’t know. That’s something you and Atlas will have to figure out when you get there. But don’t mention Carnage, and don’t mention me. He might not have heard about our marriage yet, but if he has…” Nico chuckles lightly. “Well, you can mention the fact that you hate me. No need to pretend with him.”

Something passes over Quinn’s face, as if she doesn’t particularly like Nico joking about her hating him. She schools her features a second later, but I know I’m not wrong about what I saw.

For a split second, my mind flits back to that night outside our club, when I shoved Zoey off my lap and ran outside after Quinn.

It’s not real.

That’s what she said about her marriage to my brother at the time, but I could hear the doubt in her voice, the subtle lack of conviction. Even she didn’t quite believe her words, and watching the two of them now, I can see why.

“We’ll find a way to talk to Vincent,” Quinn promises. “We’ll get him to tell us what he knows.”

Her eyes flick to me like she’s waiting for me to agree with her, and for once, I don’t look away, letting our eyes meet briefly as I nod.

“We will,” I confirm.

“Good.” Nico glances between us, then catches Quinn’s chin in his hand. “Be careful,” he says, then dips his head to kiss her lightly on the mouth.

I keep my gaze on them both, not quite sure why I’m torturing myself by watching. She stiffens for a second, as if surprised by the gesture, then leans into the kiss briefly, her body arching toward his as if she can’t quite help herself before they finally break apart.

He grins at her, heat flaring in his eyes. “Sembri una dea, mia cara. Potresti tentare anche un monaco a peccare.”

The words roll off his tongue in Italian, and even though I’ve picked up a few words over the years from being around him, I have no idea what he said.

Quinn rolls her eyes, but she doesn’t pull away from his touch, and I feel the itch of jealousy under my skin. Even if this marriage is a sham for convenience and the alliance, it still means that Nico can do shit like that. He can pull her into his arms and kiss her, and as much as Quinn claims to dislike him, her body language tells a completely different story.

Finally, she steps back and turns to me, and I stride away, not meeting her eyes.

“Let’s go, vicious,” I mutter, yanking the door open so we can leave.
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We drive instead of taking the bikes, but I almost wish we hadn’t. We take Quinn’s car, although I insist on driving, and the ride to the club is tense, my hands clenched tightly around the steering wheel.

Quinn sits in the front passenger seat, not talking, not even looking at me. She stares out the window, probably lost in thought about the mission we’re about to take on.

My head is full of conflicting feelings. About her. About the way she looks. The way she smells. The way she bites her lip absently, tugging the soft flesh between her teeth. The last time we were alone together, I told her she needed to go or I’d fuck her over her own motorcycle. We’ve barely spoken since then, and the tension of having that hanging over us is thick.

I shouldn’t have said anything, and I fucking know that.

But the booze and the heightened emotions, having her so goddamn close to me… it all fucked with my head until every thought I’ve ever had about her came pouring out.

On top of the awkward tension between us, there’s the anxiety about this mission. It’s dangerous, and so much rides on us playing this perfectly. For as much work as I’ve been doing to try to find clues about who could be attacking us, this is our best lead. Our best chance at finding out information that could end this shit. And with people dying now, we definitely need that information.

But if something goes wrong, not only could we lose this chance, but we could both be in real danger. I know Quinn can handle herself, but still, the drive to protect her is like a beast roaring inside me.

No matter what else is going on in my head, I have to stay alert.

The silence starts to feel too stifling, so I reach out and turn on the radio, changing the station to some sort of metal band. A few songs play before we reach our destination, and I slow the car as we near our destination.

Eros doesn’t look like much from the outside.

Maybe a nondescript bar or lounge, with no signage and a parking lot that’s hidden around the back. It’s all dark wood and stone, and Quinn frowns as she checks the place out before we get out of the car.

“You’re sure this is it?” she asks, leaning forward to peer at the back of the building. The dim ambient light catches the fullness of her cleavage, and I wrench my eyes away.

“Yes, I’m sure. Let’s go.”

She slides a glance my way as if she’s about to call me out for my nearly monosyllabic answer, then shrugs and gets out of the car.

“Listen,” I tell her as we walk toward a door manned by two intimidating looking guys in black suits. “Stick close, okay? We have some idea of what to expect in there, but anything could happen.”

Instead of arguing, Quinn just nods. “Right.”

She’s focused, clearly wanting to get in and get the info we need over anything else. Which makes sense. Seeing her people laid out like that, dead from a threat that we still haven’t identified, must have been hard. She’s in leader mode now, focusing on getting this done so that no one else in her crew gets hurt.

I respect the hell out of that—which makes it even harder to ignore my attraction to her.

Because it’s not just her body or her gorgeous face that draws me in. It’s who she is. Everything about her.

The two men at the door subtly adjust their postures as we approach, and I know they’re more than just run-of-the-mill bouncers. They’re guards, posted by the only entrance to the building to make sure that no one without the proper permission gets in… or out.

They’re likely armed to the teeth, and I make sure to keep my hands in full view as we near them, making it clear I’m not a threat.

One of them gives Quinn an assessing once-over that makes me immediately rethink my ‘not a threat’ stance. I have to work hard to keep my hands from curling into fists as he gazes at her lasciviously. Then he turns away from her, addressing me as if she no longer exists. As if she’s not worth speaking to.

“She’s yours?” he asks.

I can feel Quinn stiffen at my side, reacting to his choice of words. But I just nod, hoping she’ll have the good sense not to argue or dispute what I say.

“Yes. She is.”

The guard’s partner steps forward, speaking in Latin. “Quid est flos dulcissimus in horto?”

“Non flos, sed fructus,” I answer back, reciting the phrase I memorized.

He dips his head, acknowledging my words, and then both guards step aside, allowing us entrance. I rest a hand at the small of Quinn’s back and urge her forward, trying to ignore the heat of her skin through the thin fabric of her dress as the first guard raps on the wall beside the door.

It opens a second later, and we slip inside.

The interior of the club is dimly lit, and it grows a little darker as the door shuts behind us, cutting off any ambient light. A young woman is waiting in the entryway, and she steps forward to greet us, her movements careful and elegant.

She’s practically naked, dressed in a long, sheer skirt with just black pasties over her nipples. The top half of her face is hidden by a white mask in the shape of a ram’s skull, the horns curling into her dark hair.

She flicks her eyes over the pair of us behind her mask, then inclines her head, beckoning us in. “Welcome to Eros. Take a mask.”

She gestures to a velvet covered table beside her, where an array of different masks are laid out. Some are animal themed like hers, while some are done in a more masquerade style, with adornments and decorations.

I pick out something simple, one that looks almost skeletal, and fit it over my face. It covers the top half of my features, and the eye holes are large enough that I don’t lose too much of my peripheral vision. Still, I immediately feel claustrophobic as I slip it on. I don’t like anything that impedes my ability to scope out my surroundings or to fight, but I know better than to disobey the rules of this place.

Quinn shoots me a glance, then goes for one of the more elegant ones, a sleek masquerade-style mask in a deep maroon color edged with silver. I watch her slip it on, and something about the way the shimmering silver of the mask blends with her teal hair is almost hypnotic. I stare at her for a second too long, and her eyes glitter behind the mask before she finally looks away.

The woman who greeted us leads us down a long hallway to another door and unlocks it, holding it open for us.

“Festum in fructu, bibere sucus,” she says, and then we’re in.

Stepping into the club proper is almost like stepping into another world. It’s a large, maze-like space, separated into different areas. The place is already full of people, everyone masked, the men wearing suits and the women wearing revealing dresses. Some are almost fully undressed, bare-chested or wearing sheer clothes like the girl at the door, and although the smell of sex and arousal hangs heavy in the air, there’s a veneer of elegance over everything.

The lights are dim in here too, sconces spaced around the walls illuminating the room with a soft purple-ish glow, while still leaving pockets of near darkness in some corners. Everything is made of dark wood and velvet drapes in rich, jeweled tones. As I scan the room, I catch sight of the guards stationed against the walls. They’re dressed to blend in, no weapons visible to the patrons, but I can pick them out easily by their alert stances and the way they survey the people around them. It’s a subtle reminder that not everyone in this place is here of their own free will, and that within the club, Vincent’s laws are strictly enforced.

“Why did you say that?” Quinn asks in a low voice as we make our way through the crowd.

“Say what?”

“Outside. Why did you say…” She cuts a sideways glance at me. “Why did you say I was yours?”

I move a little closer to her as a man brushes by us, leading a woman with a collar around her neck.

“I told you the rules of this place are archaic,” I murmur, dropping my head to speak quietly in her ear. “Every woman here is either claimed by a man or available for every man. I needed to tell the guard that to make it clear that you weren’t available.”

Quinn stiffens a little, turning her head to look at me. Our faces are very close like this, and I can see her eyes widen a little behind her mask, but I can’t read her expression.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” I add, well aware that I’m echoing the exact same words she said about her and Nico that night.

And just like those words, these ones feel like a lie even as I say them.

“We need to find a way to speak to Vincent,” I tell her, straightening up but sticking close by her side. “So we can get out of here as fast as possible.”

I’m hyperaware of the gazes on us as we make our way through the crowd, and although I can feel some people staring at me, I brush that off. Because all I can focus on is the people staring at Quinn. Men and even some women look her way and nod appreciatively, their eyes sliding over her outfit, lingering on all the places that my eyes lingered when she first came downstairs tonight.

Anger burns in my throat, but I do my best to keep it together. I want to kill anyone who looks at her, especially in a place like this. But that’s not what we’re here for.

We walk deeper into the club, past the outer rooms where things were relatively tame. Back here, there are couples pressed into leather covered booths, kissing and grinding on each other. A woman in a black leather dress that lets her tits spill out freely presses another woman over a heavy oak table, her fingers tight in the other woman’s hair. The one bent over the table cries out, and the one in leather laughs and leans down, licking the tears off the other woman’s cheeks while her prey shudders in either pleasure or pain.

There’s a bar off to one side, and as we pass by it, a familiar wet sound catches my attention. I glance over to see a man sipping a drink while a woman with glazed eyes kneels between his legs, sucking his cock as he holds her down until she gags.

Women in short skirts and nothing else bring out drinks on trays to people sitting in the booths—sometimes they’re allowed to walk away afterward, and sometimes they end up getting pulled onto a lap to be groped or fucked.

“Jesus,” Quinn mutters. Her mouth hardens as she watches a girl cry silently as she limps away from a table, her skirt hiked up around her waist and cum dripping down her thighs. “I think I prefer Le Bal Masque. At least everyone at that place wants to be there.”

I glance down at her, my brows drawing together. I haven’t heard of the place she’s referring to, but I assume it’s another sex club of some kind. I had no idea she’d frequented establishments like that, and for a split second, my focus is completely shot as I imagine her in a dark room, being fucked by a masked stranger. The image both pisses me off and turns me on, and I grit my teeth, forcing it out of my head.

“Come on,” I tell Quinn, putting my hand on her lower back again and leading her toward the bar. “Maybe the bartender will be able to tell us how we can get an audience with Vincent.”

This area of the club is more open than some of the previous sections we made our way through, and although tables and booths line the walls, the space is dominated by a stage in the middle of the floor. A group of people are gathered around it, looking on as a couple puts on a show.

There are several pieces of furniture arrayed on the stage, including a bed, a large x-shaped cross, and a wooden bench. The woman is bent over the bench, facing the thick of the audience while the man behind her plows into her, fucking her hard and fast. Her moans are loud over the low thrum of the music, and when I look closer, I can see that she’s got a collar around her neck that’s clipped to a ring on the bench she’s bent over.

Her moan turns into a throaty scream of pleasure as the man behind her gives her ass a hard slap. I can hear him spanking her a few more times as Quinn and I reach the bar, but I tune out the sounds of their fucking as I lift my chin to get the bartender’s attention.

He’s dressed in a suit, with slicked back hair and a neatly trimmed beard, and he sets a couple of drinks on a tray for one of the waitresses before he makes his way toward us.

“What can I get for you?” he asks.

“We need to speak to Vincent Locke,” I tell him, deciding there’s no point in beating around the bush.

The bartender’s eyes flick from me to one of the guards stationed at the perimeter of the room, and I get the sense that the average patron of this place doesn’t march in and demand an audience with the owner. He’s probably evaluating whether he needs to perceive us as threats or call for reinforcement.

“We have some business we need to discuss with him, that’s all,” I say, holding up a hand. “He’ll want to hear what we have to say.”

The bartender chuckles, clearly deciding we’re not an immediate threat. “You’re not the first person to tell me that, you know. But unfortunately, no one speaks to Mr. Locke without an invitation. Do you have one?”

Fuck. I shake my head as another patron edges up to the bar beside me, jostling me a little. “We had an invitation to the club, but beyond that… no.”

The bartender shrugs. “Then there’s your answer.”

“How would we get an invitation to speak to him?” I press.

He shrugs again, stepping away from me to deal with the newcomer who just arrived at the bar—a clear signal that this conversation is over.

Frustrated, I turn to Quinn to ask her what she thinks our next move should be. But when I glance to my right, my heart stops.

Quinn is gone.

What the fuck?

Protective panic rises in me on a surge of adrenaline, flooding my veins so fast that I’m practically vibrating. I don’t know what the fuck happened, or where she could’ve gone. She was right by my side when we approached the bar.

Quickly, I scan the room, searching for a hint of her teal colored hair. At first, I don’t see her, but then a cluster of people nearby move closer to the stage, and as the crowd parts, I catch sight of her.

Something loosens in my chest at that, but my sigh of relief dies in my throat when I realize she’s not alone.

She’s surrounded by three men, each of them nearly as big as I am.
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“So fucking pretty.”

One of the men who yanked me away from the bar leers at me from behind his mask, reaching out to toy with a lock of my hair. I slap his hand away, and he and his two friends just laugh.

My heart pounds hard in my chest, rattling my ribs with each heavy thud. The crowd is thickest close to the bar, and people were jostling against me as I stood beside Atlas, listening to him question the bartender. I got pushed away from him for a second, and the next thing I knew, three sets of hands were on me, three men looming around me.

“She’s a real spitfire, Caleb,” the tallest one warns. “Careful when you fuck her, she might bite.”

“Nah.” The man named Caleb licks his lips. “She knows better than to do something like that here, don’t you, honey? There are rules, and she knows better than to break them.”

“I’m sure she does.” The third man chuckles, a cruel sound. “But just in case she forgot, let’s give her a little reminder.”

He reaches for my hair again, grabbing it roughly in his fist and tugging my head back.

“I’ll take her mouth,” he tells his friends. “Caleb, you can have her pussy. Gio, you get her ass.”

At the sound of his words, something inside me snaps. Even with the three of them surrounding me, I’ve been trying to keep a low profile, to not make a scene—knowing that if I do, it could ruin this whole mission and destroy our chances of ever talking to Vincent. But terror washes over me in a sudden cold wave, memories of being assaulted by that gang surging through my mind.

Not again.

Never again.

“What the fuck is going on here?”

The deep, angry voice cuts through my panic a little, and I look up to see Atlas shoving his way through the crowd toward us. The man gripping my hair releases it, but he loops an arm around my waist as he turns to face Atlas, pinning me against his body.

“What does it look like?” He chuckles, and his friends laugh too. “We found a beautiful little flower that needs defiling.”

“Don’t worry.” The man named Gio smirks beneath his mask, which is designed in the shape of a wolf’s head. “We’ll take her up on the stage so you can watch.”

Atlas’s hands curl into fists. “Like hell you will.”

The one called Caleb snorts. “What’s your problem, man? Jealous that we saw her first?”

“You didn’t see her first.” Atlas’s voice is low, so full of fury that I almost don’t recognize it. “And you have no fucking claim on her. She came with me. She’s mine.”

I swallow, my pulse thrumming like a hummingbird’s wings. I didn’t know how to feel about it when he told the man at the door that I was his, but in this moment, hearing him growl the word ‘mine’ sends an almost visceral feeling of relief through me.

It feels like a lifeline. Like a promise of safety.

The three men around me hesitate, glancing at each other. Then the man holding me looks back at Atlas. “She’s yours?”

“Yes,” he bites out.

I feel the man behind me draw in a breath, as if he’s considering that. Then he makes a noise in his throat. “Alright. Then you take her up on the stage.”

Atlas freezes. “What?”

The man behind me huffs a laugh, his breath stirring my hair. “You said she’s yours. So prove it.”

Caleb, whose mask is a deep black color with red around the eyes, takes a step forward. “Good idea. Give us all a show. She’s too pretty to waste.”

He gestures from Atlas to me, then to the people around us. A chill creeps up my spine as I realize how many patrons of the club are watching us, their attention drawn by the action and the raised voices.

We’ve drawn a crowd.

My gaze darts to the edges of the room, and I notice that several of the guards stationed there are watching as well, their expressions hard.

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I don’t know all the rules of Eros, but I do know that it’s nothing like the kink club I went to where I met up with Phan—with Killian. And I have a feeling that if we break the rules or draw the wrong kind of attention, we might not make it out of here alive.

I look up at Atlas, locking eyes with him. I can see my own thoughts reflected back at me in his firelight eyes, and he clenches his jaw suddenly, taking one long stride closer and yanking me roughly out of the other man’s grasp.

I stumble a little before I collide with Atlas’s chest, caught off guard by the lightning fast movement. The man behind me must not have seen it coming either, because he mutters something angrily under his breath, clearly pissed about Atlas taking away his toy.

Atlas looks over my head at the man and his two friends, staring them down. Tension thickens the air around us, the threat of violence filling the space like an electric charge. I glance at the crowd again, then at the guards, painfully aware of how badly outnumbered Atlas and I are.

“Quinn.”

Atlas’s voice is quiet and intense, and my gaze snaps back to meet his. His mouth is set, and even with the mask he’s wearing, I can read the tension in his face.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” he murmurs, his voice pitched low just for me. “But I don’t see a way out. Either he fucks you, or I do.”

My stomach flips over, my heart beating double-time as if it’s trying to break out of my chest and flee without me. I think of that woman we saw getting fucked on that stage and my stomach flips over itself with nerves. I hate that I’m about to be in her position.

But it’s not even a question of who I would pick.

“You,” I whisper back.

Atlas holds my gaze for a long second, his eyes burning behind his mask. Then he nods. He spins me around and pulls me tight against his chest, his strong arms banding around me as we both face the three men and the crowd we’ve drawn.

“She’s mine,” he repeats in a firm voice. His voice rumbles against my back, sending little vibrations through me. “I brought her here, and I claim her. No one touches her but me.”

“Fine,” Caleb says, smirking. His hungry eyes are still on me, but then he flicks his gaze up to Atlas. “At least you have to share this way, if no one else can taste her.”

“Not a bad consolation prize,” Atlas agrees, and I know he’s just playing along with the rules of this place, but the sound of it makes my skin crawl.

The man named Gio gestures to the stage nearby, and I turn my head to see that it’s empty now. Sometime during our aborted conversation with the bartender and the confrontation with these three assholes, the couple from before must have finished up and left the space bare for someone else to take their place.

Me and Atlas, apparently.

My gaze lingers on the stage for a moment, taking it in more fully now that I know I’m about to be standing on it. It’s set up so that different scenarios could be played out for everyone’s viewing pleasure. There’s a St. Andrew’s Cross and the bench that the first woman on the stage was bent over, but there’s also a bed, made up with richly toned sheets, clearly meant to be used.

My heart thuds hard in my chest, and my mouth is suddenly so dry. Everything in me wants to flee, but I know I can’t. Not if we want any hope of getting answers from Vincent. Not if we want to get out of here alive.

Atlas takes my hand and leads me across the space. The crowd parts for us, more and more people turning to watch as he precedes me up the few stairs to the stage. Almost immediately, every eye in the room is on us. Some people whisper to each other, and some don’t even bother with whispering. They’re all watching hungrily, knowing that they’re about to get a new show.

Caleb, Gio, and the man whose name I never learned all make sure to find seats closest to the stage, murmuring lewd comments among themselves. I’m not sure if they mean for me to hear what they’re saying or not, but I catch a few snippets, and it’s enough to make my already roiling stomach churn violently.

Somehow, even with everyone watching, Atlas still moves with a hunter’s grace, his steps smooth and even. Next to him, I feel completely stiff, all locked up. My shoulders are up around my ears, and I keep dropping my gaze down to the polished wood of the stage so I don’t have to look at all the people looking at me.

In theory, I understand why people would be into this—from either side of it. Being watched could be a turn on for someone, knowing that everyone in the crowd is staring at them, wishing they could be a part of it. And obviously voyeurism has its place in most kink scenes.

But this has never been something I was into. I’ve wanted it rough and dirty or wanted to be chased, but I’ve never had the fantasy of having sex in front of an entire roomful of lascivious strangers.

It’s different, for someone to make me vulnerable when it’s just us. To pin me down and make me take everything they want me to take. To make me beg and scream for them. To reduce me to a panting, whimpering mess. Different from being… entertainment.

Fuck. I don’t think I can do this.

A panicky, trapped feeling bubbles up in my chest. The room tilts on its axis a little, seeming to spin around me. It’s all too fucking much. The lights are blinding up here, brighter than anywhere else in the club. I feel hot one second and then cold the next, and my heart is galloping so fast that I can’t even distinguish the individual beats anymore, just a painful ache between my ribs.

I try to remember why I’m here, the whole point of all of this—the need to keep my people safe—but the logic of that is being drowned out by everything else.

Atlas steps closer, concern passing over his handsome features. He moves in front of me and catches my face in his hands, cradling my jaw with his callused palms. Him standing this close to me with his hands like that blocks my view of the crowd for just a moment, and some of the tightness in my chest lets up.

“You don’t have to do this,” he murmurs. “Say the word, and I’ll find you another way out of here.”

I blink, my heart stuttering to a stop for a second before picking back up. There’s a note in his voice that tells me he means it. That if I said no, he would take on every person in this room just to try to get me out safely—even though there’s no fucking way he’d survive the attempt. Not with how many guards there are, and with the way the men who grabbed me seemed to be spoiling for a fight.

But even still, Atlas would try.

Because that’s what he does, isn’t it? I think, swallowing hard as I stare up at him. He’s the protector. The enforcer. The bodyguard.

Not for me, though. He’s all of those things for Carnage and his two best friends, the men he loves like brothers. I have no doubt in my mind that he’d risk his life to keep them safe, no matter what the threat was. That he’d do anything to protect them.

Yet here he is, offering to do the same for me.

“No.” My voice is quiet, barely more than a croak, and I shake my head a little in case he didn’t hear me. There’s a little more strength behind my words as I repeat, “No. It’s too risky. I can do this. We… we can do this.”

Atlas sucks in a breath, his nostrils flaring just slightly. Then he nods.

“Just focus on me,” he breathes. His voice is low and soft, meant only for my ears in this moment. His amber tinged eyes burn with something I can’t identify, and they bore right into mine. “Don’t think about anyone else right now. Okay?”

I swallow hard and then drag in a deep breath. Something about the feeling of his hands on me and his words filtering into my ears helps to center me. The thoughts and emotions that were spiraling so chaotically in my head settle into a muffled roar, allowing me to do as he says. To focusing solely on him.

“Okay,” I whisper.

His touch is grounding in a way I definitely need, and I stare into those arresting eyes of his. Under the lights, they glow a warm brown, the amber near the irises turning almost gold. It feels like I could sink into that color, like I could drown in it. I’m so intensely aware of him. Of the way he smells, the way he feels. Of every line of his face.

Atlas slides his hands down from my jaw to my neck and then over my shoulders. I shiver at his touch, letting out a shaky exhale and leaning into it just a bit. His hands drift downward even more, skimming over my back and my ass, and then back up. He grabs the zipper on my dress and starts to slide it down, releasing the silky material from my body.

I suck in a breath as the fabric slides down, and Atlas helps shimmy it over my hips so that I can step out of it.

All that leaves me in is a bra and panties, and without the added layer of my dress, it’s like I can feel the weight of every single gaze on me. The gathered crowd watches me eagerly, the three men in the front row openly leering, and I go stiff and tense again, moving my hands like I want to cover myself up.

But Atlas catches my wrists before I can, bringing my hands up to rest against his chest instead.

“Don’t think about them,” he reminds me softly. “Like they’re not even here. They don’t fucking matter, vicious. Keep your eyes on me. Only me.”

I nod, staring into his eyes. I don’t think I could look away if I tried. And god, I don’t want to. Not when he’s the only thing keeping me from crumbling to pieces.

His hands move down my arms and back around to undo my strapless bra, freeing my tits as it falls away. More panic tries to rise up, making my chest heave as I struggle to catch my breath, and Atlas steps even closer to me.

“I’m right here. Think about how my hands feel on you,” he murmurs, skating his hands over my breasts and over my ribs. I make a soft noise, hyperaware of the slight roughness of his palms and the warmth of his skin as he touches me.

He hooks his fingers in my panties and drags those down too, and my brain is screaming that I’m naked on this stage except for my heels.

My face burns in a blush, but I don’t look away from Atlas.

He doesn’t look away from me either. He takes me in, the heat of his gaze sweeping over my body, and it’s so much easier to focus on the way he looks at me than the way the crowd of people around us are watching.

Then Atlas moves back a bit, just enough that he can shuck his suit jacket and pull off his tie. He starts to unbutton his shirt, revealing his toned chest and muscular arms and the tattoos and scars he has.

Someone in the crowd whistles appreciatively, but this time, I’m only vaguely aware of the sound. This is the first time I’ve ever seen Atlas like this, and he’s… beautiful. Not as bulky or big as Killian, but well defined and muscled, with a body that looks like it was made for fighting. The swirling ink on his skin is the perfect complement to the rippling muscles beneath, and there’s a light dusting of chest hair across his pecs.

He keeps watching me as he takes off his shoes and pants, kicking them to one side. Then all that’s left is his black boxer briefs, and I can’t stop my gaze from tracking the movement as he tugs the waistband outward a little and then slides them down his legs.

When my gaze travels back up to his cock, my breath catches as I realize that he’s hard. His cock juts out from his body, thick and long and slightly curved, and my attention snags on the shiny silver piercing at his tip, the metal flashing in the light.

I can’t believe he’s already turned on, but there’s no denying the physical response in him that’s so clearly visible. Maybe he’s into being watched. Maybe having so many people staring at him while he’s naked is what does it for him.

But somehow… I don’t think that’s what it is.

Which means that despite everything, despite the situation we’re in, forced to perform for a crowd, needing to watch ourselves so we don’t do the wrong thing and fuck all of this up…

Despite all of that, he’s hard.

For me.

That thought does something to me, making my stomach swoop and my heart flutter. A little spark flares to life inside me, and it’s so much better than the cold anxiety I was feeling about being fucked in front of everyone.

Instead of being about them and their pleasure, their fucked up little show, this is about me and Atlas.

Just the two of us.

That thought fans the spark of heat flickering low in my belly, and instead of fighting to extinguish it the way I’ve been doing around this man for weeks now, I lean into it.

Forcing my stiff body into motion, I slip my shoes off and step forward, closing the distance between us again and wrapping my arms around his neck.

Atlas’s breath catches as our bodies come into contact, our chests pressed together, skin against skin.

There’s a look of heat and something almost like awe in his eyes, and I let that carry me as I go up on my toes and kiss him.
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Atlas’s lips are firm and warm against mine as he kisses me back.

It’s a little stiff at first, both of us almost robotic in our movements, like we don’t know how to do this. But I don’t stop, keeping my mouth pressed hard against his as I try to tune out everything except him. He wraps one arm around my waist, and I can feel the strength in it as he pulls me tighter against him. It sends another little burst of heat through me, and I make a soft noise against his mouth.

Atlas responds with a small groan, nipping at my bottom lip before diving back into the kiss. It grows hotter and more urgent as we warm up to it, and he uses that arm he wrapped around me to angle our bodies away from the majority of the people watching.

Protecting me.

Knowing that he’s still doing his best to make this as painless as possible for me makes something warm rise in my chest, banishing even more of the stiffness and panic.

I keep kissing him, my fingers threading their way into his thick black hair. The strands are soft, and I tug at them a little, drawing him even closer. His body reacts to that, his cock jumping where it’s trapped between us.

The feel of it, hot and hard against my stomach, makes my breath catch, and Atlas takes the opportunity to slide his tongue into my mouth, deepening the kiss even more.

I feel him turn us slightly again, and when he walks me backward, I move with him, stepping back until I feel the edge of the bed hit the back of my knees.

Atlas comes up for air, dragging his lips away from mine, his eyes so dark with desire that they’re almost black. He licks his lips slowly, almost as if he’s trying to savor the taste of me there, then gently lays me back on the bed.

I go down onto the soft covers, my hair spilling around me as Atlas climbs up to hover his body over mine. I can feel the heat of him and smell his familiar, addictive citrus and sandalwood scent in the air around us.

His cock drags against my stomach as he shifts his weight a little, leaving a wet smear of precum that makes me swallow hard as my pussy clenches a bit. I didn’t think there was any way I could get wet like this, but judging from the slight slickness I feel when I move my thighs, it wasn’t as impossible as I thought it would be.

As if he can read my mind, Atlas drags a hand down my front and then settles it between my legs. He cups my pussy with his palm, and I arch a little, grinding against him. My heart thumps against my ribs, and I squirm a little on the bed.

“Do it,” I whisper. “Just fuck me already.”

The faster we do this, the sooner we can get out of here.

But instead of obeying my whispered plea, Atlas shakes his head. “No.”

I blink, my brows drawing together. “What? Why not?”

He slides a finger through my folds, concern flashing across his face. “You’re barely even wet,” he murmurs. “It’ll hurt.”

I shake my head, a little surprised by that answer. Surprised that it matters to him. “I don’t care.”

The truth is… I do, a little. I usually like pain, like when Killian would hurt me in just the right way at our club, but this isn’t the kind of pain that gets me off.

I was always soaking wet by the time Killian finally gave in and fucked me hard, so even though it was rough and primal and raw, it didn’t hurt in that way.

“I care, vicious,” Atlas insists, something softening in his expression. “Fucking hell. I don’t want the first time I fuck you to be a bad memory you’ll carry around for the rest of your life.”

The raw honesty in his voice catches me by surprise, hitting some unguarded part of my heart. A tight feeling squeezes my chest for a second before releasing, and I let out a slow breath before licking my lips.

“I’m not going to be able to get off like this,” I admit hoarsely, my gaze darting sideways toward the crowd before I can stop it. God, if the people out there don’t get the show that they want, then… I don’t even know how this will go down.

“Let me try,” Atlas says, drawing my focus back to him. There’s a look on his face that mirrors the tone in his voice, something almost like a plea. “Can I try?”

I don’t see how on earth it will be possible, but for some reason, with Atlas settled between my thighs like this, gazing down at me with that expression on his face… I don’t want to say no.

So I nod, my pulse racing. “Yes. You can try.”

In answer, he leans down and kisses me again. His mouth is hot and insistent, and while he let me take the lead the first time we kissed, this time, he’s in charge of it. He kisses me like he’s trying to distract me and turn me on all at the same time, and as our lips move against each other, his fingers start to explore between my legs.

His thumb brushes my clit, and I jolt against him, the sensation of that small bit of friction rippling through me. The pad of his thumb is just big enough to give me something to grind against, and he circles and teases that sensitive bud while he kisses me breathless.

Just as I start to get used to the feeling of his thumb working my clit, he presses two fingers inside me. It’s a stretch at first, and even though I’m not bone dry down there, I’m not wet enough to make it an easy slide.

It feels good though, and with the way Atlas is kissing me, I relax enough to let him in more easily.

He fucks me shallowly with those thick fingers, letting me feel it. He sucks on my bottom lip for a while and then kisses me again, tangling his tongue with mine.

It’s a slow, deep seduction, and my body slowly starts to awaken under his ministrations.

I try to get into it more, to move my hips with him and to turn off my brain. But all around me is the evidence that we’re not alone. I can hear the murmur of the crowd and feel the way they’re watching us.

I can only pick up snippets of what they’re saying from up here, but even when I don’t understand the words, the tone is unmistakable. It’s all filthy, voyeuristic. Hard to block out.

No matter how much I try to let go and to lose myself to the feeling of Atlas’s mouth on mine and his fingers working between my legs, it feels impossible to ignore it all.

“Spread her open and fuck her good!” someone shouts from the crowd, and my eyes fly open. I start to turn my head to look over toward the cat-caller, but Atlas moves before I can. His teeth clamp down around my nipple, and he bites hard. That makes me gasp, my gaze whipping back to him like a rubber band snapping.

My body reacts to the sudden jolt of pain with a rush of pleasure, and Atlas smiles a little as he lifts his head.

“There you are,” he murmurs, and when he pushes his fingers deeper into me, I can feel that I’m getting wetter.

Something flashes through his eyes as he feels it too, and when he speaks again, there’s a new edge to his voice.

“Stay with me,” he says, and it comes out commanding and deep. “Do not take your eyes off me, vicious. Stay right here with me.”

I nod, and I couldn’t disobey if I wanted to. Not when he’s touching my body as if he owns it. As if what he told the bouncers at the door and the three men who accosted me is true—that I’m his.

“Good girl,” he breathes, then dips his head once more.

It’s just two little words, but the praise does something to me. Heat flashes through me as he keeps working me up, and I get more into it, my body responding to his touch so much more easily now. He bites down on my nipple again, tugging sharply with his teeth, and I arch into the intense feeling of it, pain and pleasure warring inside me and making my head spin.

My legs fall open wider, my breath coming in short pants as Atlas plays my body like he knows it. He must be a quick study, since this is the first time we’ve ever touched each other like this. He’s measuring my reactions to everything he does and adjusting accordingly, and I almost can’t believe how well he can read me.

His fingers don’t stop moving between my legs, dragging my wetness over my clit and then fucking deep into my pussy. Usually, fingering like this is just something that feels mildly good at best, but Atlas adds so much more to it. He curls his fingers and presses the pad of his thumb to my clit, working that little bundle of nerves and my g-spot at the same time. All the while, he keeps up the torture of my breasts, biting and sucking hard enough to leave marks before laving the sting away with his tongue.

Finally, he drags his tongue in a long line up the curve of my neck, then finds my mouth and kisses me hard.

All I can do is kiss him back, dizzy and caught up in it. While his mouth is on mine, his free hand takes over teasing my nipples, pinching and twisting them hard enough that I whimper against his lips.

He keeps me on that perfect edge of pain and pleasure, and the conflicting sensations keep me grounded in this moment with him. Nothing else matters, not the crowd or the stage or the location. Every time he touches me, every time his tongue delves into my mouth, it just focuses me on the press of his body against mine even more.

Atlas nips my bottom lip hard, and I hiss at the sting of it. His fingers keep working into me, fucking deep and hard. It’s not quite as good as having a cock buried inside me, but everything he’s doing is making me crave more. I’m vaguely aware of a wet sound, and I realize with a start that it’s the noise of his fingers—slick with my arousal—sliding in and out of my pussy.

“Fuck,” Atlas pants when he pulls back to breathe for a moment. “Jesus fuck, vicious. You feel so good. So goddamn perfect. Do you have any idea?”

I shake my head, even though it’s probably a rhetorical question.

His eyes blaze, and he drops his head to kiss my neck, sucking on the skin there too before pulling back to look at me again.

“Does that feel good?” he asks.

“Yes,” I gasp out, arching against him. I know he’s hard already, his cock leaking a steady drip of precum from how turned on he is.

Somehow, just knowing that he’s so ready for this and still trying to make sure it won’t be terrible for me makes me want him even more. I spread my legs wider, hips bucking upward in an instinctual movement, chasing his touch.

My body burns as I get wetter and wetter, and I can hear the wet squish of his fingers thrusting inside me. He pulls them out after a while, and I whimper in disappointment at the sudden feeling of emptiness.

Atlas just smiles against my skin and starts focusing solely on my clit instead, pinching it lightly and then rubbing the sting of it away with the pad of his finger.

“You think you can take me now?” His voice is a hoarse rasp. “Are you ready for me, vicious?”

“Yes. Please,” I whisper, surprised to find myself on the verge of begging. “Please, Atlas. I need more. I need…”

My voice trails off on a soft groan, and Atlas makes a sound in his own throat, his eyes heated. His amber and brown irises are dark with lust, his pupils like deep black pools. The crowd feels distant and removed now. Even though there are still catcalls from the audience, the way he looks at me makes it pretty clear that he’s not thinking about anything or anyone else.

Just me.

That’s a heavy realization, and it hits me almost hard enough to knock the wind out of me. I’m not quite sure what to do with that, but any deeper thoughts about the intensity of the emotions on his face are drowned out by the fact that I’m so fucking turned on right now.

“Tell me you want it,” Atlas breathes, his fingers moving faster over my clit. “Tell me.”

“I want it,” I reply immediately, my voice shaking. “Please. I’m ready, you don’t need to wait anymore. Fuck, I need you.”

“Need who? Say my name.”

“Atlas. Atlas. Please…”

“There you go.” He smiles, so warm and slow and possessive that it makes something inside me ache. “Good girl.”

One tattooed hand comes up to grip my chin, keeping my face turned toward him the entire time, a reminder not to look away or let the audience distract me. His other hand wraps around his cock, and he slides into me slowly.

My back arches a little as the thick, pierced head of his cock breaches my entrance. He has to go slow because he’s almost as big as Nico, and while I’m really fucking wet right now, it’s still a stretch. But it feels fucking good, and I want more of it.

I can tell he’s trying to stay slow and measured as he works his way in, trying to take it easy on me, but I wrap my legs around his waist and dig my heels into his ass, urging him to press in deeper.

“Fucking—” Atlas chokes out.

He shoves his hips forward as if he can’t help himself, his cock spearing me as he bottoms out inside me in one go. My mouth falls open on a silent gasp, the feeling of him so deep inside me making my toes curl.

I expect Atlas to keep up that same pace, to fuck into me hard and fast, but he stops once he’s buried to the hilt, his eyes closed and his face twisted in a look I can’t decipher.

For a second, I think maybe he’s hurt or that doing this in front of people is fucking with his head too. It’s not what either of us expected when we came here, I know that, but he’s seemed so put together about it this whole time, maintaining his composure so that I wouldn’t freak out. I’ve been the one having an issue with it. But did that all change?

Then he takes a shuddering breath and opens his eyes, and I realize that his reaction isn’t about the audience at all.

“You feel so fucking good,” he rasps, sounding almost reverent. “Too fucking good. Goddammit, vicious. I imagined, but… I never expected it to be like this. How the fuck do you fit me so perfectly?”

It hits me in a rush that the almost tortured expression on his face isn’t because it feels bad, but the exact opposite.

He’s overwhelmed from being inside me.

My heart gives a surprising little flutter at that, and a warmth spreads that has nothing to do with being so turned on. I squeeze around his cock, and he groans, staring down at me.

“Don’t stop,” I whisper.

That spurs him to move, drawing nearly all the way out and plunging back in. He works his hips in a relentless rhythm, building up speed as he fucks into me, and every time our bodies reconnect, I feel… whole. It feels like we’re connected, like I can feel more than just his cock working inside me. He doesn’t look away from me for a second, and I gaze back up at him, letting him see all the need and pleasure play out across my face.

Normally, I make a habit of masking my emotions to a degree, keeping my thoughts and feelings a bit hidden. It’s a protective mechanism I’ve honed over the years. But right now, all of my walls have completely crumbled.

I need Atlas in this moment. Need the connection between us.

It’s the only thing keeping me sane and grounded, so for once in my life, I don’t hide from it.

When he drives in deep, hitting that spot inside me and letting me feel the piercing in his cock, I moan for him, my arms winding around his neck. I rake my nails down his back, and he hisses with pleasure, hitting that spot hard and deep all over again.

I’m still vaguely aware of people watching us, the heaviness of their stares and the filthy sounds of people jerking off around us. But none of it matters. It all fades into the background as Atlas fucks me like we’re the only two people alive.

He’s taking care of me in the best way he can, and I feel safe in a way I never would have thought possible.

Every slide of his cock against my inner walls pushes me closer to the edge and makes it harder for me to hold back. Not that I want to. Even with all these people watching, I’m past the point of caring or holding back. All I want to do is fall apart and feel the orgasm that’s building slowly in my core.

The pleasure is white hot and electric, racing down my spine and pooling in my belly, sparking higher and higher every time he bottoms out inside me.

“Quinn,” Atlas breathes, a sheen of sweat glinting on his brow as a lock of black hair falls over his forehead. “Come for me. Fuck. Please. I want to feel you come on my cock. Let go, vicious. For me. Just for me.”

There’s something about the way he says it—the way he’s almost begging me to come for him, the need in his voice so clear—that cuts through the last thread holding me back.

All I can do is give in, falling apart with a low cry as my body trembles from the force of the orgasm that roars through me. I arch and buck against him, nails digging into his shoulders, holding on tight as I ride out the sheer pleasure that threatens to suck me under.

And Atlas watches all of it. He watches and fucks me through it, his hips stuttering as my pussy spasms around him.

That must be enough to pull his orgasm from him, because a second later, he curses under his breath and slams into me one last time, filling me up with his cum.
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For a moment, the whole world seems to stand still.

Atlas and I are both breathless in the aftermath, caught up in the sensation of what just happened. I can feel every hot pulse of his cock as he empties himself in me completely, and as he finally starts to soften, we just stare at each other.

Our faces are close together, sweat-slicked bodies intertwined, and I can tell that we’re both still reeling from the intensity of it all.

Atlas’s eyes roam over my face as if he’s searching for something, and I just take him in, lost in the comfort of his citrus and sandalwood scent mixed with mine, and the way he feels as he holds on to me.

The moment doesn’t last long though. The bubble pops after a few more heartbeats, and the sounds of the crowd start to filter back in. Catcalls and wolf whistles and someone’s voice above the din shouting, “Fuck her again! Fuck her until she begs you to stop!”

Hearing that is like a bucket of cold water to the face, and the reality of what just happened comes flooding back in. We’re still at Eros, still with a dangerous mission hanging over our heads. My body goes tense again, and Atlas must be able to feel it, because he finally slides out of me, a gush of cum spilling from me as he does.

My stomach dips as I feel the sticky wetness trailing over my skin. Fuck, we didn’t even have a chance to talk about protection or anything.

I stare down the length of my body between us, looking at the smear of cum across my thighs.

“I’m clean,” Atlas murmurs, dipping his head so the words are for my ears only. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

I don’t ask how he knew what I was thinking. Instead, I just nod and let out a breath. With every passing second, the safe little bubble Atlas and I created is slipping further and further away, and I can feel all those eyes on me, the crowd tracking my movements as I sit up on the bed.

“Fuck, look at those tits,” someone says in a lascivious tone. “I’d like to get my mouth on those.”

I curl my hand into a fist and try not to react to that, and Atlas helps me get to my feet and then casually steps in front of me, shielding me from view as much as possible.

It’s hard when there are so many people out there, and when the stage has basically a three-sixty view of the room. But I appreciate the gesture all the same. At least he’s standing between me and the three men who started this all, keeping them from being able to ogle me any more than they already have.

A woman in a slinky black dress comes up to the stage with a polite smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. She has a businesslike manner that makes me think she works here, and when she gestures us off the stage, that basically confirms it.

Atlas grabs our clothes and hands me my dress, bra, and panties, and I pick up my shoes quickly as we leave the stage. It’s a relief to duck into the little alcove that the woman points us to, where we’re mostly hidden by a velvet curtain as we get dressed.

My skimpy little dress doesn’t hide much, but it’s better than being butt ass naked with all those people watching. It feels like putting my armor back on, even though it doesn’t cover nearly as much as I would like.

Once Atlas has his clothes back on as well, he looks down at me. It seems like he wants to say something but doesn’t know how to say it—or doesn’t know what he wants to say.

Before he gets a chance to figure it out, the woman from before shows up again. She pokes her head into the alcove with that same polite smile.

“Mr. Locke was very impressed with your performance up there,” she says briskly. “It was much more sensual, more… intimate, than what we usually see on our stage. He’d like to speak with you in his private lounge.”

My heart lurches with shock and excitement, and I fight the urge to look up at Atlas. This was definitely not at all how I intended to get into the back to see Vincent, but we’d have to be idiots to turn it down.

Atlas looks at me, questioning, and I nod. It’s the best chance we’re going to get.

“Lead the way,” he says to the woman, who nods.

“Follow me,” she tells us. “Stick close.”

She walks quickly, her heels clicking on the polished wooden floor as we weave our way through the crowd. Up on the stage, two men are cuffing a petite woman to the St. Andrew’s Cross, all three of them already naked and the woman adorned with nipple clamps.

Fortunately, the new ‘show’ means that no one pays us very much attention as we go past—not even the three fuckers who dragged me away from Atlas earlier—and I’m grateful for that. The last thing I want is another standoff or altercation while we’re in this club, since I have a feeling the next one would end in death instead of sex.

I just want to talk to Vincent and get the fuck out of here.

Vincent’s representative pushes aside one of the many velvet curtains that line the walls, revealing a door behind it. She presses her hand to a fingerprint reader beside the door, and the lock clicks. With a cursory glance over her shoulder to make sure we’re following, she tugs the door open and steps through, leading us down a long hallway.

It’s lit with the same sconces on the wall as in the main area, which cast a purple-ish light on the concrete floor and dark paneled walls. There are other doors and little open rooms that we don’t get a chance to look into, and at the end of the hall is another door.

The woman knocks on the door three times in quick succession and then opens it, letting us file past her into what must be Vincent’s private lounge.

It has the same aesthetic as the rest of the club, dark and expensive with that archaic, antique air about it. There are low couches made from dark leather, and a long wooden surface along the back wall that seems to serve as his private bar.

The side walls are mirrored, half covered by more of those jewel toned drapes, and in the center of it all, leaning back casually on one of the couches, is Vincent Locke himself.

He looks like he’s in his late thirties or early forties, clean cut and coifed. If I saw him on the street, I wouldn’t look twice at him, assuming he was some sort of businessman, with his dark suit and dark hair.

But there’s something about him in this space that makes it clear it’s all an illusion. He’s one of those people who uses an appearance of wealthy respectability to hide just how dangerous they can be.

Considering the rules of this place and the guards at his command, it’s safe to say that crossing Vincent Locke is a very bad idea.

His assistant, or whoever she is, slips out of the room, leaving us alone with him. Vincent’s eyes are just as dark as his hair, and I fight not to let my gaze drop as he looks us over. I can still feel remnants of the orgasm in my body, the remembered pressure of Atlas’s hands on my skin. The unexpected intensity of the sex we had has me feeling vulnerable in a way I’m usually not, and I work hard to close the lid on those raw emotions and put my game face back on.

A smile stretches over Vincent’s face, warm and open—but I don’t buy it for a second. It’s like a politician’s smile, meant to put you at ease while hiding a million different motives behind it.

“In case you weren’t aware, I know about everything that happens in my club. I watched your performance out there, and I have to say, I was impressed,” he finally says. “It’s been a while since we’ve had a show like that on my stage.”

His voice is rich and smooth, and he speaks with utter confidence. There’s something else in his tone too, a lasciviousness that’s slightly more subtle than the way the crowd out there was groaning with lust as they watched us—but only slightly.

When he looks me up and down, his eyes lingering on my cleavage, it’s obvious what he’s thinking.

“We’re happy to have entertained,” Atlas replies, his voice cool and measured. He moves a bit, and I can feel the possessiveness in the action when his arm snakes around my waist. He pulls me in closer to his side, and I don’t resist.

I can take care of myself, and I was raised to be a fighter, to not need to look to anyone else to protect me. But I was also raised to survive, and that means not being an idiot.

I’m better off with Atlas’s protection in a place like this. I’m safer with his claim on me—no matter how complicated my feelings about being ‘claimed’ by him may be.

There will be time to sort through all that later. For now, we have a job to do.

Vincent takes in the way Atlas touches me, and his lips curl into another smile. If he’s offended by Atlas staking his claim in that subtle way, he doesn’t show it. He just gestures to the couch opposite from where he’s sitting. “Have a seat.”

“Thank you.”

I nod, and Atlas and I move as one, sitting side by side on the couch. Vincent drapes both arms over the back of his own couch, tilting his head to one side.

“I’ve run Eros for a long time, and business has been good,” he tells us. “Hundreds of people have fucked on that stage you were on tonight, as I’m sure you can guess. People love a show—and even more than that, people love being the center of attention. They’ll do depraved things to each other to keep the crowd wanting more. But you two…” His eyes flash over us, landing on me again. “You kept it simple. It was less about the show and more about the two of you together. Just… enjoying each other for our enjoyment. It was beautiful.”

My face flushes with embarrassment at the way he’s going on and on about it. I hate being talked about like that, and a flush rises up my cheeks at the realization of how obviously intimate things got between me and Atlas. Even through whatever camera Vincent was watching from back here, it was clear to him that we were doing a hell of a lot more than just fucking.

“Thank you. We appreciate that,” Atlas says. He looks down at me, resting a hand on my thigh. “Quinn is… easy to enjoy.”

I know he’s just saying it to have some response to Vincent’s compliments, but the note of sincerity in his tone doesn’t do anything to dull the flustered feeling inside me.

“Have you been here before?” Vincent asks.

Atlas shakes his head. “No, this was our first time.”

“And you took to it like naturals. We’re lucky you decided to come tonight. Not everyone does so well on their first time here.” Vincent chuckles. “Sometimes it ends up being their last.”

“Actually, we came to Eros tonight because we were hoping to speak to you,” Atlas replies.

The smile drops from Vincent’s face instantly, and his eyes narrow.

It’s interesting, the split-second change from how welcoming and complimentary he was just a moment ago, to this. Now he knows that we have an agenda, and we’re more than just sex entertainment to him.

Atlas leans forward, not letting the change in Vincent’s demeanor cow him. “We heard a rumor that there’s a new player in the underground scene, based in this area. We know you’re very observant and keep your ear to the ground about things that happen in this territory, so we thought you might know about it.”

Vincent arches an eyebrow and settles back against the couch a little more, glancing between us with an assessing, wary expression. “I hear a lot of things. Not all of it is the kind of knowledge I’m likely to share. Not when I don’t know what the information is worth.”

“We’re not asking without cause,” I say, jumping in quickly. “This person, whoever they are, is dangerous. My organization, Enigma, has been attacked by them multiple times. Each attack was more egregious than the last, and it’s clearly meant to destabilize my gang. If whoever’s coming after Enigma is based out of your territory, then they might take an interest in you and your business next. It’s clear this person wants to make a name for themselves, and from what we’ve seen, they’re highly skilled. That could become a problem.”

Vincent processes that information slowly, taking his time as he taps two fingers against his pursed lips. “A problem you intend to solve?”

“A problem we’re trying to stop from getting worse,” I tell him bluntly. “The attacker has already killed some of our people. If you help us with any knowledge you have, then we can deal with this bastard, and you’ll never have to lift a finger. Whoever this is will never get the chance to become a threat to you. Does that make the information worth sharing?”

There’s another long pause as Vincent considers that. He squints a little, his gaze far away as if he’s trying to peer into the future, and I practically hold my breath, waiting for whatever his answer will be. If he refuses to talk, I don’t know what the next step is. All I can hope is that it doesn’t come to that.

After a long moment, he nods. “Alright. You make a compelling point. I’ll tell you what I know.”

“Thank you.” Atlas nods somberly, and I can feel a little of the tension in his body ease next to mine.

“From what I hear, this newcomer used to be a mercenary. Used to getting his hands dirty for other people. It seems like maybe he’s striking out on his own now, tired of doing jobs for other people.”

“Do you know where we can find him?” I ask. “Or if he has a base of operations anywhere?”

Vincent shakes his head. “No, I don’t know that much. I’ve heard reports of him being all over this area, and it’s hard to pinpoint where he’s holed up. I’ve heard he’s put a target on Enigma… and on Carnage too. Which I suppose explains the alliance between your gangs.”

There’s a twist to Vincent’s lip as he mentions Carnage, and I remember what Nico said about the grudge this man holds against him. I keep my face impassive, not wanting to poke at that sore spot any more than necessary, and definitely not wanting to go into details about how we’re not just allied—we’re married.

“It does,” I say carefully. “Believe me, that alliance wasn’t my first choice. But it was a necessary evil to protect my people since, as you said, this mercenary is coming after us both.”

I hesitate, trying to get a read on Vincent before I push for more. I think we got his attention by pointing out that the threat to us could quickly turn into a threat to him unless we deal with it first, but I’m worried that his dislike of Nico will override his self-interest.

“Have you heard anything else that could help me and my gang?” I ask, deliberately leaving Nico out of it for the moment. “A name? Any identifying details?”

Vincent heaves a sigh, his gaze shifting from me to Atlas and back. Then he lifts one shoulder. “I can tell you that I’ve heard the name Silas Duran.”

“Silas Duran,” Atlas repeats. “I don’t recognize it.”

“Me neither,” I murmur.

So maybe it’s not personal. Maybe this ex-merc is just targeting our two gangs because he thought it would be easy. Because we’re close together and seemed like easy pickings for someone with the right resources.

“Thank you,” Atlas says, nodding to Vincent. “That should help.”

Vincent nods back. Then he quirks an eyebrow. “Since you’re here, if you’re interested, I have another piece of information you might find interesting.”

I frown. “What is it?”

“I’ve heard rumblings of another gang that has its sights on you.”

“What?” I sit up straighter on the couch, on full alert now. “Who?”

“The Young Killers,” he elaborates. Then he smirks languidly. “It’s not in my territory, but like you said, I’m observant. I hear things. It sounds like they’re getting nervous about Enigma and Carnage joining forces, and a jumpy gang is usually bad news. I figured I’d let you know.”

“Thanks,” I reply, my brow furrowed. “We appreciate the heads up.”

“My pleasure. Anything to help a beautiful woman such as yourself.” His cold business persona melts away, and he fixes me with a heated smile. “And now that we’ve finished with that business, you’re welcome to stick around. Maybe see if a… private show would suit you.”

Judging from the way he’s looking at me with hunger in his eyes, I can tell exactly what sort of show he wants. My skin crawls at the thought of it, and Atlas’s hand tenses on my knee.

“Thanks for the offer, but we really have to get going,” he says firmly.

For a second, I wonder if Vincent will let it go so easily. His mouth goes tight at the corners, as if he doesn’t like being denied. But then he smiles again, more coolly this time. “Of course. Maybe we’ll see you here again sometime.”

He presses a button on the end table beside the couch, and the door to his lounge swings open. That same woman from earlier is there, ready to show us the way out. We get up from the sofa we were seated on, and Atlas puts a hand on the small of my back, letting me leave first as he follows close behind.

I can feel the tension in him, the way he seems ready to fight at any moment, and it’s the same way I feel. Neither of us let our guards down as we move back down the hall and through the club again, where the woman leaves us.

On the stage, the trio from earlier are going at it hot and heavy on the bed, one man fucking the woman in her pussy and the other one buried deep in her ass. Her cries echo through the space, and the crowd cheers them on.

When we finally step out of the club and back into the parking lot, it feels like I can finally breathe again. The cool night air on my face is a relief, and as we make our way to the car quickly, I’m hyperaware of the two guards at the door watching us retreat.

I slide into the passenger seat, not even bothering to gripe about the fact that Atlas is driving this time. As he starts the car and pulls out onto the street, I twist my fingers together in my lap.

The mission was a success, all things considered.

We got the info we needed, and we made it out in one piece.

But the cost of the information we got isn’t lost on either of us. The drive home is awkward and silent, the unspoken questions and lingering memories of what we did hanging thickly between us now that we’re out of danger. We didn’t have a choice in it, but that still leaves us to deal with the aftermath of it all.

Neither of us speaks as we drive through the darkened streets back to my house, and I try to use the opportunity to reconstruct the walls around the most vulnerable parts of my heart that came tumbling down as Atlas fucked me.

But it’s harder than I thought it would be. And even though I try to ignore it, I can still feel the stretch of Atlas’s cock inside me and the evidence of his climax between my legs.
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NICO


The waiting is always the worst fucking part.

I couldn’t go to Eros with Quinn for good reason, but waiting at home for her and Atlas to come back makes my skin itch.

I take the time to poke around the house, shuffling through the desk in the office and pulling books off the shelves to crack them open, but even that can’t hold my attention for long.

Killian is out dealing with business at the clubhouse, and the place feels fucking empty in a way I’m not used to. I shouldn’t mind having the house to myself for a while—it’s probably a good thing—but right now, I hate it.

Finally, a few hours after they left, I hear a car pull up outside and a door slam.

I head into the living room in time to see Atlas and Quinn come walking into the house. They’re both quiet, their bodies held stiff with tension, and I frown. They both made it back in one piece, so it couldn’t have gone too badly.

“What happened?” I ask.

“We got the info,” Atlas reports, looking over at me. “You were right about Vincent keeping tabs on shit. He had some useful intel for us. According to him, our attacker is most likely a former mercenary, trying to do his own shit now. Name is Silas Duran.”

I nod, taking that in. The name doesn’t mean anything to me, but that’s not completely unexpected. It just means that this probably isn’t personal. Just some new up-and-comer with delusions of grandeur, instead of someone with a vendetta.

“That’s a place to start, at least,” I murmur, rubbing my chin thoughtfully. “And him being a former mercenary makes sense, in a way.”

“How?” Quinn asks. She’s still standing close to the door, her arms crossed over her chest.

I shrug. “They’re used to getting their hands dirty. There aren’t a lot of jobs you could offer a good mercenary and have them turn it down. So killing our people was probably just another Tuesday for him. He’s probably used to staying elusive, protected by the interests of whoever hires him regularly. Which explains why he’s being so fucking bold about it all.”

“Makes sense.” She nods shortly, staring at the wall as if she’s thinking it through. Her gaze darts up to me and then around the room before settling on the floor this time. She’s looking anywhere but at Atlas, and he seems to be doing the same thing, giving me all of his attention in a strangely exaggerated way.

“Good work,” I tell them, glancing from Atlas to Quinn. “Any issues at the club?”

Quinn’s cheeks go pink, and Atlas’s jaw clenches.

“No problems,” he says. “We found a way to get into the back to see Vincent, asked our questions, and then got out of there. He knew about the alliance between Carnage and Enigma, but fortunately, he seemed more interested in making sure we remove a possible threat to him than in his beef with you.”

I nod. He’s making it sound easy and straightforward, but that doesn’t explain the clear tension that’s hanging between them or their refusal to look at each other. Atlas has tried to avoid Quinn for most of the time we’ve been living here—out of distrust or dislike, I thought, although maybe I was wrong about that.

But this? This is something different.

Narrowing my eyes, I look them over, trying to suss out what it is they’re not telling me. Atlas looks the same as always, except for the suit he’s got on, but Quinn’s chest and cheeks are slightly flushed, and her makeup is smudged. Something happened.

I glance between them, but neither of them seem like they want to say anything about what happened while they were at the club. Quinn looks like her cheeks could start a fire, they’re burning so hot, and Atlas’s face is carefully blank, trying to give nothing away. He’s not as good at it as Killian is, so I know there’s something going on.

I step closer to Quinn and reach up, running my thumb over her bottom lip as I cradle her jaw.

Her eyes flicker with something I can’t read, but she doesn’t jerk away from me. She tries to avoid my gaze at first, but there aren’t many other places she can look when she doesn’t want to look at Atlas either, so she ends up right back at me.

“You’re not telling me everything,” I murmur, raising an eyebrow. “What happened at the club, mia cara?”

Her gaze flicks to Atlas, just for a second, and her pupils dilate a little.

Well, isn’t that interesting.

“Quinn,” I say firmly, no longer asking. “Tell me what happened. I know there’s more.”

Maybe it’s my tone, or maybe she just can’t hold it in anymore. Either way, she sags a bit, biting her lip hard before she speaks.

“There were these men,” she mutters. “They thought they could put their hands on me and claim me just because we were at the club.”

My jaw clenches, pissed as fuck at the idea of some group of strangers touching my wife. This is why I insisted she not go to Eros alone. Vincent rules his club with an iron fist, which can make it a very dangerous place, despite the surface level appearance of sensual luxury.

I look from Quinn to Atlas again.

“And?” I ask.

Quinn lifts her chin in a defiant gesture I’m learning to recognize well. Her gaze finally meets mine, her gray eyes flashing. “And Atlas fucked me. So those random fuckers couldn’t.”

A strange combination of feelings rushes through me as I register her words. There’s possessiveness, flooding my veins with fury at the thought that some assholes had the nerve to touch Quinn and treat her like a random piece of meat at the club. There’s jealousy, because I wish I could have been the one to be there protecting her. The one fucking her in front of a crowd, staking my claim so they could all see it and know to back the fuck off. And underneath all of that, but rising up faster than I would have imagined… is arousal.

I can imagine what it would have been like, and heat beats through me as image after image plays out in my mind.

Without taking my gaze off Quinn, I release my hold on her jaw. Then I reach down, sliding my hand between her legs under the short black dress she’s wearing. Her panties are soaked, and it’s easy to slip them to the side so I can press two fingers against her hot, slick pussy.

“You’re wet,” I murmur, even though I’m sure she already knows. “Is that from you being turned on, or is it Atlas’s cum?”

Her cheeks flood with a dusky color, her eyes widening as her pupils dilate. She swallows hard, hesitating for a long moment before she whispers, “Both.”

My fingers press deeper into her, thrusting harder as I force Atlas’s cum and her own wetness back up inside of her. Quinn moans softly, biting her lip as she squirms against me, her thighs clenching around my hand. It’s fucking hot, seeing her like this, her cheeks dark red, her pussy so wet from being aroused.

“Did he make you come?” I ask.

Her cheeks go impossibly redder, and she just nods, clearly at a loss for words now. That suits me fine.

I smirk at her, finally dragging my fingers out of her pussy.

“I can see you enjoyed it,” I say, keeping my voice low and silky, just to see the effect it has on her. Her breathing stutters, coming faster now.

I hold my fingers up to her face, letting her see how wet and slick they are. Because of her. Because of him.

“You made a mess all over my fingers. Suck them clean,” I order.

Quinn hesitates, like she’s not sure of herself, but I just lift an eyebrow, waiting. I’m not going to repeat myself, I’m just going to see what she does.

Finally, she leans forward, meeting me halfway. Her dove gray eyes burn with the same heat that floods my veins like fire, and when she parts her lips and wraps them around my fingers, I have to bite back my own groan of pleasure.

Her mouth is a sweet, wet heat, and my heart beats faster with the ideas of where else her mouth could go. Her lips purse as she sucks the mixture of her arousal and Atlas’s cum from my fingers, and I can feel her tongue laving over my skin. I thrust my fingers just a bit deeper into her mouth, fucking between those pretty lips like I would if those lips were wrapped around my cock instead.

I keep my focus on Quinn, but I can feel Atlas watching us. His gaze burns against my skin as he stands there, taking all of this in. That flare of possessiveness is still thrumming in my chest, and there’s a bit of pleasure in making him wait, making him watch. Because he already had his time with her, and this is mine. But at the same time, I have no intentions of keeping him out of this. Not when it will be so much more fun to share instead.

Blood rushes to my cock, making it strain so hard against the front of my pants that it almost hurts. Every time Quinn’s tongue passes over my fingers, my shaft jerks and twitches, wanting the same attention.

Finally, I pull my fingers free, and Quinn releases them with a wet pop, her jaw falling open a little. She looks almost dazed, her eyes glazed over and bright with need.

“Strip,” I tell her, taking a step back.

She hesitates, glancing over at Atlas. This won’t be the first time I’ve had her get naked for me, but it is the first time Atlas will be here for it too. Clearly she’s not sure if I mean for him to stay and watch this.

But I do. I definitely do.

“I said strip,” I repeat. “Let us see you.”

Something flashes through her eyes at my deliberate use of the word us. This time she moves to do as I said, her fingers trembling a little as she goes to start taking off her clothes. She’s not wearing much, and it’s easy enough for her to step out of the shoes she wore to the club and unzip her dress. It’s so tight that she still has to shimmy out of it, and she keeps her eyes trained on the floor as she does.

As she slips off her bra and then finally shoves her panties down her legs, letting them pool at her feet, Atlas makes a low noise. He wrenches his focus away from Quinn and shoots me a glance, and he’s got that look on his face that he gets when he’s not sure about one of my plans. But he’s not arguing. In fact, he hasn’t moved at all. He’s standing right where he stopped when they came in the door, his own gaze heated and his hands clenched at his sides.

I jerk my chin at him, inviting him closer. For all that he seems unsure, he comes over right away, standing in front of Quinn with me. She steps out of her panties, toeing them to the side as she stands fully naked in front of us.

“She’s fucking beautiful, isn’t she?” I ask Atlas casually. As if we’re discussing the weather and not this spitfire of a woman in front of us.

“Yes. She’s stunning,” Atlas replies. His voice is raspy and rough, and now that he’s standing this close to Quinn, it’s like he can’t take his eyes off her.

Goosebumps break out over her skin, and she shifts on her feet but keeps her head high—like she wants to make sure we know that she won’t be cowed by us. Even with no clothes on and her pussy freshly fucked, she still radiates so much of her own power, and that’s incredibly hot. It’s one of my favorite damn things about her.

I shift toward her a little, and she watches me intently, expectation written all over her face. But instead of touching her right away, I drop to my knees in front of her. Surprise flashes in her eyes as she looks down at me, and I smirk up at her.

“Spread your legs,” I instruct, tapping the inside of her thigh. “Wider.”

She does so, her cheeks flushing that beautiful dark red again. Although I know from experience that Quinn definitely isn’t shy in bed, I don’t think she’s ever done this before. But her body gives her away—she fucking loves it. I can smell her arousal from this close, and her nipples are hard and tight, proof of her arousal.

“You’re making a mess,” I chide her with that same smirk. Her thighs are smeared with wetness, and I reach up to push more of it back into her pussy. It clenches around my fingers, going tighter, like it doesn’t want me to pull my fingers back. Not when I could be working them deeper into her. “You like this, don’t you? Being a wet, filthy mess. Having Atlas’s cum dripping out of you.”

Quinn makes a soft noise that’s neither a denial or an acceptance of what I said, but I know she’s affected all the same. She rolls her hips a little, like she’s seeking out more friction from me.

I chuckle, low and dark. “Your pretty pussy already took a cock once tonight, but it wants more, doesn’t it?”

As I speak, I let my fingers graze over her clit, feeling how swollen it is already. She jerks at the touch like she’s been burned, but then presses into it harder.

She nods in answer to my words, glancing away like she’s embarrassed.

I pinch her clit between my fingers, and that gets her to cry out softly.

“I asked you a question,” I tell her. “I want to hear the answer.”

“Yes,” she moans. “Fuck. Yes, I want more.”

She’s so clearly embarrassed by this, but also so turned on. This is definitely hitting her kinks, getting her in a tough position where she doesn’t want to want it, maybe, but can’t deny that she does.

“Good girl,” I praise, rewarding her for her honesty.

Then I lean in close and lap at her pussy, sliding my tongue all the way along her soaking wet slit. Atlas’s cum is still inside her, and I can taste it in my mouth, that salty bitterness mingled with her own sweet arousal. But I need her to know that nothing would keep me from wanting to devour her. Not the fact that she fucked Atlas. Not even the fact that she’s still full of his cum.

Quinn shudders, and her eyes go even darker. Judging from the way she’s looking down at me, she got the message.

I slap her ass hard, the sound ringing out in the room as a soft cry bursts from her lips.

“You’re in luck, mia cara,” I tell her, giving her slit one last lick. “Your pussy is going to get stuffed full again. Right now.”

Dragging myself away from her, I get to my feet and step back.

Her eyes flash with shock and then disappointment as she watches me retreat, as if she doesn’t want me to be far from her. She’s so needy and turned on that it drives me fucking crazy, and when she speaks, there’s a bit of a plaintive edge to her tone.

“I thought you were going to fuck me,” she breathes.

I laugh, shaking my head as I cock an eyebrow at her. “Not me, wife. Atlas is going to fuck you again. And since I missed the first round, I’m gonna watch. I want to see everything he does to you.”
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QUINN


A surge of pure fire shoots through me at Nico’s words. I didn’t think it was possible for me to be even more turned on than I already was, but here I am. I can feel my pussy dripping even more, the wetness smearing across my thighs. My clit aches and pulses, and the phantom touch of Nico’s fingers and tongue still lingers, making me want more.

Both men are watching me intently, their gazes radiating heat and power. The weight of them is like a physical thing, and it makes me shiver.

I had no idea what Nico’s reaction to finding out his friend had fucked me was going to be. During the quiet drive home, I tried to prepare myself for what might happen when he found out, entertaining the idea that he’d be pissed off. I imagined him being possessive and angry, telling Atlas he had no right to put his hands—or anything else—on his wife. And I figured he’d probably be furious at me too, calling me a slut, telling me I seduced Atlas or something. Questioning both of our loyalties, even though this marriage is meant to be nothing but a business arrangement.

But I guess with Nico and Atlas being so close, he doesn’t see this sort of thing as a betrayal.

Either way, I definitely didn’t expect this. For Nico to offer me up to Atlas and then want to watch. For him to willingly lick Atlas’s cum out of my pussy like he wanted to taste me so badly that nothing else mattered.

It was hot as hell, I can’t deny that. The idea of being fucked by Atlas again, this time without the crowd of catcalling voyeurs—just Nico, watching intently—has my pussy clenching and my pulse picking up speed.

I glance at Atlas, noting how his nostrils are flared. His chest heaves as he takes short breaths, and if it wasn’t for the look of pure heat and want in his eyes, I would think that he was panicking.

He looks… overwhelmed. Overcome. Fucking ready.

It’s different from before, when he was making me focus on him, trying to make that experience in the club as good as it could be under the circumstances. Now he’s zeroed in on me, and there’s so much feeling behind his firelight eyes.

Shit has been so strained between us lately, and I have no fucking idea what any of this means.

But I know exactly what I want in this moment. The desire for it crystalizes in my mind and my body, making all of me ache with it. Here, in the safety of my living room, away from the club with all those prying, lascivious eyes, I’m going to let myself have it.

I lock eyes with Atlas, and he seems startled at first, but he doesn’t glance away.

“Please,” I whisper softly. “I want you.”

There’s a second where he doesn’t move. Doesn’t speak. And then the last thread of his restraint seems to snap so hard that it’s almost audible. He makes a low sound in his throat and then reaches out toward me, closing the small bit of space between us in an instant. His arms go around me, and he pulls me in before crushing his lips to mine.

The force of it rocks through me, and I whimper against his mouth. He kisses harder and with so much more purpose than he had at the club. It’s like he’s trying to leave a permanent mark on me somehow, kissing hot enough to sear me from the inside out.

His hands slide down over my shoulders to my back, and then even lower. He grabs my ass with both hands, fingers rough as they dig into my flesh.

I gasp into the kiss at that, rolling my hips, pressing even harder against him. Heat flashes through my body, chased by a sort of desperation for more.

As if he can read my mind, Atlas works his thigh between my legs, giving me something to grind against.

And I definitely take advantage of it. I groan softly and press hard to the solidness of his thigh. My clit aches and throbs, and I can feel myself leaving smears of wetness against the fabric of his pants.

But clearly, neither of us care about that in this moment. Rather than pulling away, Atlas keeps kissing me like he can’t get enough. His tongue slides against mine, sensual and slow, and then plunges in deeper, practically fucking my mouth while his hands keep kneading at my ass.

Every so often, we break apart by a hair’s breadth to snatch lungfuls of air, but then we’re right back to it, kissing wildly, nipping at each other’s lips, lost in the sensation of it all.

Even though it hasn’t been very long since he made me come back at Eros, I can already feel those flames of pleasure building low inside me. Atlas presses his thigh up against me, and I grind down to meet him in the middle, panting as I practically ride him.

I buck against him, and he uses his grip on my ass to help me along, dragging me forward into each roll of my hips. His mouth moves down, kissing from my lips to my neck, and when he finds a sensitive place, I give a soft cry of pleasure.

His lips suck against my neck, and he scrapes his teeth over that spot, sending a jolt of pain-laced pleasure through me.

“Atlas,” I pant. “Oh, fuck.”

He just makes that low noise again. It’s almost a growl as he bites down on my neck and squeezes my ass harder.

I was already on the verge of falling apart from Nico’s fingers and his mouth, and everything Atlas is doing is more than enough to push me the last few inches, sending me flying over the edge.

My orgasm hits me like someone flipping a switch, and I cry out as Atlas kisses my lips again. He drinks down the sound, holding me close as I shudder against him, riding out wave after wave of sensation.

“Fuck,” Nico groans, drawing my attention back to him as I blink unsteadily, breathing hard. He hasn’t moved at all, and he’s closer than I expected, watching us with eyes that don’t waver. “Even if Atlas doesn’t fuck you, mia cara, that was hot as hell to watch.”

Something flashes in Atlas’s eyes, and he reaches up to wind my hair around his hand, using the grip to pull my head back enough to meet his gaze. There’s something primal in it, something dark and hungry that makes me tingle all over.

“Oh,” he growls, his voice low and deep. “I’m going to fuck her.”

I shiver against him, my body reacting to the tone and the promise in those words. My pussy clenches hard, more of my arousal trickling out of me to stain Atlas’s pants.

He pulls back enough that he can reclaim his thigh and lets go of my hair, his jaw tight as he jerks his chin toward the sofa in the middle of the room. “Bend over the couch.”

My legs are still shaky, but I go to do what he said, walking over. Atlas is hot on my tail, and he grabs on to me, pushing me down over the arm of the couch with one large hand on the middle of my back.

He spreads my legs wider, and I let him manhandle me into the position he wants, my heart galloping in my chest.

When he steps back a bit, I know Nico has the best view in the house. He can see everything—my ass, my spread legs, my dripping cunt. He curses under his breath, and then Atlas steps between my legs, shoving his pants down.

“You have no idea how fucking good you look right now,” he tells me, and there’s sincerity in the rawness of his voice. “I knew you’d look good, knew you’d be so fucking beautiful like this. But it’s better than I ever imagined.”

A large hand skates down the curve of my ass, and I shiver, pressing back against that touch.

“Please,” I gasp out. “Fuck, Atlas. I need—”

“I know. I know what you need.”

Instead of his cock, he shoves two fingers deep inside me. It feels good, and I moan at the sensation, but it’s not what I really want. Still, he works those fingers deeper into me, fucking me with them.

“Atlas,” I whine.

He snorts. “I know. I’m just making sure you’re good and wet for me. You remember how big my cock is.”

I do remember. If I close my eyes, I can still feel him, the way he stretched me open so slowly, filling me up to the brim with the thick length of his shaft. My mouth waters just thinking about it, and my legs fall open even wider as I work my hips back, trying to fuck myself on his fingers.

Nico chuckles, and the sound of it dances up my spine. “I think she remembers,” he says. “And I think she wants a repeat.”

“Please,” I agree, the word coming out strangled and needy.

Atlas pulls his fingers back with a wet sound. He leans over me, letting me feel the weight of him, the heat of him against my back.

“This is for even thinking I would want to fuck Zoey when there was a chance I could have you,” he whispers in my ear.

My lips part, but before I can say anything, his cock is there. One second, I feel the pierced head of it against my entrance, and then the next, he’s driving into me—hard.

I gasp, caught off guard by the feeling. After the orgasm and Atlas fingering me, I’m not as tight as I could be, but his cock is still a lot to take. I can feel the stretch as my pussy tries to accommodate him, and it feels fucking incredible. Overwhelming in the best way.

“Is this what you wanted?” Atlas asks, drawing out and then thrusting back in. Our bodies meet with the sound of skin on skin, and his fingers bite into my hips as he holds on to me. “Do you like this?”

My face is practically mashed into the cushion of the couch, but I don’t care about that. Not when it feels so good to have him fucking me like this, rough and brutal.

“He asked you a question,” Nico reminds me, his voice hard.

I turn my head to look at him and realize that he’s moved off to the side now, standing in the prime position to watch all of this. His hand is over his crotch, and it’s clear that he’s rubbing himself through his pants, his cock tenting the front of the fabric.

His gaze is fixed on us, heat blazing in his mismatched eyes and no hint of jealousy evident in his expression at all. Clearly, he likes what he sees.

“Answer me, vicious. Tell me you want this, or I’ll stop,” Atlas bites out as he drives in even harder.

I nod desperately against the couch. “No! Please,” I whimper. “Fuck. I like it. It’s what I want. It’s what I need. Fuck! Atlas, your cock—”

The words spill out of me, and I can’t even control them or make them sound less like cock drunk gibberish. Every time he thrusts into me, it makes my body go tight around him, and I can feel everything. Every vein in his cock, the piercing at the tip of it, the way his shaft seems to throb with a need of its own.

“Jesus fucking Christ, mia cara. You look so good taking him,” Nico comments, his voice raspy. “Like there’s nothing else in the world you could want right now. Like you were made for this.”

I whine softly, those words adding to the pleasure cascading through my veins. Atlas drives into me again and again, and the way it rocks my body forward makes my clit grind against the arm of the couch.

That just sends even more sensation shooting through my limbs, electric and intense.

“Oh god,” I babble. “Oh fuck. Harder. Please!”

Atlas’s fingers clench around my hips so tightly that I know it’ll bruise. “Nico’s right. You have no idea. No fucking clue how good you look right now. Your perfect pussy taking my cock. So fucking gorgeous.”

He punctuates each word with a snap of his hips, burying his cock inside me over and over again.

My pussy goes tight, and I can feel the rising tide of another orgasm building, threatening to take my breath away. Atlas just keeps pounding into me, and I squirm in his hold, rubbing my clit against the arm of the couch until the white hot wave of pleasure crashes through me.

I practically scream with it, writhing in place, my pussy tight like a vise around Atlas’s cock.

He hisses out a curse and slows his strokes, not pulling out as he takes something like pity on my overstimulated body. But I can still feel him, still so aware of him buried inside me, and my pussy clenches and spasms around the intrusion, setting off little aftershocks of pleasure each time.

I’m slumped, practically boneless over the couch, letting the arm of it and Atlas’s grip keep me upright.

“Beautiful,” Nico murmurs, moving in closer. I blink up at him as he gazes down at me. “Do you think she can take more?”

He’s asking Atlas, not me, and if I was in my right mind, maybe I’d be pissed about them talking about me like this, making decisions for me like I’m not here.

But right now, I’m practically a puddle, and there’s something hot as fuck about them discussing this while Atlas is still buried inside me.

“I don’t know,” Atlas responds. He strokes one hand over my ass. “She’s taken a lot tonight.”

“Yeah, but she’s tough.” Nico smirks, his eyes glinting. “Doesn’t back down from a challenge.”

Honestly, I don’t know how much I have left in me. I feel wrung out in the best way, my body all but spent after everything that’s happened.

“One more,” Atlas decides, shoving his cock in deeper. “She’s got one more in her.”

Something about that—about them deciding between them that I’m going to come again—sets a fire in me, renewing the arousal that hasn’t quite died down ever since Atlas led me onto that stage back at the club.

I don’t argue with them, and Nico’s smirk widens as he nods at Atlas.

Atlas keeps fucking me, and even in the haze of our intense fuck, I have to be amazed by his stamina. His strokes are consistent, even and deep, and although I know he has to be close to the edge himself by now, he doesn’t miss a beat.

Nico closes the remaining distance between him and the couch, then unzips his pants, pulling out his cock. It’s flushed red and jutting out, precum beading at the tip, and my mouth waters all over again at the sight of it.

He holds a hand out to me, his eyes boring into mine. “Lick. Get my hand nice and wet.”

I shake my head, a sudden possessive heat flaring through me. I have no idea where it came from or what it means, but I don’t even care in this moment. I’m running on a cocktail of pleasure and need, and right now, I want more than to watch him get himself off.

“That’s my cock,” I tell him possessively. “My cum. Give it to me.”

Something flashes in Nico’s eyes, and he chuckles roughly. His cock twitches, giving away just how turned on he is by me making this demand.

“Shit,” Atlas breathes behind me. “You’re hot when you’re being a demanding little slut, vicious. Fucking hell.”

Nico puts one knee up on the couch, leaning over me enough that I can stretch out and get my mouth on his cock, bracing myself on shaky arms.

“Far be it from me to deny you, mia cara,” he says.

I close my mouth around his cock, sucking him down as far as I can go. I’m suddenly so hungry for it. Ravenous. Desperate to have him all the way down my throat while Atlas keeps fucking me.

I bob my head, sucking Nico’s cock, and it feels like I’m on fire. It feels amazing, but so fucking intense. Atlas keeps plowing into me, rocking my body forward so that I have to take more of Nico’s cock down my throat with each thrust.

“Fuuuck,” Nico curses. “Goddamn. You love this, don’t you? Having both of us balls deep in your holes. Filling you up until all you can think about is our cocks. Is this is what you’ve been wanting? Is this what you were craving the other night, mia cara? You should’ve just said so.”

All I can do is moan around his cock, taking it deeper as Atlas fucks me harder.

But he’s right, in a way. I’ve never done this before, never had two men inside me at the same time, but I fucking love it. Sprawled naked between them, stuffed full at both ends, breathless and so overwhelmed by the torrent of sensations that all thoughts are banished from my mind, leaving only pure animal instinct.

Nico threads his thick fingers into my hair and tightens his grip, using it to push my head up and down, making me swallow his cock at the pace he chooses.

“Just like that,” he groans. “Fucking take it.”

I splutter, choking a bit when his crown hits the back of my throat, but he doesn’t let me up, so I swallow past the momentary panic, drool and precum spilling past my swollen lips.

“You were made for this,” Atlas grunts, driving into me hard and fast. “You’re so fucking perfect for it. You take us so damn well.”

I can’t even move with the way I’m caught between them. I can’t work my hips or grind against the couch, but I don’t need to. Between the two of them, they push and pull me, using me for their pleasure. They’re rough in the best way, Nico’s grip on my hair keeping me down on his cock as Atlas fucks me like he wants to break me.

My head spins with it, and I’m so fucking turned on. I know the couch arm is going to be soaked with my arousal just like Atlas’s pants were by the time they’re done with me, and I can’t bring myself to care.

Nothing matters more than this right now.

In the middle of all of it, I suddenly register another sensation. It’s subtler, something that makes the hair on the back of my neck prickle with awareness. Like someone is watching me.

Is it Killian?

There’s no one else who it could be, since the four of us are the only ones who live in this house. I want to turn my head to look, to see if he’s standing there in the doorway or on the stairs, looming silently while his two best friends fuck me.

But I can’t move my head that much, not with Nico using my mouth the way he is, and after a moment, the force of my pleasure distracts me as heat sparks and rises through my core.

I tremble between them, whining around Nico’s cock, helpless to do anything but fall apart as the sensation rocks me like a stormy sea. My pussy aches as a final orgasm tears through me, and I know I’m definitely spent for the night. Just riding out the aftershocks leaves me limp and struggling to breathe.

“Shit.” Atlas curses behind me. “God, vicious. Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

His thrusts finally turn erratic and shorter as he chases his own pleasure, adding another load of his cum to my pussy as he comes undone himself.

Nico’s fingers clench just a bit harder in my hair, and he fucks into my mouth faster, pistoning his hips.

“Quinn,” he chokes out. “Fuck, your mouth is too damn good. You—”

He doesn’t get to the end of that sentence before he’s spilling himself, coming down my throat in hot, salty spurts. I suck on his cock as it pulses, drawing out every last drop. Demanding it, almost. His upper body curls over me a little as he lets out a long groan, his cock twitching a few more times against my tongue.

It takes us some time in the aftermath to untangle ourselves, and I can barely move on my own. Atlas helps, once Nico has drawn back and tucked his cock away, and I end up sprawled on the couch with them as they sit down, my body draped over their legs.

The air is thick with the smell of sex and sweat, and I feel like I need a bath and then to sleep for maybe a week after all of that.

I glance over toward the doorway when I remember what I felt before, but there’s no one there now. If Killian was there at any point, he left before we finished.

There’s a twinge in my gut, an emotion that feels strangely like… disappointment. As if some part of me wanted him to be there. Wanted him to see.

But I shake that thought off quickly. It’s just my sex brain talking. I’m still pissed off at him for lying to me all this time, and we haven’t worked that shit out at all.

It’s so easy to let the soft, sleepy feeling that comes from being fucked so well take over, and I start dozing off a bit, still draped over Nico’s and Atlas’s laps. I float in that warm space for a little while, partially aware of Atlas and Nico talking in low voices, partially dead to the world.

Eventually, a hand shakes me gently, and I make a whiny noise, opening my eyes reluctantly.

Nico snorts, clearly amused. “You can’t sleep like this, mia cara,” he tells me. “You need to go to bed, and before that, you need to clean up.”

I grumble something unintelligible, and Atlas chuckles. “I think she needs some help.”

Before I can either confirm or deny that, he’s scooping me up with ease and carrying me through the living room and up the stairs. I’m so worn out that I don’t even protest. It feels good to be cradled and to not have to walk on unsteady legs.

“Here,” he murmurs, putting me down on the bed before he draws the covers back. “You can shower in the morning. At this rate, you’d just fall asleep in there. But I’ll help you clean up.”

He disappears down the hall, then returns a moment later with a damp cloth. He slides it between my legs, gathering up the wetness and leaking cum, and I moan softly, squirming a little under his touch. It feels good, but also like too much after the beating my pussy took tonight, and he moves carefully and gently as he wipes the remnants of his release away.

After tossing the towel into my hamper, he tucks me in and then turns to leave. But before he can go, I reach out quickly, wrapping my hand around his wrist.

“Wait,” I whisper.

Atlas stops, glancing down at me.

“I want to know…” I hesitate, licking my lips. It’s hard to think of the right way to say what I want to ask, especially with my mind so sleepy and worn out. “Why… why didn’t you do anything before? If you wanted me so much.”

He lets out a breath and then shrugs. “You’re Nico’s wife.”

My brow furrows. “Yeah, but it’s not like that’s real. It’s just a business arrangement.”

There’s something I can’t read burning in Atlas’s amber-tinged eyes as he stares down at me. “Is any of this real?”

My stomach flutters at the question. “I don’t know,” I whisper. “I…”

I don’t know what to say to that or how to even feel about it. Atlas just keeps looking at me, and I wonder where he stands. If this is real to him, or just a different means to a different end.

There’s tension in the air between us, the moment all of a sudden much more loaded than it was before. I keep waiting for Atlas to say something, but he doesn’t.

Finally, he just shakes his head and bends down to kiss the top of my head, brushing my teal hair back a little.

“Get some sleep,” he tells me. “It’s been a long night.”

This time when he goes to leave, I let him. He closes the door softly behind him, and in the silence that follows, I gaze up at the ceiling in the darkness, turning that question over and over in my head.

It was supposed to just be business. Nico and I both wanted something out of this arrangement, and it was supposed to be about the good of our gangs. No more, no less.

But now it’s starting to feel like this thing between us—not just between me and him, but between all four of us—is taking on a life of its own, shifting and changing into something else. Something more.

And honestly, that’s terrifying.
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KILLIAN


It’s early enough in the morning that it’s still dark and quiet out. The perfect time of morning for finishing up a project undisturbed.

Well, mostly undisturbed.

The sniveling cries of the two men left alive in the shipping container I’m working in break the peace a bit. But that’s a part of the job right now.

There were five of them that I went after late last night, catching them unawares. I knocked them each out and brought them here, bound and gagged and helpless. Just the way they seem to like their victims.

Then I waited patiently for them to wake up, wanting each of them to be awake when they realized what was happening—wanted them to see me standing over them, ready to strike.

The one in front of me now trembles as I stand in front of him. His hands are bound with rough rope, pulled forward over the metal table placed conveniently inside the shipping container. I brought it here before I got started, wanting the space set up just how I like. There’s a gag stuffed in his mouth, but it’s not doing much to muffle the whimpers coming from him.

With precision, I lift the cleaver in my hand and then bring it down, sharp and hard, hacking through the man’s wrists and severing his hands.

Blood spills over the table, joining the pool of red that’s already coating the surface, and the man howls through the gag, the sound echoing around us.

I don’t flinch from it, and I barely hesitate as I scoop up his severed hands and set them aside. Then I pull my gun, silencer on, and put a bullet right between the man’s eyes.

It’s quicker than he deserves, but time is running short.

His body slumps down to the floor, no longer bound by the rope now that his hands are gone, and I kick him over to the small pile his comrades make in the corner. Three of them are already dead, their hands removed and tucked away. They’re bleeding in their pile, still bound at the feet and gagged like they were when I dragged them in here.

Among them, there’s one man left alive.

His eyes are wild, and he tries to scoot away from the growing mound of his dead friends. He screams behind the gag, shaking his head, wrenching his arms to try to get them free. The rope cuts into his skin, and it’s already stained with blood from how he’s pulling and twisting his wrists in the binds.

I frown, unmoved by his clear panic.

There’s nothing special about him.

There wasn’t anything special about any of them. They were all average men with unremarkable features. Members of a small gang that never amounted to anything much, who felt the need to throw their weight around and hurt someone else.

Just because they could.

None of them seem to be enjoying getting a taste of their own medicine now.

I walk closer to the man I’ve left for last, and he flinches—hard. He’s terrified, and the smell of blood and rank sweat is thick in the shipping container. There’s another scent too, acrid and sharp. The coward has pissed himself in his fear, apparently. There’s not much airflow to wash the smell away, but this far out from any potential witnesses, it doesn’t matter.

And it doesn’t bother me.

I lean down and use the tip of the cleaver to lift the man’s chin up so he can meet my eyes. He flinches again, trying to jerk away, but the cleaver is razor sharp, and just that movement nicks his chin, setting blood flowing.

He breathes hard, his nostrils flared and his chest heaving as he garbles out something that sounds like, “Please…”

I just hold his gaze, my face impassive.

“Did she say please when you grabbed her?” I ask in a quiet voice. “Did she beg you to let her go?”

Confusion flashes through his eyes, which are still wide and afraid. He tries to speak, maybe attempting to ask who I mean, and I press the cleaver harder against his skin.

“There was a girl with teal hair,” I tell him. “You and your friends violated her in an alley. She would have fought like hell to get away, but there were more of you and only one of her.”

There’s recognition in his gaze now, and I nod.

“Good. You remember. Then you should know that this isn’t a random attack. This isn’t about gang posturing or anything like that. This is about that girl. You never should have touched her. If I’d known about it sooner, I would have taken care of all of you sooner. I hope you enjoyed those extra years. I hope you made the most of them.” I pause, then shake my head. “But you probably wasted them. Because that’s all you are. A fucking waste.”

I stand back up and grab his bound hands, yanking him to his feet and dragging him over to the table. He tries to resist, digging his heels in, but it’s not much use. He isn’t strong, isn’t powerful. The only reason he and his friends were able to take on Quinn was because she was badly outnumbered.

Their numbers didn’t help them this time.

I slam his hands down on the table and hold them down. He fights me as best he can, which isn’t very well at all. He gains no ground and gets nowhere.

I raise the cleaver with my other hand, and he screams again, begging wetly through the gag. It’s soaked with spit and tears, snot running down his face.

Pathetic.

In one smooth stroke, I bring the cleaver down, cutting through his wrists and the ropes.

His scream of agony is shrill and piercing. He heaves broken sobs, jerking back and trying to cradle the stumps of his bleeding wrists against his chest, like that will keep me from hurting him more.

In his thrashing, he manages to spit the gag out, the wad of material sliding down around his neck.

“Please,” he sobs. “Please, don’t kill me. We didn’t know. We didn’t know who she was or that she was—please!”

My jaw clenches, and for the first time since I stepped into this container, emotion flashes through me. I felt nothing while killing the others, nothing while they screamed and begged and tried to shout threats through the fabric stuffed into their mouths. Killing them was just another thing on my to-do list for the night, and it was no less than they deserved.

But now there’s… irritation. A bit of anger sparking inside me at the audacity of this fucker to beg me for his life.

“I can pay you,” he continues. “Anything you want! I’ve… I’ve got access to money. Drugs, guns, whatever you want! Just, please. Please let me—”

“I asked you a question before,” I say, cutting him off, my voice low and intent. “Did she beg too?”

His face is swollen with the force of his crying, snotty and bloody and foul. He shakes his head, trying to drag his body away from me.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so.” I huff a humorless laugh. “Because she’s braver than you’ll ever be.”

“We—”

Whatever he was going to say is cut off by me shooting him in the kneecap.

He screams in pain, going down hard on the metal floor of the shipping container. Without hands, he can’t really get very far, and he flops around like a worm, trying to use whatever momentum he can get to put distance between us.

But there’s nowhere for him to go. It’s not a large shipping container, and there’s a pile of his friends’ dead bodies behind him.

I don’t even advance on him that quickly as I follow, cleaver in one hand, gun in the other.

I roll him over onto his back with my foot and then shoot him again, this time in the stomach—low enough that he’s guaranteed to die from it, but not quickly.

He twitches, gurgling blood as he bleeds out from all of his wounds, his horrified eyes dimming more and more as he gasps for air.

While I wait, I gather up my things, cleaning up the scene as best I can. I wipe down the blade of the cleaver, then scoop all the hands up into a waterproof bag and tie off the top of it, tucking that and my weapons back into my work bag.

The man finally dies, going still on the floor. I glance around to make sure there’s nothing left behind, then pull out the accelerant I brought with me, dousing the shipping container in it.

Once I step out of the small space, I toss a match in behind me, and the whole thing is ablaze in a matter of seconds.

The flames snap and crackle as the shipping container goes up in smoke. I don’t turn back to look at it as I leave, striding away with purpose with the bag in my hand as I go.

The sky is just starting to lighten, the smell of morning dew hanging in the air. I was out all night collecting my prey, going after each of the men who attacked Quinn.

Thinking about her makes me think about last night, when I walked into the living room to see her being fucked by Nico and Atlas. She was so fucking beautiful, her eyes hazy, her body trembling as they overloaded her with pleasure. There was something wild about her in that moment. Something I’ve never seen before, even in all the times I fucked her at Le Bal Masque. She was wild and ravenous, taking all the pleasure she wanted. Everything she deserved.

More than anything, I wanted to stride into the room and let her know I was there. That I was watching. Even if she hadn’t let me touch her, it would have been enough for her to know that I was there.

I didn’t do any of that, though.

There was something I had to do that was more important. It’s been gnawing at me ever since she told me about what happened to her, knowing those men who hurt her were still out there. So I decided to do something about it.

I know she’s still pissed at me about the stalking and not telling her who I was at the beginning of all of this, when she and Nico agreed to marry each other. I also know that she might never forgive me for it. But I won’t apologize, because I’m not fucking sorry.

It’s a long trip back home, and by the time I get there, it’s later in the morning. The sun is fully up, and there are lights on in the house.

Quinn is in the kitchen when I walk inside, sitting at the table with a bowl in front of her, eating cereal absentmindedly as she looks at something on her phone.

I walk in, and she glances up at the sound of my footsteps. Our gazes meet, and a flurry of emotions flash in her eyes. Anger, heat, distrust. She doesn’t say anything, but it’s all there to see if you know how to read her. And I do.

I don’t say anything either, but she’s used to that by now. Instead, I just put the bag on the table in front of her.

“What’s this?” she asks, frowning.

I don’t answer, just nod to the bag for her to open it.

She sighs, rolling her eyes before opening the bag and peering inside. She sucks in a sharp breath as she sees the contents, and when she looks back up at me, her eyes are wide.

“What is this?” she asks again. “What did you…”

“It’s the hands of everyone who touched you that night,” I tell her simply. “I know it won’t banish the darkness of what happened—nothing can do that. But I thought it might help to know that they’re in an even darker place now.”

My tone stays even, but I can tell from the way Quinn leans back in her chair that she gets my meaning.

Her gray eyes don’t move away from me as she stares at my face, clearly caught off guard by my actions. She licks her lips, but before she can say anything, Nico and Atlas stride into the kitchen, speaking in quiet voices as they finish up whatever conversation they were having on the way downstairs.

Atlas glances at Quinn’s bowl and nods approvingly. “Is there more milk?” he asks, and Quinn just nods back, clearly still at a loss for words.

Nico frowns at her and comes over to the table.

“What’s this?” he asks, unknowingly echoing her question from a moment ago.

She doesn’t answer, and neither do I, so he peers down into the open bag himself. He reels back when he sees the contents, his eyes flicking between Quinn and me. Of the two of us, it’s probably not hard to determine who brought a bag of hands into the house.

“What the fuck, Killian?” Nico grimaces. “On the table?”

“What?” Atlas comes over and looks into the bag as well, then makes a disgusted face. “I didn’t think I was ever going to have to say that disembodied hands don’t belong in the kitchen, but here we fucking are.”

“We eat at this table,” Nico continues. “Who the fuck knows where these hands have been?”

“Killian knows,” Atlas says. “Not that that makes it better. I don’t think anything is going to make ‘bag of hands for breakfast’ better.”

“Do we need to have a designated place in the house for miscellaneous body parts?” Nico asks. “Is this going to be a thing?”

“Please, no. I don’t think I can handle that,” Atlas groans. “I’m all for chopping someone’s hands off if they deserve it, but can we leave them outside?”

I’m barely listening to them as they bitch about it, my focus only on Quinn.

She looks like she’s trying to process this, and I can’t tell if she’s pleased by the gift or just confused.

“Why?” she finally asks, her voice soft.

“I did what your father would have done if he had known,” I tell her. “I gave them what they deserved.”
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QUINN


I feel rooted to my seat as Killian speaks, and I just keep staring at him, so thrown by this gesture. His words reverberate through my head, and I’m caught up in emotions that I can’t hold back.

I swallow hard, my eyes prickling with unshed tears.

It’s hard to know how to react to this. No one has ever brought me a bag of fucking hands before. If my father had known, he would have killed those men, and he would have made it painful, but he probably wouldn’t have brought me a trophy from it. There’s something about this gesture that’s uniquely Killian.

“I… thank you,” I finally say.

It feels… I don’t know. Like maybe not the right thing to say in this moment, but it’s all I’ve got. I’m still pissed at him, but this goes a long way toward softening me a bit in his direction.

Nico and Atlas are still standing there, looking between the two of us while they try to piece together what’s happening.

“You brought Quinn a bag of hands,” Nico finally says, speaking slowly. “That’s why these are here.”

Killian nods once.

“Okay. Why?”

“And whose hands are they?” Atlas wants to know.

“They came from members of the Bullets gang. Five of them, if we’re being precise,” Killian replies.

Disbelief flashes in Nico’s eyes as he rounds on Killian. “You went after another gang? Without running it by me first? What the hell were you thinking? We’ve already got enough problems without pissing off more gangs.”

Killian shrugs one shoulder, his expression never changing. “No one saw me. And they had it coming. Ever since they crossed Quinn, they’ve been living on borrowed time.”

Both Atlas and Nico look to me and then back to Killian, but he doesn’t elaborate any more.

I’m grateful that he doesn’t tell them the whole thing. It’s bad enough that I fell apart in front of Killian, shaking and gasping as the PTSD rose up like a monster inside me, but I really don’t want to discuss what happened that night at the breakfast table in front of the other two.

All the same, it’s clear that they have enough information to start putting some of the pieces together.

After all, taking someone’s hand is a popular punishment for having the audacity to touch something that doesn’t belong to them.

Nico sighs and rubs his forehead, but nods. “Alright,” he says. “That’s justified.”

“Could we at least take the bag off the table?” Atlas puts in. “I’d like to eat breakfast, and I can’t do that with the bag just… sitting right there.”

I roll my eyes but pick up the bag of disembodied hands, tying it closed again and putting it on the floor.

“Speaking of not accumulating more enemies,” Nico begins after a moment, finally changing the subject. “We need to go meet with the Young Killers today. Atlas filled me in on everything else Vincent told the two of you last night. We don’t need our alliance against this Silas fucker to bring more enemies out of the woodwork if people think we’ve teamed up to take out smaller gangs.”

I nod because he’s right, even if my head is still a million miles away right now. “What do you suggest?”

“We have a meeting set up for later today. We’ll all go.”

As Atlas pours himself a bowl of cereal, he and Nico fill Killian in on what we learned last night, updating him on everything from the fact that we finally have a name for our faceless enemy to the warning Vincent gave us about the Young Killers being suspicious about our alliance.

Nico makes himself some breakfast too, and even Killian eats something as they discuss these new developments. I finish my cereal, but don’t really taste it. It feels like I’m moving on autopilot as I gather up my dishes and put them in the sink, then take the bag with me upstairs before Atlas can complain about it still being in the kitchen.

All I can really think about is what Killian did.

I know it doesn’t take much for him to kill someone, and he’s been used as a sort of executioner for the Princes of Carnage before. But this is different.

The Bullets didn’t cross Nico or the Princes. The Bullets fucked with me. And now they’re all dead.

The fact that Killian did this on my behalf floors me.

Ever since my dad died, I’ve felt like I’m completely on my own. Even though I’ve got an entire gang ready to follow my commands and back me up, that’s different. I have people I trust in Enigma, people I consider friends. But they’re all looking to me to lead them, to be strong for them.

I haven’t felt like anyone has completely had my back since my dad was killed.

And now, with Killian and the other two… I feel less alone.

I still have no idea what to do with that. I don’t know whether I can trust this feeling or not. But when I think about the hands Killian gave me, I can’t help but smile.

It’s a dark, violent gift. Something anyone who doesn’t live the kind of life we do would never understand. But for me? It was the perfect gift. The perfect peace offering.

I shake myself out of my thoughts after a while, focusing up as I shower and change. Then I make my way back downstairs to wait for the guys.

Once they’re all dressed and ready to go, we head out to meet with the Young Killers.

We go to their territory for the meeting, which already puts me on edge. It’s easier to do this kind of shit on neutral ground, to make sure no one gets ahead of themselves or too big for their britches. Nico and I have both had dealings with them before. Just small stuff, nothing noteworthy, but if they’ve got it in their heads that they want trouble, I don’t want to be deep in their territory when shit pops off.

The spot they picked is an abandoned laundromat, with cracked, dirty floors and the outlines of the machines that used to occupy the space still visible on the worn out linoleum. We all file in together, and a few of the gang members watch as we enter the space. I can feel eyes tracking us, feel the tension in the air, even though there’s nothing about this that’s supposed to be hostile yet.

Nico, Atlas, and Killian stand to one side as we wait to speak to the Young Killers leader, talking quietly amongst themselves, and I take the chance to step away a little and scope things out. We’re not in their headquarters, I know that much, and it’s not as exposed as it could be.

If things break bad, we might be able to get out of here without too much hassle.

One of the members of the gang who has been watching us since we got here finally breaks away from the others and comes over to me.

I can tell from the way he carries himself that he’s lower level in the gang. Someone who wants to climb the ranks but probably has no patience. He has that jumped up, eager dog look about him.

That usually spells trouble.

Before I can say anything, he grabs my arm hard and pulls me into a little alcove that probably housed extra washing machines, getting close in my face.

“I know you’re gunning for more,” he spits, his voice low. “Enigma was never satisfied with what they had. Your father was always looking for toes to step on and people to cross, and you’re the fucking same. Getting Carnage involved isn’t gonna help you.”

I narrow my eyes and take a deep breath, trying not to fly off the handle. “Get your hand off me,” I tell him coldly.

His fingers dig in for a second, and I wonder if I’m going to have to break his hand to get him to let me go. That wouldn’t be a great start to our “peace negotiations.” But then he releases me, stepping back.

Clenching my jaw, I shove past him and out of the alcove, walking over to rejoin the three Princes. Anger roils in my belly, but I take a few deep breaths, trying to get my emotions back under control.

“There you are,” Nico says as I step up beside him. “Where were you?”

He looks me up and down, and his gaze lands immediately on the red finger marks on my arm from how tightly that fucker was holding on to me.

His face goes flat and angry, and he steps in closer, dropping his voice. “Who the fuck did that to you?”

“It’s not a big deal,” I tell him, shaking my head. “Don’t start shit over this. You were just bitching at Killian this morning for starting shit with other gangs.”

His eyes flash. “Quinn.”

“Nico, I’m serious. Drop it. It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.” His voice is low and intense. “Someone grabbed you hard enough to leave a mark behind. I don’t give a fuck why they did it, they had no goddamn right. So you either tell me who it was, or I’ll kill everyone in this room just to make sure I get the point across.”

He says it so matter-of-factly that I take a half step back, blinking in surprise. I’m not sure if he’s serious or if he’s just throwing his weight around.

But after what Killian did this morning, I’m not sure if I should test him.

“Jesus,” I mutter under my breath. “Fine. It was that guy over there.” I jerk my thumb in the direction of the man who grabbed me. “Are you happy now?”

Nico gives me a hard smile, his eyes cold. “Thrilled.”

Without waiting for me to respond to that, he walks over, pulls out his gun, and shoots the man who grabbed me in the head.

The guy goes down hard, crumpling to the floor like a sack of potatoes.

For a split second, no one reacts, the sound of the gunshot still reverberating through the air as all the oxygen seems to be sucked out of the room.

Then all of the Young Killers snap out of their shock at once, angry shouts filling the silence. They all pull their own weapons, aiming them at Nico, and at the rest of us too.

Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

I’m instantly on alert, my muscles tensing. My adrenaline spikes, my body slipping instinctively into a fighting stance in case we have to battle our way out of here.

A man strides forward, and I recognize him as Harlan, the leader of the Young Killers. He’s tall and lean, with close cropped black hair and pale eyes that snap with anger. Unlike the guy lying dead at Nico’s feet, Harlan wears his authority well, and he gets in Nico’s face, clearly pissed the hell off.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he snarls. “We invite you here to talk peace, and you start killing our own? I should drop you and your cronies right fucking now.”

Nico doesn’t even flinch in the face of Harlan’s anger. He keeps his calm, lifting his chin to look the taller man right in the eyes. I know he won’t back down. That would show weakness. Killian and Atlas—and me, by extension—would have to back him up, and there’s a lot more of the Young Killers gathered here than there are of us. Even if we did somehow manage to get out in one piece, that would just be another enemy made. We already have our hands full trying to deal with Silas, so we don’t need this.

My mind races, trying to come up with some way to get us out of this without it coming down to a fight. When an idea pops into my head, I don’t hesitate or pause to second-guess, I just go with it. It can’t make anything worse, at least.

“You should be grateful he killed that guy, actually,” I say, raising my voice and stepping forward a little.

The Young Killers keep their guns trained on me, but I lift my hands to show that they’re empty, even though I feel fucking naked without a weapon in my grip.

Harlan glances over at me, his eyes narrowed. “And what exactly do you mean by that? Why the fuck should I be grateful.”

I shrug, keeping my stance relaxed and confident, just like Nico is doing. “Because he was a traitor. That was part of what we were going to talk to you about today.”

Silence reigns after I speak, nobody seeming to know what to say. Harlan is still looking at me distrustfully, but at least he’s not staring Nico down anymore.

“Why should I believe you?” he demands, his eyes narrowing. “Why the fuck should I listen to anything you say?”

“Because I can prove it,” I tell him.

A flash of surprise crosses his face, but it’s quickly replaced with a scowl. “Then show me.”

“Alright.”

I nod, keeping my hands raised as I step forward, trying to ignore the rapid, heavy pounding of my heart. I walk quickly over to the body and rummage in his pockets until I find his cell phone. It’s locked, but I pick up one of his limp hands and press a finger to the screen to unlock it.

Working swiftly as I hunch over the body, I tap the screen a few times, then rise to my feet and show the phone to Harlan. The recent call log shows several outgoing calls to Pietro, a well-known member of a gang that the Young Killers consider their enemy.

“Fuck.” Harlan’s eyes widen. “What the fuck? If this is true…” His gaze darts from the phone back up to my face. “You should have brought this information straight to me. It’s not your job to punish members of my gang.”

“He put his hands on my wife,” Nico says, shrugging. “He signed his own death warrant.”

Harlan’s face goes pinched with anger once more, and I shoot Nico a look before trying to smooth things over again. “He grabbed me, yeah. I think he knew we were on to him. He threatened me, and Nico didn’t react well to that.”

“He threatened you?” Harlan repeats.

I nod. “He had beef with my dad before me. He said Enigma was getting too big, and that we needed to be reminded of our place. Said he could help make sure that would happen, since you were slipping as a leader. I guess he meant he’d do it with backup from Pietro.”

I shrug, keeping my face impassive.

My heart is racing, even though my voice comes out even and sure. The best lies, my dad used to say, always have a nugget of the truth in them. He told me to always give away just enough to make sure whoever I was lying to caught the whiff of honesty, even if the rest was pure bullshit.

Harlan seems to be buying it. I knew throwing in that dig against him as a leader would get his hackles up, which made it a big risk. But fortunately, since he thinks the dead man said it, the majority of his anger is now directed at a corpse and not me or the Princes. He steps back from Nico, glancing down at the crumpled body of his gang member.

“He didn’t have the authority to be making threats like that,” he mutters, his lip curling. “He was low level. A nobody.”

I lift one shoulder. “Maybe he thought he could get higher with another gang.”

A flash of irritation passes across Harlan’s face, and I know I’ve hit the nail of the head with that guess. I can just imagine this guy pestering his leader, trying to get more than his due.

“We formed our alliance to make sure that we wouldn’t have to bow to threats,” Nico puts in, finally getting with the fucking program. “It felt right to make an example out of this one.”

I can feel Atlas and Killian at our backs, both of them still tense, ready to draw their weapons and turn this into a firefight if necessary.

For a while, Harlan doesn’t say anything. He just stands there, looking down at the body on the floor. Then he sighs and shakes his head.

He makes a hand motion, and we all tense up even more… but then the rest of the Young Killers stand down, putting their guns away.

Relief washes over me like a rush of cool water, and finally my heart rate starts to go down.

“If there’s going to be peace between us, you don’t shoot my people without my say-so,” Harlan declares, his voice hard.

“Sure,” Nico agrees, shoving his hands into his pockets. “As long as they keep their hands to themselves. I don’t know how you all treat your women, but in Carnage, we don’t take kindly to other men touching what’s ours.”

Harlan’s mood has clearly been soured, but he nods grudgingly. Nico definitely managed to strike a nerve with that comment as well, although I know that his dig about how they treat their women wouldn’t mean much if Harlan didn’t already view the dead man as a traitor.

“Should we get down to business?” I suggest, eager to move this along and get the fuck out of here. “We came here to prove to you that we want peace, and we have every intention of doing that. Neither Carnage nor Enigma has any beef with the Young Killers, and we have no aspirations to expand at all, let alone into your territory.”

Harlan glances between me and Nico once or twice, as if trying to find the lie in our expressions. I keep my expression carefully neutral, projecting as much sincerity as I can.

“Fine.” Harlan nods sharply. “Let’s talk. You have ten minutes to convince me.”

Nico nods. “That’s all we need.”

Harlan steps over the sprawled out body on the floor and gestures for us to follow him. The rest of the Young Killers still watch us warily as we step into the back room with Harlan and several of his enforcers, but no one makes any more violent moves.

It’s a delicate balance, trying to convince Harlan that our joined gangs pose no threat to him and his organization. Nico and I actually work well together as we lay out our case for him, trying to convince him that we have no designs on his territory. Although it makes my skin itch to admit weakness to anyone, I tell Harlan a bit about the fact that Enigma has been under attack, and surprisingly, Nico follows my lead, adding his own story about how Carnage has been attacked as well.

“We joined forces to protect ourselves,” Nico adds after we finish. “We’re not trying to expand. Just to survive.”

Harlan nods thoughtfully. “I see. That does make some sense.”

“We know the Young Killers are strong,” I say, opting for a bit of flattery to help smooth things over even more. “Even if we were looking to expand, we’d pick easier targets for that. Nico and I may have teamed up, but neither of us are idiots, and we know it would be a mistake to go after you and yours. We don’t want a fight. We have no bad blood with you.”

Nico chimes in again, the two of us trading off as we make our case. It takes longer than the ten minutes Harlan promised us to convince him, but the fact that he lets us keep speaking is a good sign.

Half an hour later, he finally gives a grudging nod.

“Alright. I believe you. If you don’t fuck with us, we’ve got no issue with you or your alliance. Just make sure it stays that way.”

“We will,” I tell him sincerely. Nico nods in agreement.

We all shake hands, and the Princes and I walk out of the Young Killers’ meeting spot with a truce in place and no more bloodshed.
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Rather than taking the bikes over for our meeting with Harlan, the four of us drove my car, and we pile into it after leaving the laundromat. As soon as we’re out of Young Killer territory, I let out a breath, feeling all the adrenaline drain out of me in a rush. My chest hurts and my shoulder muscles ache from being tense for so long, ready to fight our way out if we had to.

Now that it’s over, it strikes me how very close we all came to dying today, and I round on Nico with a frown, my hands tight on the wheel.

“You didn’t have to do that!” I hiss.

He just shrugs, looking unbothered. “I protect what’s mine, and he sealed his own death when he touched you.”

I stare at him for a long moment before putting my gaze back on the road, trying to process that. If my dad had found out that one of the Young Killers had touched me like that, he would have wanted him dead too, just like he would’ve wanted the Bullets dead for what they did to me.

But I’m still not used to anyone else acting that way for me.

Atlas catches my eye in the rearview mirror and grins. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he looks impressed.

“That was some quick thinking to get us out of that shit,” he says. “How did you know that guy was double-crossing Harlan?”

“I didn’t,” I admit. “After I unlocked his phone, I just did a little sleight of hand and renamed a contact in his phone to make it look like he was calling Pietro a lot.”

Atlas’s eyebrows shoot up. He stares at me for a second, then barks out a laugh. “Damn, vicious. That’s fucking incredible.”

I grin, unable to suppress it, and shrug. “It was a risk to take the time to do that, but I’ve found that no matter what, even though I’m the leader of a whole ass gang of my own, men underestimate me. That made me pretty sure I could get away with it.”

“And it worked,” Nico says. He smirks, shaking his head. “But you don’t have to worry about any of us ever underestimating you, mia cara. We know what you’re capable of.”

All three of them—even Killian—are giving me looks of respect, and I’m surprised to find that it makes a warm feeling expand inside my chest.

They don’t see me as a lost little girl, playing at being a leader because her father died. They see me as capable in my own right, and that means something to me.
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The Princes and I arrive back home a short while later, and as we step inside and the three of them move through the space, I glance around, seeing it all in a new light. The house feels different from how it was when it was just me. There are more shoes by the door, books and motorcycle helmets and other little personal things scattered around the living room.

Just a couple of weeks ago, that would have bothered me immensely, to see them settling into a place that was once just mine, making themselves at home.

But now… now it doesn’t feel as weird to have them in my space as it did at first. It’s starting to feel almost normal, in a way.

With them here, cooking in the kitchen, watching TV and talking on the phone in the living room, walking up and down the stairs—just generally taking up space—the house doesn’t have that too quiet feeling anymore.

Shaking myself out of my thoughts, I head into the office. I haven’t had a chance to follow up on the main piece of info we picked up at the club yet, and there has to be some information out there about this Silas guy.

I sit down in the office chair, spinning idly from side to side while I wait for my dad’s old computer to boot up.

Nico wanders into the room a few minutes later, his arms folded as he leans against the wall.

“I have a question,” he announces.

“Oh boy,” I mutter under my breath, although the irritation I might have felt just a couple weeks ago isn’t there now. “What is it?”

“What happened between you and the fucker I killed today? Why did he grab you?”

I let out a breath and drum my fingers on the desk. “It was stupid, honestly. And I kind of said part of it when we were talking to Harlan. It wasn’t all a lie. He had a grudge against my family. He went on and on about how he thought my dad was power hungry.”

Nico raises an eyebrow, looking intrigued. “Do you think that’s true? Did your dad have bigger ambitions than just his small section of Detroit?”

My brow furrows as I think about it. My dad wasn’t greedy by any means, but he did want to expand. He did want to do better for his gang, to give us more and better than what we had.

I share a look with Nico, knowing he’ll probably understand. “Don’t we all want more?”

His full lips twist as he considers that, rubbing his fingers over a small scar on his chin. Then he nods. “You have a point. Even if it’s your intention to be satisfied with what you have, that’s not how the game works, is it?”

I huff a laugh. “Not by a long shot. It’s just… a never ending climb, in a way. First, you just want your own little territory, but you have to secure it. Even if you don’t want too much more, you can’t be sure the people around you will feel the same. Maybe they want what you have, or maybe they don’t think you deserve it. So you have to fight to keep it.”

Nico nods again, tilting his head to one side. “Exactly. And as you grow, the threats grow too. Sometimes it seems like the only way to keep the threats at bay is to keep growing. To become more and more powerful until no one can touch you.”

That makes me chuckle, although there’s not much humor in it. “Yeah, I know that feeling well. Even though it feels like an impossible task. Because there’s always someone who’s going to want a piece. Even if they’re not on your level, they’ll try. It’s not like you can ever sit back and relax. You can never fucking rest.”

A bit of exhaustion creeps into my voice as I say that last part, and something like empathy gleams in Nico’s blue and green eyes.

“Whoever said there’s no rest for the wicked probably wasn’t talking about us, but they might as well have been.” He tugs his bottom lip between his teeth, looking thoughtful. “It’s easy to get caught up in the never-ending drive to expand with no real way out of it. Once you start, you can’t stop.”

All over again, it strikes me how nice it is to have someone to talk to about all of this shit. Someone who gets it. Nico is living the life of a leader the same as I am, and although we might have some different struggles, a lot of it is the same. A lot of it just comes with the territory.

I look back to the computer monitor for a while, running my fingers along the keyboard. There are always moments when my husband and I start talking like this where I want to know more. Want to understand more about him and his friends.

They know things about me, and even though I probably shouldn’t, I have the same curiosity about them.

Unable to help myself, I let the question come out.

“How did you get into this, anyway?” I ask.

When I glance over at him, he’s looking at me with a wry expression. “‘This’ being?”

“You know what I mean. Being the leader of a biker gang. You know how I fell into leading Enigma, but what put you in charge?”

Nico lets out a sigh and shrugs, running his fingers through his dark hair. “It sort of just happened for me too. I wasn’t looking for it, but Killian, Atlas, and I have been tight since we were teenagers. We have a sort of… unbreakable core. People gathered around that. There’s a certain security in it.”

“And that’s how Carnage got started?”

“Pretty much. None of us have family.” He grimaces, glancing down at the desk as his lips twist. “Or at least, no family that counts. We were just trying to have each other’s backs, to make sure no one was going to fuck with us, and before we knew it, it had turned into something bigger.”

“There’s something to be said for that,” I tell him. “Having people’s loyalty. Knowing you have their backs and they have yours.”

“I know,” he agrees. “The two of them are like my brothers. That bond between us really is the core of everything, but the rest of our gang is solid too. It’s why I take this shit so seriously.”

We’re both quiet for a moment after that, and then I ask something else that’s been on my mind.

“Were you always a biker? Is that what brought the three of you together, or…?”

“No.” He pushes away from the wall, stepping a little closer to the desk. “Atlas used to be in a different motorcycle gang with his dad, and he’s the one who got us all into bikes.”

I blink, surprised. I assumed the three of them had been in the same gang the whole time, as joined at the hip as they are. “His dad? Which gang was he in?”

Nico’s lips twist in a little smile, and he shakes his head. “Sorry, mia cara. If you want to hear all about Atlas’s past, you’ll have to ask him.”

I let out a breath, grimacing. “That’s fair, I guess.”

The annoying part is that I do want to ask him. I want to know the story and what came before it.

I want to ask Nico a lot of other things too. The most burning question is why he shared me with Atlas last night. He killed a man today for putting his hands on me, but was so eager to watch Atlas fuck me over the couch last night.

And I know there’s a difference between Atlas and a random member of the Young Killers, but I didn’t think Nico was the type to want to share with anyone. And Atlas had been holding himself back too, because I’m married to Nico.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to just come out with it, but I swallow it back and don’t ask. I’m supposed to be doing research in here, working to get to the bottom of things with our mystery attacker so that I can keep my gang safe.

So that this little alliance can finally come to its end.

Sharing stories with my onetime enemy isn’t going to help that happen any faster.

“Anyway,” I say after a while, forcing myself to focus. “I’m going to see what I can dig up about this Silas guy, if anything. We need to make a move before he can take out more of our people.”

If Nico is surprised by the abrupt change in topic, he doesn’t say so, and I don’t look at him to see what expression is on his face.

“Sure,” he says easily. “Let me know if you find anything useful.”

Before I can respond, he raps his knuckles on the desk once and then strides out of the room, leaving me in peace to get back to work.

I work until late into the evening, not stopping until the throbbing in my head and the ache in my back and shoulders remind me that I haven’t moved for several hours. I was so determined not to stop until I found something useable, but that was definitely easier said than done.

When I stand up, I have to stretch out the soreness, and it hits me how tired I am. It’s been a long day, and I drag myself up to bed and crawl under the covers, ready to pass out.

But unfortunately, even being as tired as I am doesn’t stop my brain from conjuring up a nightmare while I try to sleep.

I’m on that same street corner again, with the flashing stop light. I try to run away from the five men that loom up out of the shadows, but there’s too many of them. They cut me off at every turn, grabbing at me with strong grips that I can’t break.

Every time I manage to get away from one of them, two more show up, backing me into a corner, keeping me surrounded. I fight like hell, kicking and clawing, struggling and bucking against their hold on me, but it’s not enough. Nothing I do is enough.

They drag me into that alley and push me down to the ground, and all I can see is the flashing red light, blinking on and off incessantly as they take what they want.

My eyes snap open, and I wake up drenched in sweat. I surge up into a seated position on the bed, a strangled cry dying in my throat and my entire body tense and ready to fight.

“Fuck,” I pant hoarsely as I start to come more fully awake.

My heart pounds hard enough that I can feel it shaking my ribs, and it takes several seconds for me to catch my breath enough that I’m not heaving and gasping for air.

It’s still dark in my room, and the silence and emptiness of the space feels oppressive all of a sudden.

I’m by myself in my bed, but although I used to find some comfort in waking up and realizing there was no one around, right now, it doesn’t feel good. It feels achingly lonely, and more than anything, I want to not be alone.

Without stopping to think about it or question it too much, I slip out of bed and open the door, tiptoeing down the hall. I hesitate for only a second outside of Killian’s room, then turn the nob, testing it. It’s unlocked, unlike Nico’s was that first night, and I wonder fleetingly is Killian has ever locked his door in this house. Then I push it open and step inside.

If he was asleep before, he definitely isn’t now. Although the door hinges don’t make a sound, Killian lifts his head to look at me standing in the doorway, his eyes glittering in the darkness.

I have no idea what to say to him, but luckily, he doesn’t make me say anything. He takes one look at me and then lifts the blankets in a silent invitation for me to crawl in with him.

I don’t need to be invited twice. I climb onto his bed and settle under the blankets, facing away from him. One of his strong arms wraps around me, and he pulls me tight against his chest, my back to his front.

It’s not surprising that he’s warm and solid like this, considering his size, but I never thought that I would be taking comfort in it. That having him holding me this way would release some of the tension that’s been riding me all night.

“Nightmare?” he murmurs, his voice a deep rumble in the darkness.

“Yeah,” I whisper back. “How did you know?”

“I have them too.”

I bite my lip, surprised. Killian is the sort of man who gives other people nightmares. I never stopped to consider if he had them himself.

“It was… I was back in that alley,” I tell him quietly, not going into detail. I don’t have it in me to be more specific right now, and I know he’ll understand. “It’s not a new nightmare, but I thought that maybe I’d stop dreaming about it now that those men are dead.”

I feel Killian take a deep breath behind me, his muscled chest pressing tighter to my back as it expands. When he speaks again, his voice is low and solemn.

“Our demons take longer to die than the people who wronged us.”

There’s weight in those words, born from what I have no doubt was some painful experience. Despite the fact that I know Killian in deeper and more intimate ways than I was aware of for a long time, he’s still a mystery in so many ways, and I have to wonder what demons are still alive in him.

With his strong arm around me, I feel oddly safer all the same. This is the man who hunted down the men who hurt me, who brought me back a trophy just so I would know that they suffered for what they did.

He’s dangerous… but maybe not to me.

Maybe he’s just the kind of nightmare I need.

That thought is enough to help me fall back to sleep.
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I’m at the tattoo parlor a few days later, handling business in the evening with several Enigma members. Emmett is there too, sitting at my side while we go over reports.

One of the downsides to having to be so fucking cautious due to the Silas threat is that our business has slowed down a lot. There haven’t been any other attacks on the gang, but at the same time, we’re slowly starting to wither on the vine. Being stagnant is basically a death sentence for a small gang, and we’re treading water in a way that I don’t like.

If we can’t start operating as normal soon, we’ll really feel it.

I knew that, logically. I know enough about how gangs run in general and how Enigma works specifically to know that we can’t afford to pull back completely or stop trying to expand in little ways. But seeing it laid out in front of me in the accounts and the looks on my people’s faces just really drives the point home.

And it’s frustrating as fuck, because there’s not really anything else I can do. I have to keep my people safe, which means sending them out in bigger teams and avoiding certain areas. That means we have less manpower and a smaller radius we can work in. Which means less money coming in.

Getting the name Silas Duran and finding out that he’s probably the person we’re looking for was such a good break. It finally felt like we were making some kind of progress with this hunt. But things have seemed to stall since then.

We’re not having any luck connecting that name to the actual flesh-and-blood man we can go after. And without a lead on where to find him or how to stop him, we’re basically right back at square one.

“So… what’s the plan?”

The question shakes me out of my thoughts, and I look up to see the gathered members of the gang watching me. Some of them look tired, others look wary, but no one looks thrilled to be here or to be hearing about how we’re floundering.

Emmett’s lips are drawn tight, his brow furrowed. “Quinn?” he asks.

“We have the name,” I tell them, trying to lean on that as good news. “And we’re doing all we can to track him down. For now we just have to… survive. Just long enough for us to take this fucker down. Once that happens, things will turn around. We can go back to our usual operations, and maybe expand into a few more areas to recover some of the business we’ve lost over these last few weeks.”

No one seems reassured by that, and I can see frowns and hear a few people muttering to each other. It makes me wish my dad was here so fiercely for a moment.

He had a way of getting people to believe in him. A way of making them want to follow him, even if his plan was half-baked and not well thought out.

It feels like I’m doing my best to live up to that, but falling so short of it.

“I know things have been rough lately. Believe me, I know. But we just have to hunker down and deal with it for now. I’m committed to making sure we don’t lose anyone else. I’m not going to risk your lives until we kill this fucker.”

Not even that seems to lift their spirits. They all look as frustrated as I feel, and I get that. Luckily, no one seems to be willing to speak up to voice their displeasure.

At least until Emmett clears his throat.

I look over at him, and he has an apologetic look on his face. “Are we still sure that this alliance with Carnage is the best plan?” he asks. “I mean, if they—”

“We’re not getting into this again.” I shake my head quickly, cutting him off before he can say anything else about it. “We need their help, and they need ours.”

“Okay,” he murmurs.

I let out a breath, suddenly so fucking exhausted. All I want is to bring this meeting to a close.

“We’re going to be okay,” I promise the gang. “I’m not going to let this sink us. Alright, that’s all I’ve got for now. You’re dismissed. Stay safe, and stay alert.”

It’s hard to tell how much they believe me, but they all file out without further complaint. Getting through a meeting without full-on insubordination feels like a win, although it probably shouldn’t be such a low bar. But with the tension as high as it is…

I sigh, rubbing my face tiredly before turning to face Emmett, who hasn’t left yet.

“You can’t do that,” I start, keeping my voice even. “I respect your opinion, but you can’t question me like that in front of the others. I’m their leader, and I need them to respect that I’m making the right calls here.”

His grimaces a little. “I get that, Quinn. I do. I was just trying to get you to think about—”

“I’ve already thought about it, before I agreed to the alliance with Carnage. And anyway, it’s too late to back out now. We’re in too deep, and we’re close to cracking this thing.”

Emmett frowns, looking skeptical. “Are you sure? You just seem… I don’t know. Upset.”

“I’m frustrated,” I snap. “And having my authority undermined in front of the rest of the gang isn’t helping.”

“I didn’t mean to undermine you.” He holds up his hands, his voice softening. “I’m just worried about you, Quinn.”

I let out a breath, some of the tension seeping from my shoulders. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Maybe I don’t have to, but I do anyway.” He takes a step closer, ducking his head a little to catch my gaze. “I know you better than probably anyone else in Enigma, and I can tell this shit is getting to you. I don’t think having Nico and his seconds around all the time is good for you. They’re a distraction.”

My stomach swoops a little at the mention of Nico, Atlas, and Killian. I still don’t know where things stand between all three of us, or what any of what’s happened recently means, but that’s definitely not something I’m going to confide in Emmett—especially given our history.

“I’m fine,” I tell him instead. “I’m focused.”

He gives me a look I can’t quite read. “Are you?”

“Yes.” I nod, straightening my shoulders. “I know what we have to do, and I won’t stop until it’s done. And until that happens, I really need you to back me up. Alright?”

He hesitates, half opening his mouth like he wants to say something else. Then he shuts it and nods. “Of course, boss.”

“Good. We’re gonna get through this, but we all have to be on the same page.”

He nods again. “I know. Do you need anything else before I head out for the night?”

“No.” I clear my throat, then add, “Thanks, Emmett.”

He gives me a little salute in response and then leaves, and I watch him go, my stomach twisting. I was already itching with frustration and a burning feeling of restlessness, and that conversation didn’t help at all.

After making sure everything is taken care of at the shop, I hop on my bike, which I rode over to Blood and Ink earlier, and head home.

The house is quiet when I get in, and I drop onto the couch in the living room, snagging a notepad and a pen. It’s in my head to write down some ideas that can help keep the gang afloat if this drags on for too much longer, but my heart isn’t in it.

Instead, I pull my sketchbook out of my bag and start doodling idly. It’s something I’ve always done, just randomly drawing things out when they’re in my head. Ideas for new tattoo designs, mostly. Anything to take my mind off what’s been stressing me out.

My brow furrows as I sketch out a floral branch, and I don’t look up when I hear someone walk into the room.

“What are you doing?” Atlas asks, leaning over the couch to peer at my sketchbook.

“Just drawing,” I tell him. “I needed something to do with my hands.”

“You just drew that?”

I glance up at him. “Yeah? Why?”

“Nothing, it’s just… that’s really good.” There’s a warmth to his voice as he watches me shade in a flower petal.

“You’ve seen me tattoo before,” I point out.

He shrugs one muscled shoulder, making the sleeve of his t-shirt shift over the ink on his arm. “Yeah, but it’s not always the same, is it? Don’t some tattoo artists just use other people’s art?”

“Mm, yeah, fair point. Some just look for free images or pay artists to use their work in their shops instead of designing their own shit. Nothing wrong with that, it’s just not how I like to do things.”

“Do you only tattoo your own designs?”

“Not only, but it’s my preference. If someone comes in with art they want, and it’s simple, I’ll do it. But unless they’re really strict about it being an exact copy, I usually add some of my own flair to it. I always feel like… I don’t know. If you’re coming to me for a tattoo, it’s because you like my work. You like what I can bring to the piece. If you just want something generic, you could go to any tattoo artist and have them do that for you.”

Atlas nods, considering that. “Makes sense. I could see how doing custom work would be more fun for you.”

“It is. It’s always the best when someone has an idea that’s just specific enough to give me somewhere to start, but not so specific that I feel constrained.”

He cocks his head, looking intrigued. “Do you have anything like that in your book?”

I flip to another page, showing him an elaborate drawing of a massive dragon clutching a sword. “So this was for someone who literally just said she wanted a dragon that looked badass. And at first, I told her I needed more to go on, because there are a hundred different ways to make a dragon look badass, right? So we talked, and she ended up saying she really likes swords because her older brother got her into them. And that’s all I really needed.”

“Wow. Where did she get this?”

“On her back,” I tell him. “The tail curled around her hip a little. It was a huge project, but a lot of fun.”

“I bet. This is impressive as hell.” He smirks. “You’ve really come a long way from your days of drawing fanfic of graphic novels.”

I close the book and whack him on the shoulder with it, laughing in spite of myself. “Shut the fuck up.”

He chuckles, that deep rumbling sound that I’m growing more familiar with every day. “Sorry, vicious. Your secret is out. You can’t put that cat back in the bag.”

I roll my eyes, and Atlas plucks the sketchbook from my fingers and opens it again before handing it back to me.

“Show me more,” he says, gesturing toward the pages with his chin.

“Really?” I make a face. “You want to see all my sketches?”

“Yeah.” He leans over the back of the couch, resting his forearms on the backs of the cushions right next to my head. There’s no hint of teasing in his voice as he adds, “I really fucking do.”

“Okay.”

Grinning a little, I start to flip through the pages, explaining the inspiration for the pieces to him.

It’s interesting, talking about my art with Atlas. He’s been in the shop while I was working before, but that was back when he definitely hated me, and I happily returned the sentiment.

Now? I don’t know what we feel for each other, but I don’t think it’s hate.

I’m sure there was a time when he would’ve mocked me or told me my art was shit, anything to get a dig in at me and get under my skin. But now he’s listening intently, looking at my designs with respect written clearly in his expression.

As we’re talking, Nico comes into the living room. He glances between me and Atlas and then goes to sit in one of the chairs across the room. He doesn’t say anything, seeming content to listen in on our conversation as I talk to Atlas about different inking techniques.

Killian walks in a few seconds later, moving silently for someone so big as always. He ends up leaning against the wall off to one side, his massive arms folded.

“I like the color on this one,” Atlas says, pointing to a full page drawing I did of a tree whose leaves are slowly changing from green to yellow and red. “I like how you started out bright and then transitioned to—fuck!”

He catches sight of Killian out of the corner of his eye and jumps, scowling at him. He clearly didn’t realize the burly man had come in after Nico.

I huff a laugh, leaning back against the couch cushions. Killian and I haven’t talked much since he brought me that bag full of those Bullet members’ hands, and he hasn’t brought up the fact that I slipped into his room the other night to curl up in his arms, but we’ve been dancing around each other as we each go about our daily lives under the same roof.

Part of me wants to talk to him, to clear the air a little. But another part of me doesn’t know what to say.

I’m not sure anymore if I’m mad about what he did, or if it—all of it, not just killing the Bullets, but also following me and fucking me at Le Bal Masque so that no one else would touch me—is the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me, in a fucked up sort of way.

“Jesus. I’m gonna have to put a fucking bell on you, Killian,” Atlas complains, resting a hand over his heart like he almost had a heart attack. “How the fuck do you creep around so easily?”

Killian just lifts an eyebrow at his friend, not responding.

“And here I thought it was just me who found him so eerily silent,” I mutter. “It’s nice to know I’m not the only one he can sneak up on.”

Atlas shakes his head. “Nah, we’ve all wondered how he manages to move so quietly.”

I snort. “I was just thinking the same thing. Honestly, you’d think I would’ve noticed that someone who looks like that was following me for months, but apparently not.”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I realize what I just said. For a split second, I hope that Atlas and Nico will brush past it, not realizing the true meaning of my statement, or maybe thinking that I’m exaggerating or joking. But of course, they don’t.

Atlas stiffens where he’s standing behind the couch beside me, and Nico sits up straighter in his chair. They both frown and look at Killian, then back to me.

“What are you talking about, mia cara?” Nico asks slowly.

I bite my tongue, not sure how to answer his question. I didn’t mean to mention Killian stalking me; it just slipped out without me thinking about it while I was talking to Atlas. And although I was pissed as fuck when I found out about how long and how intently he’d been following me, it feels somehow… wrong to rat him out, when Nico clearly didn’t know he was doing it.

Although, maybe I should tell Nico? I wondered, but I didn’t truly know until now that the other two weren’t aware of Killian’s actions. I knew from my aborted confrontation about it in the bathroom with Killian that night that he wasn’t doing it on Nico’s orders, but part of me thought he would have at least told him what he was doing and why.

Knowing that it was just something private makes it feel more personal somehow. And I can’t tell if that’s a good thing or not.

“Quinn,” Nico says, his voice turning hard. “What did you mean by that?”

I shake my head, not wanting to answer.

But to my surprise, Killian is the one who speaks up. “She means that I used to stalk her,” he says matter-of-factly.

“Wait…” Atlas frowns, his gaze whipping back to Killian. “You what?”

“I followed her. And I fucked her at a kink club.”
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The room goes completely silent as Killian finishes speaking, as if someone flipped a switch and turned the volume off. My chest burns, and I realize I’ve stopped breathing. I definitely didn’t expect him to lay it all out like that—although it’s so fucking like him to put it that way. Short and to the point, leaving no room for misinterpretation.

Atlas and Nico seem stunned for several long moments, both of them gaping at Killian as they process this information. But Killian’s harshly handsome face never changes. He stands there, arms folded, unbothered.

“This was before the alliance?” Nico asks, even though he clearly already knows the answer. “You were stalking her and following her back when she was still considered our enemy?”

“Yes,” Killian says simply.

“How the fuck did this not come up before now?” Atlas demands.

“She didn’t know who I was,” Killian explains. “I wore a mask during our encounters at the club, and I followed her in secret. She never saw my face.”

I drag in a ragged breath, my heart racing as I watch this play out in front of me. Nico and Atlas are still staring at Killian like they can’t fucking believe what they just heard, and there’s a noticeable change in the dynamic between the four of us. I can feel a sort of tension gathering in the air, but I don’t know what it means.

Is Nico going to be mad that Killian fucked me before he did? That he took it upon himself to stalk me and get involved with me without Nico’s input? Is Atlas going to be jealous? After all, he held himself back from doing anything with me because I’m technically his best friend’s wife. But Killian had already fucked me before that was ever an issue.

Nico’s gaze finally slides back to me. His mismatched eyes glitter like jewels, hard and bright, and I swallow, flipping my sketchbook closed and setting it aside.

“Is that true?” he asks. “You didn’t know it was him?”

Fuck it.

“Yes, it’s true.” I lift my chin, nodding once. “I had no idea. I never saw his face at the club. He always wore a mask, just like I did, and the rooms he fucked me in were all dark. When you and I negotiated the alliance between our gangs and then got married, and even after you all moved into the house, he never talked to me. So until recently, I didn’t know anything.”

Nico’s eyes narrow. “And you didn’t want to kill him for lying to you?”

“I did,” I admit. “I actually… stabbed him.”

A flash of surprise cuts across Nico’s face, and he shares a look with Atlas over my shoulder. The two of them are probably trying to do the math on when that happened, and I wonder if Nico remembers the way Killian winced as he opened the fridge the next day but played it off as a strained muscle.

I know I’m probably playing with fire, admitting that I pulled a knife on their best friend. Our alliance started off as tenuous and breakable as the thread of a spider’s web, and although things have shifted between all of us recently, I’m not sure how much forgiveness I’ll get for that.

Not that I’m sorry I did it. I may be coming closer to forgiving him after what he did to the Bullets, but I needed to let that anger out, and he goddamn well deserved it.

And honestly, I think he kind of liked it.

“It was the night Silas attacked both of our gangs and left his ‘trophies’ behind,” I say, my stomach twisting as I remember the cut up faces of my crew members. “I had just learned that Killian had been stalking me, on top of everything else, and was really fucking pissed off about it. About him lying and hiding shit from me, refusing to talk near me so that I’d never put the pieces together. But now…”

I trail off, not even sure how to finish that sentence.

It wasn’t that long ago that I found out, but it feels like so much has changed in that time. Enough that I have no idea where things stand now.

Nico is still looking at me, his eyes simmering, his expression enigmatic. I can’t tell if he’s angry or hurt or what, and I’m even less sure of what I want him to feel. Do I want him to be possessive and furious? Or do I want him to react the same way he did when he found out what happened between me and Atlas at Eros?

That thought makes my heart pound even faster, and I stay silent, my gaze locked with Nico’s.

“So,” he finally says, drawing out the word. “Every man in this room has fucked you, mia cara. Is that right?”

Somehow, that wasn’t what I was expecting to hear, and my pulse jumps as heat floods through me.

All three of them have their eyes on me now, and the tension that was rising before shifts into something else—something that makes the air feel thicker and has goosebumps crawling across my skin.

But Nico is right. As of the other night, all three of them have fucked me.

I lick my lips and nod.

His mismatched eyes are keen and perceptive as he watches me, and it feels almost like he can see right through me.

“You’re not the only one Killian kept that secret from,” he says, his voice low. “For him to keep it from me and Atlas for so long, it must have been important to him. It must’ve truly meant something to him.”

My breath catches as new emotions rise up in me from hearing that. Nico knows Killian best, so I believe what he says about it, and the assertion that our hookups meant something deeper to Killian makes my heart squeeze in my chest. Because they meant something to me too. For a while, it sometimes felt like the only person who truly understood me was Phantom.

When I glance at Killian, there’s no denial or confirmation on his face, but he stares at me intently in a way that proves nothing about it—about him, about us—was ever casual.

“You know, you were lying too,” Nico says, drawing my attention back to him.

“What?” I blink, startled. “Lying about what?”

“You didn’t tell me the truth about what had happened as soon as you found out.”

“That’s not a lie,” I insist, shaking my head as my heart thuds against my ribs. “I just didn’t bring it up. It’s not like you asked me and I lied to your face.”

“A lie by omission is still a lie.” He runs a hand over his jaw and smirks. “You’ll have to make it up to me.”

His voice shifts subtly as he says that last part, but it’s enough for me to realize that he’s not talking about business or the alliance right now. He means something else entirely.

I swallow again, my mouth suddenly dry. “What do you want me to do?”

His smirk grows sharper, hungry and predatory. “You can start by being a good little wife and getting on your hands and knees.”

My stomach flips over itself. Blood rushes in my ears, and I can feel the rapid thrum of my pulse in my throat, my heart beating so hard that I’m convinced all three of them can hear it. They’re all still watching me, the combined weight of their gazes so palpable that it’s like a physical thing.

I could tell Nico to go fuck himself. I don’t owe him anything for lying, and Killian’s lie was much bigger than mine was.

For some reason, though, I don’t.

Instead, following an impulse that’s almost more of an animal instinct, something primal and base, I slowly get up from the couch and then sink down onto my hands and knees. I can feel the Princes track every movement with their eyes, and when I look up at Nico, he’s leaning back in the large chair, his head tipped languidly in a way that makes him look like a king on a throne.

I automatically start to move toward him, but he shakes his head, holding up a hand to stop me in my tracks.

“No. Don’t crawl to me,” he says, his voice low and even. “Crawl to him.”

He gestures to Killian, who’s still leaning against the wall off to one side.

The surge of heat inside me that follows that command is intense and all-encompassing. I can feel my pussy throb with it, my skin prickling as all of my nerve endings seem to wake up at once.

But still, I hesitate.

There’s a part of me that wants to hold on to my anger at Killian. He lied to me, betrayed me, and it’s hard to get over that easily. But at the same time, it’s becoming even harder to cling to the anger and ignore all of the other feelings he brings out in me. Especially considering he hunted down those men just because of what they did to me.

And then there’s the fact that he’s Phantom, and the truth is, I miss him. But he’s standing right in front of me, unmasked and honest for the first time. He’s just a different person than I initially thought he was.

Killian watches me as I stay rooted in place for a long moment, and although his expression is as difficult to interpret as always, his eyes are easier to read than they’ve ever been.

And even if I didn’t realize it until recently, I know those eyes.

The pull that I’ve always felt toward Phantom—toward Killian—finally wins out, snapping me out of my stasis. I lick my lips and start to move, crawling over to him slowly.

Both Atlas and Nico have a good view of my ass as I move, and I can feel their eyes on me, taking in every sway of my hips. My pussy responds, getting wetter and wetter as I go.

Killian hasn’t looked away from me for a second. His dark green eyes sear into me as I move toward him, and he barely even seems to blink or breathe.

He’s still as a statue, but there’s a subtle shift in him. As I reach him on my hands and knees, I swear I can see more of the man I know from the club in him. In the dominant way he looks at me, the way he suddenly seems to command the room, even though he hasn’t moved or spoken for several minutes.

It sets my heart racing, and a familiar feeling settles over me. It’s the way I always felt when I would finally see Phantom at the club. Relief and anticipation mixed in with a bit of nerves, a heady cocktail of emotion.

When he speaks at last, his voice is raspy, and the sound of it goes straight to my core. It brings back visceral memories of him at the club, pressed tight against me, growling low in my ear.

“You look good on your knees,” he says, his gaze sweeping over me. “Very good. Like you belong there.”

I swallow hard, a shiver going through me just from those words. He hasn’t even touched me yet, and I can already feel myself slipping deeper into the way things used to be between us.

“I missed this.” The words fall from my lips before I have time to consider them or snatch them back. “I missed you.”

Phantom. The release only he could give me. The closeness I felt in those moments.

I don’t say all of that, but judging from the look on Killian’s face, he knows exactly what I mean. His eyes flash, and his hand shoots out like lightning. He leans down just enough that he can get a good grip on my hair, holding it tight in his fist.

My scalp stings with the force of it, pinpricks of pain and pleasure coursing through me from his rough handling.

“How much?” he rasps. “How much did you miss me? Miss this?”

“I—” My throat goes dry as I try to speak, and I have to swallow once and then again to try to get my voice working.

Killian yanks my head up even harder, and tears spring to my eyes from the way he’s pulling on my hair. He drags me up onto my knees and makes me look up at him, his face just a few inches from mine.

“Did you miss the way I take you apart? Did you miss the way I don’t give you any choice but to come undone for me?”

Fuck.

I shiver all over just from the way he’s talking, my body responding to him the way it always has. There’s no sign that he’s going to relent until I answer his questions, and honestly, I wouldn’t want him to.

Phantom was unyielding. Unless I used the safe word, he wouldn’t stop. And that’s Killian all over. He’s making that clear in the way he acts now, not letting up until I do what he wants. Just the knowledge of that ramps my arousal up another couple notches until I’m burning for him.

“Tell me, siren,” he breathes, using the name he always called me back at the club. Back then, I just assumed it was because we were hooking up anonymously. No names. No faces. But now it sounds almost like a term of endearment. “Tell me how much you’ve wanted it.”

“So much,” I admit in a choked voice, swallowing hard. “So fucking much, you don’t even know. I fucking—I dreamt about it, in the times between when I saw you at the club. I tried to get myself off, thinking about how you would use me. But it wasn’t the same.”

“I know.” He nods, his dark brown hair glinting in the light. “I know it wasn’t the same. I know you couldn’t get yourself off the way I can. You can’t ruin yourself the way I can ruin you.”

There’s something about the way he says it that makes me realize he’s not just bragging. He’s speaking with first-hand knowledge, like he’s seen me trying to get myself off the way he would do it.

That should piss me off, this reminder that he’s been in my house, been watching me for longer than I knew, but instead it just sets me on fire even more.

Because he knows.

He knows exactly what I need and how to give it to me.

There’s a satisfied look on his face as he takes in my reaction to his words, and the corners of his lips turn up into a small smile.

“I’m going to make sure you get what you need tonight,” he murmurs, leaning in closer. “Open your mouth.”

I hesitate, and his fingers go even tighter in my hair for a second. His other hand grips my jaw, hard enough that I know it’ll bruise if he digs in much more. He doesn’t repeat himself, but I know that he’s demanding my obedience and he’s ready to force me to comply if he has to.

As tempting as that is, I open my mouth, letting my lips part for him.

Killian leans back just a bit and then spits right into my open mouth. The sound of it is harsh, and I flinch a little, surprise rushing through me before the heat takes over again.

“Swallow it.”

I do, my throat working and my face burning from the degradation.

Nico and Atlas are still watching, both of them silent for the moment. If it wasn’t for the fact that I can feel their gazes burning into the back of my head, I might have thought they’d left, giving me and Killian this moment alone.

But there’s too much tension in the air for it to be just us, and Killian glances over my head for a second before flicking his eyes back down to me.

“Should we show them?” he asks, and the sound of his voice is so fucking touchable in this moment. It glides over my skin, making me shiver. “Should we show them how we did things at the club? Let them see just how you like it?”

My heart pounds at the prospect of it. The things Phantom—Killian—and I did at the club were private. Just for us. But Atlas and Nico are a part of this now, and the secret is out. The thought of them watching Killian take me apart makes my pussy throb with arousal, and I can’t resist the promise of how fucking hot it will be.

So I nod in silent agreement.

Killian’s eyes turn even more heated, almost pure black from how dark they are. He releases my hair suddenly and turns to leave the room, leaving me blinking after him.

I have no idea where he’s going, but I don’t move from the spot where he left me, still on my knees on the hardwood floor. He comes back a few minutes later, his footsteps quiet on the stairs, and as he re-enters the living room, I realize he’s holding something in his hand.

My breath catches as I recognize what he has. It’s the skull masks that the Princes wear sometimes when they do jobs—the faces etched with skeletal images that match the ones on their helmets. He also has my mask from the club.

“How did you get that?” I ask, although it’s a pointless question. I shouldn’t be surprised anymore by how many little things Killian knows about me, or by how closely he observes everything I do. Of course he knows where I keep that mask.

Killian doesn’t answer, probably realizing the question doesn’t need a response. He just hands it to me with a hard look on his face.

“Put it on.”

My hands tremble with adrenaline and arousal as I do it, settling the mask on my face. It feels more revealing than it usually does. At the club, it’s meant to hide my identity, to work almost as a sort of shield.

Here, it’s just revealing more about what Killian and I got up to, giving more away than it hides.

But when Killian pulls one of the skull masks on, I couldn’t care less. Every part of me is zeroed in on him and the way he looks in that mask.

I know he’s still Killian, still the man who lives in my house and is Nico’s and Atlas’s best friend. But with that mask on, the lines are completely blurred. In this moment, he’s Phantom, standing in front of me, transformed completely into the man from the club.
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Killian hands the other two masks to Nico and Atlas, and they pull them on without question. If they think this is strange, they don’t show it, probably too intrigued by the prospect of whatever is about to happen to really care one way or another.

There’s something about the sight of all three of them like this that makes fear and arousal bloom even higher in me. At the club, things are more controlled. There are people on hand to make sure nothing gets too dangerous, and safe words in place to protect people.

I do believe that Killian would respect my safe word if I said it, but dealing with just one of him was always a lot back at the club. Now there are three of them to contend with, and my heart pounds even harder in my chest.

I’m shaken out of my thoughts by Killian striding closer to me. He looms over me like he usually does, but there’s definitely something different about it now. He uses strong fingers to tip my chin up, his eyes boring into mine.

“You remember your safe word?” he asks.

I nod, swallowing hard.

“Good. Use it if you need to.”

There’s a feeling of relief that comes from hearing those familiar words. It’s a different location, and there are new players, but this is the same game we’ve always played with each other.

I nod again.

His eyes track over my face, like he’s trying to memorize it, even though I know he probably already has.

“That day we went to scope out the drop location,” he says, his voice low. “You touched my arm. It was the first time you had touched me like that, knowing it was me. Not thinking I was your ‘Phantom.’ I almost couldn’t take it. It felt so fucking good.”

My heart skips a beat at his confession. I remember that day—that moment—vividly. The way he loomed over me, staring down into my eyes… I can’t believe I didn’t realize right then who he was.

Or maybe part of me did know and just wasn’t ready to face it.

He looks at me with that same intensity now, sliding one hand up my face so he can cup my cheek. His thumb strokes over my cheekbone for a second, and I let my eyes flutter closed, soaking up this moment of surprising gentleness.

He’s never done anything quite like this before, but I guess that’s because as much as things are the same… it’s all different too, knowing each other the way we do now.

It lasts for several long seconds, the two of us staring into each other’s eyes with nothing held back for once.

And then I watch the shift as it happens. Any gentleness in Killian’s gaze is shuttered, leaving only pure, molten desire. He steps back, putting some distance between us, the parts of his face that I can see going impassive and blank.

“Run,” he commands.

The order is so familiar that it jolts through me like an electric shock, making my nipples harden.

I lick my lips, glancing around the room. It’s a big enough house, but…

“Where?” I whisper.

Killian grins darkly behind the mask. “It doesn’t matter, siren. Run anywhere you like, because no matter where you go, I’ll always catch you. I’ll always find you.”

It’s a threat and a promise all in one, and it sends my adrenaline skyrocketing. The truth in his words is clear, and it terrifies me to know that he truly would never let me go. Killian is intense enough to mean it, and the connection between us is starting to feel just as intense. He’d find me anywhere and wouldn’t give up until he did.

Maybe that thought should send panic racing through me, but it doesn’t. And I don’t say my safe word.

Instead, I get to my feet and bolt, running flat out. I hear Killian moving behind me, still so impressively quiet for someone so fucking big.

I have speed on my side, and knowing the house well enough to use that to my advantage. I duck around the couch and then sprint for the door, barely evading him as he chases after me.

I wrench the door open and flee into the night, my feet pounding on the ground. My adrenaline is so high right now that it takes me a second to realize that it’s raining. The cold drops pelt my body as I run, but I don’t let them slow me down.

In the distance, I hear one of the men call my name, but I don’t turn around to see who or why.

There’s a flash off to my left, and I turn my head just enough to catch sight of someone in my periphery. Too small to be Killian, so it must be either Atlas or Nico.

Holy shit, they’re working together.

That thought rockets through me, making me almost stumble as my heart skips a beat. The three of them are essentially hunting me down as a team.

There’s something sick and twisted about that, but at the same time, it makes arousal pool low in my gut.

My heart pounds hard and fast, beating a furious rhythm as I keep running. I’m soaked as I slip and slide my way through the grass of the empty lot at the edge of the neighborhood. There’s not much in the way of cover here, but there’s a cemetery at the end of the lane that’s dark and heavy with willow trees.

I fix my eyes on the gate that leads into the cemetery, not looking back to gauge where the Princes are.

I’m soaked when I reach it, my clothes sticking wetly to my skin. The gate creaks open as I throw myself against it, and shove it shut behind me before racing along the gravel lanes between the sections of graves.

I weave in between gravestones in the near pitch black, my hands out to try to feel any obstacles before they can trip me up.

My shoes squelch in the muddy ground, and I curse when my foot catches on something, taking a second to shake it free before setting my gaze on one of the willow trees up ahead.

Maybe I could climb into it and use that to get a vantage on where the Princes are. Or maybe that would just turn me into a sitting duck.

I could—

Before that thought is fully formed, someone grabs me.

The hands are unyielding, yanking me back hard against a strong chest.

“Fuck!” I gasp out, my chest heaving from exertion and adrenaline. I fight against the hold, and I can tell from the strength in it that it’s Killian who’s caught me.

Of course it’s Killian.

I try to wrench away from him, jabbing with my elbows and kicking back with my heels, trying to catch something sensitive in my thrashing.

But his arms just tighten more tightly around me, making it harder to move and a little hard to breathe.

We’re both soaked through enough that I manage to wriggle downward in his grip and slip away for a split second, but he’s on me again even faster, pinning me against his massive body.

I’m caught, my back pressed hard against his chest.

“Caught you, siren,” he murmurs roughly, and he doesn’t even sound that out of breath. He’s in his element, predator that he is. “Now it’s time for me to claim my prize.”

With one hand, he rips my shirt open down the middle, leaving it hanging in tatters. I gasp as cool air hits my skin, my nipples peaking even more beneath the soaked fabric of my bra, and Killian slides one hand up to grip my throat as the other stays looped tightly around my waist.

A flash of white catches my eye in the darkness from a short distance away, and I turn my head a little, blinking away the water droplets that cling to my eyelashes.

Nico and Atlas have caught up to us. They’re still wearing their masks, standing by a grave and watching as Killian holds me in place like a doll. I can’t make out much about them in the dark, but when my gaze meets theirs, a current of awareness arcs between us through the air.

As if to make it easier for them to watch all of this, Killian turns us so we’re facing his friends, giving them a perfect view of my bra and my tattooed skin through the ruins of my shirt. I struggle a little, moving like I’m going to cover myself up, but Killian releases his grip on my throat and wrenches my wrists back with one large hand.

“No,” he grunts. “No hiding. Not tonight.”

I whimper softly, my thighs squeezing together as my pussy clenches.

“What do you want them to see?” I whisper, my voice barely audible over the relentless patter of the rain.

Killian drops his head, his lips brushing my ear. His breath is warm against my chilled skin as he murmurs a single word.

“Everything.”

The hand that’s not holding my wrists roams over my chest, groping me through my bra, squeezing the mounds of my breasts until I gasp at the pain and pleasure of it.

There’s nothing gentle about the way he touches me, but I can’t help but arch into it, wanting more. Needing more.

“Show them, siren,” Killian murmurs hoarsely. “Show them how perfect and filthy you are.”

In one smooth move, he yanks my bra up, sending my tits spilling out of it. Nico and Atlas make low noises in response, and although they don’t step closer, I can read the tension in their bodies even in the darkness as they watch what Killian is doing to me.

The massive man behind me kneads my breasts in one hand, squeezing them even harder until I yelp in pain. He tweaks my nipples, which are stiff and aching from the cold of the rain and the sheer arousal coursing through me right now.

His fingers dig into the sensitive flesh, then pinch and twist one nipple sharply enough that I cry out. The sound echoes around us, and Killian chuckles lowly. His voice is pure gravel when he speaks again.

“I think they’re starting to understand why I watched you for so long. Because you’re fucking beautiful. In everything you do. Every breath. Every expression. Every moan. Every whimper.”

The words are almost tender, but his tone definitely isn’t. The reminder of him stalking me turns me on at the same time it pisses me off. I have no way of knowing what all Killian has seen, and it makes me angry and impossibly aroused—and then even angrier because I don’t want it to make me feel that way. Don’t want my body to burn with need as I think of all the private, intimate things he might have watched me do.

I struggle harder against him, this time managing to jab my foot down against his ankle.

He lets out a low curse, and his grip loosens enough for me to wrestle myself out of his arms.

I take off running again, the tatters of my shirt hanging from my body and my breasts bouncing painfully as I sprint. I ignore the sharp zaps of pain that almost feel like pleasure as they shoot down my spine, focusing on not tripping, trying to put more distance between us.

But Killian is too close on my heels. I get only a few hundred feet away before he’s on me again.

He barrels into me and grabs me around the waist, lifting me off my feet. I gasp in surprise, struggling wildly as the bare skin of his forearm slips against mine.

“Get off me,” I snarl. “Fucking let me go.”

He chuckles, the sound deep and menacing, full of a heated promise. “Never, siren.”

I move like I’m going to hit him, but before I can, he grabs my arm, his fingers wrapping around my wrist to twist it behind my back. Using the weight of his body, he forces me to take several steps forward until we’re right up against a gravestone.

Using the grip on my wrist and a hand at my back, he shoves me down until I’m bending over it, pinning my lower body in place with his hips to keep me from running again.

I’m breathing hard, my teal hair plastered to my head and my face by the rain. Behind me, Killian wrenches my pants down, leaving them tangled around my ankles. My breath catches as he drags my panties down too, the wet fabric rough against my skin. He shoves my feet apart as wide as possible—which isn’t all that wide, with my pants binding me like this.

If I want to run now, I’m going to have a hell of a time of it.

One of his callused hands slides between my legs to slip through my folds, and I squirm at the feel of it, trying to pull away. But there’s nowhere for me to go now.

“You’re soaking wet,” he growls.

“It’s from the rain,” I snap back, my voice hoarse.

Killian laughs darkly. He draws his hand away and then slaps me between my legs, bringing his palm down hard against my clit. I hiss out a breath as pain burns through me, followed by a rush of pleasure.

“Liar,” he breathes.

I bite my lip hard enough to taste blood, trying to hold back the desperate little moan that tries to escape my mouth as sparks of sensation explode inside me.

He’s right. I am a liar. It’s definitely not the rain that has me so fucking wet. It’s Killian, and the other two Princes as well. It’s all of this. I look over and see that Nico and Atlas have followed us again. They’re standing close by, watching everything, and it makes my head spin.

“Don’t be quiet,” Killian growls. “Don’t fucking hold back. There’s no one here but us and them, so scream as loud as you want. No one’s coming to save you.”

He slaps my clit again, then rains several hard blows against each ass cheek, sending bursts of pain cascading through me in such quick succession that they blur into a sensation of pure fire. I can’t hold back my noises anymore, soft moans turning louder before becoming full-throated cries of pain and pleasure.

When he draws back to spank me one more time, I try to get away again, shoving my hips backward against him to throw him off balance before slipping out of his hold. But I end up tripping over my pants before I get very far.

Killian is right there anyway, too fast and too determined for me to escape, and this time he brings me all the way down to the wet, grassy ground. He gets rid of my shoes and then yanks my bunched up pants and panties all the way off, leaving me naked in front of him and the others, except for the tatters of my shirt and my bra.

I landed on my stomach, but he rolls me over onto my back, pinning me down with his larger frame as he uses one hand to shove his own pants down. He’s breathing hard, and our faces are close enough now that I can see his shadowy eyes burn with feral desire behind his mask, just like Phantom’s always did.

“I’m going to fuck you bare this time,” he rasps. “Like I wanted to every time. Gonna fill you up with my cum until you’re dripping with it.”

There’s a possessive edge to his voice, and I realize that if he really did watch me and Atlas and Nico the other night, he knows that Atlas didn’t use a condom when he fucked me either. The rough edge to his voice makes it clear that he has no intention of letting Atlas and Nico be the only ones who have fucked me raw.

I don’t have time to react aloud to his words before he wraps a hand around my throat again. He presses me back against the cold, wet grass, covering my body with his own. With his free hand, he grabs my thigh and wrenches my legs open, barely giving me a chance to catch my bearings before the blunt head of his cock is at my entrance.

I’m so wet that my thighs are smeared with it, but when he drives his cock into me, it still hurts. None of the Princes are small, and Killian is no exception.

And it’s been a while since I’ve taken him.

He hisses as my body tries to adjust to his size, squeezing around his shaft like a vise.

“So fucking tight,” he groans, grinding his hips against mine as he works his cock even deeper, until I swear I can feel him in my stomach. “There’s nothing in the entire world that feels better than your pussy.”

He gives my throat a squeeze, which only makes me clench even harder around him as stars dance before my eyes. Then he straightens up a little, releasing his hold around my neck.

That hand slides down my body, his fingers digging into my hip as he holds me down, and his other hand slaps at my pussy again, harder and harder. It sends jolts of pure sensation through me, pleasure edged in pain, or maybe the other way around. At this point, I’m nearly incoherent with it, my head spinning as I try to take everything he’s giving me.

There are so many sensations, from the grass against my back to the way Killian has me stretched to capacity. Atlas and Nico have stepped even closer, and I can see them looming over us behind Killian, with front row seats to all of this.

When Killian draws back, I gasp as my nerve endings flare, his cock sliding against my inner walls. And then he drives back in, hard and fast. Everything about it is rough and intense, even more wild and overwhelming than anything we ever did at Le Bal Masque. Our bodies slap together wetly, and he uses that grip on me to drag me into each thrust.

“Look at how you take it,” he growls, gazing down at my pussy as he slams into me once more. “You were made for this. Made for my cock. My beautiful siren. My filthy, desperate little slut.”

Each new word is punctuated by a hard thrust, and my tits bounce with the force of it.

My hands scrabble at the ground, looking for something to hold on to. Something to anchor myself with before I spin out of control entirely.

“You love this, don’t you? Tell me. Tell them.” He jerks his head in the direction of his friends. “Tell us how much you love this.”

I open my mouth, but the only thing that comes out is a low, ragged moan. Killian slaps my clit again, and I howl desperately.

“I love it!” I manage to cry out, my voice breaking as sensations tear through me like lightning. “Please! Fuck, I love it. I need it. Oh my god, please.”

“That’s right,” he grunts. “I told you there was nowhere you could go that I wouldn’t find you. There’s nowhere I wouldn’t fuck you. Nothing that could stop me from taking what’s mine. Do you understand?”

My mind reels from the way he’s talking, and I grab on to him, my nails digging into his skin. I’m no longer trying to get away, no longer even keeping up the pretense of running. I can’t. Not with the way he’s owning my body. Not with the way he’s touching me and looking at me, pushing me closer and closer to the release I so desperately need.

He doesn’t stop, fucking into me hard enough that it feels like I might break.

“I’m so—god, Killian. Oh my fucking—” I gasp for breath, holding on to him for dear life.

“Are you going to come?” he demands.

I nod frantically, writhing on the ground beneath him, oblivious to the dirt and grass that clings to my bare skin.

Killian brings up one hand and wraps it around my throat again. “Then come, siren. Come, and I’ll let you breathe.”

He squeezes in the right spot as he finishes speaking, just enough to cut off my air. Heat races through me as my body tries to suck oxygen in and is brought up short. My chest heaves, a fresh burst of arousal and adrenaline flooding my veins—and that’s enough to send me spiraling over the edge. All the pleasure and heat that’s been building since the chase started finally has somewhere to go, and my mouth falls open in a silent scream as I fall apart, shuddering and scratching at Killian’s shoulders and arms.

“Good fucking girl. Such a good little slut.”

Killian releases his hold on my throat, allowing me to breathe again. The rush of oxygen goes straight to my brain, making me feel almost lightheaded as another orgasm surges through me on the heels of the first one. I suck in deep breaths, staring up at Killian as he keeps pounding into me.

All I can see of his face is his eyes.

That’s all I’m used to seeing when he fucks me.

But as if it suddenly isn’t enough for him anymore, Killian suddenly reaches up with one hand and rips his mask off, baring his entire face to me. He reaches down and tugs mine off too, tossing it away.

Our gazes lock, and I don’t know what he sees in my expression, but what I see in his makes me come for a third time, my clit throbbing hard as I wrap my legs around him.

“Siren,” he grunts. “Fuck. Fuck!”

His hips stutter and jerk, and he slams into me hard enough to bruise as his cock swells, flooding me with a rush of cum.

For a moment, we stay locked together just like that. Killian is still buried deep inside me, his cock pulsing as he empties himself entirely. My chest heaves as I try to remember how to breathe, and my heart rate slows down a little from a frenzied gallop into a heavy thud that shakes my ribs.

The haze of that level of intense sex takes a bit to clear, but gradually, I start to come back to myself, becoming more aware of my surroundings again.

“Holy shit,” I hear Atlas curse under his breath.

I glance up at where he and Nico are still standing, both of them soaked through but oblivious to the rain. They’re staring at me where I’m sprawled out messily on the ground beneath Killian, and even in the darkness, I can tell that they’re both hard.

Killian’s callused fingers grip my chin, pulling my attention back to him.

“They enjoyed that,” he murmurs, his voice a low rumble. “And you enjoyed being watched by them, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” I breathe, too wrecked to bother trying to deny it.

“They’re probably hard as hell from watching you writhe in the dirt and beg for my cock. Be a good little cum slut and go take care of them.” One corner of his mouth tilts upward just a little. “I know you’re hungry for it.”

He’s not wrong, and I can’t even argue with him.

Killian leans back, slowly withdrawing from me as my inner walls cling to him. A gush of cum slides down my inner thigh, mingling with the raindrops that trail down my skin. He sits back on his heels, watching me expectantly, and I manage to find the strength in my exhausted limbs to get up enough to crawl over to where Atlas and Nico are standing.

Atlas’s jaw is clenched, and before I even reach him, his fingers fumble with the button and zipper of his pants. He shoves the wet fabric down enough to pull his cock out, and the metal piercing at the tip flashes in the dim light.

Stopping on my knees in front of him, I open my mouth and lean in, taking him as deep as I can in one go. It’s a lot to accommodate, and I can feel the head of his piercing hit the back of my throat as I swallow.

“Good girl,” Killian praises me as Atlas lets out a rough curse. “Suck him harder. Get him off.”

I don’t need to be told twice. I bob my head, swirling my tongue around Atlas’s cock as I suck it. I can feel the metal ball of his piercing, and I play with it a bit, rubbing my tongue along the warm metal.

“Oh my fucking god,” Atlas mutters, breathing hard. “Fuck, you’re good.”

I lift my gaze up to look at him and find him staring down at me as raindrops cascade down his face, his expression full of heat and awe. The way he’s looking at me sends a heady feeling rushing through me, and I suck him down even more, relaxing my throat and easing forward until my nose is flush with his body and his cock is all the way down my throat.

Atlas lets out a choked grunt, both hands gripping the sides of my head, his fingers sinking into my wet hair. He doesn’t control my movements though, allowing me to set the pace. It’s more just like he wants to feel everything I’m doing.

I keep working my mouth up and down his length, dragging in breaths through my nose when I can, my lips stretched wide around him. He mutters words of praise, half of them unintelligible as they trail off into grunts or groans. His hips start to move a little to match my motions, meeting me each time my lips slide down his cock.

I hum around his length before sucking hard, my pussy clenching as more of Killian’s cum leaks out of me, and Atlas hisses out a breath.

“Jesus, vicious. It’s like you’re trying to steal my fucking soul.”

My palms are resting on his thighs, and I can feel small tremors working through his muscles as his breathing turns choppy and harsh. It’s clear he’s not going to last much longer.

“Just like that,” he groans, his cock swelling against my tongue. “Just like that, don’t fucking stop, don’t—fuck, Quinn!”

“Make him come, siren.” Killian’s voice floats into my ear from where he’s watching nearby. “And swallow all of it.”

I do as he says, desperately sucking at Atlas’s cock like I need his cum to live.

It doesn’t take more than another minute before he falls over the edge, cursing hotly and bucking his hips, burying his cock in my mouth as he comes. I swallow every spurt of his hot, salty release and then open my mouth to show that it’s all gone.

Atlas shoves his wet hair back from his forehead with one hand as he looks down at me. His other hand cups my face, his thumb swiping over my lower lip in a way that makes heat curl inside me.

“Killian was right,” he breathes hoarsely. “You look so fucking good on your knees, vicious. I don’t think I’ll ever forget the way you look right now.”

I grin, holding his gaze for a second as he presses his thumb inside my mouth.

As Atlas withdraws his thumb, Nico suddenly moves, bursting into action like a statue coming to life. He grabs a handful of my hair and drags me over to him, his cock already out and weeping precum at the tip.

“Open,” he demands roughly, and I do, letting him shove his cock into my mouth.

Where Atlas was content to let me suck him at my own pace, Nico is coiled with impatience—as if watching both Killian and Atlas use me for their pleasure has drained every last ounce of his control. He uses his hold on my hair like a leash and fucks into my mouth hard and fast.

All I can do is moan around him, the sound muffled by the girth of his cock stretching my mouth to capacity.

My head is blissfully empty of anything but this, and my body is on fire all over again. My pussy is still sore from being fucked so hard by Killian, but I can feel it throbbing with need.

“You see what you do to him, siren?” Killian says, and I moan again. “It’s the same thing you do to me. And you still wonder why I followed you? Why I became obsessed with you?”

I whimper, trying to shake my head in answer, but there’s no give in the hold Nico has on me. And he doesn’t let up, his strokes hard and relentless.

“You’re gonna take everything I have to give you, mia cara,” he pants, his jaw set tight. “And you’re gonna swallow every last fucking drop. You’re gonna take my cum just like you took my brothers’.”

I nod as he fucks my mouth, a slick mixture of drool, rain, and precum spilling over my lips and down my chin. I’m a mess of fluids and mud and grass stains right now, but I couldn’t care less.

My body hums with a sensation that’s bigger and more overwhelming than either pleasure or pain, and the harder Nico shoves his cock down my throat, the closer I get to coming again, just from this.

“Goddamn, my wife doesn’t have a gag reflex,” he groans. “Should’ve fucking known. You’re a fighter through and through. You don’t back down from anything, do you? Not even this.”

I can’t speak, so I just grab his ass with both hands in answer, silently urging him to go even deeper. His wet shirt sticks to his torso as his chest heaves, and he lets out a string of curses.

He cuts off my air as he grunts and fills my throat, and that’s enough to send me over the edge. I give a garbled moan of pleasure, my throat working around Nico’s cock like it wants to milk him dry.

He comes right after me, throwing his head back with a hoarse shout. Nico doesn’t pull back until he’s spilled himself completely down my throat, and my head is spinning by the time he lets me go so I can breathe.

The rush of oxygen in my veins makes me feel dizzy. I gasp for air and crumble to the ground, spent, sated, and boneless. My head is still spinning, and the thought of getting up to walk all the way back home makes everything in my body protest. My body has acclimated to the cool temperature of the rain, and now it just feels soothing as it patters over my skin.

“She’s out,” Atlas says, and I can hear a note of fondness in his voice. “We broke her, I think.”

“Nah, she just needs a rest. It would take a lot more than that to break Quinn,” Nico responds.

I’m dimly aware of one of them moving to help me up, but Killian growls, making a noise low in his throat. It’s more possessive than aggressive, but the other two back off and let him be the one to reach me first.

Killian lifts me into his arms, and I go easily, curling against his broad chest almost instinctively.

I’m starting to shiver as I come down from the adrenaline and lust. Even though the rain doesn’t feel cold anymore, I guess it still is, and the chill of the weather is soaking into me. But Killian keeps me held tightly against his warmth as he carries me back to the house, taking unlit pathways so that no one will see us.

Nico and Atlas flank us on either side, the three of them an unbreakable unit as always.

No one speaks on the walk back to the house, but I can’t help but feel like something has shifted deeply between all four of us.
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A couple of days later, I stop by the Carnage clubhouse. It’s empty when I get there, everyone else off doing their own thing. That means it’s quiet as I make my way through the familiar space, a sort of silent pride filling me as I do.

My friends and I built this gang from nothing, with just the three of us and the ambition and loyalty that we’ve always had. It means everything to me, having this.

Quinn gets it. I know from our conversations that she understands what it means to be a leader. How you have to become someone that people can follow, even if that wasn’t who you were before. There’s no choice if you want to have a gang that listens, that trusts you. That will go to bat for you and understand that you’ll do the same for them.

I can tell from the way she handles her own gang that she puts as much of herself into the running of it as I do, and that’s one of the reasons why I trusted her for this alliance. Enough to humor it, at least.

Thinking about her makes a sudden image flash through my mind as I picture Quinn here. As a part of the club and a part of this life. Not in the marriage of convenience way she’s a part of it now, but something deeper. Something more real.

I could see it, honestly. Her handling business here, talking to the members of the gang. Some of them would be resistant, in the way they always are when shit changes, but Quinn would win them over with her diligence and patient way of leading.

We could handle business together and then leave, going back home to—

I shake myself before that fantasy can spin out of control. And it wasn’t even really a fantasy. More like idle thoughts strung together before I could get a hold on them.

There’s no point in playing pretend about things that probably won’t happen. Quinn is under my skin, there’s no denying that, but I have to be realistic about this shit.

At the same time, the handle I thought I had on everything clearly isn’t as secure as I thought it was. Finding out that Killian had been stalking her for longer than the alliance between us has even existed was enough to throw me for a loop.

It’s definitely not like him to go off and do something like that on his own. Usually, if Killian is doing some solo shit, it’s because he thinks it’ll be for the good of all of us. Or because he knows there’s a threat that needs to be eliminated.

But stalking Quinn and lying about it was pure selfishness. Purely because he fucking wanted to. And that’s definitely something new for Killian.

If it was anything else, I’d have been a hell of a lot more pissed that he went rogue, but in this case… I kinda get it.

Quinn has this way about her. This presence that draws you in. Even Killian isn’t immune to it. Hell, he fell into it long before Atlas and I did.

But we did fall into it, and everything that happened the other night is proof of that.

The three of us have never shared a woman before. There have been times when we’ve fucked the same woman, but that happened on separate occasions, unrelated. It’s never been like this before. Never until Quinn. There was just no one that all three of us had a thing for before her. Something about her seems to speak to each of us in a different way, which is something I never expected.

And fuck. Watching her with Atlas after their trip to Eros, and then with both Killian and Atlas the other night? Seeing how each of them was able to get her off, and how responsive she was to everything they did? She fucking loved being chased. Loved being fucked like that. Loved being shared.

My dick starts to swell in my pants just from thinking about it.

Even though this thing between us started out as a business arrangement, something purely for the benefit of my gang, I could feel things shifting as soon as I inked my ring on her. After she snuck into my room on our wedding night, I knew I was playing with fire, indulging in something that could easily become addictive. Letting myself start to feel things for her that I was never supposed to feel.

And now everything has shifted again.

I thought I’d be possessive when it came to anyone else touching my wife, but I should have known it would be different with the two men I trust most in the world. Especially since she seems to fit so well with both of them too.

We share everything else, so why not this?

It’s easy to follow that train of thought, to think about everything it could mean if this thing between the four of us continues. It would definitely throw all of my carefully crafted plans for a loop… but I’m not sure I care about that so much anymore.

I run both hands through my hair, refocusing on what I came here for.

No matter what’s between me and Quinn, or Quinn and all of us, we have more pressing shit to deal with at the moment. Namely, finding out how to track down Silas before he can cause anymore chaos with our gangs.

Thinking about the members of Carnage and Enigma who died the last time there was an attack is a pretty good dash of cold water, calming down my low-key arousal and getting me to focus.

I grab the list several of my crew members compiled for me and head back out to my bike.

After glancing over the list, I nod in satisfaction, then fold it up and tuck it into my back pocket. I slide my helmet on and then climb onto my bike, turning it on and revving the engine. When I peel away from the clubhouse, I head toward the first stop on the list: a pawn shop that’s known in the underground circles to be a front for weapons dealing.

The pawn shop is a short ride away, and it’s in a sketchy enough area that there aren’t many people around. I park down the block and remove my helmet, then tug on a ski mask before striding toward the shop’s entrance.

It’s dim and dusty when I step inside, and there’s nothing to immediately give away the true nature of the place. Luckily for me and my purposes, it’s empty right now, silent except for the rustling of the greasy-haired man behind the counter, who seems to be the owner.

I stride quickly toward him, and he looks up as I approach. He immediately does a double-take when he notices my mask, but before he can react, my hand snaps out to grab his head, forcing it down onto the counter.

He starts to yell out, but the sound cuts off as I draw my gun, pressing the barrel to his temple.

“Put your hands on the counter where I can see them,” I tell him in a conversational tone, exerting a little more force with the barrel of the gun.

“Okay, okay,” he mutters, splaying his hands out on the counter.

They’re both empty, but the left hand is missing two fingers.

“There are easier ways to steal shit, if that’s what you’re trying to do,” he grumbles.

I snort. “I’m not after anything in here. But I do want some information.”

“Information about what?”

“First off, what’s your name?”

His eyes flick sideways to look up at me as he grimaces. “Smith.”

“Well, Smith, let me tell you what I want to know. There’s an ex-mercenary in town, goes by Silas Duran. We’re hoping he’s the type to want to stay well-supplied with weapons, so I figured someone in that business has to know who he is.”

It was Quinn’s idea, actually. After the night Killian fucked her in that graveyard, all four of us put our heads together about how to use the information she and Atlas got from Vincent. She was the one to suggest interrogating weapons dealers around Detroit to try to turn up a lead now that we have a name and know that our attacker is an ex-merc. Mercenaries are only as good as their skills and their weapons, and if he’s trying to come after two established gangs at once, he would probably have had to stop at one of the underground shops for arms at some point.

We’ve already questioned several of the arms suppliers that we know, with nothing to show for it, and we’re getting more than a little desperate to find some fucking clue that this guy is real so we can go after him. That’s what the list I had my people compile is for—they dug up the names of some smaller arms dealers who flew under our radar.

“My memory works better when there’s not a gun to my head,” Smith mutters.

I lift an eyebrow and don’t move the gun an inch, letting my silence speak for me.

“Goddammit,” he finally mutters, the two remaining fingers on his left hand tapping against the table. “Fine. Yeah, I’ve heard the name. He’s been in here before.”

“Tell me what you know about him.”

He pulls his lips back in a grimace, revealing cigarette yellowed teeth. “Not that much. I don’t make a habit of prying into my customers’ business. That’s a good way to die, if you ask me.”

I dig the barrel of the gun into his temple. “Another good way to die is not telling me everything you can think of about him. I don’t care how small it is.”

Smith’s eyes bug out a little. He looks scared, but also annoyed, and I get the feeling I’m not the first person who’s threatened to kill him in his life. Maybe not even the first person this year. He works in a dangerous business, after all.

“Alright, alright. Hold on, lemme think…” He chews on his lower lip for a moment, squinting his eyes. “I remember what he bought, I’m pretty sure.”

“What was it?”

He rattles off several weapons, as well as ammo and tactical gear. It’s a long list, and the quality of the supplies supports what we already know about Silas—that he’s experienced, and that he’s not fucking around.

“What else?” I press when Smith stops to take a breath. “What did he look like? Any distinguishing features?”

“Eh…” He licks his lips, considering that. “I dunno. He was a decently tall guy, about your height. Blond hair that was cut real short, kinda buzzed, I guess. And dark eyes. Oh, and he had a scar on his right cheek. Ran from right under his eye to the corner of his mouth.”

Triumph flashes through me. Fucking finally. We’ve been searching for this fucker for what feels like ages now, and finally we have something to go on. Between the name, the description, and the knowledge that he’s frequented this place, we should be able to track him down.

I pull the gun away from Smith and let him up.

“Thanks,” I tell him, giving him a curt nod. “That was actually very helpful. Now if you keep your tongue from flapping, I won’t have to kill you. Don’t tell anyone I was here asking about Silas.”

Smith nods grudgingly. “I know how this shit works.”

“Good.” I pull out a wad of bills and push it across the counter to him. “For your trouble and your silence.”

I can tell from the look in his eyes that paying him off with a fat stack of cash is more than enough to make up for the rude questioning. He’s a business owner, and money talks more than anything else with his type.

I leave Smith rubbing his jaw and counting his money as I push my way out of the shop, heading back to my bike. Once I reach it, I call Atlas.

“Hey,” he says when he picks up.

“Hey. I got a lead.” I fill him in on what Smith told me, leaning against the side of my bike.

He makes a noise of satisfaction when I finish. “That’s good news. It’s about fucking time. If Silas has been to that shop before, chances are he’ll come back. Do you trust that this Smith guy will keep his mouth shut?”

I shrug a shoulder even though he can’t see it. “He didn’t see my face, so he doesn’t have much info to give. And if he decides to open his mouth anyway, then we’ll know who snitched. He knows what I’ll do to him if he talks.”

“Okay, so what’s our next move?”

“We need to keep a lookout stationed near the pawn shop at all times. If Silas comes back in, they can call and alert us. Then we either try to take him out, or we follow him to find out whether he’s working alone or as part of a new group.”

“Sounds solid to me,” Atlas agrees. “I’ll pass the word on.”

“Perfect. See you later.”

We hang up, and I slip my phone back in my pocket, determination rising inside me. Now that we have something to go on and a plan in place, there’s no way Silas can hide in the shadows for much longer.

We’re going to get this fucker soon.
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I frown as I look at the snake I’ve been doodling, tilting my head to the side to try to see it from another angle. It doesn’t look quite right, but I can’t put my finger on what exactly I don’t like about it.

I’ve been in the zone with tattoo ideas lately, which is good because it’s been a while since I’ve put out a new flash sheet for clients to choose from. Gang business has been taking precedence lately, as it has to sometimes, but I do miss having the time to work on the tattoo side of things.

Atlas comes walking into the living room, and he stops at the coffee table, glancing down at the piece of scratch paper I started drawing on before I went and found my sketch book.

He picks it up, and a little smile crosses his face as he studies the sketch of a moth I did earlier.

“I don’t know if I’m keeping that one,” I say, cutting a glance at him.

“It’s nice.” He shrugs, slipping the piece of paper into his pocket. “Nico called.”

That gets my attention immediately, and I put down my pencil, giving him my full focus. I know Nico went out to question other weapons smugglers to see if he could get a lead on Silas. Ever since I had the idea for it, we haven’t come up with anything useful so far, and it’s been irritating all of us that we’re no closer to figuring out who exactly this Silas guy is.

“And?” I ask impatiently when he doesn’t speak right away. “What did he say?”

“He’s got something. It was his first stop of the day, actually, and the pawn shop owner had seen Silas in there before. So we have a physical description of him, a list of the weapons he’s already bought, and a plan to keep a lookout at the shop in case Silas goes back.”

“Yes.” I tip my head back against the couch cushion, letting out a breath. “Fucking finally.”

He chuckles. “Yeah, that’s what I said too.”

My brain immediately switches back into planning mode, focusing on that instead of my drawings. After Atlas tells me the details of the shop’s location, I nod. “Okay, I can definitely put some Enigma members on staking it out. It’s near our territory, so it won’t look suspicious if they’re spotted.”

“That’s not necessary.” He shakes his head. “You’ve already lost more of your people than we have to this guy, and they might be in danger if they do this.”

“Yes, it is necessary,” I fire back. “My crew will want to be involved in taking Silas down. Besides, Nico did the work of finding out the lead. It’s the least I can do to try to follow up on it. We’re partners in this, right?”

A grin breaks out across Atlas’s face, and I try to ignore what the sight of it does to my heart.

“Yeah, vicious. We are.” He considers something for a moment, then adds, “If you’re putting people out there, we can at least give you some equipment. We’ve got night vision goggles and some other surveillance equipment.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “You do? Not that I’m not grateful for it, but I didn’t think that was standard equipment for most biker gangs.”

He chuckles. “Well, we aren’t most gangs. We do some ‘freelance’ work from time to time—mostly of the illegal variety, for people who can pay us enough. We got that equipment for a job we did a while back, and we hung on to it in case we ever needed it again.”

“Good thing you did.”

“Guess so.” His grin widens, and he jerks his head toward the door. “If you’re free now, we can head over to the clubhouse to get the stuff.”

“Yeah. All of this can wait.” I nod, grabbing my stuff and setting it aside.

The two of us ride over, and once we reach the wooded area where their clubhouse sits, Atlas heads inside with me, leading the way through the large space. The last time I was here, this place was full of people and loud music, but it seems much chiller when there’s not a party going on—and when Atlas and I are on better terms.

It’s easier to be around him with that awkward, loaded tension finally gone.

There’s a big open area in the middle of the clubhouse, with smaller rooms and hallways leading off from it. Atlas leads me into what looks like a supply room and rummages inside a sturdy looking metal cabinet for a while before pulling out a black case. When he pops it open, there are night vision goggles and little button cameras nestled inside in specially crafted recesses.

“This should do it,” he says. “If they put the cameras near the shop, they can monitor the feed even if they have to step away for whatever reason. They don’t have too far of a range, but it should be enough for your people to duck out of sight if they have to.”

“That sounds perfect,” I tell him, nodding as he closes the case back up. “I almost can’t believe this might be over soon. Once we figure out who Silas is, we can eliminate him and make sure he wasn’t working with anyone else.”

Atlas nods, and although I expected him to look happy about that, the easy smile that’s been on his face since we got here falls away.

“And then what happens?” he asks, his voice low.

I blink, caught off guard by the question.

“I… I don’t know,” I admit, realizing as I speak just how true my words are. “Our agreement, this arrangement, really only pertained to dealing with the Silas threat. Beyond that, I’m not sure.”

Atlas nods again. “I know what Nico would say if he were here. He’d say he wants to stay married to you.”

I furrow my brow, frowning at him. “Why? Why would he want that?”

Something flickers in Atlas’s eyes. “He thinks it’s advantageous for our gang.”

There’s a note in his voice that makes me pretty sure there’s more to it than that. Or at least that Atlas is choosing his words carefully here.

Could there be other reasons for Nico wanting to stay married to me?

I bite my lip, turning it over in my head. Although we started off as enemies, a lot has changed since the three Princes moved into my house with me. Things have been good lately, and it wouldn’t be too farfetched to think that maybe Nico has… feelings for me.

But he’s never said as much out loud, and I certainly haven’t admitted to the confusing feelings he and his friends bring out in me.

I hesitate, my gaze searching as I glance up at Atlas again. “And what do you want?”

He’s quiet for a long moment, and I wonder if he’s going to answer me. Then he reaches out and wraps a hand around my wrist, pulling me in closer until we’re chest to chest.

His eyes track over my face, and he releases my wrist only to wrap one arm around my waist.

“What I want is right here,” he murmurs.

My heart stutters. The way he’s looking at me makes it impossible to mistake his meaning, and I shiver lightly as the full weight of his words sinks in.

Instinctively, I lean up to kiss him.

Atlas is ready for me, his lips parting under mine as our tongues meet. He groans softly, pulling me even closer. My arms go around his neck, and he holds on to my waist, the tips of his fingers slipping under the hem of my shirt to touch the skin of my back. There’s an electric tingle at his touch, and I make a soft noise, rising onto my toes to deepen the kiss.

Heat builds between us, everything else falling away for the moment. It seems to get easier and easier every time we do this—every time we kiss or fuck or share little moments—as if it was always meant to be this way and we’ve finally stopped fighting against it.

I lose myself in kissing him, inhaling his sandalwood and citrus scent, and Atlas bites down on my bottom lip. The sting of it makes me moan softly, rolling my hips against his as my clit throbs in response. He growls against my lips, his hands moving down to grab on to my ass and squeeze.

“Fuck,” I whimper, breaking the kiss for a moment to breathe. “Atlas—”

He pulls me right back in like he can’t bear to stop, kissing me harder, and I go with it, riding the chemistry that always seems to crackle between us. Using his grip on my ass, he lifts me up, and I end up wrapping my legs around him, grinding against the bulge I can feel growing in his pants.

“You drive me crazy, vicious,” he mutters, nipping at my lip again. “Did you know that? You have since the very first day I showed up at your tattoo parlor.”

“The day you took me dress shopping.” I chuckle against his lips, remembering. “I thought you hated me back then.”

He breaks our kiss, his forehead resting against mine as we breathe raggedly. “I thought so too. But I was wrong. It wasn’t hate. It’s never been hate.”

I make a noise in my throat, tilting my face up to find his lips again. Our kiss turns hotter, more desperate, and I grunt softly into his mouth as my back hits the wall. He grinds against me, pinning me against the wall with his muscled body as he wrenches his lips from my mouth so that he can suck at the sensitive skin of my neck. I tilt my head to one side to give him better access, staring up at the ceiling through hooded eyes as my fingers thread through his hair.

“You’re gonna mark me,” I groan.

He just sucks harder in response, as if spurred on by my words. It makes me think of the time I ran into him in the hallway at my house and he made a comment about the hickeys Nico had left on my throat. I brushed it off at the time as Atlas just being pissy about the alliance, but knowing what I know now makes me see it in a whole new light.

Was some part of him jealous of Nico, even back then?

Either way, now it’s Atlas’s turn to leave a mark on me, and he’s not wasting his opportunity. I can feel his teeth against my throat as he sucks hard enough to make me gasp with pain, and a gush of wetness slips from my pussy.

“Ahh!” I hiss out. “Oh my god, fuck…”

He finally draws back with a wet pop, dragging his tongue over the bruise on my throat to soothe the sting.

“I need to be inside you,” he growls, sounding breathless. “Right fucking now.”

“Yes. God, please.” I nod wildly, and he pulls me away from the wall.

I’m barely aware of where he’s carrying me until we reach a large, low crate that’s set against one wall. It’s about the height of a chair, and Atlas sits down on it, settling me on his lap facing him. His cock is rock hard under me, a solid line beneath his pants that grinds against my clit perfectly in this position.

One of his hands splays along the small of my back, holding me steady as I work my hips, grinding down against him. I can feel how wet I’m getting, arousal soaking into the crotch of my panties as I try to get more friction while he kisses me hot and hard.

“I want to take you apart,” he murmurs, his mouth moving against mine. “I want to see you bounce on my cock until you can’t stop coming for me.”

“I need you inside me,” I pant back. “Fuck, Atlas. Need you.”

“Then get my cock out. Ride me, vicious. Show me how much you want it.”

He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I get up enough to kick off my boots and shimmy my pants off, then undo his, pulling his cock free. It springs up, hard and flushed, and my pussy throbs again at the sight of his pierced tip and the vein running along his entire length.

When I crawl back onto his lap, Atlas pulls me in and then slides a hand between my legs. He works two fingers into me, thrusting them shallowly as he curls them against my inner walls.

“I thought you wanted me to ride your cock,” I gasp, my hips bucking forward.

“I do,” he says, his voice husky. “I just wanted to make sure you’re wet enough to take me.”

“It’s enough.” I clench around him, whimpering. “It’s going to have to be enough, because I can’t fucking wait.”

I pull his hand away from my pussy and then wrap my own hand around the base of his cock to steady it. Atlas groans at my touch, and I brace my knees on either side of him as I rise up and then sink back down onto his hard length.

We both moan at the way it feels, and I take him in as slowly as I can, letting each thick inch slide into me until I’m fully seated.

“You’re so fucking tight,” Atlas grits out, tugging off my shirt and unclasping my bra. “How the fuck do you always feel so good?”

My breath comes in harsh pants as he tosses them on the floor, and I can feel him keeping himself restrained under me. His body shudders, and I know he’s fighting back the need to buck upward, to thrust deeper into my pussy, so I don’t make him wait too long before I start moving.

I begin to ride him, rolling my hips slowly at first, working us both up even more as he slides in and out of me. But it doesn’t take long before the need for more takes over, and my movements pick up speed as I bounce on his cock. My tits sway each time I drop back down, and Atlas grabs on to them with his rough hands, rolling and pinching my nipples.

It adds another layer to how good this feels, and I moan his name as the burning flame of pleasure starts to spread in me.

“You’re so fucking stunning like this.” He tweaks both nipples at the same time, making me cry out. “Take it. Take my cock, vicious. Take everything you want.”

“Yes,” I moan back. “Fuck, yes. You feel so good. I want to feel you come inside me.”

He tugs at my nipples again. “Yeah? You want to be messy with it? Your pussy swollen and pink and stuffed full of my cum?”

I nod, my thigh muscles burning as I ride him harder.

“You’ll look even more stunning like that,” he murmurs. “Fucking perfect.”

“Then give it to me.”

My words are somewhere between a plea and a demand, and I rest my forearms on his shoulders to give myself better leverage as I slam my pussy down on his cock over and over.

“I will,” he promises. “Fuck, I’m getting close.”

I nod, heat spreading through my limbs. “Me too.”

He lets go of my chest to put his hands on my hips, pulling me down into each movement as I ride him. His hips buck into it, meeting me halfway as our bodies slap together. We’re both breathless, chasing the fire that consumes us both as we get closer and closer to falling apart.

I lean in, wanting to kiss Atlas, wanting to taste the grunts and groans falling from his lips—

But before my mouth can meet his, a sharp, feminine voice cuts through the air.

“What the fuck?”
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My body jerks in surprise, and I look over my shoulder to see Zoey standing in the doorway, staring at the two of us.

I freeze in place, not sure what to do. Surely I should get off his lap and let them talk. Or at least put some pants on, so she’s not looking at my bare ass and seeing where her ex is buried inside me when I move.

“Oh, shit…” I start to say, still frozen with indecision.

Before I can say anything else or make a move, Atlas slaps my ass, bringing my attention back to him. My eyes snap to his, and he looks at me, his own brown and amber eyes blazing. There’s no embarrassment there, not even a hint of it. Instead, there’s just the same heat and desire that infused his expression when this all started.

“Don’t stop,” he growls. “I told you I wanted you to come on my cock, didn’t I? So do it.”

I blink in surprise, my heart galloping in my chest. “What?”

His lips curve up in a dark, sinful smirk. “I said don’t stop. You were so close, vicious. Keep going. I want to see you fall apart.”

He slaps my ass again as he finishes speaking, making me whimper and rock my hips forward instinctively.

I know he’s doing this on purpose, as if he wants to prove a point. The last time I was at the Carnage clubhouse, I saw him and Zoey in a position almost like this one, and I assumed he wanted her. Now he wants to show me that he wants me, not Zoey. To offer proof after that fight we had, which feels like such a long time ago now.

He’s continuing to fuck me in front of his ex so that we both know who he’s chosen.

“What the hell are you doing?” Zoey asks, sounding incredulous.

“I would think that’s pretty fucking obvious,” Atlas shoots back, his voice dry. “If you’re going to stand there, at least use your eyes.”

“Are you seriously going to fuck her right in front of me?” she demands, her voice taking on a shrill edge.

He grabs my ass roughly, dragging me up and down on his cock. “If you don’t leave, then yes.”

He doesn’t look away from me even as he speaks to her, and possessive heat fills me as my gaze stays locked with his. I remember the unfamiliar way my gut twisted when I saw Zoey talking to Atlas that first time, how I tried to deny it was jealousy that I was feeling. But it was, if I’m being honest with myself.

And now Atlas is letting me know that I have no reason to be jealous.

Because he’s chosen me.

That thought ignites a blaze inside me, and I start to move again, riding him harder and faster now. Like I want to put on a show and prove a point of my own to both Atlas and Zoey.

Zoey says something else, but I’m not listening to her anymore. Right now, she doesn’t even matter. All that matters is the heat building up inside me again and the way Atlas’s cock feels buried deep inside my pussy.

I never once break eye contact with him, and everything else falls away. It’s just like the first time we fucked, on that stage in front of everyone at that club. We only have eyes for each other, and the two of us are so connected like this that it’s like nothing else exists. I can see the heat in his expression, the pleasure that’s still there in both of us, even if we were interrupted.

“Just like that,” he praises, his fingers still digging into my ass cheeks as he grips me tightly. “Show me what you can do, vicious. Fucking ride me.”

I keep going, maintaining that fast pace at first, but then eventually settling into something hard and deliberate. I stare into his firelight eyes as I rise up and slam back down, making sure he can feel it as deeply as I can. It’s less about the show now and more about the way this feels. About how each time I clench around his cock or slam all the way down onto his lap, I can feel him twitch and swell inside me.

He’s just as into this as I am, just as keyed up, hovering right there at the edge. Zoey being here doesn’t matter. It hasn’t stopped him from wanting this one fucking bit.

“Shit,” Atlas murmurs after a while. “Don’t stop, Quinn. You feel so good. I’m so fucking close.”

“Me too.” My breath catches as his cock hits a spot inside me that makes me want to howl in pleasure. “Oh fuck!”

The muscles in his neck strain, his jaw going tight. “Come with me. Come on. Come on my cock so I can fill you up the way you want.”

“Atlas, please, oh god—”

“Yes. Fucking say my name. Say my name when you come for me.”

My nails dig into his shoulders as I hold on to him, using him for leverage while I move. I slam down hard one last time, and that’s enough to make me shatter. Pleasure jolts up my spine, white hot and so intense that I see stars. I cry out his name, going tight around him as wave after wave of sensation washes over me.

Atlas comes almost at the exact same time, filling me up with a groan as he rolls his hips into it. We stay like that for a suspended moment, both of us breathing hard as our bodies finally relax.

Then Atlas palms the back of my head pulls me in for a breathless kiss.

“You really are vicious, you know,” he breathes against my lips. “It’s one of my favorite things about you.”

I smile against his lips and clench around him, aware that Zoey is still watching us. I can admit to myself that I kind of enjoy thinking about what she must see right now. She’s familiar with what Atlas looks like when he comes, I’m sure, but I bet she’s never seen him get off with another woman before.

When our kiss finally breaks, I lean back and climb off his lap, getting to my feet. Cum slips down my thigh, and I can see Zoey glaring at Atlas, incensed anger in her eyes.

“I’ll just… give you two a moment,” I say with a smirk, tugging my clothes back on quickly and slipping out of the room.

“What the fuck was that?” Zoey explodes before I’m even through the door. The door swings shut behind me, but even with it closed, I can still hear their muffled voices and pick up everything they’re saying.

“Exactly what it looked like,” Atlas replies evenly.

“Jesus, I—what the fuck? I thought we still had something. I thought there was still a chance at least that you—”

“We didn’t, and there wasn’t,” he says, cutting her off. “I made it pretty damned clear we were over.”

“Just like that?”

“What do you mean, just like that? We broke up months ago, Zoey. If I hadn’t been drunk and fucked up in the head, nothing ever would’ve happened between us that night at the party. Nothing should have happened between us. We’re done. It’s not my fault you can’t seem to wrap your head around that.”

“I thought you just needed some time. I thought we could still fix this. I didn’t know you were ready to move on so fast.” Her voice takes a hard, bitter tone. “I mean, honestly, you’re fucking her now?”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. It’s just…” Her voice drops a little, and I have to strain to hear it. “You’re playing a dangerous game here. She’s Nico’s wife. You’re risking fucking with the gang just to screw Nico’s wife behind his back?”

“It’s not like that.” Atlas’s voice is sharp. “Nico knows everything.”

There’s a moment of silence, and I can imagine how Zoey’s face must look while she digests that bit of information.

“Oh. I didn’t realize you were sharing her,” she says, sounding shocked. “So, what? You’re just passing her back and forth like a common who—”

“I’d think twice if I were you before you say another fucking word about her.”

Atlas’s voice is low, almost dangerous, like he’s angry and not afraid to act on it.

Zoey breaks off, not finishing her sentence, and there’s only silence for a long moment. When she speaks again, it’s in a low murmur that I can’t make out. Atlas answers in the same tone, the two of them going back and forth.

A few minutes later, Zoey shoves the door open and leaves the room.

She glares daggers at me as she passes but doesn’t say anything else, walking toward the main part of the club. I hear the slam of a door as she goes, and then silence fills the clubhouse again.

Atlas emerges from the storage room a second later.

“Is everything okay?” I ask, turning to face him.

“Better than okay.” He strides over and pulls me into a quick kiss. “Let’s grab the gear and head out.”

I look toward where Zoey left, not entirely convinced by his assertion that everything is fine. I’ve never really thought of this thing between me and the guys and between our gangs as something super long term. It was supposed to be just business. Just something that would last as long as we needed it to, to make us strong enough to outlast the threat we were all dealing with.

But if it turned into something different, something with staying power, then there would probably be challenges and issues that I haven’t considered.

Zoey being pissed off could just be the tip of the iceberg, and just because Nico knows that Atlas and Killian are also fucking me, that doesn’t mean things won’t get messy anyway.

“Ready?” Atlas says, coming back with the case all locked up again. He must’ve gone to get it while I was distracted by my thoughts.

I blink, brushing off those worries for the moment as I nod.

There’s too much at stake right now to get bogged down in more problems, so whatever all of this might mean, it will have to wait.
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“No sign of him yet, boss,” Cabby says, shoving his hands into his pockets and shrugging. “We’ve had eyes on the pawn shop this whole time, but no one matching the description you gave us has come in or out.”

It’s not good news, but it’s not surprising either. It’s only been a week or so since I put people on duty keeping an eye on Smith’s pawn shop for any signs of Silas.

It would have been too good to be true for him to have shown his face already, but I can admit to myself that I did hold out hope.

“Okay. Thanks, Cab,” I say, nodding to him. “Keep me posted, and switch up the rotations a bit if you think we need to. I don’t want it to get suspicious.”

He nods back, giving me an easy grin and a messy salute. “Will do.”

“What other business do we have?” I ask the rest of the small group gathered around me. I called several Enigma members in for a meeting at Blood and Ink to debrief on some things, and I try to give them my full attention as they give me their reports.

It’s all business as usual. Or rather, business as “the new usual,” now that things have been so diminished in light of the threats against us. There’s less of an air of outright frustration than there was at our last meeting, but I’m not relaxing just yet. Finding out more info about Silas was good, but it won’t be good enough until he’s dead.

“I think we need to make a move on this while we can,” one of the crew is saying about some smuggling operation that we’ve had on the back burner for a while now. “I know we need to be careful, but we also can’t let this opportunity pass us by.”

They all look to me, and I turn it over in my head. I know what my dad would do, ambitious as he was, and it’s the same thing I think would be best.

“Okay. We’ll jump on it, but if it seems like it’ll be too hard to pull off right away, we need to take our time. Play it smart. Don’t make it known that we’re being cautious for a reason, but no one can blame us for protecting our interests.”

Thankfully, everyone’s nodding along with that, not arguing with my approach. By the time we wrap things up and head upstairs, there’s an air of optimism among the group, which is a relief.

Most of the people I called in file out, except for the ones who are on duty at the shop. A UPS truck pulls up outside, and a couple of Enigma members who are smoking on the sidewalk eye the driver warily as he gets out. He looks a little nervous himself as he approaches and talks to them for a second before handing over a package and hopping back into his truck.

“Package for you, boss!” one of them calls, poking his head in the door.

“Thanks.” I step forward and take it from him with a grin. I know exactly what this is, but I didn’t know it was coming today.

“Something for the shop?” Emmett asks, coming over when I prop the box up on a table to open it.

“No, something personal.”

He stands there while I open it, and I don’t make an effort to hide what I got from him.

It’s for the Princes.

It’s something I thought about the other night when they all put those skull masks on, and the way Atlas has been appreciating my drawings lately gave me the idea for it. Our gangs have a union now, and I had the idea that I wanted to give them something to put on their helmets to represent me. Us. What we’ve been building together.

So I sketched out a skull, like the masks they wear and the decals on their helmets, but with a snake wrapped around the skull, the tail coming out of the mouth. The snake has vines wrapped around it, and a teal colored lily to one side.

It was easy to design the art and have it printed, and now I have the decals, ready to give to the guys.

“The skull is for Carnage, isn’t it?” Emmett asks. His eyes shutter as he glances at the decals and then away. “You drew something for them. I recognize your art.”

“Yeah, I did,” I say, keeping my voice light. I’m well aware that he’s never been a fan of this alliance, but I’m not looking to argue with him about it. Not right now.

He presses his lips together but doesn’t say anything else about it. Even his displeasure can’t dim my excitement about giving this to the three men. I think they’re going to like it. Maybe it’s stupid, but I had the idea of calling it a belated “wedding gift” or something like that. Nico and I have the ring tattoos, but this is something that would tie all four of us together in a way.

“Can you hold down the fort here?” I ask Emmett. “There shouldn’t be anything to do, really.”

“Yeah. Of course,” he says shortly.

Ordinarily, I’d stick around for longer, maybe take some walk-ins for tattoos, but right now, I want to go see the Princes.

I know the three of them are at the clubhouse right now, handling their own business, so I ride my bike over there. I pull up outside, parking a little ways away because I want to surprise them. They’re not expecting me at all.

Just like when I was here with Atlas before, it doesn’t seem like there’s anyone else around. I catch sight of Nico, Atlas, and Killian’s bikes parked out front as I slip inside quietly.

The front room is empty, but I can hear voices coming from down the hall. I move in that direction on silent feet, only half listening to the murmur of their voices.

But as I get closer, I can make out the words they’re saying.

There’s something about the tone of their voices that gives me pause, and I stop in my tracks. They sound serious, like something is wrong—and then I hear one of them say my name.

“The Saint is going to be expecting another update,” Nico says, and I creep a bit closer, straining to hear more. “We’re supposed to be finding out Quinn’s secrets, using this opportunity to spy on her, and he’s gonna be pissed if he doesn’t get what he wants soon.”

My blood runs cold, my stomach dropping like a rock.

What the fuck?

“He’s an impatient motherfucker,” Killian grumbles.

“Yeah, he fucking is.” Atlas’s voice is muffled, but he sounds annoyed. “And we still don’t know why the hell he wants to know so much about Quinn’s life.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Nico says, his voice going hard. “What matters is that we need to—”

I don’t stay to hear the rest. Blood rushes in my ears as I spin on my heel quickly and dart quietly back to the front of the clubhouse. I push my way outside and stride back to my bike, a knot twisting in my stomach.

My heart thuds like a drumbeat as I replay what I just heard over and over again in my head.

They’re spies. They’re fucking spies.

The three of them have been gathering information about me this whole goddamn time. They wormed their way into my life, into my house, just so they could gather information on me. For someone I’ve never heard of, and clearly for a price.

Atlas told me once that their gang occasionally does ‘freelance’ work of a questionable nature as long as the payout is high enough. Is that what this is? Just another job to them?

Everything I thought about how maybe we could set aside our old enmities and rivalries and become true partners, how we could make this a lasting alliance—all of that was built on a fucking lie.

And I fell for it. Hook, line, and goddamn sinker.

That’s why Nico wanted to marry me. That’s why he insisted on living with me. It wasn’t enough for us to just be partners in name. He had to be close enough so that they could go through my shit and report back to whoever the fuck The Saint is.

This whole time, all the closeness between us has been because they were spying on me.

I was starting to fall for them, and they were just playing me.

That realization hits me harder than I expected, and I almost double over, clutching at my chest. There’s something gnawing deep inside it, a burning pain that blocks out everything else.

I feel broken and crushed, and so, so stupid. I let myself believe that this could be something good, that it could turn into something more. I trusted them, against my own instincts. And for what?

I clutch the handlebars of the bike, taking deep, shuddering breaths. I can feel tears prickling at my eyes, but I don’t let them fall. I don’t want to cry for them, not now. I fucking won’t.

It takes a moment, but eventually, I manage to steel myself. I straighten up, squaring my shoulders and letting out a long breath.

Fine. If this is how it is, then fine.

I’m not going to let them win. I’m not going to let them hurt me. I’ll pretend I don’t know what they’re doing, play along with their little game…

And then I’ll find a way to ruin them.
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Once we’re done handling business, I leave the clubhouse. There’s a heaviness in my chest as I do, weighing me down as I head for my bike, and that’s an unfamiliar feeling for me.

I’ve never been accused of being an emotional person, and guilt is an almost entirely foreign feeling. The things I do never give me pause, and they don’t weigh on me after I’ve done them. Everything is done for a reason, so there’s no need to feel guilt. But I don’t feel right about the fact that we ever agreed to work for The Saint.

I never once felt bad about stalking Quinn. Not even when she found out and was pissed at me for it. Because it never hurt her. I never felt bad about lying to her about it either, because if I had told her the truth right away, she wouldn’t have been ready to hear it.

Things had to happen the way they did, and I believe that.

But this is different. Maybe it’s because this job is meant to benefit someone else entirely, and we don’t know the point to it or what the end goal is. We’re just spying on Quinn for someone else’s benefit.

I shake my head, trying to clear the chaotic tangle of my thoughts. I don’t like it when it gets like that, everything jumbled up, one thought tangled in another with no idea where one ends and the other begins. I like things more orderly, everything with a place and a process.

There’s no point in stewing about this anyway. I’ve chosen to trust Nico, and I do trust his judgement. After the meeting we just had, we’re all on the same page, and I know we’ve made the right choice.

I get on my bike and head back toward the house, leaving Nico and Atlas to handle the other Carnage business that needs to be dealt with. It doesn’t require me to be there, more suited for the two of them, and I use the bike ride to clear my head further.

When I arrive, I find Quinn in the living room. She’s sitting on the couch, watching the steam curl into the air from a cup of tea that’s sitting on the coffee table in front of her.

She looks up when I come in, and something flashes across her face. It’s not a happy look. I know she was handling her own business with her gang today, so maybe something went badly with that.

Whatever it is, concern for her ripples through me.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

There’s agitation in her, I can tell that much. Her shoulders are tucked up around her ears, and she keeps trying hard not to look at me.

Quinn gets up, grabbing her cup and heading toward the kitchen with it. Even the way she’s holding herself is… off. Proof that something is definitely bothering her.

“Nothing,” she says over her shoulder. “I’m fine. Just… antsy, I guess. I’m sick of fucking waiting for Silas to show himself. It’s been days. Maybe this was a bad idea.”

I follow her into the kitchen, watching as she dumps the remainder of the tea down the sink. “It’s not a bad idea. It will work, eventually.”

She nods, turning away from me, but I step in front of her, trying to catch her gaze. We’re all frustrated by the lack of progress so far with our stakeout of the pawn shop, but I can tell there’s more to it than that with Quinn right now.

“Something else is upsetting you,” I tell her quietly, catching her chin and tilting her head up. “I know you, siren. I can see it. What’s going on?”

She stares up at me for a long moment, her tongue darting out to wet her lips. Her face is a curious mixture of open and closed off, thoughts and emotions flickering through her eyes, but not clear enough for me to read. That bothers me, because normally I can interpret those little things more easily.

At the moment though, all I can tell is that something isn’t right.

“Tell me,” I say. “Whatever it is, I want to fix it.”

She sucks in a breath through her nose, her throat moving as she swallows.

Then, instead of answering, she reaches for me suddenly, fisting the front of my shirt with one hand and pulling me in close. I can feel the strength in her as she does, and I go easily when she pulls. Her body melds against mine as her lips find my neck, hot and warm and hungry. She kisses her way up my throat, flooding my senses with the smell and feel of her.

Softness wrapped around strength. Beautiful, bright teal. Jasmine, honey, and a hint of smoke.

Although I followed her for months, fucked her countless times at that club, and have been living under the same roof as her for weeks, having her this close is still overwhelming—just like it was the very first time. Nothing and no one has ever affected me like she does. Everything else may as well exist in shades of gray, because she’s the only color I see.

Her teeth scrape against my neck, her tongue darting out to lick my skin, and I can’t help the way my body responds. It always responds to her, a flash of heat going down my spine as my cock starts to harden in my pants.

I spread one hand along the small of her back, letting her mouth roam over my neck as I drag her closer. Then she bites down hard on the juncture where my neck and shoulder meet, sending a shock of pain through me that goes straight to my cock.

I grunt with the pleasure of it, my hips bucking forward to grind against her.

Quinn draws back, her plush lips slightly parted, breathing hard.

For a long moment, there’s a taut silence between us, her gray eyes bouncing between mine like she’s not sure what she wants to do.

Then she turns and darts out of the room, racing up the stairs.

Instantly, my predator’s instinct is activated. She’s always been able to do that to me, bringing out a side I never knew existed until that first time at Le Bal Masque.

I’m already moving before I make the conscious decision to chase her, hot on her heels as I take the stairs two at a time. I catch her right at the top landing and wrap an arm around her, dragging her back against my chest. I have one arm wrapped above her breasts and one arm below them, and I can feel the heavy thud of her heart as it pounds against her ribs.

She struggles in my hold, squirming against me in a way that makes my dick thicken even more.

I know why she used to come to the club. I know exactly what she needed, and I was always ready to give it to her. And right now, I think she wants the same thing.

This might be exactly what she needs to release all of her pent up agitation.

My fingers tangle in her hair, tugging her head sharply to one side so that I can nip at her ear and grind my clothed cock against the swell of her ass.

“Do you want to get fucked, siren?” I growl in her ear.
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My throat goes tight as Killian’s words wash over me.

I press back against him, bucking in his tight grip, somewhere between struggling against him and grinding against the hardness I can feel between his legs.

Anger still burns like acid in my chest from what I overheard, and I feed that feeling into my movements, not being gentle. I pull against his hold and shove my hips back at the same time, needing an outlet for my raw fury.

“So what if I do?” I hiss. “You think you can give me what I need?”

He kneads my breasts savagely, making me groan. “I know I can.”

My body responds to his touch the way it always does, even though my heart feels like it’s shriveling in my chest, knowing that I’m doing this with my enemy.

But I have to.

Killian is too damn observant, and he’s spent too much time watching me to miss anything. The way he was looking at me in the kitchen, asking his questions and not letting up until he got an answer…

He knew I was upset the instant he got home, and if I’d allowed him to press any further, I’m certain he would’ve been able to guess what I was trying to hide eventually. I couldn’t let that happen.

So I did the only thing I could think of to distract him, throwing myself at him and then running. If he’s thinking of sex and nothing else, then he won’t have the chance to figure me out.

He wraps his arm tighter around me, still groping my breasts roughly through my shirt, pulling me even closer until there’s no space between us. His cock is buried right up against my ass, and when he punches his hips forward, I gasp at the way it feels.

Now his mouth is on my neck, nipping from my ear down to my shoulder, his teeth biting down hard.

“Fuck,” I groan. “Fucking—goddammit, Killian. Shit.”

The profanity spills from my lips, half arousal and half the simmering anger that’s right at the surface of my emotions.

“You have a dirty mouth,” Killian murmurs, and this close to my ear, his voice is even more intense. It’s like before at the club, when I couldn’t see his face so it made everything else seem bigger somehow.

“What are you gonna do about it?” I bite out, already breathless.

He doesn’t respond, just bites down hard on my shoulder again, making me cry out from the mix of pain and pleasure. I’ll probably have a mark there later, right alongside the now-faded one that Atlas gave me a week ago, and I should be pissed off about that, but right now, it serves my purposes. That’s all that really matters.

“I’m gonna clean up that filthy little mouth of yours, siren,” he finally says. “But don’t worry. I’ll make sure you get even dirtier in the process.”

Before I can speak, he grabs me under the thighs and scoops me up, carrying me to the bathroom. I have a split second memory of the last time he held me like this, carrying me through the rain back to the house after fucking me in the cemetery—but I shake that thought away. I don’t want to think about that moment of softness and how much more tender it felt compared to how rough he’d been with me earlier that night. That’s not going to help me right now.

I don’t curl into him like I did then, just letting him carry me into the bathroom. He slams the door shut, blocking my escape with his massive body, then puts me on my feet and starts tearing my clothes off roughly.

He yanks my shirt over my head, and I have just enough time to get my arms up before he rips it off me. My bra follows a second later, tossed to one side as my tits spill out. He makes the same quick work of my pants and then tears my panties off, leaving them in tatters for me to step out of and kick away.

“I liked those,” I mutter, my jaw tight.

“I don’t care,” Killian fires back darkly, his green eyes glittering in the overhead light.

He drags me toward the bathtub and turns the shower on, then lifts me into the tub as if I weigh nothing. He only lets go of me long enough to quickly strip his own clothes off, his gaze a heavy weight on me the entire time.

The already small space of the tub feels even smaller as Killian steps in beneath the spray and closes the shower curtain, crowding me. He looms over me, his hands everywhere as he gropes me under the hot water. He grabs my tits again, squeezing them roughly before lowering his head and biting down on one nipple.

I cry out, the sound rising over the hiss of the shower as steam surrounds us. I arch toward him, begging for more with my body even though I can’t bring myself to say it out loud. And Killian gives it to me like he always does. He kneads my ass, digging his fingers into the firm flesh like he’s determined to leave a mark behind.

My pussy drips, getting wetter and wetter from the way he handles me.

“Focus on me,” he growls, dragging his hand up my chest to settle it around my throat. “I want you only thinking about me. About this.”

I swallow hard, and I know he can feel it against his palm. His fingers tighten just a bit, just enough so that I can really feel it, and I moan softly for him.

His cock is jutting against my stomach, rock hard and already leaking at the tip. He grinds it hard against my body, letting me feel him, and my breath hitches.

“You—”

“No.” He shakes his head, cutting me off. “Unless it’s your safe word, the only thing I want to hear from you right now is ‘yes’ or ‘more.’ Do you understand?”

I drag in a breath through my nose, hatred and hurt warring with the desire rising inside me. “Yes.”

“Good girl.” Water droplets cling to his dark hair as he nods in approval. “I know what you need. I know what you want. You want me to take you and wreck you until you can’t think about anything else. Until you’re just focused on being a good little hole for my cock. Isn’t that right?”

I bite my lip, breathing hard. Killian’s fingers go tighter around my throat, making it hard to breathe. He leans in, getting right in my face.

“Isn’t that right?” he asks again.

“Yes,” I whisper, my voice hoarse. “Fuck. Yes.”

“Good.” He steps back, putting enough space between us that I have room to breathe again. “Now turn around. Face the wall and bend over.”

There’s no room for argument in his tone, and even though part of me wants to stab him again, I know I need to wait for my vengeance.

So I do it, turning around and putting my hands on the slick shower wall, bending at the waist so my ass is pushed out and on display. I hate how turned on I am right now, every part of me practically vibrating with the need for more. Killian will be able to see it, with the perfect view he has of my soaking wet pussy right now.

His hands find their way to my ass, grabbing it and spreading it open.

“You’re perfect,” he growls. “So fucking perfect. Could fuck you all day, every day. Fill up every single hole until you’re dripping with cum.”

He slaps my ass hard, and the sound rings out in the bathroom as the pain of it shoots up my spine. I moan for him, pushing my ass out even more, like I’m begging for another one.

Killian gives a low chuckle and then spanks me again.

I jolt forward from the force of it, a moan breaking past my lips as fire licks through my veins.

“I know what you need,” he murmurs gruffly. “And I’m going to give it to you. Until you can’t take any more.”

And then his cock is right there at the entrance of my pussy, thick and hard and unyielding. He doesn’t ease me into it, lining himself up and driving forward, forcing my body to accommodate all of his girth.

I let out a choked scream, the pain of the sudden stretch mingling with the pleasure of everything else. It feels good, and he sets a punishing pace, fucking me from behind with deep, hard strokes.

My palms slide over the shower wall with each thrust, trying to keep myself steady as he pounds into me again and again.

Water rains down on us, and the bathroom is filled with the sounds of skin on skin and the moans that I don’t bother to hold back. Killian groans as he bends over my back, wrapping his arm around my waist and using it to hold me still so he can thrust in even deeper.

It’s like I can feel his cock everywhere, deep and intense, and it shuts off my brain, making it impossible to focus on anything other than this.

Even the sickening feeling of anger in my chest starts to ebb away. I’m floating on a cloud of white hot pleasure, the sensation of it filling me up and spilling through me. And then I feel Killian’s fingers probing at my ass, and that shocks me back to myself real quick.

“I want to fuck you here,” he grunts. “I want to fill your ass.”

I tense up a little, and Killian must feel it. He straightens and drags his hand down my back, his touch soothing and gentle for once.

“You have your safe word, siren,” he reminds me, his voice low. “Use it if you need it.”

I bite my lip, sucking in desperate lungfuls of air. I’ve only ever been fucked there once, and it wasn’t by choice. I wasn’t lying when I told Nico I didn’t like it.

But I’m not going to say my safe word.

I started this as a way to distract Killian, but part of me hopes that letting him fuck my ass will break this thing between us for good. That it will sever the connection that’s seemed to exist between us from the beginning. That it will make it easier for me to destroy him and walk away from him and the other Princes when the time comes.

Bracing myself, I turn to look at him through the tangled curtain of my wet hair.

“Yes,” I whisper. “More.”

Heat blazes through his eyes, and his fingers come back to my ass, one hand holding my cheeks spread while the other works to prepare me. He gathers some of my arousal on his fingers, using it to ease the way as he works one finger into my asshole.

It’s so strange, intense and foreign, and my stomach clenches tight as he works his fingers into me. He adds a second one, scissoring them back and forth while I try to make myself relax.

“You’re doing so well, siren,” he praises, and I hate that even now, his voice soothes something inside me. “Let me in. Open up for me.”

Killian keeps murmuring encouragement in a low voice as he works me open, his free hand playing idly with my pussy, keeping me on the edge while he toys with my ass. He knows exactly how to touch me to get me off, and I can tell he’s putting all of his focus into this.

My breaths turn choppy and short, and when he finally pulls his fingers free, I make a low noise in my throat. He drags his cock along the folds of my wet pussy, using the slickness there to coat his length.

“Are you ready?” he asks me, his cock poised at the entrance to my ass.

I nod, shaky and off balance, and he hums his approval.

He starts to work his way in, popping the head of his cock past that tight ring of muscle. I grit my teeth because it definitely doesn’t feel good. It hurts, the stretch awkward and uncomfortable and impossible to ignore. But I breathe through it, working my hips back, trying to get him to shove the rest of his cock inside me already.

“Just breathe,” Killian orders, clearly picking up on my discomfort and impatience. “I’m not going to fucking rush this, so you’ll just have to wait. And breathe.”

He brings his hand between my legs and starts working my clit again, rubbing it in small circles while he pushes deeper into my ass.

I can’t help the little sparks of pleasure that shoot through me as he works my clit like it’s an instrument he’s been playing his whole life. I was prepared to hate this, prepared to feel nothing but pain and discomfort, counting on that to bolster my anger.

But he won’t let me.

With his cock halfway in my ass, he keeps teasing my clit, both patient and demanding as he varies his tempo and rhythm, changing it up until I start to squirm against him.

I can’t help it. The warm, pleasurable feeling in my core radiates outward until it all starts to feel good. Even the way his cock is stretching my ass open takes on a pleasurable edge, and I gasp when he slides in another few inches, my body humming with sensation.

“There you go,” he says. “So fucking good.”

He keeps working my clit, slapping at it with his fingers before tugging at it lightly. My hips shift forward, grinding against his hand, and that makes his cock move inside my ass. The nerves there are more sensitive than I would have expected right now, and my belly burns with a kind of pleasure I’ve never felt before.

“Oh fuck,” I gasp, the words spilling out of me as Killian finally bottoms out.

It’s a struggle to breathe, and my heart is galloping in my chest. My fingers curl against the shower wall as I writhe in place, so overstimulated that I feel like I’m vibrating.

“Breathe,” Killian reminds me again, and I suck in a small sip of air, trying to obey.

He starts to move inside me, dragging his cock back and then pushing in again. Just that movement lights up my whole spine, and I shudder hard, my knees wobbling.

Even now, Killian isn’t gentle. He doesn’t plow into me the way he did with my pussy, but he fucks me hard and fast, working my ass open with his cock.

His fingers keep toying with my clit, and before I know it, a tidal wave of pleasure is building in my gut and spreading out through the rest of my body.

I try to focus on the parts of this that I don’t like, the fact that I’m so fucking furious at him—but it’s not enough. I topple over the edge, my orgasm cracking through me like a whip, electric and intense. I cry out, the sound echoing in the shower, and Killian groans behind me.

“You’re so fucking tight,” he hisses. “So good for me.”

He pounds into me a few more times before he stills, his cock jerking as he floods my ass with cum. That sensation is foreign too, and I’m shaking all over from it.

When he finally pulls out of me, I feel limp and boneless. I nearly crumple right to the bottom of the shower floor, but Killian’s hands are there, straightening me up and turning me toward him.

Concern flashes across his darkly handsome features as soon as he sees my face, and for a second, I don’t know why. Then my breath hitches, and I realize it’s because I’m crying.

Tears spill down my face, and I can’t stop them. My chest feels too full.

“Siren…” Killian looks stricken, his usually impassive face tightening with worry. “You should have used your safe word.”

I swallow hard, more tears leaking from my eyes. “I didn’t want to.”

Killian cradles my face in both hands, swiping the tears away gently. He drops his head, tilting my chin up.

For a heart wrenching second, I think he might actually kiss me. Despite all the things we’ve done together, he’s never done that before, and I don’t think I could take the first time it happens being right now.

So I take a step back, putting some space between us.

“Thank you,” I rasp. “For getting me out of my own head. I needed that.”

Before he can say anything else, I slip out of the shower and head to my room, wrapping a towel around myself as I go.

I close the door firmly, trying to block out everything. I need to get my shit together. I told myself I wasn’t going to fall to pieces over these guys and the shit they’re trying to pull, and I need to stick to that vow.

I have to.

But it’s harder than I thought.

I take deep breaths, pressing the heels of my hands against my closed eyes until I see stars in the darkness.

“Get it together,” I mutter to myself. “You don’t have a choice. Hold it the fuck together, Quinn.”

I stay like that until I feel a bit steadier, focusing on my breathing. When the urge to cry has passed, I yank open my dresser and start getting dressed. I’m not ready to go back downstairs and see if Nico and Atlas have come home yet, but I feel more steady than I did before, which is something.

A few minutes later, there’s a knock on the door. My shoulders immediately tense, certain it’s Killian coming to check on me.

I take another deep breath as I go to open it, already shaking my head and trying to put a smile on my face.

“I’m fine,” I say. “I was just feeling a little stressed out because of—”

I break off when I realize that it’s not Killian after all. It’s Atlas, his expression excited and serious.

“We’ve got movement,” he tells me. “Silas is at the pawn shop.”
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Quinn’s eyes widen in surprise as she takes in what I just said, a flurry of emotions flashing through her gray irises as the news sinks in. Clearly, she wasn’t expecting this right now.

But it passes quickly, and I can see when she shoves down her surprise and whatever else, nodding and slipping into ready mode. The leader in her takes over, ready to get this shit done.

“Let’s go,” she says.

We head downstairs, where Nico and Killian are already waiting.

Killian’s hair is wet, just like Quinn’s is, and I spare a second to wonder what they were up to before Nico and I got here. But there’s no time to think about that.

Nico steps forward, taking control the way he always does. “We can handle this,” he says to Quinn. “Your people have already done their part.”

Quinn’s eyes narrow as she looks at him. “What? I’m not fucking staying behind. Not when we have a chance to get this bastard.”

“There are three of us,” he insists, gesturing to himself, me, and Killian. “If any one of us gets hurt, then Carnage still has leadership. It won’t throw everything into chaos. But if you get hurt, that’s chopping the head off Enigma. And your gang is still recovering from that happening once.”

Quinn’s brow furrows, and she opens her mouth, clearly ready to argue more. But then she stops herself, biting her tongue. “Fine. You can go alone.”

There’s something odd in her expression when she says it that doesn’t sit right with me. She’s usually not one to give in this easily. But I can’t figure out what it is, and I assume she just let it go because she knows we don’t have time to argue right now. Every second counts for this.

She steps back, watching the three of us as we take our leave, rushing to our bikes and tearing off toward the pawn shop.

Nico takes point, and Killian and I flank him, weaving in and out of traffic as we go. It’s dark out now, and we meet up with the members of Enigma who had eyes on the pawn shop for tonight.

I know Quinn told them to report to us the same as they would to her, but they still don’t look thrilled that we’re the ones here instead of their leader.

We gather in an alley down the street from the shop, and Nico steps forward.

“Report,” he says, all business.

“Silas went inside about fifteen minutes ago,” one of the Enigma crew answers, ruffling bushy brown hair as he speaks. “He hasn’t come out yet.”

Nico nods. “Good. You all clear out of here. The fewer people around when this goes down, the better.”

The three of them look at each other but take the dismissal, handing over the borrowed surveillance equipment and leaving us to it.

Nico, Killian, and I set up across the street and down the block a little way, watching from a safe distance. No one will be able to see us unless they come this way specifically, but we have a good view of the front of the shop. Silas isn’t getting out without us seeing him.

“The plan?” Killian asks, never taking his eyes off the shop. I can feel the tension radiating from him, everything in him coiled to strike.

“We’re not going to take him out here,” Nico says. “Like we talked about, we need to know first and foremost if he’s working solo or with some new group. So we’ll tail Silas after he leaves the shop and see where he goes. Figure out where his base is and go from there.”

Killian grunts. I know he’d prefer to have this over and done with right now, and I can’t say I blame him for that. I understand Nico’s reasoning, but there’s a part of me that’s too impatient to wait any longer now that we have Silas where we want him.

But I nod anyway, letting out a breath.

We don’t have long to wait before Silas comes out. The pawn shop door opens less than three minutes later, and a tall blond man emerges.

I study him, comparing the reality of him with the description we’ve been working from. I can’t get a great look at him from a distance at night, but it’s good enough.

He looks maybe early thirties, muscled and broad. There’s nothing overtly eye-catching about him, with his blond hair and average face. The scar on his cheek is his most unique feature, and I definitely don’t recognize him.

“Let’s go,” Nico says quietly, and we mobilize, waiting for Silas to get in his car and start driving off before we head to our bikes and start to tail him.

We ride after him for a while, keeping cars in between us and maintaining our distance from each other. It’s less suspicious if we’re not all in one group following him.

Eventually, he leads us to a house about ten minutes from the pawn shop. He gets out of his car and heads inside, and we wait for the door to close and the lights to come on inside before we move any closer.

Even then, we keep our distance, sizing the place up and casing it with critical eyes. We scan for cameras, trying to make sure there’s nothing obvious before we make any moves. There’s always the chance that a neighbor has a doorbell camera or something, but there’s not much we can do about that.

“Windows on every floor,” Killian murmurs, his gaze tracking over the house. “Side door, back door, front door.”

Nico nods. “From what I saw of the back of the house when we rode up, it looks like it just faces that abandoned lot back there. Easy to break in without being seen, but we don’t know if he lives here alone. One car in the driveway doesn’t mean much.”

I scan the top of the house, looking to see if there’s an attic or roof access anywhere, but come up short.

“Windows could be a good access point,” I say. “But it’s risky without knowing if anyone else is in the house, unless we manage to get in completely silently.”

Killian shoots me a look that says he’s more than capable of that, and I snort because he’s right. He could get through a window without alerting anyone he’s there. He’s done it plenty of times before.

“If you can fit through it,” I mutter, and he huffs a breath that might be a laugh if it were anyone but Killian, then refocuses on the house.

I do the same, peering through the night vision goggles and scanning the darkened windows, trying to make out any hint of movement that would indicate more people are inside. But I don’t pick anything up. The house is quiet and dark, except a single light shining from one of the first floor windows.

As I lower the night vision goggles a few minutes later, the light in the window suddenly flicks off.

“Movement,” Killian grunts, lifting his chin.

Silas emerges from the side door of the house and gets back in his car, pulling out of the driveway and onto the road before heading in the opposite direction from where he came.

“What do you think?” Nico says, glancing to me and Killian.

“I think it’s empty,” I tell him. “And even if it’s not, I think this is our best chance to figure out who the fuck this guy is and what he wants.”

Killian nods in agreement. “We can get in and out before he gets back. And if there’s anyone inside…” He cracks his knuckles. “We’ll deal with that when we come to it.”

We wait for a couple more tense minutes to make sure Silas is really gone. Then we don our masks and make our way stealthily toward the house. The whole building is dark and quiet now, looking just as sleepy and peaceful as every other house on the block.

“Back door,” Killian murmurs decisively. “No one can see it from the road.”

Nico and I nod, and we start our operation. I slip around back first, my gun drawn, keeping my eyes and ears peeled for sounds of anyone lying in wait, my gaze scanning the back of the house for any sign of obvious security cameras. Once I’m satisfied there’s no one waiting to ambush us, I signal for Killian and Nico to join me.

They do, moving quietly as shadows along the pathway that leads around to the back of Silas’s house. We stare up at the windows we can see, looking for signs of movement.

Nothing.

“Get the door,” Nico whispers.

Killian nods and steps past us both, going to the back door. It has both a knob lock and a deadbolt, and he gazes down at them as he fishes something out of his pocket.

“You got this?” Nico asks as we flank him on either side, keeping a lookout.

“Yup.”

Killian’s one-word answer is all that’s needed. Honestly, Nico probably didn’t even have to ask the question. We’ve seen Killian pick dozens of locks over the years, and he’s both skilled and fast. I know he broke into a ton of homes when he was surviving on the street after that shit went down with his mom. He didn’t have anyone to look out for him after the person who should’ve loved him most betrayed him, so just like Nico and I did, he learned to look out for himself, doing whatever it took to survive.

And this particular skill has come in handy more than once since the three of us formed Carnage.

It takes less than two minutes for Killian to take care of both locks. He steps back from the door, and Nico opens it and pushes it inward carefully. Whatever this back room is, it’s dark, and he flips on a small light, shining it around quickly as he checks for cameras.

“One,” he murmurs. He darts forward and moves to the camera, quickly covering it.

There’s a chance it caught him on film, but we’re all masked up, so there’s no way Silas will be able to tell it’s us if he sees the footage, or if there are any cameras we missed.

Nico does another sweep and then whistles low twice. The signal that it’s all clear.

Killian and I move inside the house, closing the door behind us.

We don’t turn on any lights, instead using small flashlights to poke around. It seems like we’re in a small storage room of sorts, with a short flight of steps leading up to the main part of the house.

“Split up, but don’t go far,” Nico whispers. “Look for anything we can use to help us figure out what he’s up to.”

The two of us split off from him, sweeping through the first floor first.

It doesn’t seem like Silas has really tried to hide anything, so he must have been decently confident that no one would ever track him back here—or he just felt sure he could handle the threat if someone did.

Either way, we find weapons packed in canvas bags in one room, which I’m guessing are the supplies he picked up from Smith’s pawn shop. There’s a rolled up leather case with an assortment of knifes, and a hooked, wicked looking blade catches my eye. My jaw clenches at the memory of Jeremiah sprawled out in that alley, the sides of his mouth gashed open.

Is that the weapon Silas used?

Anger fills me, and I half hope that Silas will return unexpectedly and give us no other option but to try to take him out tonight. I know Nico wants to be sure we’re getting to the root of the problem, not just chopping off one head of what could be a many-headed snake, but fuck it. I’m hungry for blood.

Once we finish combing through the first floor, we move upstairs.

Again, a sweep turns up no sign of anyone hiding, and the house is sparsely decorated and minimal. It’s the kind of house that someone with no attachments lives in, no sign of who Silas is other than a paid killer.

We sort through anything we can find, opening drawers and boxes and closets, careful not to make too much of a mess but leaving no stone unturned. The upper part of the house doesn’t have any clues as obvious as the first floor, and we don’t turn up much of anything after several minutes of searching.

But then Killian speaks up from another room.

“Guys. Come in here,” he calls quietly, his voice tense.

We step into what looks like an office at the end of a hallway to find Killian standing in front of a computer. The computer is off, but several sticky notes have been affixed to the side of the screen, and that’s what he’s staring at. Nico and I come to stand behind him, studying the notes. Most of them have phone numbers on them, and a couple have other numbers that don’t seem to make much sense.

Killian points to a note at the bottom, and Nico reads it out loud.

“Progress report to The Saint, location moved.”

My eyes widen, my head jerking back in surprise.

What the fuck?

I recognize the name immediately, and my mind reels. There’s no goddamn way there are two people in Detroit who go by that name, which means…

“Silas is working for the same person who hired us to spy on Quinn,” Killian murmurs, unknowingly finishing my thought.

I share a look with Nico, whose green and blue eyes are hard behind his mask. It’s clear he didn’t know about this any more than the two of us did, and he looks just as stunned by the revelation.

I was never a fan of accepting a job from an unknown source, but the pay The Saint offered us was good, and it seemed to align with something that was already in our best interests. Or at least, that’s what Nico said. It wasn’t the first time someone hid behind an alias to hire us either, communicating only through anonymous messages, so that part wasn’t a total red flag.

But this? The fact that the three of us and our unknown attacker have been working for the same person?

“What the actual fuck?” I mutter, staring down at the sticky note as if it will give me more answers.

“Keep searching,” Nico says, shaking his head. “We need more info.”

He’s goddamn right about that, but unfortunately, searching for another several minutes turns up nothing else useful. Nothing else about The Saint, and nothing else about what Silas’s goals are. We’ve gotten all we’re going to get out of this place, apparently, and it’s left us with more questions than answers.

“We should go,” I tell the other two in a low voice. “Before he comes back.”

Nico and Killian nod, and we slip back out the way we came, careful to leave everything the way we found it.

We don’t drop our guards until we’re back on our bikes and riding away from Silas’s house, putting some distance between it and us. Once we’re far enough away, Nico signals to pull over. He pulls out his phone once we do, calling Quinn and putting her on speaker.

“Hey,” she says, picking up on the second ring.

“Hey. We managed to get into Silas’s house. We found out a few things about how he’s operating, and we’ll fill you in when we see you. We can make a plan for how to take him down from here.”

“That’s good,” she replies, and something about the tone of her voice gives me pause.

Nico doesn’t seem to notice, nodding in response. “Are you still at home, or did you go to Blood and Ink?”

“No. I’m at the Carnage clubhouse.”

His brow furrows, and the three of us exchange glances. “Why are you at the clubhouse?” he asks. “We sent your people back to the tattoo parlor to report to you there.”

There’s a beat of silence, and when Quinn speaks again, something is definitely off. “I need to show you something. Meet me here?”

By now, Nico has picked up on the strange vibe too. Worry flashes across his face, and he nods. “Sure, mia cara. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

He hangs up, shoving his phone back in his pocket and adjusting the gun he has tucked into the waistband of his pants.

“Stay alert,” he tells us. “Something’s up.”

Killian nods, his jaw tight. “Let’s go.”

Nico throws a leg over his bike, revving the engine before peeling off in a new direction.

Killian and I follow him, and all three of us lay on the gas. I was on high alert as we searched Silas’s house, and maybe it’s just lingering adrenaline and wariness from that, but I can’t shake the feeling that something is very, very wrong. There’s an agitated feeling boiling in my gut, worry for Quinn pulsing through me alongside every beat of my heart.

We need to get to the clubhouse.

We need to see her.

Now.

It feels like the ride takes fucking forever, despite the fact that we’re all speeding, but finally, we near the isolated area where our clubhouse is situated. We slow down as we approach the turnoff to the clubhouse, and I hear Killian’s voice under his helmet over the roar of the bike.

“Is that smoke?”

My jaw drops when we get close enough to see the clubhouse.

Killian was right. It is smoke, pouring into the night air, thick, black, and billowing.

The entire building is on fire.

OceanofPDF.com


48

[image: ]
NICO


Killian, Atlas, and I pull up near the clubhouse in a shower of gravel, and I barely cut the engine before I get off my bike and yank my helmet off, letting it fall to the ground with a clatter. Even seeing it more clearly, it’s hard to wrap my head around what I’m looking at. To make myself understand what’s in front of me.

The clubhouse, the home base of my gang, the beating fucking heart of my organization… is burning. It’s on fire, going up in goddamn smoke right in front of my eyes.

The whole thing is engulfed in flames, and I gape at it, frozen in place for a long second, unable to process the blazing heat and light.

Did Silas do this? Was he out burning down our fucking headquarters while we were breaking into his house? Was this the next step in his plan to destabilize us or whatever the fuck he’s been trying to do? My head is spinning, turning thoughts over faster than I can even finish them.

And then a sudden thought hits me hard.

Quinn.

She said she was here. Shit.

I start to move toward the clubhouse automatically, even though it’s engulfed in flames that there’s no way I could get into it even if Quinn was still in there.

“Nico!” Atlas shouts from behind me, but I keep stumbling forward. If she’s in there—if she’s hurt or trapped or—

Before I can even get close though, someone steps out of the shadows near the burning building.

I squint through the flickering light, and relief crashes over me when I catch sight of teal hair.

“Quinn! Thank fu—”

My voice breaks off, shock ricocheting through me as I realize she’s coming toward me with her gun out, leveled right at my head.

For a second, I just stare at her, stunned into silence. But then the pieces start to put themselves together as I take in the look on her face. Hard. Determined. There’s intention in every line of her body, and she doesn’t look scared or hurt.

She didn’t somehow manage to survive the blaze. And it wasn’t Silas who started it. It was her. It’s the only thing that makes sense, even if it doesn’t really.

My jaw clenches hard enough that I can feel my teeth grinding together.

“What. The fuck. Did you do?” I ask, every word scraping past my vocal cords.

Quinn smirks, her gun arm steady. “Oh, you know me, husband. I just had to find a way to keep myself occupied while you three went after Silas. Since you were so adamant that I stay behind.”

The sarcastic tone of her voice grates on my raw nerves, and anger builds in me, climbing high just like the flames in front of us.

“Try again,” I snap. “What the fuck is this?”

The smile drops off her face, leaving behind a cold, angry look of her own.

“I know what you were doing,” she bites out. “I know the real reason you were so insistent that we get married, and why you three just had to live in my fucking house.” Her voice cracks out like a whip in the night, and she looks past me to Atlas and Killian for just a second. “You were spying on me for someone. This whole goddamn time. You got close to me, just so you could sell my secrets to the highest bidder! All that talk about keeping our gangs safe, about needing to trust me, and here you were, lying the whole fucking time.”

I suck in a breath, my anger temporarily washed away by a sudden rush of guilt.

She knows.

“Quinn—” Atlas starts, but she turns her glare on him.

“Shut the fuck up,” she hisses. “I don’t want to hear any bullshit excuses. I may be married to Nico, but you and Killian betrayed me just as much as he did. All of you lied to me. All of you used me. And I was starting to—” She breaks off, her jaw snapping shut. “Never mind. It doesn’t fucking matter.”

“It’s not what you think,” I tell her, drawing her attention back to me.

“The fuck it isn’t!” she snaps. “I heard you admit it. I came here earlier today to give you something. A fucking wedding gift.” She laughs harshly. “But I never got the chance to give it to you, because I overheard the three of you discussing your little mission. How The Saint—whoever the fuck that is—was waiting for more info on me.”

“So you were eavesdropping.”

She rolls her eyes, her lips curling. “Don’t give me that shit, Nico. I’m glad I heard it, because now I know what kind of people you are and the scam you were running. Now I know I can’t fucking trust you, which I should have remembered this whole goddamn time.”

I curl my hands into fists, breathing hard through my nose. “If you overheard us discussing it, then you must have missed the part where we agreed that we’re done. We decided to renege on our agreement with The Saint and stop feeding him intel about you.”

My words bring her up short, so clearly she didn’t know that. She blinks at me, surprise and a hint of vulnerability flashing through her eyes as she lowers the gun a fraction of an inch. In the flickering light of the fire, I can see emotions warring in her expression, and it looks like how my chest feels right now—a chaotic mess of feelings.

But her momentary struggle doesn’t last long. She shakes her head, anger and hurt clearly overriding whatever else she’s feeling.

“It doesn’t fucking matter that you had a crisis of conscience in the end. You betrayed me. You made me think you—” She cuts herself off sharply. “You lied to me.”

“So you burned down our fucking clubhouse?” I growl back. “That seemed fair to you?”

A vicious smile spreads across her lips, her gray eyes turning flinty. “What’s yours is mine, husband. You made sure of that when you insisted we get married. And I felt like burning something of mine since I was so pissed off.”

The guilt had been winning out, knowing that Quinn was so hurt by us lying to her. We were getting closer, and things had been shifting between us for a while now, so I could understand her being angry about what she learned, despite the fact that we’ve decided to stop working for The Saint.

But now… now anger surges to the forefront. Her flippant way of talking about how she just destroyed something I love is enough to make sure of that.

Fuck this, and fuck her.

Carnage and Enigma have always been enemies. Until recently, Quinn and I had always been enemies too, and now it’s clear that we always will be.

I take a step toward her, fury simmering in my veins and making my voice harsh. “You’ve just made a big fucking mistake, mia cara,” I tell her, twisting the words of the nickname I gave her.

Her gun comes back up, pointed directly at my face as she narrows her eyes. “It was your mistake first, Nico. I was just making it right.”

“You’re gonna shoot your own husband?” I ask, taking a slow, measured step toward her.

Her lips pull back. “You’re not my husband. Not in any way that counts.”

“The mark on your chest says otherwise.” I take another step.

“That’s easy enough to fix.” Her finger slides over the trigger. “We said ‘until death do us part,’ didn’t we?”

The heat of the blaze from the nearby building has a sheen of sweat covering my skin. My heart thuds hard in my chest as I stare past the barrel of the gun at Quinn’s face. I can feel Killian and Atlas behind me, feel the tension radiating from them as they watch—probably looking for an opening, just like I am.

I know Quinn well enough by now to know that she wouldn’t pull a gun on a man unless she was willing to use it, which means I’ll only have one chance to get past her defenses before I catch a bullet between my eyes. She won’t hesitate to shoot me, and I’m honestly not sure why she hasn’t done it already.

Quinn readjusts her grip, her arm probably tired from holding the gun out for so long. It’s not much, just a tiny movement, but it’s all I’m likely to get. Bursting into motion, I throw myself forward, ready to grab her wrist and try to wrench the weapon out of her hand.

As I move, a gunshot rings out, splitting the quiet of the night. I freeze, so certain for a second that she’s shot me—but there’s no pain, no blood.

Instead, Quinn gasps in shock, dropping her gun and clutching her arm.
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It feels like someone punched me with a metal fist.

I let out a pained grunt as a bullet lodges in my upper arm, the echo of the gunshot still ringing in the air. It hurts like a motherfucker, and I stagger a little, shock and pain filling me.

My head swims, and I can’t tell where the shot came from. Did Atlas or Killian shoot me to keep me from taking out Nico? It would make sense. That’s their job, after all, and since we’re apparently giving up the facade that this means anything anymore, maybe they took the shot.

But then I hear Atlas’s voice call out, “Fuck! There’s a shooter. Get to cover!”

“Shit!” Nico curses hotly.

All four of us scramble for cover as more shots ring out. My heart is thudding in my chest, my adrenaline high—which is good, because for the moment it’s dulling the pain in my arm.

I crouch low, peering into the darkness as I press my hand over my wounded arm to stanch the bleeding. I dropped my gun when I was shot, so I’m weaponless, which makes me feel like a sitting duck. The clubhouse is still on fire, and there’s not much in the way of cover without getting too close to the blazing building.

A bullet whizzes by me, and I whip my head toward the source, trying to see who the fuck is shooting at us. I can hear the Princes calling out to each other, but I can’t see them. My night vision is fucked from the light of the burning clubhouse nearby.

“Behind you!” someone shouts—Nico, I think.

“Motherfucker,” Killian grunts.

There are more gunshots, and then the sound of return fire and more shouting.

My ears are ringing from it, but even still, my breathing is loud in my head as I move away from the blaze and the chaos in the dark, staying low. The fire is so bright that it makes it almost impossible for my eyes to adjust to the inky blackness away from it.

I hear another round of gunshots, and then all of a sudden, things get quieter. My heart thuds as I glance over my shoulder, but I still can’t see shit. I keep picking my way through the darkness away from the blaze, trying to find something to duck behind so I can get my bearings and figure out my next move.

There’s a wooded area not far from the Carnage clubhouse, and as I dart toward the tree line, someone slams into me, wrapping their arms around me.

“Shit!” I hiss.

At first, I think it’s Killian, but the grip is all wrong, and I don’t recognize his scent. It’s not him or either of the other Princes. Ignoring the pain in my arm, I buck against the tight hold, snapping my head back. I connect with some part of my captor’s face, and he grunts and releases me—but as I slip out of his grasp, he grabs for my hair, wrenching me backward.

“Ahh!” I hiss out a breath as pain spreads across my scalp.

Instead of pulling against his hold on my hair, I twist and duck under his arm, doubling back toward him. I jab an elbow into his solar plexus, eliciting another rough grunt from him. He stumbles back half a step, and as I break his hold on my hair, the light of the fire flickers across his face.

We’re far enough away from the building that his features are half cast in shadow, but I can make out buzzed blond hair and a scar across his cheek.

It’s Silas.

“Motherfucker,” I spit, just in time for him to lunge at me again.

I’m more prepared for it this time, fighting him off as best as I can. Raw adrenaline is carrying me, making it easy to block out everything else and focus on evading Silas’s jabs and hits. He gets his arm around me again and tries to put me in a headlock, but I’m faster, slipping out of his grasp and punching him in the face.

“Bitch,” he snarls, advancing on me again.

I duck, trying to sweep his legs out from under him, but he moves too quickly. When I pop back up, he’s on me, grabbing me around the middle and digging his fingers into my arm.

He finds the spot where I was shot, working his fingers into the hole where the bullet is still lodged, and pain lances up my arm, burning through the haze of adrenaline that kept me from really feeling the wound before now. I cry out in agony, stumbling as the pain takes over.

That’s all the opening Silas needs. He punches me hard in the back of the head, and I reel from it, dazed. Stars burst in the darkness, and for a sickening moment, I think I might throw up.

Silas pins my arms behind me, shoving the barrel of a gun against my ribs.

“Fucking move,” he orders, pushing me forward. “Come on.”

He manhandles me to a car that’s parked a short distance from the clubhouse and opens the trunk, shoving me toward it so he can lock me inside.

But before he gets the chance, a shout rings out in the distance, making him glance sharply toward the sound. He lets me go for a split second, and I don’t waste the opportunity.

I spin around, going for the weapon in his hand. He grunts, shoving me with his shoulder as we both grab the gun, wrestling for control of it. My hands are slick with blood and sweat, making it difficult to get a good grip, but I bare my teeth and try anyway, knowing my life fucking depends on it.

Silas shoves me backward, using his bodyweight against me, but I don’t let go of the weapon, twisting his wrist as I try to break his grip. He pulls the trigger, firing off a shot that barely misses my foot, the bullet burying itself in the ground.

“Shit,” I mutter through gritted teeth.

“Give it up,” Silas hisses. “I don’t want to kill you.”

“Fuck you.” I spit in his face, making him jerk back a little.

But it’s not enough. I’m running on fumes at this point, nausea still roiling my stomach and my injured arm weak and nearly useless with a bullet lodged in it.

He shoves me up against the car, hard enough that it nearly knocks the wind out of me, and I lose my grip on the gun. He raises it to my temple, his other hand wrapping around my throat—

Bang!

Another shot rings out, and I flinch hard, my heart skipping a beat.

Silas’s body jerks forward before he crumples to the ground.

I lean against the car, sucking ragged breaths into my burning lungs, not sure what the fuck just happened as I stare down at him.

Then the Princes walk out of the shadows of the trees.

For a split second, I’m relieved to see them, but then I remember what brought me to the clubhouse in the first place tonight. They’re not my saviors right now. They’re not my anything.

None of them acknowledge me, focusing instead on Silas.

Killian comes over and shoves Silas’s body away from the car with his foot, turning him over so he’s face up on the ground.

The mercenary’s chest heaves with each labored breath, and his eyes are glassy. Blood bubbles from his lips and then dribbles down his chin. He’s clearly dying.

Nico steps forward, staring down at him. “We know who hired you,” he says, his voice hard. “What were you doing for The Saint?”

I flinch in surprise, glancing between Nico and Silas. What?

Silas chuckles, a weak, wet sound. “You haven’t figured it out yet?” he asks between wheezing breaths. “He paid me to organize attacks… on you both. To drive you two together. Making it easy for you to… get close to her.”

My heart lurches as I take in his words. All this time we were chasing down a threat to our territories, and it was all a ruse? People were hurt. People fucking died. And it was just a means to an end?

Nico frowns, surprise and anger contorting his angular features.

“Who is The Saint?” he grits out. “Tell me.”

“I don’t know.” Silas grimaces, twisting the scar on his cheek. “It was all… anonymous. Never saw who paid me. Probably the same for you.” His gaze flicks between the three men. Then he laughs hoarsely again. He has to turn his head to cough, spitting blood off to the side. “Whoever the fuck The Saint is, he was underpaying us both.” His bloodstained lips curve into a smirk as he glances at me. “You have no idea how valuable she is, do you?”

All three of the Princes’ gazes snap to me, surprise on their faces. I swallow thickly, staring down at Silas in confusion.

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

How am I so valuable? This whole thing was centered around me, apparently. Around giving the Princes access to me. But why? What is it that Silas and The Saint know that I don’t?

Nico starts to lean down, getting in closer to ask another question or demand that Silas tell him what the fuck he’s talking about. But Silas moves faster than I would’ve expected, his arm darting out to one side as he reaches for the gun that fell nearby when he got shot.

My stomach drops, ice surging through my veins.

Silas raises the weapon in a flash—but before he can pull the trigger, Atlas shoots him in the chest, killing him instantly. The gun slips back to the ground as Silas goes limp, and everything falls silent as the sound of the gunshot fades.

The world seems oddly quiet, except for the crackling roar of the clubhouse that’s still burning not too far away. Suddenly, it feels like such a long time ago that I started that fire. So much shit has happened since then.

I glance at the three Princes of Carnage as they look down at Silas’s body. As if drawn by my gaze, Nico’s eyes lift to meet mine. For just a second, his focus drops down to my arm, scanning the wound as an expression I can’t read in the dim light passes over his face.

But I don’t waste time trying to guess what he’s thinking. I don’t have the luxury of that anymore.

Instead, I lunge forward, going for the gun that Silas dropped.

Nico realizes what I’m doing and moves at almost the same time I do, grabbing my good arm and yanking me away. Holding me at a distance, he trains his weapon on me, and I stop short. I glare at him, my jaw tight, and I can see the same level of anger that I feel burning back at me from his eyes.

“Not so fast, mia cara,” he says, his voice just as hard as when he was talking to Silas. “You just destroyed what I spent years building. But luckily, it seems I’ve got something even more valuable than that. You.”

My stomach twists, and I shake my head. “I don’t know what the hell he was talking about. I don’t know how I’m supposed to be valuable.”

Something flashes in Nico’s eyes, a momentary flicker of warmth. It makes me think of the way he used to look at me sometimes before everything fell apart—back when things were good between us, and he thought I was valuable for other reasons.

But whatever I thought I saw on his face, it’s smothered just as quickly by anger.

He steps closer, looming over me, and Atlas and Killian move in to flank him on either side. When I glance at them, their faces are hard too, no trace of affection or fondness anywhere.

“I don’t know either,” Nico admits. “But you’re not leaving my side until we find out.” He smiles grimly. “After all, you said it best. What’s yours is mine, wife.”
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Clearwater University

(college-age enemies to lovers series)

Who Breaks First

Who Laughs Last

Who Falls Hardest

The Dark Elite

(dark mafia romance)

Vicious Kings

Ruthless Knights

Savage Queen

Slateview High

(dark high school bully romance)

Lost Boys

Wild Girl

Mad Love

Sinners of Hawthorne University

(dark new adult romance)

When Sinners Play

How Sinners Fight

What Sinners Love

Black Rose Kisses

(dark new adult romance)

Fight Dirty

Play Rough

Wreak Havoc

Love Hard

Dirty Broken Savages

(dark new adult/mafia romance)

Kings of Chaos

Queen of Anarchy

Reign of Wrath

Empire of Ruin

Filthy Wicked Psychos

(dark new adult romance)

Twisted Game

Beautiful Devils

Corrupt Vow

Savage Hearts

Pretty Ruthless Monsters

(dark new adult/mafia romance)

Princes of Carnage

Crown of Lies

Bonds of Obsession

Princess of Vengeance

Magic Blessed Academy

(paranormal academy series)

Gift of the Gods

Secret of the Gods

Wrath of the Gods
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