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Bonus Chapter – Aiden Bates & Ali Lyda – Blade 

two years prior to the events of Book 2 

The gorgeous clear sky and bright afternoon sunshine reflecting off the surface of Elkin Lake was only 

making my headache worse. 

“You are pathetic,” Gunnar said fondly. 

We’d left our bikes parked near the dock and walked to a clearing, far from the road and a decent 

distance from the lake itself. I was nearly dizzy with a hangover, my head pounding and my entire body 

weak with dehydration. You’d think at twenty-two I’d finally have a handle on my limitations, but 

apparently all it took was a few well-aimed barbs from the enforcers to get me taking shots at Ballast for 

no goddamned reason. 

Hooting and laughing at my hangover had been Gunnar’s version of reveille. Since there was no urgent 

club business for the day, Dad had suggested Gunnar bring me out here for God-knows-what. No one 

ever told me anything. I knew I should be annoyed with Gunnar, since he’d been endlessly teasing me all 

morning, but it was impossible for me to stay angry when he shot that cavalier grin of his my way. 

I’d thought as I got older, my crush on Gunnar would fade away. But instead, it’d grown stronger and 

stronger—and days like this didn’t help. I was just minding my own business, trying to beat a hangover 

into submission, and I’d catch Gunnar’s gaze lingering on me when he thought I wasn’t looking. 

“Ankh said you suck at shooting.” Gunnar pulled a sleek nine millimeter pistol from the holster under his 

jacket. 

Only then did I notice the beer cans lined up on a log across the clearing. 

“That’s not what he said. You brought me out here to shoot at the crack of dawn?” 

“It’s eleven. And he said you could use a little guidance.” 

“I can shoot just fine,” I groused. 

“’Fine’ is different than ‘well’,” Gunnar said. “Look, if there’s anything I’m good at, it’s shooting a damn 

gun. Let me see what you got.” He held the pistol out to me and quirked his eyebrow. 

“If I’d’ve known I had to prove my shooting today, I wouldn’t have drank all that bourbon last night,” I 

said. 

“It’s good to train when you’re in bad condition,” Gunnar said. “Never know when you’ll need to 

perform.” 

“You know something about that, I’m sure,” I muttered as I took the pistol. 

Gunnar just shook his head and laughed. A little wave of pride surged in my chest. I loved making him 

laugh. In these rare moments when it was just us, it seemed like Gunnar released some of his exterior 

armor, and I got to see glimpses of the funny, playful guy he was beneath his enforcer role. 



I flicked off the safety, raised the pistol, and fired a shot. The explosive sound nearly rocked me 

backward onto my heels as it echoed through the clearing. I knew how to shoot, but I did it so rarely 

that the power contained in the pistol surprised me. 

The bullet did not hit any of the beer cans. 

I tried again. Another miss—hit an unlucky tree, instead. 

“Here,” Gunnar said. “Let me help.” 

In the stark silence of the clearing, Gunnar stepped behind me. Our bodies didn’t touch, but had I shifted 

back just the barest amount, I would’ve been pressed flush against him. My breath caught.  

“Widen your stance here.” Gunnar nudged my right ankle with his foot. I shifted my foot back and out, 

into a loose, easy position like I was about to throw a punch. 

“Good,” Gunnar said. “Now, from here, raise your weapon.” He skated his hands down my forearms so 

his hands folded over mine. Together we raised the pistol, pointing it towards the beer cans across the 

clearing. He followed my sightline, his face close to mine over my shoulder. 

He was never this close. The smell of his leather jacket, the gun oil on his hands, and the barest hint of 

sharp, sweet aftershave rolled through my senses like a truck, overpowering the pain of the hangover 

and replacing it with something a lot less bearable. 

“Focus on the target.” Gunnar’s voice rumbled low in my ear. “Inhale.” 

Our breaths—maybe even our heartbeats—synced. 

“And fire on the exhale.” 

Gunnar’s exhale was steady. Mine stuttered, but his callused hands on mine steadied my grip. At the 

bottom of the breath, I pulled the trigger. 

If pressed, I could blame the gun’s recoil for the way I stepped back enough to press into the solidity of 

Gunnar’s chest. 

Gunnar turned his head and huffed a laugh into my ear. I shivered slightly against him. 

“Look,” he said. 

Across the clearing, one of the cans was gone. 

“Told you I could shoot,” I said. 

Gunnar laughed again and stepped backwards. I immediately longed to feel his body again. 

“Sure,” he said. “Prove it.” 

My desire to make Gunnar proud suddenly, shockingly outweighed my desire for his physical closeness. 

The feeling nearly flattened me with its power. I loved having Gunnar’s attention fixed on me, his keen 

eyes expectant but not pressuring—like it was simply a fact that I’d live up to his standards. It was just a 

matter of time. 



Sometime I wondered the same thing about what was simmering between us. Was it just a matter of 

time? 

I fixed my gaze back on the cans. Three stood on the log. Inhale. Exhale. Fire. Again. Again. 

All the cans were gone. 

Gunnar’s grin was proud, and slightly predatory, like he was restraining something. I lowered the pistol 

and couldn’t help but flush under his intense stare. 

“That’s more like it,” he said. “How’s that hangover?” 

Oh. I was clearheaded, the pain gone, my body steady. 

“Was this a ploy to make me feel better?” 

“No,” Gunnar said. He swung an arm around my shoulders and pulled me roughly against him, tousling 

my hair. “Just an added bonus.” 

I laughed and wrestled against his grip, but only enough to ensure he wouldn’t let go. 

 


