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CHAPTER ONE

Jolene

The booth seat is covered in the same plastic from fifteen years ago, only now it’s pieced together with silver duct tape. My knee bounces hard, and I try to control the restlessness. 

“Ready to order yet, doll?” Wendy, D&K Diner’s best server stares down at me as she pops her mouth full of chewing gum.

“Just more coffee, please. She should be here soon.”

“Sure thing, doll,” she says, topping off my coffee cup. 

I sip from the mug and check the entrance every time the door chimes. Finally, I spot her fuzzy, blonde locks. She scans the room before settling her gaze on me. A slight grin is nestled in the corners of her wide mouth. 

She slides into the booth across from me, the same spot where Ronin has sat a hundred times before. 

Our booth. 

It’s been our special booth since high school.

“How you doing, Val?”

She nods, and I notice a hint of yellow under her left eye. I don’t bother asking what happened, because I already know. 

“I’m doing ok. How ‘bout you? You had a lot of shit going on. I hope everyone’s whole.”

“Yeah, we’re good. Suffered a few losses, but the club will bounce back. We always end up landing on our feet.” I take a drink of room temperature coffee. “I have to say, I thought our first meeting would be our last.”

“I know you weren’t expecting me to call. Thanks for showing up.”

“Well, you did say it was important.” I open my hands, hoping she’ll continue. 

“Ok, I guess I’d better get down to it, huh?” She smirks through a giggle. 

The woman is rough from years of drug abuse. “I’d appreciate that.”

I don’t know what I expected, but I know I’m not ready when she drops the hammer. 

Not ready at all. 

 

*

 

The Clubhouse is busting at the seams. Filled with 1%ers and their old ladies. Jessa’s done a great job at picking up business since inheriting Ruth’s half of the bar. Ronin’s her partner, but once she proved to be fully committed – and sober – he’s kept his beautiful, crooked nose out of it, leaving the headache to my older sister. 

“Bear, we need a restock on the kegs.” She shouts from behind the bar, and Bear jumps into action, but not before giving Jessa a quick peck on the cheek.

My heart swells when I notice his affection, as well as his new, Prospect cut. He wears it with pride. For being such a big, burly man, he wears his massive heart on his sleeve.

“Hey, Jo. Where you been all afternoon? We’re slammed here.” She tosses me an apron.

“Fine, but only until the guys get back.”

“Turd,” she teases. 

I roll my eyes. God, she annoys me. 

“Hey, why don’t you bring that sweet ass over here and suck my beer bottle.” 

I spin, finding myself facing a crowd of five douchebags gathered around one pool table. The man with the death wish is as bald as the cue ball speeding across the green felt.

“You kiss your sister with that mouth?” 

His disgusting grin fades. “Better watch yourself, bitch.” He rests his pool stick on the table. “I might have to teach you a good, firm lesson.” He grabs himself, shaking his crotch at me.

“Impressive.” I pop off a sarcastic smirk.

Baldy doesn’t appreciate my tone. Not that I care. Cue ball steps toward me, and I move out of his reach.

“You fucking whore.” He clenches his fists up. 

“Don’t do it, man.” One of his buddies steps up from behind, clasping him on the shoulder. 

He shakes the hand away and lurches for me. 

Before I have a chance to respond, I’m surrounded. My heart beats extra quick, but I don’t need to worry. I’m beginning to feel like I never need to worry again. 

This time it’s Bear. 

He’s positioned between me and the asshole. “Back. The. Fuck. Up.”

I get a good side glance. I may be surrounded by the five men, but they’re surrounded by half the bar. After an intense stare-down, the bald man finally relents.

He takes a step backwards, but just one. “You’re gonna regret this bullshit.”

“Yeah, until that day, get the fuck out of this bar.”

The men fume, eventually following their leader out the door. 

“You ok,” Jessa asks, gawking at me. 

“Yeah, I’m good.” It’s not a lie. I’m almost too good. Adrenaline surges through my veins, itching for a brawl. 

A damn missed opportunity if you ask me. 

 

*

 

I press my head to the center of Ronin’s chiseled chest, tracing the ink layered directly over his heart.

A block-lettered X. 

For my boy. 

Our baby boy. Gone before he ever had a chance to live. 

I carry the same tattoo on my lower tummy, matching broken hearts. 

Ronin stretches, arching his strong back. “Hey, sugar. You been asleep at all?”

I shake my head, refusing to abandon my most favorite spot in the whole world. 

“What’re you thinking about?”

I pull in a full inhale and release it. I can’t tell him about my meeting with Val. I mean, I know I have to at some point, but this is not that time. 

“It’s just my mind working overtime. Did you sleep good?”

“Hell, yes.” He slips his arms under my nearly naked body, and he positions me over his bare waist, straddling him. “Wanna replay it in real life?”

“Babe, are you dreaming about me again?”

“Every damn night,” he says as he dives in to nuzzle my neck. His furry lips draw a giggle from deep inside me, and I puddle in his hands.

He grips my backside, and I know what he wants. I begin to rock my hips, meeting him. All of him. He slips my shirt up over my head, devouring my full breast with his warm mouth. 

I have a new plan. 

Get my man off, and then I’ll give him the news when he’s good and satisfied.

Of course, it’s a win/win for me.

 

*

 

“Let’s get some grub. I worked up an appetite.” His lips slip into a devilish grin when he smacks me on the ass. “Smells like the bitches got biscuits and bacon started.”

“Yeah, um, I thought we could go out to breakfast.”

“Ok, but we gotta make it quick. I have a run later with Clint.”

We ditch the kitchen, slipping out the front door. I watch my man throw one, long leg over his bike. Once he steadies his ride, I take my seat behind him. 

The smell of his scented soap tickles my senses, and I coil my arms around his broad chest, cradling my frame to his back. He turns out of the gravel drive and onto the asphalt, brushing my flush skin with the early morning breeze. 

I breathe in a huge lungful of air through my nostrils in attempt to steady my nerves.

Ronin pulls into the diner’s parking lot and places his hand on my hips, helping me up from the bike. He holds the door open, and I head straight to our booth. 

“Wendy, two coffees and two Hungry Man breakfast platters.” He waits for me to sit before he follows, sliding in across from me. “I’m fucking starving. Hope you are too. That second plate’s got your name written all over it.”

“Actually, I am. Must be due to this morning’s rigorous work out session.” I love the way he smiles at me, all big and lopsided. He flashes his dimples, and I have to adjust myself in my seat. 

I work on settling my nerves as Wendy plants down two, ceramic mugs, filling them with strong, black coffee. “How’s my favorite couple doing today?”

“Couldn’t be a damn bit better,” Ronin says. “How ‘bout you, hun?”

I don’t take offense when Wendy snickers. Everyone has a school girl response with his panty-dropping smile.

“I’m doing well. Thanks for asking. We’ll have that food out real soon. Over easy eggs, right?”

He pats his hard six-pack. “Yep, and throw an extra one on mine, please ma’am.”

“Will do.” To her credit, she peels her gaze away from my man long enough to address me. “Anything for you, love?”

“No thanks, I’m good.” My insides flutter when I notice that Ronin is completely oblivious when it comes to flirting. 

He glances up at me, and his long lashes make the hair on my arms stand on end. 

“This was a good idea, having breakfast alone. It’s gonna be a late night. Glad to have you all to myself.”

“You might not feel that way when I tell you why I brought you here.”

“Dammit, woman. I knew it.” He sips his coffee and wipes his mustache with a napkin. “Spill, what’s up?”

I weave my fingers together, resting them in front of me. “Ok, this ain’t gonna be easy.”

His entire demeanor changes, and he snaps his back straight, tightening the muscles through his thick neck. “Now.”

Now…

 


CHAPTER TWO

Ronin

I sit, dumbfounded. Random words from Jolene’s admission rattle through my skull. My foggy, confused skull. “You can’t be serious. Is this some kind of joke?”

“No, of course not.”

“Well, I guess that’s something. Because that would be a really shitty joke.” My skin grows hot, tingly, and I notice the way her bright blue eyes widen. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Me either, babe. It all came out of nowhere. Maybe she just felt I would be able to break the news easier than you seeing her face to face.”

“It’s a fucking coward move. An excuse. And a bullshit one at that.”

“That’s not really the main focus here, right?”

“I don’t know. What am I supposed to do with this information? What the hell am I supposed to do with it? Really? Give her a fucking cigar?” I try to control my temper, pouring my focus into Jo and her good intention. “Sugar, I know this puts you in a bad spot, which really pisses me off. I’m not mad at you.” I reach for her hand and find a pit in my stomach when she trembles with nerves. I hate that woman even more for taking advantage of Jo’s good nature. 

She gives me an uncomfortable shrug. “I don’t know if she expects you to do anything. It’s probably more of an FYI.”

“An FYI that I have a fourteen-year-old brother?”

 

*

 

I stalk up the stairs above The Clubhouse, overwhelmed and pissed off. It was a tense ride back from the diner. Jolene thinks I’m upset with her, but that’s not the case at all. I feel like she’s being used, a pawn in Val’s fucking head games. 

Val. 

My mother, in name only. Ruth was the only mother I’ll ever acknowledge. 

Now, I have to face my fellow patches. My family. 

“Hey, Prez. Where’d you run off to this morning?” Stoner leans his lanky frame back in his chair as Tammy and Bonnie work to clear the breakfast dishes.

“Just went to the diner with Jolene.”

“You love birds are so damn cute.” Clint teases me until he sees me clench my jaw, signaling that I’m not in the mood. Not one, goddamn ounce. 

“Alright, you ready to ride?” He asks, probably trying to break up the tension.

“Hell, yes.” I cut my gaze over at Stoner, my new Sargent at Arms. “You and Billy handle that shit with Cesar. I’m done with late payments. Get it done.”

Billy jumps to his feet, offering a solid salute. “On it.”

Stoner snuffs out what’s left of his wake-n-bake, stretching his lanky body. “Consider it done.”

“Let’s ride, VP.” I turn and walk out without checking to see if Clint follows. He does. Of course, he does. He’s loyal, and my best friend.

I ignore everyone as I swerve through the bar, itching to jump on my sled and ride straight out to Val’s.

I point two fingers in the air and signal a turn, giving Clint a head’s up. I don’t know that she still lives in the same spot, but it’s the only place I know to start. I steer through the rundown neighborhood. Yards are littered with trash, and streets are lined with broken down vehicles.

I notice Clint’s questioning stare, but he wouldn’t dare ask. No, he follows along just like he’s supposed to. I couldn’t have asked for a better VP. He’s really stepped into the Vice President’s role, having my back and picking up my slack. 

Like today, he has no idea where I’m headed or what I’m up to, doesn’t matter. He’s right here at my side. It helps to have a VP who’s also been my best bud since childhood.

I take the final left and recognize the house immediately. I spent years trying to escape the hell within those walls. A hell no human, much less a child, should have to endure. Ruth saved me. 

Ruth and Jolene. 

By this time, Clint figures out my plan. He parks and meets me at my bike before I take off my brain bucket. 

“This is a really, really bad idea.”

I stare my brother down, using the extra two inches and the patch on my chest to drill my point across. “You need to move. This has nothing to do with you.”

“Like hell it doesn’t. I’m not gonna just sit back and watch you spiral. This shit hole is nothing but toxic. You shouldn’t be here.”

“I have business.”

“Business here?” Clint pivots to scan the dilapidated house behind him. “What the fuck could you have to do here? At this house? With her?”

I pause, arching one brow. “Get outta my way.”

Clint takes a single step to the left, motioning his arm through the air. “After you, Prez.”

My chest heaves with each step. I move, almost like I’m on autopilot, and prepare to knock when the front door flies open. 

A man standing no more than five-foot-eight twists his scrawny neck, glowering up at me. “What the fuck do you want?”

“Where’s Val?”

“Who the hell are you?”

I pull air in through my flared nostrils, trying to control my temper. “Tell her it’s Ronin.”

“I don’t give two shits…”

“Who is it, Barry?” A woman’s voice echoes from inside the house. 

I step in closer. “Tell her, BAR-RY.”

I know he gets the message when he cowers, stumbling backwards. “Yeah, uh, babe, I think it’s for you,” he yells, disappearing down the hall. 

“Who is it?” She asks, rounding the corner, drying her hands on an old dish towel before glancing up. “Shit.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right.”

“Well, how you doing, son?”

My stomach pitches. “Don’t call me that.”

“Ok, so you’re pissed. That sounds about right.” She reaches up and pulls her bushy ponytail tight. “I guess that Ms. Thing of yours told you about our little lunch date, huh?”

“She did. And I don’t know what you’re up to, but you are not going to drag Jolene through your crazy ass bullshit. You understand me?” I feel the weight of Clint’s presence radiating from behind me. 

“So, do you even wanna know if it’s true?”

“You know, I realize that I don’t care. I have no doubt the kid’s tainted from years of living with you and whoever that new cocksucker is you have back there. He’s a real winner, that one.”

“Yeah, well, that’s a long story. One I know you don’t care to hear.”

“You got that shit right.”

“So, why are you here, son?”

“Like I said, to tell you to stay away from Jolene. Stay away from her family, and my club.”

She smirks, and her eyes grow wide like white saucers, scanning my cut with her glossy stare. “Your club, huh?”

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” I step out, widening my stance. “Stay away from her.”

“I’m not looking to cause any trouble for you or Jolene. I just needed you to know about Brendan.”

Brendan. 

“He asks about you, you know. He doesn’t look like you though. No, he looks more like me. Light hair and even lighter eyes.”

“I said I don’t want to hear it. Don’t make me come back here again.” I spin on my heel and storm away. 

“Hey,” Clint calls out. “Hey! Prez!”

I finally come to a stop beside my sled. I fidget with the fucking helmet. “What?”

“You just gonna be able to let that go?”

“Let what go?” I don’t feel like doing this right now. Not here.

“Man, you got a brother. And if that isn’t enough to make you stop and take notice, he’s being raised by that woman and whoever she spreads her legs for on any given night. You’re telling me that you don’t want to talk to him? To check up on him and make sure he’s ok?”

“Look, that’s not my place. She talks a hell of a lot nicer about him than she ever did me, so maybe he’s better off.”

Brendan.

I keep saying his name to myself. It rattles around in my skull, haunting me. 

“If that’s what you gotta tell yourself, that’s fine with me. But I think I know you a hell of a lot better than that. And that’s some serious bullshit you’re spewing.”

“All I care about his Jolene. And this club. That bitch is like a contagious plague, and she needs to stay far the fuck away.”

“Alright, I get it. But I just gotta say, this ain’t the end of this topic.”

Brendan.

 

*

 

I crank up my bike, ready to let the night wind wash over me like a cleansing shower, working at my nerves and tired muscles. 

Clint’s words are digging under my skin. I try to tell myself that’s all it is, but I realize it’s bigger than that when Val’s description ticks at me. She never spoke a single, kind word about me. Never bragged on me or talked about me like a person she might actually like, much less care about. 

It’s late when we pull up to the house. I survey the row of bikes to see who’s made it back from their runs. Looks like we’re the last to return. I knew it would be a late night, but the ride out to Val’s took longer than expected. 

“Hey, there they are. We were starting to get worried.” Patsy leaps into Clint’s big arms. 

I observe the bustling room. The kitchen is packed for this time of night. The bitches are doing dishes while the guys sit around the dining table with after dinner smokes. 

Everyone except Jolene. 

“Where’s Jo?” I ask Jessa, who’s perched on Bear’s wide lap. 

She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I think she had some kind of meeting or something. She didn’t really say.”

My heart freezes in my chest. “How long has she been gone?”

“Most of the day, actually.”

The breath stalls in my throat, and I spin, rushing out the door. I head straight to the diner. If I find Jolene with Val I swear, I will lose my shit. I zigzag through the small, dark town struggling for air, and my chest tightens. 

I pull up into the dirt parking lot, sick to my empty stomach that her car is not here. Neither one of them are here. 

So, for the second time in one day, I take off, peeling out of the driveway, heading across town with one destination in mind. 

Val’s. 

 


CHAPTER THREE

Jolene

My insides knot like a nasty snake pit. I know I’m not supposed to be here, but I can’t seem to stop myself. My leg bounces so hard that my knee rams against the bottom of the table. I don’t know the server, and by the way everyone is staring, this is the kind of place where everyone knows everyone, and all their business. 

I’ve been waiting for nearly an hour, and that certainly doesn’t sit well with the waitress.

“You ready to order yet, ma’am?”

“Sorry, no. Can I just get another refill please?” I shove my empty coffee mug across the booth. I don’t react to her strong eye roll. 

“Sure thing, then.” She saunters away in a huff as I gaze out the window, searching for her old heap of a car. 

Finally, head lamps flood the dark parking lot. I notice her old Malibu and adjust myself against the old, booth cushion. She slides in across from me, and it takes no time for me to notice the fresh purple splashed across her cheek bone. 

“That looks like it hurt.”

She swishes her hand through the air. “Oh, this? It’s nothing. Anyway, sorry I’m late. It was a little harder to get away this time.”

“I see that.”

Val shakes her blonde hair loose, attempting to shield her face. “Really, it’s nothing.”

“Ok, so moving on then. What’s this meeting about?”

“Did your man tell you he came to see me?”

I snap my back straight. “No, I haven’t seen him since this morning when I told him about you.”

“Well, he’s not happy about our meeting up. I tried to tell him about Brendan, but he didn’t want to hear it.”

“I mean, do you blame him? He’s been put through hell, and he’s not just going to open his heart up like that. Is that why we had to meet all the way out here, two hours from Jericho?”

She drops her chin, lowering her head into her leathered hands. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do, Jolene.” She swipes her tongue along her dry, bruised lips. Whoever he is, he gave her a real beating. “Brendan needs help. He’s in real danger. He can’t stay with me anymore. He needs a place to go.” She wipes the stray tear meandering down her swollen cheek. 

My insides freeze. “You can’t be serious? What does that have to do with me?”

“Ronin grew up to be strong, and he’s the president of his own motorcycle club. He’s done well.”

“Yeah, he’s a hell of a lot more than that. And you’re damn right, he’s doing real well.” I don’t like the way she’s nodding in agreement.

“That’s what I’m talking about. He’s all those things and more. Just imagine what he could do with Brendan? He’ll be the only influence he’ll ever need, to teach him to be a man. A real man.”

I shake my rattled noggin. “Ok, why don’t you just start at the beginning.”

Val pulls air in through her nose, steadying her breathing. “Ok, well, he’s been getting in a lot of trouble. He’s real stubborn, but that doesn’t come as a surprise. He’s skipping school and failing.”

“Sounds like typically teenager shit.”

She shakes her head. “No, it goes a lot deeper than that.” She pauses, brushing her fingers across the gash on her cheek. “He’s the one who’s been hitting me.”

 

*

 

The silent night taunts me as I drive back home. I pull up to the house well after midnight, and my heart sinks when I don’t see Ronin’s bike. I slip inside, and I’m not surprised to see Jessa awake. 

“Shit, you scared me,” she says, jumping up from the recliner. 

“I thought you would be staying at Bear’s. Something amiss in lovers’ paradise?”

“No, nothing like that. He’s just spending time with the girls. Lynn had a special program at school. I went along, and she didn’t react too well. I thought it best to let him do his thing. He’s such a great dad.”

The muscles tense throughout my entire body when she brings up Bear being a dad. I know Ronin doesn’t have kids, but now he has a young brother. One who might very well depend on him like a parent. 

“Yeah, he is. Have you seen Ronin?”

“Girl, he went looking for you. He was seriously pissed off about something, and then he up and took off on his own. Clint tried getting in touch with him for back up, but we haven’t heard anything.”

As I have to brace myself steady, I try to get air to my lungs. “Shit, I left my phone on charge. He’s gonna kill me.”

“And you’re gonna like it,” Jessa teases. 

“Shut up.”

“Whatever, you’re home so I’m gonna go to bed.” She offers a lazy embrace before disappearing down the hall.

I use the time to my advantage, unlocking the back door to the bar. I slip upstairs to make sure the coast is clear.

 

*

 

The rumble of Ronin’s ride sends tremors through the cheap chair I’m curled up in, waiting on him to get home. My heartbeat quickens with each step as he makes his way toward me. 

The front door opens, then closes gently behind him. 

I stir, but my eyes don’t want to cooperate. 

“Hey, baby.” He snakes an arm under my sleeping frame and swoops me up into his arms. “Let’s go to bed.”

“Mm,” I mumble into his furry neck. I smell the heat blazing off his skin from his late-night ride. It reminds me that he was out looking for me. I can’t go to bed, not yet. I have to tell him. 

“Babe,” I say through a sleepy muffle. “We need to talk. Put me down.”

Ronin comes to an abrupt halt halfway down the narrow hallway and plants me back down on the floor. 

“Does this have anything to do with where you’ve been all night?” He twists his lips into a knot, shoving his hands into his jean pockets. “I’ve been looking for you for hours.”

“Yeah, I know. And I’m sorry about that. I heard you went to see your mom today.”

He rolls his tense neck. “I went to put that bitch in her place. Wait, how’d you know? Clint?”

I shake my head. “No, I saw Val.”

“What the fuck, Jolene?” He spins and storms back to the living room. “I told her she was not to speak to you again. How am I supposed to protect you if you keep running off in the dark to meet dangerous people?”

“Val isn’t a danger to me. I can handle myself. Look, I know you’re pissed off, and I don’t blame you. But it goes deeper than that. She said she told you about your brother.”

“Well, she tried, but I wasn’t falling for her bullshit. Not this time. She’s fucking toxic, Jo.”

“I wish you had listened. I wish you had given her just two seconds of your time. Here, walk with me.”

We exit the house and head across the loose gravel, unlocking the door to The Clubhouse. I tiptoe up the stairs, and Ronin whispers from behind me. 

“It’s hardly the right time for a booty call, don’t you think?” He teases me, kind of. 

“Stop it,” I whisper, placing my index finger to my lips.

He obliges and follows. I stop outside the closed door to his old bedroom. I had to do a sweep for anything dangerous, placing the various weapons into a box, now locked away in the main house. 

“If you would have listened for a minute, you would understand why I had to do this.” I turn the knob, cracking the door just enough to be able to get a solid peek.

“Who the fuck is that?” He speaks through a gasp at the sight of the tall, blonde fourteen-year-old fast asleep in his old, childhood bed. 

“It’s your brother.”

“Are you out of your goddamn mind, woman?” His words become a loud whisper, and Brendan stirs in the massive bed. 

I pull the door closed, shushing Ronin away. 

“What the hell is that boy doing here?”

“Well, he’s moving in,” I say, matter of factly. 

“I’ll be damn, he is. He’s not my problem. He can survive Val, just like I did.”

“You did it with help,” I remind him. “He needs our help. Do it for him, your brother. You wouldn’t be doing it to help out Val. This kid needs real help.”

“Why, what’s going on?”

“He’s getting into a lot of trouble. He’s trying to drop out of school, getting into fights. He’s already been arrested. And, well, he’s been hitting his mom.”

Ronin scoffs, tossing his head back and chuckling. “You know that’s a lie. Everything she says is a lie. She’s probably just tired of taking care of him.”

“Come on, don’t say that.”

He widens his dark eyes. “You cannot be serious, Jo. You know that nothing that comes out of her mouth holds an ounce of truth. You can’t let her wiggle her crazy ass in. First, it’s the kid. Next, it’ll be her. She’ll need help. I met the asshole she’s living with, and he’s no prize. Bastard’s probably the one hitting her.”

“No, I believe her. We talked about a lot of things, and Brendan didn’t protest when she told him why he was coming to live with us. With you.”

“Stop saying that. I’m not raising her kid.”

“Hey,” Brendan says sheepishly from the corner. 

“Hey, sweetheart. Did we wake you up?”

“You know her about like I do.” He directs his attention to Ronin. “Mommy dearest, Val.”

“Yeah, I do. That’s why you’re not staying.”

Brendan folds the blanket around his thin frame. “She’s telling the truth. I did hit her, but what do you care?”

I freeze up when Ronin takes two, wide steps forward, closing the gap between him and his little brother. 

“Boy, you must be mistaking me for someone who wants to hear your bullshit. Get back to bed, and we’ll talk more about this tomorrow.”

Brendan eyeballs Ronin before turning back down the hallway, glancing over his shoulder at me.

I don’t feel like doing this tonight, not with Ronin. But he has this new thing about going to bed angry. It’s going to be a long night. 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

Ronin

Heat surges through my bowed chest. “I’m going to bed.”

“What? But you’re mad.” Jolene shakes her head, widening her eyes. 

“Yeah, so?”

“So, I thought we had this thing about not going to bed mad. You can’t sleep this pissed off. Come on, we need to talk about it. Talk things through.”

“I don’t feel like it. It ain’t nothing that can’t wait until tomorrow.” I strip away my clothes, tossing them in the laundry basket in the corner before crawling under the covers, pulling the blanket up to my chin. 

“You’re really going to bed? You’re really this pissed at me that you can’t look at or talk to me? Real grown-up of you. Fine, I’ll sleep on the couch.” She snatches up her pillow and the folded quilt at the foot of the bed. 

She spins on her bare heel and slams the door behind her, probably waking half the house. 

She’s right. 

I am one hundred percent pissed off. But I should have made it right. I’m the one who implemented the not going to bed angry clause. We’re surrounded by so much shit, so much drama with the club life that we need to do everything we can to safe guard our relationship. 

I could still slip out and fix this. The night’s not over. 

I stretch my arms above my head, pulling all the muscles in my tired back straight. 

I’ll fix it tomorrow.

 

*

 

I roll onto my side, give a long sigh, and reach for Jolene. Her side of the bed is cold and empty, and all of last night’s memories come flooding back.

I check my phone because the room is pitch black.

6:01

There’s no going back to sleep now, so I throw back the covers, and I give my balls a solid scratch on the way to the john. I don’t bother with a shower, just throwing on my clothes from yesterday. 

My plans for the day consist of snatching up that kid and hauling his skinny ass back to his mother. Val can deal with whatever bullshit he’s got going on. I don’t need the headache. 

My pulse quickens when I notice the pillow and the quilt folded over the arm of the couch. 

She’s awake. 

I make my way to the kitchen, practically drifting on the scent of strong, black coffee. Only, all of my senses stall when I skirt the corner. 

Stoner smacks Bonnie on the ass as she sets a plate with all the fixings down in front of him. Billy’s already elbow deep into his eggs, and Herc stands off to the side, observing from the corner. 

Clint whispers in Patsy’s ear and she giggles from where the two are huddled by the refrigerator. Tammy stands at the stove frying up more ham, and Jolene… Jolene sits in her usual seat, right next to mine. Only there’s been an extra chair added to the large, picnic style table. 

A shaggy blonde-headed boy sits on the other side of Jo, and she’s deep in conversation even though his gaze is glued on the floor.

“Ahem!” Herc clears his throat, calling attention to my presence. 

All gazes land on me. 

“Morning, Prez.” Clint raises his mug in the air, and the room follows along. 

“Jolene, a word.” I can’t bring myself to look the kid in his young face. 

She leans down to whisper something to him before storming past me into the living room. 

“What?” She asks flatly.

“What do you mean? Aren’t we gonna talk?”

“You didn’t feel like talking to me last night. What makes you think I’m going to bother now? Besides, you’re being rude?”

“Rude!” The word gets caught in my throat. “You know what you’re doing. I know you do.” 

Her face flushes red. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You do too. You introduced him to the crew so that I would look like a complete asshat when I kick him out.”

“What was I supposed to do? Force him to hide in the bedroom until you can whisk him away in the night? And drop him off with that crazy woman and her fuck of the week? Look, you are being extremely rude. Could you imagine if Ruth had the same mindset when it came to you when you needed help?”

The sentiment was like a knife to the heart. I pull air in, and it wheezes through my chest. 

“I’m not trying to make you feel bad.” She moves in close enough for me to smell her floral shampoo. “Brendan’s on a bad course. He needs help. He’s just a kid.”

“Brendan, huh?”

“Yes,” she says as her yummy lips slip into a grin. “And if you give him just half a chance, you might really like him.”

“Does it matter?”

She shakes her head, swishing her long ponytail through the air. “Not one bit.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think so. Well, let’s get this over with.” I wait as Jolene vanishes, reappearing with the young buck. “So, you’re my kid brother, huh?”

“Looks that way,” Brendan speaks low, recoiled. 

“You been pulling some stupid shit. You know that?”

“You can’t just start preaching at me. Besides, it’s not like you’re on the up and up around here.”

Jolene rests her hand on my shoulder, attempting to ease my building anger. 

“You better watch who you’re talking to, boy.” I struggle for breath, burying my mounting concern when it comes to this kid and anything that has to do with Val. “Now, this is how it’s gonna be. You’re gonna get your shit in line, follow orders, and make a fucking life for yourself. You ain’t gonna like it sometimes, probably most of the time, but I don’t give a rat’s ass. You’re going to do it anyway. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

He stares up at me from his five-ten or so frame. He just looks so damn young. 

Brendan eventually nods, and I know it’s not going to be easy, but I said it out loud. I have no choice but to follow through. 

 

*

 

“Where we headed, Prez?” Clint saddles his ride.

“Got business to take care of down in Oceanside. Get everyone lined out with their jobs?”

He nods, and again, I’m thankful I have a Vice President I can actually trust and rely on. 

Jolene waits beside my sled. I wrap my gigantic hand around the back of her neck and pull her in, clamping my mouth over hers. Everyone watches, and I don’t give a fuck. I take a solid handful of her ass and grip before releasing. 

“Be careful,” she whispers, smoothing her hands over my wispy beard. “Get back here whole.”

Clint’s busy with his own goodbye with Pasty coiled up in his arms. 

“Let’s ride.” I try not to look at the kid, but curiosity gets the best of me. I suddenly have a heavy ball in my gut, leaving him alone with my family. He might be blood, but he’s still an intruder. 

We ride in silence, enjoying the early sunrise, landing in Oceanside a few hours later. I turn down Del Rio Dr., circling around to the office side of the church. 

“I’m here to see Pastor Klein.”

“He’s on a conference call at the moment. Can I give him a message?” The old lady with short gray curls looks at me like I have leprosy. 

“Yeah, you can tell him Ronin is here to see him.”

She snaps her mouth closed, scrunching up her judgmental face, disappearing behind a door. When she returns, the young pastor is with her.

I see his face, and I instantly remember why I don’t like his smug ass. He hit on Jolene when we made our Christmas drop last season. The fucker really pushed my buttons.

“Mr. Steele, what a pleasant surprise. What can I help you with?” He’s wearing a pair of Dockers, loafers, and his signature sweater vest. 

“You wanna do this out here in the open?”

He glances around, surveying the old lady. “Um, why don’t you gentleman meet me in my office. Just around that corner there, first door on the left.” 

We meander around the maze, following Pastor Klein’s directions. He’s sitting behind a large, hand carved desk, and all the religious mumbo jumbo gives me a bad case of the creepy crawlies. 

“Gentlemen, have a seat.” He motions to the fancy couch on the wall. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, I got word that you’re buying from the Pistol Kings.”

He snaps his back straight, bounding out of the chair to shut the door to his office. 

“You can’t just come here when you feel like and drop conversations that should obviously be held somewhere else.”

His new backbone makes me stand up, towering over his small stature. “You might wanna remember who the hell you’re talking to, good Pastor.”

He spreads his arms. “Come on, guys. Can we at least keep it civil?”

“Yes or no?” Clint asks. “You getting guns from the Kings or not?”

“Yeah, you know we deal.” He sits in the recliner opposite the couch, resting his elbows on his knees. “Why the big show?”

“Because, you can’t be in business with us and the Pistol Kings. You need to correct your priorities.”

“So, we’ve come up with a deal you can’t refuse.” Clint smirks. 

“And let me guess. You want us to purchase our weapons and drugs from you?”

“Good guess.” Clint stands to his feet. 

“And what kind of deal are we gonna get?” He tugs on the hem of his sweater. 

I step forward, leaning past him to place my hand on the doorknob directly behind the pastor. “The kind of deal that will keep you breathing. Unless you’re ready to meet your Jesus today.” I jerk on the door, and he stumbles out of the way. “We look forward to hearing from you.”

Clint stops in the doorway, lowering his voice to a loud whisper. “You know, I’m curious. What do you do with your supply? Where does it go?”

He lowers his head, scrubbing at his chin. “Mexico.”

 

*

 

My mind races with images of home. Jolene waiting for me, dancing around in her long tee and barefoot toes, wiggling across the kitchen floor. It keeps me straight, thinking of her sweet ass. 

I pull my bike in backwards, and Clint follows. 

“You good, brother?”

I nod. “As good as I’m gonna get. Got some shit to make right.”

“I hear that.” Clint releases a deep chuckle. 

Only Jolene’s not dancing around in her panties, waiting for me. As a matter of fact, she’s elbow-deep in shopping bags. 

“What’s going on here?”

She pops her head up and turns, overflowing with emotion to see me. She jumps up into my arms, and I can’t resist. I lay a heavy kiss right smack on her begging lips. It’s not like us to be at odds, and it feels damn good to have her wrapped up in my arms. 

“How was your day?”

“Brought in some cash. And from the looks of your day, it’s a good thing.” I nod toward the heaping pile. 

“Yeah, Brendan needed a few things.”

“A few things, huh?” I follow it up with a quick smirk, making sure not to cause any extra tension. “Looks like the kid needed the whole mall.”

“I know, I went a little overboard, but I just couldn’t help myself.” She spins, tugging out jeans, t-shirts, socks, and even new shoes. “I wanted him to have a fresh start. He didn’t have anything with him but one pair of holey pants. Babe, it’s so sad,” she whispers.

She rubs her hand along my shirt, caressing my chest. 

“Are you trying to butter me up?” 

“Maybe a little. There’s something else we have to take care of, and the sooner the better.”

I roll my tired neck. My whole body’s buzzing from the long ride. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Well, we need to go see Val. We need some paperwork and documents in order to get Brendan into school. I drew up a Power of Attorney for her to sign.”

“Where’s the kid now?” 

“In his room. Well, your room. He was tired after the long day out. I don’t think he’s used to normal things like shopping for school clothes and going out to lunch.”

“I’m not surprised. Did he give you any trouble?”

Jolene shakes her head, and I want to feel that ponytail brushing against my cock. 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

Jolene

Ronin asks me if Brendan caused me any trouble. I answer, shaking my head no. I couldn’t dare speak, not trusting my voice to lie. 

There was a moment. One, brief moment when I took a step back, allowing him some room. 

“Ok, so, we’ve done the mall. How about some lunch? Pizza?”

He shrugs. That’s all I seem to get from him, unless I ask a yes or no question.

We sit across from one another at the local pizza joint for a solid fifteen minutes before either speaks. 

“So, how was school back in Cherry?”

He shrugs, but I wait, prompting him to talk. 

“I don’t know. Ok, I guess.”

“Good grades?”

A shrug… 

“Well, I’m hoping to get you a fresh start at Jericho High. That’s where Ronin and I went too. I really think you’ll like it.”

I decide we’re making progress when he snickers. 

“I’m sure you’re confused with everything you have going on. It can’t be easy, having to make this kind of transition.”

“Just another day,” he says dryly. 

“Maybe, we can work to change that. A new school, new home. It’s only up from here. You just have to give it a chance.”

“A chance?” He scoffs. “A chance? What the fuck are new socks and underwear gonna do to give me a chance? Lady, you got your shit all screwed up.”

“I’m just saying…”

He slams both hands onto the table and leaps out of his seat. “Yeah, I know. You’re just saying. That’s all you’ve done is talk. Talk about new chances and fresh starts. I don’t know what world you live in, but it sure as shit ain’t mine.”

Brendan waves his hand backwards, slicing through the air and smashing the shakers to the floor before storming out. 

I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t rattled my nerves. 

 

*

 

“Well, come on in,” Val says from the screen door hanging off the hinges. 

I look up at Ronin. He’s carrying all the tension in his broad shoulders. He sports that new President’s patch with pride. The pride it deserves, unlike my father.

“Have a seat.” She motions to the thread barren couch. I sit, and then Ronin. 

Val paces, and I notice she’s tweaking, trembling and unable to remain still. The bruising around her cheek is now yellow and old. 

“So, what do you want? To bring him back? It’s too late. You have him, you have to keep him.”

“First of all, Val, that’s not how it works. Not at all. This isn’t some sort of backwoods, wheelin’ dealin’. If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it on the up and up. We need Brendan’s birth certificate and his social security card.”

“Should’ve known you’d have that high and mighty attitude.”

“Hey!” Ronin barks, and Val snaps to attention. “You will not speak to her that way. Got it? We’re trying to do something good. Something for that boy. You remember, the son that you’re just throwing away – getting rid of like a piece of trash? Yeah, so you’re gonna remember who the fuck you’re talking to, got it?”

All the blood drains from Val’s ashy, pale face. “I’ll, I’ll get the papers.”

Once we’re alone, I stand up, toe to toe with my big man. “I can handle myself, you know that right?”

“Of course, but you don’t have to when I’m around. You know that, right?”

He draws a giggle from my heated core. I could straddle him all damn day. My hero. 

“Fine, here.” Val waves papers in my face, and her rude gesture causes Ronin to growl.

I pull the form from my bag. “And, you need to sign this.”

“What is it?”

Ronin widens his stance. “Does it matter?” 

“Whatever. If it means you keep him, then good riddance. Got a pen?” She scrawls her name across the bottom. 

I snatch up my bag, collecting all of the documents. “Let’s go, babe.”

He shakes loose of my hand, closing the gap between him and his mother. “You hear me, and you hear me good,” he seethes. “You are to stay far away from that boy. He’s mine now, and he’s gonna know what it means to fight. To know that he’s worth the fight. And I won’t have you drifting back in, stirring shit up. I need you to nod so I know that you understand me.”

She scowls, but to her credit, she offers a firm nod. 

“Now, I’m ready.” He slips an arm around my small waist. 

We climb onto the bike, and it’s my turn to snake my arms around his massive, heaving chest, knowing that he will go to hell and back, no matter the extremes that he will do anything – anything to protect his brother. 
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Brendan waits up for us to return. I wave the folder in the air and offer a sly grin. 

“So, I guess this means I have to go to school?” 

“No, smartass, it means you get to go to school. If I were you, I would take it as the opportunity it is. This is your last stop before you end up making some seriously bad choices. Go ahead and nod and let me know you get what I’m saying.”

Just like Val, Brendan gives one, slow nod. 

I know what Ronin’s doing. He’s protecting me, trying to make things easier on me. 

“Come on, baby. Let’s make it an early night.”

“I got some business with the boys, but after that, I’m all yours, sugar.” He smacks me on the ass, leaving a sting on my flesh and a tingle between my legs. He disappears for a couple hours, and I go over the checklist for Brendan to get into school. 

Birth certificate, check. 

Social security card, check. 

Immunizations and records, able to get from the other school. 

Power of Attorney, check. 

School supplies and new clothes, check. 

I think about what it will be like to register him in the morning and consider asking Ronin to join us. As I’m thinking about him and the daunting task, he strolls through the door, already stripping his clothes. 

“Hey, babe. Thought you’d be asleep by now.”

“No, too much going on. How about everyone else? Down for the night?”

“Yeah, Jessa’s staying at Bear’s tonight. She said to let ya know.”

“I love their new relationship. They’re so great together.”

He nods, letting his jeans fall to the ground. “It’s good for Bear too. He’s a good guy.” He slithers up from the foot of the bed. “You waiting up for me?”

“Kind of. I was thinking you could go to the school with me and Brendan tomorrow.”

“Aw, sugar, I would, but I gotta go back down to Oceanside. It’s gonna be an overnight stay this time. Sorry, babe.”

“Ok, no problem. The girls and I can handle things on this end.”

“I think you should handle me right now.” He hovers over me, and it takes my breath to see his large frame begging for me. 

“I think that’s something I can do.” I tug on his thick beard, directing his mouth to mine. His tongue slips past my full lips, and he explores my hot opening. Ronin’s large hands roam the length of my inner thigh, leaving goosebumps stippled along my pleading flesh. 

I press my palms to his chest, rolling him over onto his back. I slip my shirt over my head and wiggle out of panties before straddling his hips, feeling him throbbing for me. I glide myself over his length and rock my hips. He matches my rhythm, rolling his to meet mine. 

I want this and so much more from him. 

 


CHAPTER SIX

Ronin

Pastor Klein sits at the diner, fidgeting with the napkin on the table, tangling it up into a knot. 

“I don’t see where it’s any concern of yours. Or the club’s.”

“Because, you buy from us. We don’t deal with the Pistol King’s. It’s plain and simple. You’re not let out of your obligations just because the old man is dead.”

“Jesse didn’t operate like this.”

“That’s because he was a snake. He didn’t care about loyalty. I’d assume as a pastor, you might have a more loyal bone than the old man.”

Klein distorts his face into a twisted knot. “And if I don’t?”

“Well, I haven’t given that much thought since I was sure you’d make the righteous decision. But, now that you ask.,” I say, jutting my chin toward the window. 

Klein follows my gaze, landing on Herc, the Enforcer. His six-foot-eight frame casts an ominous shadow across the parking lot. 

“I think you get the idea.”

“Violence isn’t the answer, Mr. Steele.”

“Don’t try that sermon shit on me, preacher. I’m not gonna sit here and deal drugs and guns with you, and then let you give me shit about the good book. I’m not your target audience, I can damn sure guarantee you that.”

“Basically, I have no choice. That’s what you’re saying.”

“Your God’s the one that works with freewill, good pastor. Not me.” I slide out of the booth and stand to my feet. The Pastor does the same, and I tower over him. He’s lucky I’m giving him the chance in the first place when I just want to pulverize his face. 

“I expect to hear from you within the next 48 hours with your first order. Payment due up front.”

I don’t give him a chance to respond. 

 

*

 

It’s Sunday and that means one thing. 

Family dinner. 

It’s the only thing I’ve known since leaving Val’s and moving in with the Millers fifteen years ago. I hear that perfect sound, laughter billowing out from the large kitchen. 

The bitches bustle around, setting the table and finishing up barbacoa tacos. Jolene helps, but not because she has to, Patsy either. Being an old lady is a lot different than being one of the bitches. 

A bitch knows nothing. 

But, Jolene knows everything. I learned a long time ago that nothing good comes from keeping her in the dark. Not after Jesse and Ruth died. Now, I fill her on everything. Even the parts she doesn’t want to hear. That’s because there’s a difference between being an old lady and being the one, true matriarch. 

My queen. 

I take my place between her and Brendan, who has his head pointed to the floor. He has yet to open up to anyone, including Jolene. I notice he’s wearing his new clothes. That’s got to count for something. 

“So, how was the first day of school?” I ask as Jo plants a cold beer in front of me. 

Brendan shrugs. “Didn’t go.”

All the clatter falls silent. I try to control my words and my temper by guzzling the much-needed alcohol. “Why the hell not?”

After a few seconds of quiet, Jo jumps in. “They want him to take some tests.”

“What kind of tests?”

My tone must get under Brendan’s skin. He slams his palm against the table, drawing Herc out from the dark corner, with his large mouth overflowing with beef and vegetables. 

I throw my hand up in the air, signaling for him to stand down. “Boy, you got something you wanna say?”

“Yeah,” Brendan screams. “This is bullshit.” He bows up at me. 

“You sure this is the way you wanna play it, son?”

He fumes. “Don’t call me that.”

“You’re dismissed from the table. Leave. Now.” All the air is sucked out of the dining room.

“Oh, I’ll leave alright.” 

I scoff at his dare. “Where you gonna go? Back to Val? She doesn’t want you back. How about that, tough guy?” My vast chest seethes with steam. 

“Hey, Prez, you might wanna take a beat.” Billy breaks the tension. 

“Babe,” Jolene whispers as she rests her hand on my tight bicep. “Please.”

I stare into Brendan’s wild eyes, light blue and blazing with anger. His fists are balled up, clenched at his sides. He wants to hit me, just like he did Val.

“Go ahead. If you think I won’t hit you back, you’re wrong.”

That’s when I see his hard expression fade. He believes me, and it’s a good thing too because I planned on following through on my end. 

He slowly withdraws, backing down. “Smart move. Now, sit back down and eat your goddamn taco. Tomorrow you’ll go down and take those tests, and you’ll try your damnedest, you got that?”

He shrugs and rolls his eyes. 

“Babe, can I talk to you for a second? Out there?” Jolene points her thumb toward the living room. 

I just want to eat my fucking tacos, but I follow her anyway because it’s Jolene. 

My queen. 

When we’re alone, I attempt to caress her tanned shoulders, but she moves out of reach. 

“How could you do that to him?” Her eyes are wild like big, blue saucers. “And in front of everyone like that!”

“He sat down, didn’t he?”

“He was too embarrassed to do anything else,” she proclaims. 

“Don’t give me that shit, Jo. Seriously, the kid needs some tough love. You signed me up for this without giving me a chance to agree. The least you can do is let me handle shit my own way.” I don’t like the way she stares at me. 

“Fine, you can take him to the school tomorrow. His first test starts at nine.” She turns her back on me and storms away.

I contemplate going back into the kitchen but decide against it when I hear new chatter breathe life back into the room. I don’t want to ruin what’s left of family supper, so I head straight out the front door and into the bar.

“What can I get ya, Prez?” Bear asks from behind the metal counter. 

“Jameson. The bottle.”

Bear plants the green bottle down after pouring the extra-large shot. “Everything ok next door?”

“Not really. Guess you heard about my kid brother.” I drain the glass. 

He nods and pours a second round. “Yeah, Jessa told me a little about it. Nice enough kid.”

“He’s a fucking mess. He’s got my mother to thank for that.”

“He staying for long?”

“That’s the thing. It’s permanent, but damn, he’s such a hot head. And Jolene wants me to go easy on him. What do I look like? A fucking chump?”

“Sounds like the kid needs a little tough love.”

I snicker. “Yeah, that’s what I said. You’re a father. How do you do it?”

“Well, the advice I’d give is this, the tough tactic has to be paired with love and security. You need to find a balance. There’s only one thing that’s important to a kid of any age, and that’s security.”

“So, you think I’m doing it wrong?”

Bear tosses the used dish towel onto the bar, holding both hands in the air. “Hey, I’m not about to tell my president he’s going about shit sideways. Fuck that shit.”

“Yeah, that’s fair enough. Maybe something like my tactic could use a little adjustment?”

He nods, and his unruly beard moves when he chuckles. “Yeah, maybe something like that.”

I finish the bottle of Jameson when I decide to call it a night. More like Bear does it for me. I practically crawl back to the main house, slurring as I cuddle up to Jolene.

“Jo, baby, you asleep?”

“Damn, you stink. You need a shower.”

“No, I’m sorry, sugar. I’m sorry for being such a jackass. I’m sorry for making you feel bad.” I know we’re going to be ok when she ruffles the top of my head before pulling my face up to meet hers. My insides melt to a liquid puddle when she grazes my lips with hers. 

“Yep, you need to go take a shower. You ain’t sleeping in my bed.” She slaps me on the ass, and I know what’s waiting for me. I jump up, dragging my loose jeans around my ankles and hop my way to the bathroom for the quickest whore bath known to man. 
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“I think there’s only one acceptable option.” The principal sits in a chair opposite the three of us where we wait to discuss Brendan’s test results.

“And what would that be?” Jolene asks. Last night, I begged her to help me with my brother, claiming he needs both extremes. Tough and kind, just like us. I pulled out all the stops. Who gives a shit if it was all slurred? The intention was the same.

So, here she sits at my side, and we present as a solid team. A family.

“Well, I would suggest that Mr. Baird repeat his freshman year.”

Brendan grimaces, slumping back in the chair. His face is red and flushed. 

“There’s no other option?” Jo leans forward in her chair, placing a hand on Brendan’s arm.

I notice the way his entire body tenses.

“I’m afraid not.” The woman looks down her nose at us, and it makes me want to punch a woman for the very first time. 

“Isn’t there a class or something he can take?”

You can nearly feel the heat radiating off his youthful frame. Anger and rage. He’s trying to keep it under control. 

He’s trying. 

“Look,” I start and clear my throat. “My brother hasn’t had an easy time of it.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but…”

I quickly cut her off. “Let me get this out.” I snap. “Please, he’s had a real hard time, and the boy’s looking for a fresh start. He’s here to try to make something of his life. Don’t rob him of that chance. Holding him back would only fuel his thought that no one cares. You can help give him a leg up. You have an opportunity to do the right thing here, and really help the kid.”

Jolene stares ahead as if we’d rehearsed the entire speech a hundred different times, but I see the hint of a grin twitching in the deep corners of her hard expression.

Brendan keeps his head down, but I notice when he releases his death grip on the chair. It causes my heart to swell. 

The woman gawks at me as she leans back in her fancy leather seat. She appears deep in thought, and I hope that’s a good thing. The principal twists her lips, directing her gaze between each of our faces. 

“Ok, here’s what we can do.” She sits up straight, folding her hands together on the desk. “We can allow Brendan advancement into the tenth grade if he’s willing to take remedial classes for English and Math.”

Brendan gets ready to protest, but I jump in first. “Oh, he agrees.” I glance over at Jolene who now carries a full-blown smile, and I feel good. 

We’re able to leave Brendan at school for the day. Now, it’s time to get down to some real business. “Church, now!” 

All the brothers jump to their feet and snake up The Clubhouse stairs. 

Stoner’s the last one in, and he pulls the door closed tight. Duke and Billy stare at me. Clint is knee deep in conversation talking to Herc, who just nods in return. 

“Do you want the prospects, Prez?”

“Yeah, call them in here.”

A few seconds later Bear and Hawkeye stand off to the back corner. 

“We have a problem.”

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

Jolene

I expected a little more of a celebration, or maybe it was alone time with my motorcycle man. Either way, it doesn’t matter. I come out a loser on both ends.

He calls church the moment we walk into The Clubhouse. Everyone wearing an X patch jumps to their feet. He drags me to his side and plants his hot, furry lips to my neck.

Twenty minutes later and the club scrambles around, getting ready for a night away from home.

“You won’t be back until tomorrow?”

Ronin peers down at me, and I just want to trail soft kisses over his dark lashes. I notice the hungry glint in his eyes, and I know he wants me. Having to leave is tearing him up, just as it is me. 

Somehow, that notion makes me feel a little better.

“Unfortunately, yes. Got some people to meet and shit to take care of. Then, we’re gonna meet up with the San Clemente chapter. You good here? Good with Brendan on your own?”

“Yeah, I think so. And, when am I ever really on my own? Besides, I can’t wait to hear about his first day.”

“Babe, I wouldn’t be so excited about it. He’s probably not gonna be as happy.”

If only he knew how spot on he actually was. 

 

*

 

I spend my afternoon working on the books for the bar, on pins and needles waiting for Brendan to get home from school. 

“You’re acting like a real mom or some shit. You’re such a little Ruth.”

“Well, I’ll take that as a compliment.” I bundle the cash in the bank bag, zipping it and locking it with the key. 

Patsy enters carrying a bottle of champagne, popping the cork and pouring three glasses. 

“What’s this about?”

She smiles so big that her cheeks ball up all the way to her eyes. “Well, um…” She pauses and sticks out her hand. 

A wedding band. 

“What?” I shout. 

Jessa follows my gaze, steering her eyes away from the ring and up to meet her friend’s beaming face. “You got married?”

“Yep, this morning.” Patsy’s head bobs up and down in a rush. “Can you believe it?”

“No!” Jessa bounds up to her feet. “Not without us.”

Patsy lowers her gaze. “I know. I really wish you guys had been there. But we just couldn’t help ourselves. And we didn’t want a fuss or to be a distraction to the club.

“Are you kidding me?” My chin hangs wide. “The club can use all the good news we can get. No, this calls for a party. Tomorrow night after the guys are back.”

Jessa’s face lights up, and I see the way her brain kicks into overdrive, plotting. “Hell, yes! It’s about time we have a family shindig. Shit!”

My giddy heart swells in my chest. Things feel good. Too good. 

That’s why it doesn’t come as a surprise when Brendan barrels through the back door, stomping up the stairs in full sulking mode. A hoodie and earbuds with his hands shoved in his pockets. It’s all the kid ever does. 

I do not miss being a teenager.

 

*

 

I give Brendan some time to himself and help the bitches with the spaghetti dinner.

I’m slathering garlic butter on a couple loaves of sourdough when the young kid mopes through the kitchen, dropping in one of the dining chairs. 

I decide to seize the opportunity. “How was the first day of school?”

He sits staring into his lap, oblivious to me or anyone else in the room, prompting me to pluck the buds from his ears, sending him scrambling. 

“What the hell?” He snatches the wire from my hand. “Don’t touch my shit.”

“Hey, watch how you speak to me, please. Maybe you need to lose the headphones and try an actual conversation. Now, I was asking about school.”

“It was fine, God. Why do you hover so much?”

“Could it possibly be because you need hovering? Did you start your tutorial courses?”

“I don’t wanna talk about it!” He shouts, screaming at me as he marches right out the door. 

“Hey, get back here!” I yell, and it sends Hawkeye to pop his head in the screen door to the backyard where he’s blazing up a joint. 

“Everything ok?” He asks. 

“No, go follow the kid.”

He furrows his brow. “But, I’m supposed to stay here and keep you safe. I’m not supposed to take my eyes off you.”

“I’m giving you an order. Don’t make me call Ronin. So, you better get on with it before you lose him.” I fold my arms over my chest in defiance.

Hawkeye gives me a solid stare before disappearing, taking off after Brendan.

He’s gone for hours. I’m in the kitchen going over year-end tax forms to keep my mind busy when I hear the rumble of Hawkeye’s motorcycle. I pop up and pull back the shades, relieved to see Brendan tugging off a bucket. 

He’s home. Safe. 

It’s crazy to think how quickly I stepped into Ruth’s gigantic shoes. 

He opens the door, spots me, and turns to bound up the steps two at a time. 

“Goodnight,” I holler after him. I don’t get a response, but I’m ok with that. We’ll get there.

“Thanks,” I say to the prospect. The scarecrow really came through.

“It’s cool. He went to the park. Nowhere else. The cops showed up and told him to move on, so I stepped in and gave him a lift back. Seems like a good kid.”

I nod in agreement. It’s just a matter of penetrating that steel wall.

“You did good,” I say, and he eats up my words. 

“Thanks.” He lights a joint, slipping back out the front door for his night watch.

 

*

 

I place the plate of blueberry pancakes in front of Brendan. He’s busy shoving books into his backpack, and when he sees me, he pulls out the tiny earbuds. 

“Ready for a good day?”

He nods, and I see an opening. “You know, Brendan, you can’t talk to me the way you did yesterday. It’s not acceptable, and I won’t allow it.”

“Yeah, sorry ‘bout that.”

I freeze when he apologizes, and the breath stalls in my windpipe. My heart smiles thinking about the leeway we’re making. “Thanks for that. Now, how about today? You ready?”

“I guess. Can Hawkeye give me a ride?”

“Sure.”

And with that, he snatches a handful of pancakes and grins his first, real grin since moving in, and I feel like it’s going to be a good day.

Not to mention, Ronin will be home. 

 

*

 

“Shit, it looks like a bridal magazine threw up in here.” Patsy spins, taking in all the reception decorations, and I see the hint of a smile twitching in the corners of her mouth. 

She’s excited.

Jessa bought out everything white and lacy in all of Jericho. She’s managed to hang tulle and bunting on all the chairs. The tables are covered with red and white rose petals, and every station has a floral centerpiece. 

It’s so pretty that I kind of want to vomit.

“This is just too much, you guys.” Patsy gives me and my sister both generous hugs. 

Hawkeye and Bear have been on brisket duty. With all the wedding bullshit in the air, I wouldn’t be surprised if Jessa and Bear are next. 

My mouth waters as I pull out the massive, foil pan of baked beans with maple bacon sizzling on top. My sister’s turning out to be quite the cook.

“Beer on ice?” I ask her. 

“And full liquor bottles lined up ready to go.”

“I can’t believe our Clint is married. Like married for real.”

Jessa shakes her shaggy, short curls. “I know. It’s mind-blowing. I knew he was a big, old softy, but he and Patsy took me by surprise.”

“Yeah, but I kind of love it.”

She giggles. “Me too. Ok, I’m off to make some coleslaw. I’m so hungry, I can’t stand it.”

“Damn, I know. Is Bear bringing the girls tonight?”

“Nah, it’s probably not that kind of party. He’s taking a quick break from the grill to pick them up from school and drop them off at the sitter.”

“Ah, I was hoping they could meet Brendan.” I pivot when the back door creaks. “And speak of the devil, how was class, kid?”

“Fine,” he says curt and hurried. “I’m gonna go do my homework.”

“Yeah, ok.”

He doesn’t seem to be happy about a party or Ronin coming home. I’m ready though. More than ready when I hear the familiar, thunderous roar of the club backing up to the curb. 

My heart beats, hammering against my sternum. I dash outside and lay eyes on my man. My president. My lover. I don’t know if it’s setting up for the courthouse wedding reception, but I feel all mushy with heat rumbling deep in my belly. 

I hurry past the crew who are all claiming their bitches for the night. I’m taken too. I swing my arms, tangling them around Ronin’s neck. 

“I didn’t sleep a wink.”

“But, I gave you the whole bed.” He teases me, and it pries a giggle loose. 

“You know I can’t sleep without you.”

He grips the back of my neck with a firm hand, guiding my mouth to his.

I melt, and he feels like heaven. My own personal heaven. 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

Ronin

The table is surrounded by six, clean-cut deacon wannabes. And, these men aren’t the deacon or elder types. They’re the real church board. The ones in charge. The ones who make the real decisions. 

We meet in an out of the way Taqueria, making certain to stay off the town’s radar. We don’t exactly look like a prayer meeting in action.

“I’m guessing you’ve had enough time to discuss our little ultimatum?” I chomp down half a pork taco, wiping the leftover grease from my beard with a napkin. 

“You haven’t exactly left us much of a choice.” 

I track the words back to a six-foot cowboy with a bad handlebar mustache, pushing sixty, at least. 

“I think this entire deal leans in your favor. We’re even giving you a better deal on the hardware than you’re getting with the Diablos. The H you’ll get from us is a hell of a lot better than that shit from the Pistol Kings. Besides, we’re carrying most of the risk. All you do is caravan to Mexico on mission trips.”

“We can offer a better deal on protection too,” Clint tacks on. 

“Do we get a say in shipment details? We can’t just get up and take off across the border on a whim.” Mustache guy is a real gabber.

Pastor Klein chimes in. “I’m sure we would have a set schedule, right?”

“What’s with all the detail bullshit?” Billy pounds a fist on the table. “Don’t you think staying alive works as far as information you need to know to make an informative decision?”

“Are you threatening us?” A third man jumps to his feet. 

“Well, I guess we’re in then.”

I cut my gaze over at Billy before responding to the Pastor. “Wise decision, preacher.”

“And if the rest of us don’t agree?” A tall Mr. Rogers looking mother fucker with actual elbow patches on his long-sleeve sweater jumps up to his shiny loafers. 

“Sit down, Ralph.” Mustache falls to his chair.

“Don’t tell me to sit down!”

Pastor Klein slaps an open palm on the table showing his true colors. “You will sit, and you’ll do it now. In case you haven’t figured it out by now, we don’t have much of a say in the situation. Mr. Steele isn’t speaking in a damn foreign language. We buy from them and no one else. Period. Don’t you realize they mean business? Real, life or death business?”

The bold admission makes me take a step back. “Damn, not speaking in a foreign language, indeed. And yes, your pastor here speaks the truth.”

“I guess we’re in.”

 

*

 

“Tell, Keller I’m here to talk weapons.” I stand with my legs straddled wide, staring at the little, ball of fur. He wears a prospect’s cut and his scraggly hair is down past his shoulders, hanging in chunks over her eyes. 

He bows his chest, but I ignore the aggressive move, however Herc’s another story.

“It’s alright, big guy.” I look back to the punk. “Now, son.”

He backs away before turning to vanish into the Diablo’s clubhouse. He returns with not only Keller quick on his heels, but a handful of soldiers to back him up. 

“You’re in Diablo territory. You better be lost.” Keller smashes through the gathered crowd of leather vests, all sporting the Diablos colors. “If not, allow me to show you the way out.”

“Tell your men to stand down, Keller. I have business to discuss.”

The muscles in his neck tense as he eyeballs me. “Two on two.”

I jerk my head toward Clint, signaling for him to follow behind. The Diablos choose their VP as well, and the three of us follow Keller into the garage. 

“Make it quick,” he demands. 

“I want you to know you’re done selling to the church.”

His VP smirks, and I fight the urge to put him in his place. “You might wanna be more specific.”

I step forward as adrenaline rushes my blood stream. “Oceanside. Klein. You’re done.”

“Why would we agree to that?”

“Because it’s a smart move.”

Keller scoffs, tossing his head back. “I think you might be confused.” He bucks his VP’s grasp from his shoulder, shaking him away like an annoying dog. 

“Look, the Executioners are taking over the business. We’ll leave you to run Camp Pendleton, but Oceanside is ours.” Now, I’m the one stepping closer. I roll my stiff neck. “Let me tell you why you’ll do this. You know I’ll start a war, and you’re sitting at half the bodies since the arrest in Vegas a while back. You’re not prepared, and we will win. And when we do, I’ll take Pendleton with me.”

“Where are you gonna get your hardware from? You guys don’t run an operation of that size.”

“Well, that’s none of your business. And I don’ really care if you agree or not, because it’s going to happen regardless of your opinion. It’s just up to you how we go about it.”

 

*

 

It was a long night of celebrating with our San Clemente brothers. Today could have gone down a whole lot differently, but Keller made the right decision. 

It shocked the shit out of all of us. 

As I pull up to The Clubhouse, I notice it’s extra packed. I don’t know what Jessa’s been doing to pick up business, but whatever it is, it’s working.

“Looks like it’s a good night for the books.”

Bear is standing point, and my stomach lurches when I inhale the BBQ smoke. 

“What’s going on?” I ask the prospect.

“Maybe you should ask your VP?”

I furrow my strong brow, eyeing Clint. He rolls his dark eyes and releases the air in his lungs. 

“How’d the bitches find out?”

“Find out what?” I question.

“That Patsy and I got married.”

“What the fuck? When?”

Clint, the Peacekeeper tries to smooth over any butt hurt feelings. “Yesterday, you know we just didn’t want to bother anyone with a wedding. We just wanted to be married.”

“Well, brother, it looks like you’re about to have a reception.”

“Roger that,” Bear confirms. 

“Hey, baby! I guess you’ve heard by now.” Jolene’s eyes blaze with desire as soon as she sees me, and it makes my dick twitch. I’d give damn near anything to be alone with her right now. I need her, all of her, after a night away from home.”

“Yeah, just now. You guys did good, sugar. Did you know? Come on, be honest.”

“Hell, no! But when we found out, Jessa went a little wedding crazy.” She says, gazing around.

“Yeah, Bear too, it looks like.” I scan the bar. “Where’s Brendan?”

“He helped set up and then asked if he could hang out with some friends.”

I wave my hands through the air. “Was that really a good idea? I mean, if he was getting in trouble all the time, it’s probably because of the company he keeps.”

She tilts her head to the left and twitches her lips. “Hey, I’m not exactly an idiot. These are new friends. People he met in Jericho.”

“I guess that’s ok. Give him a curfew?”

“He’ll be back by midnight.”

I smile underneath my unruly beard. The long ride took a hard toll on the whiskers. I draw her to me, enveloping her up in my still vibrating arms. “That’s my girl.”

I grab a cold beer, using it as a chaser for the row of shots Jessa has lined up for me. I knock every one of them back and nod for a refill. 

“Set ‘em up.”

“Rough ride?” Jolene asks. “Everything go ok?” She sucks the suds off the top of her beer. 

“Actually, everything went great.” I center a solid kiss on the top of her delicious head. “I’m just glad to be home.”

“And I’m glad to have you home.”

We spend the next couple of hours eating and drinking, celebrating Patsy and Clint and their new commitment. 

Patsy’s a real old lady now. She’s stepping into the role too, dressing in a white, short dress and boots, tangled up in Clint’s arms on the small dance floor. 

The door swings wide, breaking up the celebratory spirit. “Where is he?”

“Who?” I hear someone shout. 

“Gun!” Another yell breaks out from the crowd. 

Clint jumps in front of Patsy. I do the same to Jolene, shoving her behind my back when Stoner lands in front of me. 

Herc and the others rush the front door. 

A female screams out, “Get down!”

With Jolene pressed to my spine, I snake through the crowd. “Val?”

Her thin frame is on the ground with Herc’s gigantic boot perched at her throat.

“Let her up.” I demand. 

Herc releases his hold but not before Stoner secures the weapon she was flailing above her head. 

Troy snatches the female up from the floor, lifting her up to her feet. 

“What are you doing here?”

“I want my son back.”

Jolene places an arm on Val’s shoulder. “Let’s go to the office.”

She pops her eyes wide and huge. “Is he back there?”

“He’s not here.”

“You’re lying!” Val shouts, and I recognize the territorial glint in Jo’s gaze. 

“I’m not, but even if he was here, you couldn’t see him. You’re not gonna come in here and confuse him. Not when he’s finally on a good track.”

“He’s my kid,” she yells, prompting Patsy and the bitches to step out, surrounding her. 

“You have to leave.”

“Not without my boy.”

I bend down to peer into my own mother’s haunting stare. Her blue eyes are dilated and wide. She doesn’t blink, and I see she’s stoned. 

“What are you on?”

She recoils as if she’d just been slapped. “Nothing.”

“Yes, you are. You’re high, stoned outta your fucking mind.”

“I had a few beers is all.”

Jolene huffs and folds her arms over her chest, like a tight bundle of dynamite.

“Duke, get her outta here. Take her to this address.” I pull out my phone and text him the address. “The sooner, the better.”

 

*

 

As if she could handle anything else tonight, Jolene’s been trying to call Brendan ever since 12:05. It’s two hours later, and he still hasn’t shown up.

“Ronin, I’m seriously worried.”

“Don’t be, he’s a kid. A punk kid at that. He’s just pushing our limits.”

“What if your mother found him?”

I shake off the idea that makes me sick to my stomach. “We just have to wait him out, sugar.”

She shakes her sweet pea scented ponytail. “I don’t like this. My gut is all twisted up.”

“Come on, babe,” I start, pulling her down onto my lap as the party rages on downstairs. “If he doesn’t show up soon, we’ll go looking for him, ok?”

Jolene nods, and I cover her lips with mine.

If that little bastard isn’t back by morning... 

 


CHAPTER NINE

Jolene

It’s been sixteen hours and counting. I can’t sit still because my insides burn with dread. Ronin and the boys left out for a long haul, and we’ve still heard nothing from Brendan.

I try to stay busy by mopping the sticky, bar floor after last night’s shindig. I’m wringing out the mop when my cell vibrates in my jeans. I pull the phone from my back pocket, and hope floods my chest. 

“Hello?” I answer, and my hopeful expression fades. 

“You’re receiving a collect call from the Jericho Police Department.”

I accept the charges, and my throat constricts. 

“Jolene?”

“Brendan, you’re in jail?”

“Yes, please come get me. Please. I don’t belong here.”

“I’m on my way.” I shove my phone deep in my pocket. “I’m running out,” I yell across the bar to my sister. 

“What’s up?” She asks, and I bolt for my keys. His words repeating in my head. Please, I don’t belong here. 

“Brendan’s in jail. The kid’s scared to death.”

She slaps a hand on the counter. “Maybe he should be. If it were me, I’d leave him there.”

“Well, it’s not up to you.” 

She doesn’t answer, and I slam the door behind me. 

I try to call Ronin, but he doesn’t answer. I run into the police station where I spend the next two hours filling out forms, and then going over said forms. Counting cash, and recounting cash. 

“I’m also Mr. Baird’s attorney. What are the charges?”

“Um, looks like,” the officer says as he scans the computer. “Vandalism charge. Destruction of property. He and some friends threw a brick through the window at D&K Diner.”

My stomach flips. 

I don’t belong here. 

“Everything else, you’ll need to find out at the hearing Tuesday. Go ahead and sign here for the kid’s belongings. You are his parental guardian, correct?”

“Yes.” I dig through my oversized bag, grasping for the slip of paper. “Here’s the P.O.A.”

The man nods, reading and passing it back to me. 

I sign the register, and the cop places a plastic bag on the counter. 

“You know, the kid shouldn’t be on the streets with that kind of money.”

I get ready to ask the man what he’s talking about when I spot it, recognizing the blue, zipper money bag as the same one from the office at the bar.

We drive home in silence because I’m at a loss for words. Brendan climbs the stairs, disappearing behind the locked, bedroom door. I decide to let him sleep after the long night in jail. It’s going to be an even longer conversation when he gets up.

“Girl, you’re gonna have to get that boy’s head on straight before Ronin does.” Jessa tops off my coffee mug. 

“Yeah, I hear that.”

“Any chance of sending him back?”

“Hell, no! He’s been tossed around and thrown away enough already. He needs to know someone has his back.”

“And the bank deposit?”

I give a weighted sigh. “I don’t know. I’m just sick about it. And to make matters worse, I have to go back to court.”

My sister giggles at my annoyance. “Oh, come on. You’ve missed those fancy pantsuits.”

“Shut up.” I stick my tongue out in defiance. 

Bonnie pokes her head in the office door. “Hey, can I get a hand?”

“Sure, but where’s Tammy?”

“Off with Herc again. Those two seem real chummy lately.” Bonnie twists her lips into a smirk. “And Patsy’s on her mini-honeymoon.”

“I’m still shocked about that one,” Jessa says. 

Now, it’s my turn to pick at her. “I don’t know who will marry next. You and Bear or Tammy and Herc.”

She doesn’t find the comparison as funny, which only makes me laugh harder. “Seriously, though, you guys are a really great couple, Jessa. You’re good for each other.”

Bonnie leans against the door frame, cocking out a curvy hip. “Yeah, he’s a real catch. And so are you, girl.”

The compliment brings a smile to my sister’s tanned face, and her blue eyes sparkle. 

It’s real love. 

“I just wish I could win over his girls. I’ve tried everything, and the oldest is still being a little snot to me.”

“Hey, I’ll trade you little snots!”

She tilts her head and gives me a squinty side eye. “No, I think I’ll pass.”

The three of us double over in a fit of giggles when Tammy strolls in the door, running her fingertips through loose tangles. It makes the rest of us belly laugh so hard that Bonnie nearly pisses herself from the infectious laughter. 

“Shit!” She says, shuffling off to the bathroom.

 

*

 

“Court? Are you serious?” Ronin stalks, pacing the length of the bedroom. So much for a welcome home gift. 

“Yeah, in the morning. There’s something else.”

“Do I even wanna know?”

I cross the room and stick my fingers through his belt loops. “It looks like he also stole the bank bag from the bar. It had to be when we were having the wedding reception, before his curfew.”

“I’ll kick his ass,” he says in a loud growl.

“No, that’s not going to happen, and before you ask, we’re not taking him back either. Let’s just get through court before addressing the money, ok?”

I notice Ronin’s heavy gaze land on the power suit hanging off the mirror. “You really think it’s a good idea for you to defend him?”

“It’s the only idea.” I curl up in the bed, pulling the thick comforter over me, stripping away the day’s clothes. I pat the spot on the bed next to me, and he complies. 

I drag my nails along his bare, muscular back. 

“I just don’t want us to get in over our heads,” he says in a slightly calmer tone. 

“We’re not, babe. Trust me. You remember how fierce Ruth was when it came to you? How she backed you at every turn. Sure, you weren’t such a little terror, but that just proves my point that he needs us. And keep in mind, you were still a bit of a handful.”

His eyes dance as he gazes at me. 

“What?” I ask with a giggle wedged tight in my throat. There’s something about the way he looks at me. 

“Yes, my queen.”

 

*

 

I clasp the top button on my satin blouse, tucking it into my waistband. Ronin’s in the shower, and he’s prepping to head back to Oceanside. 

Brendan’s sitting up to the kitchen island shoving cereal into his yap.

“You about ready?”

He shrugs, and I double check his court attire. 

“You look sharp, good job.” I think he’s ignoring me, but then, I notice him smooth a wrinkle out of his pants. 

We ride downtown just like we road home from the police department. 

In silence. 

I struggle with the high heels and long sleeves. It’s been a while, and I hate that I’m uncomfortable. It fucks with my confidence. 

“You remember everything we went over?”

He shrugs. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

He rolls his light eyes, following it up with a yes ma’am.

“Thank you. Good manners will go a long way.” 

Once we’re inside, I notice the way he tugs at his collar. He’s breathing picks up pace. 

“You ok?”

He nods, but nothing sarcastic follows. 

I point to the chair, and Brendan takes a seat. I’m waiting, surveying notes and going over my strategy. That’s when I see Mr. Garner, the prosecutor, out of the side of my eye.

“Ms. Miller, it’s great to see you back in the courtroom.”

“Hello, Mr. Prosecutor. I had no idea you were the one trying this case. What am I looking at?”

“All rise.” The bailiff steps out from the corner. “The honorable Fader presiding.”

I’m impressed when I don’t have to tell Brendan to rise. He’s already up on his feet. 

“Case number 18-00021851. The people versus Brendan Baird. A fourteen-year-old minor charged with vandalism and destruction of private property. Do we have a plea, Ms. Miller?”

I nudge Brendan, forcing him to speak up. “Not guilty.”

I flick him under the table. 

“Your Honor,” he finishes. 

The judge nods and glances across the table. “How to proceed, Mr. Garner?”

“Your Honor, the damage comes to a total of $3496.82. We’re fortunate that no one was injured. The defendant threw a rock through a diner window.”

I adjust my cuffs. “Your Honor, my client is not the one who threw the rock. Yes, he was there. He acknowledges where he made a bad judgement call, but my client doesn’t deserve to carry the full brunt of the blame. He’s a good kid going through a difficult time. He needs this chance, Your Honor. This chance to prove himself. This chance to show his true character.”

“Is this true, Mr. Garner?”

“Yes, Your Honor. And due to said circumstances, we’ll be proceeding with misdemeanor charges.”

The judge skims a stack of papers before clicking them against the beautiful wood, collecting them into a neat pile. “Well, son. I’d say this is your lucky day. Ok, you’ll pay the diner restitution in the amount of $3496.82, along with a $1500 court fine and 80 hours community service. Good with you, prosecutor?”

“Absolutely, Your Honor.”

“Ms. Miller?”

I promptly nod, and I hate that I now have to be nice to Mr. Garner. As in, I owe him one.

“Mr. Baird, rise.”

Brendan does as he’s instructed, and I have to admit he looks poised and respectful. 

“Do you understand what could have happened here today?”

He gives one, curt nod. 

“You understand what will happen to you next time I see your face in my courtroom?”

“Yes, sir,” he says, and the judge appears pleased. 

“You’ll report for community service this Saturday, no excuses, understood?”

“Yes, sir.” He bobs his shaggy, blonde head. 

“Alright then. Case adjourned.” The judge moves on to the next case number, and just like I knew he would, Garner catches me in the hallway outside the restroom.

“Hey, counselor.”

“Mr. Garner, nice to see you. So, I suppose I should thank you.”

He wrinkles his nose. “I did my homework. I know that Mr. Baird is more than just a client. You’re an old lady, and a mom now, huh?”

He makes me snicker, and I play along. “Yeah, something like that.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll do great. Have a good one, Ms. Miller.”

“You too, Mr. Garner.”

 


CHAPTER TEN

Ronin

I feel like a total douchebag, leaving Jolene to handle the situation with my younger brother. But, if it were left up to me, I’d drop his thieving ass back off at Val’s.

“They’re heading out. What do you want us to do, Prez?” Duke asks. 

“Follow them but give them a decent head start.”

“Sir.”

Duke, Troy, and Hawkeye pull out leaving me, Clint, and Stoner. 

Herc, Billy, and Bear stayed behind to make the local runs and keep up with business. We’re going to need all the extra funds we can get to land the hardware for the church. 

“While they follow the Pastor, what are we supposed to do?” Clint leans over his handlebars. 

“We’re gonna go have a talk with Slim. He’s got the hook up for Camp Pendleton.” 

“Thought we were staying away from that,” Stoner says, lighting up a smoke. 

“Why?” I shrug. “Just because we told Keller that? Hell, no, action is action, and we need all we can get.”

I huff, growing aggravated. “Set it up, that’s an order.” The three of us tear out of the church parking lot. 

I have one destination in my line of sight. 

Home. 

Her. 

Jolene.

We pull up to the bar sometime after midnight. The entire crew is already down for the night. I pop my head in on Brendan, who is fast asleep, before making my way over to the main house, walking on eggshells down the pitch-black hallway, cracking open the door to the master bedroom. 

There she is, asleep with a t-shirt riding up past her tight tummy. 

I feel all jittery, and my head is buzzing with a frisky combination of adrenaline and caffeine. I slide my hand over her impressive, collarbone and up her smooth neck. 

“You’re back,” she whispers in a dazed sleep. 

“Sshh, let’s not talk.”

My words bring a wicked grin to her delicious lips. I work my hands up under her shirt, tugging it over her head, and throwing it over my shoulder. 

Her two, perfect tits are like a yummy welcome mat, and I take full advantage. 

She releases a heated groan into my mouth, and it causes my hard on to throb to the point of aching. 

I need her.

I slide her black panties down her creamy thighs in one, swift move. I wiggle my way toward the foot of the bed and graze my fingertips along her sensitive flesh before throwing one leg over my shoulder, followed by the other. 

My tongue draws quivers from her trembling body. 

 

*

 

I crank up the truck, and my insides knot knowing I’m going to be alone with Brendan. Dropping him off at community service. I should be so proud. 

He hops into the passenger’s side, and I struggle to catch my breath. I don’t want to say or do the wrong thing. The effort is more for Jolene than for him. 

“I expect you to do what you’re told. This ain’t a joke, got it?”

He nods. I guess that’s better than a shrug. 

I pull up to the curb and pluck my wallet from the loose chain. “Here’s ten bucks for food.”

“Thanks,” he says, jumping out of the truck.

“I’ll pick you up here at five!” I holler, and he glances over his shoulder. 

I take that as a confirmation.

I head back to the bar to check in on business. I find Jessa in the office, and Bear’s sitting there hanging on to her every word. 

“Well, aren’t you two cute.” I tease the prospect, but he’s a good sport. 

“Just call me a love-sick teddy bear.” He chuckles, but I notice the light sparkle in Jessa’s eyes. It’s good to see the clarity. The twitching has been replaced with happiness and hope. 

“So, I’m here to go over the books.”

She passes me the stack of ledgers. “I’m thinking it’s time to get this shit online.”

I nod in agreement. “Sounds good. You wanna find a program?”

“On it.”

Bear gets up and stretches his large, burly frame. “Well, I’ll leave you two to it.” His face flushes when he gives her a firm kiss before leaving. 

“Happy looks good on you, girl.”

She pulls a tight smile across her face. “Yeah, he’s a good catch.”

“Not half as good as you. You’re doing a great job.”

“Well, thanks for that.”

We both spin to scramble to the door when we hear the back door slam shut, followed by a commotion and hollering. 

“Ronin!”

Slam.

“Jessa, is Ronin…”

I skirt the corner and run smack into Jolene. 

Jessa rounds the counter beside me. “What, what’s wrong?”

“Talk to me, babe.”

Jolene fights for breath, doubled over. “It’s…” She forces air into her flared nostrils. “It’s Brendan,” she pants.

“What about him?” I brace her weight against me.

“He’s not at community service.”

“Bullshit. I dropped him off myself.”

“They said he never checked in this morning. I called to check on him, see how it was going. They said that he never showed up or signed in.”

“That little shit!” I snake through the bar. “I’ll find him.”

I straddle my bike and do a full scan of the park where the probationers are busy picking up trash. 

Nothing. 

I back into a parking spot, strolling up to the man that I assume is in charge. 

“Hey, I’m looking for my kid brother, Brendan Baird?”

The man with the clipboard scrolls through the sign in sheet. “Nope, nothing. You know we’re not gonna be able to give him credit for today. I told this to the lady on the phone earlier.”

I turn my back on the pencil pusher and zip off across town. 

I bang hard on Val’s door. 

She swings it open wide. “What do you want?”

“Where is he?” I storm past her and pop my head into every room in the filthy house.

“Who?” She screams. 

“Brendan, where’s the kid?”

I notice her red, glassy eyes widen. “What are you talking about?”

I throw open the last door and come face to face with her loser boyfriend on the shitter. 

“Get the fuck out,” he screams, throwing an aerosol can at me. 

She grabs my bicep, and I blank on the fact that she’s a woman… and my mother, swinging my elbow through the air. 

“Oh, shit!”

“What happened? Where’s my kid?”

“Get off me!” I shake her loose. 

My chest caves as my heart dips, battering against my ribcage. All the air is sucked out of the room when I see she’s serious. I’m lightheaded and weak. 

My phone chimes, and it’s Jolene for the fifth time. I have nothing good to report, so I shove it back in my pocket. I want to say he’s just having a hard time adjusting, got scared and ran off, but that’s not what my gut’s screaming. 

And two minutes later, Jolene confirms my suspicions. 

“Yeah, sugar, I’m still hunting.” 

“Ronin, come home.” It’s unlike her when she hangs up without waiting for a response. 

I pull up to the main house because I see the rest of the soldiers are back from Oceanside, looking like they tied on a record night, dragging ass. 

I barrel through the front door. “Any word? Is he back?”

She shakes her head slowly, and it becomes clear to me that the brothers know something I don’t.

“What is it?” I pump my fist to keep the blood flowing, surprised by the heavy pang in my chest. 

“Babe. The Diablos called. They have Brendan.” 

I hear her words, but don’t seem to understand. I furrow my strong brow. “Wait, what?” 

Herc jumps up from his stool in the corner and grunts loudly. 

“I’m with the big guy,” Stoner says, puffing on a stout blunt. 

His declaration is met with a resounding living room full of yeses. 

“I need a minute!” I shout, but not out of anger. 

Fear. 

Desperation. 

“Ok, what’d they say? Someone, fill me in.”

Jolene steps away from where I have her tucked tight under my embrace. “It was one of Keller’s men, from the club.”

Clint breaks open from the group that’s now surrounding me, and my lungs buzz, vibrating from lack of oxygen. “They got him. They took responsibility and said it’s in retaliation for the gun trade.”

I begin to pace because my long legs need to keep moving. ‘But what’s the end game? What do they want?”

“Didn’t say. He wants to talk to you.”

The hours pass by without a word. I drive back to the park just to make sure Brendan wasn’t waiting at five o’clock. I waited for two whole, goddamn hours. Once it gets dark, I head back to the main house, hoping to hear some good news. 

I walk in the door just in time for my phone to rattle in my pocket. I pull out the prepaid cell and don’t bother checking the caller ID. “Yeah?”

My voice draws the crew out from the kitchen. Jolene is quick at my side. 

“Steele, it’s about time we scheduled some talk time.”

“Where’s the kid, Keller?”

“Not so fast. First, you need to acknowledge your fuck up. You never threaten a fucking Diablo. You need to pay. Along with the gun trade, we want a case of AKs, all in the name of peace. And a case of 9 mils. You leave the gun trade alone with the pastor, and we’ll forget this every happened.”

Blood boils through my chest, searing up the back of my neck. “Are you out of your goddamn mind? Calling here to threaten me? You can kill the kid. He means nothing to me anyway. Go fuck yourself!”

Click. 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jolene

I don’t know what made me do it. What made me call and try to check on Brendan, but I did, putting the ball in motion. 

And even though I felt the need to call, I trusted that he would be there. Begrudgingly, but there. When the man told me that he had never checked in, I thought it was a joke. It wasn’t until he mentioned that Brendan wouldn’t receive credit for the day that I knew he was being serious. 

“What do you mean he never showed up? He was dropped off early this morning.”

“Ma’am, I’m not saying he wasn’t at the park. What I am saying is that he never checked in. I never met him, saw him, nothing. I’m really sorry I can’t be of more help.”

I click the end call button and press the pic of Ronin’s handsome face. He’s making cute, little ducky lips. I snapped an image and made it my caller ID photo for him. 

I love that picture. 

“Come home, babe.” It’s all I can finish, hanging up the phone.

“So, they just took him?” My sister asks with a wide, disbelieving stare. 

I must nod, but I don’t feel my head move. I’m numb. I can’t even put a sentence together when Ronin barrels into the room.

We fill him in with all we know, which isn’t much at all. I can’t help but remember…

A bitch knows nothing. 

 

*

 

My mind is reeling with the words, go ahead, kill him. I can’t even bring myself to speak, my esophagus is tight and constricted. 

People talk. I know because I hear muffled voices. I brace myself against the cold wall when Ronin shouts out from the center of the crew. 

“Stand down!”

It’s only two words, but that’s all it takes to shut everyone up. And he’s angry it takes that much. 

“You may have just signed Brendan’s death warrant.”

“They want me to show my hand, to get desperate. The last thing Keller expects is for me to obliterate their plan. He’s hoping I’m bluffing. It’s actually the only move he’s got. It’s my club. I’ll handle it my way.”

I weigh his words, and I want to trust him. I really do. But I can’t get a line on his plan. Nothing makes sense. 

“Do you think Val has something to do with this?”

I give my head a firm shake. “No, I went to see her. She was pretty shaken up to hear he was missing.” Ronin pulls in a deep inhale, his chest bowing from his inflated lungs. “Jo, you and the bitches need to set up a headquarters. We’re gonna need to stay on lockdown until this is over. Call the surrounding families and put everyone on notice. Fucking Diablos came to play. I plan on taking every, single one of those cocksuckers out for fucking with my family. Church. Now.”

He storms through the room with his soldiers following his lead. 

“Alright, you heard him. Close down the bar and start setting up stations. Jessa, that’s your responsibility.”

“Got it,” she says and takes off down the hall.

I scan the group of females. I need to be busy. To stay busy. “Patsy, start putting out the calls. All burner phones.” I wait for her to hop to it before continuing. I send the bitches who are on the lowest end of the totem pole to the grocery store to stock up on necessities. “Bonnie, you’re in charge of the meals. Tammy, you get with Herc on security when he’s done. See what the plan is, and what they need from our end.”

“Ma’am,” they say in unison before splitting off. 

I scour through the upstairs and the main house for blankets and linens. It’s gonna be a full house.

A loud knock on the door sends the hair on the back of my neck popping to attention. 

I grab my 9 mm and hold it at my side. “Who is it?”

“Val,” a small voice squeaks. “I’m not here to cause any trouble.”

I unlock the door. I’m done with this woman’s bullshit. And I don’t 100% believe that she has nothing to do with Brendan missing. At least that’s what I think when I prepare to glower at Val until I see the pained haunting in her blue eyes. 

“Then, what do you want?

“Have you found him? Is he here?”

I shake my head and instantly notice her fresh, glistening tears. 

“You’re really worried, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I don’t know where my boy is, damn!”

“Ok, come on in.” I motion for her to step inside, moving out of the way.

“And to make things worse, Barry took off after Ronin’s last visit. Said he’d had enough, and he didn’t sign up for kid drama, even if they were grown. So, now I’m alone. I’m sitting over there by myself worrying about Brendan.” She wails at the end, and I couldn’t help myself. 

I wrap her up in my arms and hold her head to my shoulder, attempting to comfort the lost mother. 

Who am I to tell someone how they should or shouldn’t feel?

“Come on, now. It’s all gonna be ok. Ronin will take care of everything. He always does.”

He does until the one time he doesn’t. 

 

*

 

It doesn’t take long for Val to dig in her heels. Within a matter of hours, all surrounding members, old ladies, friends of the club, and bitches are hunkered down in the bar, and she’s made herself quite at home. 

She hasn’t even asked the details about Brendan’s abduction. 

Maybe she’s aware… a bitch knows nothing. 

The boys are gone, leaving behind Hercules and Hawkeye for family protection. 

“Herc, can you check on the paper stock? Plates, paper towels, shit like that on the top shelf.”

The gentle giant grunts a short affirmative. 

“How are things going in here?” I ask Bonnie. She appears to have everything under control and offers a firm nod, taking her job very seriously. 

“We’re holding steady,” she says. 

“Good, have Bear bring out more brisket for the grill. Have a prospect tap another keg. The liquor is for the boys only.” 

Bonnie nods for a second time. 

I make my rounds, checking in on Patsy. “Looks like most everyone’s made it in.”

“Yeah, have you heard from Ronin?”

I shake my head and lower my gaze to the floor. “No, how about you? Anything from Clint?”

“He sent a text. So far, things are quiet. I’m sure the Prez is just busy. His head is probably focused, you know?”

It makes my heart sink into my stomach like a cement brick when she attempts to comfort me. It should be the other way around. I simply bob my head and leave it at that, with my gut thick and heavy. 

I check my phone again to make sure it’s on. It’s is. Of course, it is. 

Just as I shove it back into my pocket, half a dozen patch members head straight for the door. They huddle in a tight pack talking with Herc. Once done, they disappear out the door, followed by the flooding roar of the parade of bikes taking off. 

I jog across the room. “What was that all about?”

“Prez. Backup.”

I wring my hands, shaking them loose. “What is it? Is he ok?”

He raises his massive shoulders, clenching his gigantic jaw.

“Well,” my mind races. “Should you go? He might need you a lot more than we do.”

He’s shaking his noggin before I finish my statement. 

“But…”

“No,” he demands.

I take the hint and back down, sick to my stomach and lightheaded. I track down Tammy and corner her. “What do you know?”

“Nothing, I swear.”

I move in close enough to smell her cheap hair dye. “You better be telling me the truth.” My chest heaves and burns. 

“I am, I promise. Herc doesn’t talk to me about the club. Hell, he doesn’t hardly talk at all.”

That, I believe. “Sorry, I’m just anxious.”

“No need to apologize to me. I get it. Can I do anything? You need to eat.”

“I’ll eat when they’re home. Both of them.” I tune out the rest of the conversation. My thoughts are rooted on Brendan and what he’s enduring right this very minute.

“Hey, are you doing ok?” Jessa slips up behind me. The streaks on her pale face indicate that she’s been crying. 

I try to play it off because I can see she’s riddled with worry. “Same shit, different day.” I rest my arms around her trembling shoulders. “How about you? This is one of Bear’s first recon runs.”

The words prove to be her undoing, and she collapses into my comforting side. She sobs harder with every passing second. 

“Ah, honey, it’s ok. It’s all gonna be ok. Everyone will come back whole, ready for some grub?”

“Do you really think he’ll be ok? I know what can happen to a prospect in a warzone.”

“Jessa, we love Bear. He’s one of the family. Seriously, let’s get you a plate. I’ll even eat a little something too.” I figure it’s worth it to break my own rule to make sure Jessa’s ok.

Make sure my people are good. 

Whole. 

My responsibility. My club. My family. 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

Ronin

The cool wind against my flush skin causes chills to break out along my arms. It’s time we perform a little recon on the Diablos in attempt to track down Brendan. My gut boils at the mere thought of his name. 

I was so hard on the kid. I wish I could take it all back now. Just support him. Stand up for him. And if I had known about him, I’d like to think I would have done everything in my power to protect him from that psycho mother of ours. 

We roll up to the apartment complex to get a better view of the Diablos’ clubhouse. They use the basement as their own personal armory. With half a dozen meth labs upstairs. 

Goddamn morons. 

That’s the difference in a fucking gang and a club. 

We sit and wait, eagle eyes on the complex from all angles. I’m gonna find my brother, and I’m going to find answers. 

I give Duke a head’s up.

“Yeah, boss?”

“Tale a couple of prospects and follow every, single person who comes in or out of that cement cesspool. 

“On it.”

We tuck into our various hidey holes, ready to wait them out. 

 

*

 

After a long night of surveillance, I let the boys grab a nap back at the clubhouse. Most opt for a piece of ass and a hot meal instead of sleep.

The bitches are busy these days. 

“Hey, baby, how you doing?” Jolene climbs into my lap, holding out a mug of steaming coffee. 

“I’d be better if I knew what the hell she was doing here.” I jerk my chin toward the kitchen where Val is elbow deep in pancake batter. I hate the way it was making me think. 

The way it makes me remember.

 

Eighteen years ago

The air is different today. My eighth birthday. It starts off as a decent morning. Val is in a good mood, and my step-dad is nowhere to be found. 

Just the way I liked him… gone. 

I didn’t have high hopes as far as my birthday plans. Every year is a hot mess. I usually get hit, and let me tell you, he rarely missed. 

But this year, the vibe is different. My eyes are immediately drawn to the gift sitting in the center of the small, dining table. I feel like I have tiny bubbles blasting through my chest, thinking this must be what it feels like to be drunk. 

I know about drunk because of my mom and step-douche. 

I want so much to touch that present. But what I want even more is to stick my finger in that batter that my mother is stirring. It has to be my birthday cake. Vanilla. She dips out when she hears a loud knock on the door, and I see the opportunity.

I putter across the kitchen and stick my forefinger into the bowl before popping it into my mouth. 

Ewww. I wrinkle my face. 

The bitter tinge of raw pancake is stuck to my tongue, and I grimace a sour face. It isn’t birthday cake batter at all, and my taste buds pay the price. 

My mother giggles from the archway when the back door flies open, and in stumbles my step-dad. Within an hour, they are both high as a kite, smoking off pipes in the bedroom.

I got a bruise that year for my birthday. No cake, and I still don’t know what was wrapped up in the Spiderman paper. 

And today, here she is standing in my kitchen, flipping flapjacks like she’s family. 

She is not family. 

“She has to be somewhere,” Jolene offers. “And I really do believe she’s worried.”

“Yeah, I’m real sure.”

“Hey, you guys want one? You probably need to eat.” Val hollers out from where she stands in front of the stove. 

I hate the way she tries to appear motherly, and it makes me want to puke. 

I guide Jo up off my lap, giving her ass a slight squeeze before popping up to my feet. “Not hungry.”

Jolene follows me out the front door where I light up. 

“A little early for weed, don’t you think?” I notice the way her eyes are encased by dark circles that she’s tried to conceal with makeup. It’s not her best work. 

I pull in a long drag and hold it in my heavy lungs. I twist my smirk. “Breakfast of champions, baby.”

She takes the bait and hops up on her tiptoes, tugging on my beard, pulling me in for a solid, full kiss. She releases a soft moan into my mouth, and my dick twitches, forcing me to adjust myself in my jeans. 

“Better stop before I bend that sweet ass over that picnic table.”

She carves a delicious smile, all for me, and it builds a pit in my gut to have to leave her again.

“I hate that you have to go.”

I perch my chin on top of her head and snuggle her tight to my chest. “I know, babe. I know. I have to handle this shit. The boys won’t be able to hold out much longer.”

It’s a mere twenty minutes later, and I’m back to ripping up the asphalt. This is the second meeting I’ve had to cancel with the good pastor too.

I chuckle to myself when I remember how he tried to stand his ground. 

“You can’t keep me in the dark, Steele.” 

I can see him and his sweater vest all in a huff with his godly feathers ruffled over his gun order.

“I can just buy from Keller.” His attempt at a threat is futile, and comical. 

“Listen up, Klein. I have some pressing family business. So pressing that I felt the need to cancel on you… twice. So, how do you think it’s gonna play out if I have to rip myself away to come kick your ass? Can you picture that, Klein?”

“Yeah, well, you got twenty-four hours.”

“Fine,” I say, throwing him a bone. He’s a prick with a bad case of little man syndrome. 

I hang up and prepare to meet with Duke, Troy, and Bear. 

“Where’s he at?” I question. 

Duke breaks out from the group. “In the container.”

Troy directs his gaze behind him, straight to the blue and white shipping box. A grin twitches as I pull my gloves from my cut pocket, tugging them on, and I can’t stop thinking about how much I’m going to enjoy this.

I roll the tight muscles in my stiff neck. “I’m going in alone.”

Clint steps forward. “That don’t sit right with me, Prez.”

His statement draws a grunt from Herc, the Enforcer. 

“Yeah, I don’t give a shit. Open it up,” I demand. 

The shipping container is empty other than a single figure. I recognize the hostage duct taped to the metal, folding chair as Pipe, the Diablos Road Captain. 

He’s been worked over real good, and one eye is solid blue and swollen shut. 

I reach over, and jerk open the crusty eyelid, revealing a veiny pool of white. “Wake up, son. We’re just getting started.” I rip the tape from his dry mouth. “Where’s my brother?”

Pipe levels his eerie stare as he spews a mouthful of bloody spit at my feet. 

Adrenaline surges through my body, accelerating my rage. I ball up my right hand into a tight fist, landing it square against his jaw. Not once, or twice, but four times before backing away. 

His head falls backwards on his thick neck before he rolls it back up to meet my gaze. “That all you got?” He pops off a sarcastic smirk. 

I pivot and scan my surroundings. Nothing, until I spot a loose chain hanging off the metal door. Snagging the chain, I coil it around my knuckles, giving it a firm tug to restrain the links. 

I raise my shoulder high in the air and bring it crashing down against his eye socket, bone cracking under the weight.

“Where’s my brother? Come on, Pipe. This won’t end well for you.”

To his credit, he’s a loyal fuck. He scoffs, spitting blood through the air. “And what? Leave me alive to live the plush life of a rat? I don’t think so.”

“This is the last time I’m going to ask. Where’s my brother?”

Pipe shuts his eyes tight, reading my next move, gripping the butt of my .357, stepping out of splatter range and squeeze the trigger, adding an extra bullet straight through the heart without a second thought. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Jolene

For a bunch of shits who don’t shower or change their clothes, the laundry mounts like we’re a goddamn day care center. It’s even worse since the crew stopped in for a quick layover before heading back out to look for Brendan. 

I fold the second load of towels when Val knocks on my bedroom door. “Come on in.”

“Thanks.” She offers a faint smile. “You mind?” She motions to the rocking chair in the corner. 

“Sure.” Now, I can’t help but wonder what has her so social all of the sudden. “What can I help you with?”

“It should be me asking you that. Can I help with the laundry or something? Seriously. I want to show my thanks. You’ve been real good to me.”

“Well, Val, I’m not one to turn away someone in need.”

“Guess I didn’t think of it like that. Me being someone in need.”

I tilt my head and squint my gaze. “Aren’t you?”

Val swipes at a stray tear sliding down her trembling cheek. It causes me to drop the purple towel, and I sit on the edge of the bed. “Hey, we’re gonna find him. You need to believe that. Ronin won’t stop until he finds him.”

I don’t bother explaining that he’ll rip apart any Diablo in his way. He may not act like he cares about the boy, but family is important to him. The moment he realized that Brendan needed him, he became family. The moment he could relate to his little brother, sitting in that chair across from the principal. The moment he stood up for him, Brendan became family. 

“I need to tell him I love him. I have to tell him I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” She bends forward, lowering her head between her knees trying to catch her breath. I don’t know what to say, so I walk over and pat her on the back. 

“Please don’t be nice to me.” She sobs into her open hands. 

“Look, here’s a little piece of advice. No one like a martyr.”

She pops her wounded gaze up to meet mine.

“Don’t look at me like that. You have to stop playing the victim. Stop acting wounded and butt hurt. Take on the role you were given. You were blessed with Ronin, and you fucked that up royally. You got a second chance, and the kid’s a fucking mess. And to be perfectly honest, it’s not up to you. It’s up to Brendan. It’s up to him and what he wants. What’s best for him. What you want isn’t important anymore. It comes with parenting.”

The more I talk, the more upset I get. Blood pumps, and my pulse races just thinking about the way she treated the boy. 

I can’t even bring myself to look at her. He’s missing because of the club, but he was made a pawn because of her. 

 

*

 

Spices linger in the air, and garlic coats my tongue. My stomach flip flops, but I can’t bring myself to eat. The thought of spaghetti makes me gag. I grab a cold beer from the fridge and hope the bubbles help settle my queasy tummy, and the alcohol does the same for my nerves. 

Bonnie and Tammy help the bitches throw together enough food to feed an army. 

Patsy serves up paper plates, overflowing with noodles and marinara, with a nice slab of garlic bread. “Strawberry shortcake for dessert, guys. So, save some room,” she says. 

“Only if it’s made with Oxnard berries,” one of the patches teases. 

“Is there any other kind?” Jessa snaps. 

Val is quick on her heels, clacking after her asking for a job to do. The woman never putters out, not until she crashes. My sister rolls her eyes, and I can’t help but chuckle. 

The door swings open, and a prospect slips up to my side. “Hey, uh, there’s someone here to see Ronin. What should I do?”

“Tell him that he isn’t here. He won’t be back today, and this isn’t a good time.”

He peers down at me with a twitchy, bony jaw. “Check on all of the above. He insists on meeting with you instead.”

“Me?” My hand is at my pounding chest. Visitors are not good during a lockdown. 

“Yep.”

“Well, who is it?” I ask the kid. 

“Says his name is Klein. Pastor Klein.”

“Ah, ok. Is it just him?” When the prospect nods, I continue. “Alright escort him in.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He gives a curt nod. 

I throw the dishtowel into the plastic bin for dirty dishes when the prospect rounds the corner with Klein in tow. The pastor skirts the soldier and pulls my arm, tugging my fingers to his chest, cradling it with his second hand. 

I feel a gnawing in my stomach and quickly snatch my hand away.

“It’s so good to see you again, Jolene.” His smile is flashy and polished. 

“You too. Like the beanpole outside should have told you, Ronin’s not here, and he won’t be back today.”

He moves in closer, forcing me to step backwards. “Yeah, that’s a shame. We haven’t been able to connect, and I thought I’d give it a chance. Hate to have missed him, but I do have to say, I’m glad I was able to run into you again.”

The hollow glint in his eyes tells me he’s got something specific on his mind. 

“Yeah, so, what can I do for ya?” I just want to get him out of my way. “It’s a long trip back to Oceanside.”

“Oh, I’m gonna be in town for a couple of days. Hope you’re not too tired of me yet.”

I fight a shudder when Jessa spots the pastor. She must notice my discomfort in my tight, folded arms. 

“Hey, Pastor Klein. What brings you all the way up this north?”

He’s taken aback by her abruptness when she sidles up next to him. “Just got some business to handle. How are you, Jolene?”

Jessa smiles and nods. “Things are better every day. How’s my sister here treating ya? Hope she’s been an appropriate hostess.” She tilts her head at me. 

I shrug and widen my gaze. 

Klein takes the bait. “Maybe too appropriate,” he snickers. 

Jessa’s grin fades with distaste. “Well, I don’t know how your god would feel about you flirting with her. Or how Ronin would feel for that matter.”

I gawk at my sister and her audacity. The pastor tries to laugh her off, but his attempt is pointless. 

He’s pathetic. 

“Calm down, now, girl. There’s no reason to be getting all riled up over an innocent, little joke.”

“MmHmm,” she says, narrowing her stare. 

I decide I’ve had enough. “Ok, so, what is it you need?”

He shakes his smug face. “Yeah, well, never mind about that. Just let that old man of yours know that I’m in town, please.”

“Will do,” Jessa snaps in his direction. 

“Anything else?” I question the man in the argyle, sweater, vest and skinny tie. 

“No, that’ll do.”

“Have a good day, minister.” My sister ushers him toward the door. 

Once it clicks closed and locks behind the man, Jessa whips her head in my direction. “What the fuck was that?”

“I don’t know.” I shrug. “But it was weird, right?”

“Weird as shit.” Her eyes are huge and round. “Your whole life is weird.” She tilts her head over at Val who is now emptying ashtrays as soon as people butt their smokes. 

That’s the goddamn truth. 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Ronin

My bloody knuckles burn, sticking to the insides of my riding gloves. Crimson is splattered across the shins of my worn jeans, and I wish I’d brought a change of clothes. The last thing Jolene needs is more to worry about. 

Brendan is enough. 

I expected to hear something by now. 

I grip the handlebars tighter, ignoring the searing pain. 

My cell rattles, and I pull the burner from my shirt pocket. Jessa. I slip it back into my pocket, not wanting to deal with her bullshit right now. She can call Bear. If it’s not the Diablos or Jolene, it’s not important. 

We stop on the side of the road for a piss break when I see an opportunity to line the guys out before arriving back at the clubhouse.

“You sure that’s the way you wanna go?” Clint asks. 

“What do you mean?” I fight to control the anger balling up in my chest, traveling to my neck. 

“Look, I’m not trying to jerk your dick. I just think that you need to get some rest. You need more than an hour at home to shower and check in.”

“Then what do you suggest, peacekeeper?”

Clint rolls his eyes. “We can work in shifts. Send us out two at a time to track down the kid.”

“And what do I do? Sit around with my thumb up my ass?”

“No, you rest. You drink a beer. Get laid. Regroup.”

My breathing picks up pace, but I manage to pull air in through my nostrils, steadying my pulse. When I take the time to think about it, his idea doesn’t sound too bad. 

“Fine. Get everyone on a rotation. I want hourly check ins. No exceptions. If you track down Brendan, I want Keller kept alive. He’s mine. No one rides alone.”

 

*

 

We haven’t been home for an hour yet and half the club is already occupied, face down. Jolene is pulling double duty holding down the bar and keeping Val in line. And that’s no easy task. 

I’ve been watching her – Val. My mother. 

She’s a fucking enigma, and I’m trying to figure out the puzzle. 

Does she really care about Brendan? Does she really give a shit if the boy lives or dies? There’s no way to know for certain. She’s doing all the right things. Saying all the right words. Crying off in the corner. I even caught her coloring with one of the bitch’s kids earlier. 

The fucking crayon was like a knife to the gut. It pulled on the old memory threads, remembering the way Val used to keep the best coloring books for herself, always the Disney versions. And the big box of crayons with the sharpener in the back, that one is the best. But I only guessed because my boxes were generic, waxy – almost plastic, with only twelve colors. 

I hate the way having her around is causing my brain to run amuck with doubt and self-pity. 

I wonder what kind of crayons Brendan had…

“Hey, son.” Val strolls up and squats right behind where I’m sitting. 

“Don’t call me that.”

She lowers her gaze, and I don’t even feel bad. Not even a little bit. Along with the precious coloring books, I remember the boot stomps to the head.

“What do you want?”

She glances up with a hopeful, floaty gaze. I can’t swear to it, but I think she’s high. 

“Is there any news?” She asks. 

“About what?” I needle her just because I feel like it. 

Her weathered face downturns, and I avoid her delusional eyes. She’s wanting something. Hoping for something. It feels good to leave her empty, flat.

“Nothing,” I mutter. 

Val pulls in a deep inhale before releasing a sigh.

“When are you going home?”

“I don’t know. That asshole left me. I ain’t saying it’s your fault, but it was right after you started coming around. 

I snicker without trying. “That explains a lot.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

I see it in her, a flash of the old Val. “What the fuck do you want? Why are you here?”

“I want my boy back safe.”

“Still using?” I cock my head and dare her to lie. 

My question stuns her, and she fumbles for her words. “I’m just having a hard time.”

“Yeah, like breathing.” Turns out that I like to see her squirm. 

She gulps hard. “Is that what we’re doing now? Bringing up old sins, because I can play that game.”

Her brazen accusation sends me sprawling up to my feet. “What the fuck did you just say to me?” My arms are stiff at my sides, and I tower over her slight frame. 

I don’t know where she comes from, but Jolene is pinched up next to me. 

“What’s going on here?” She asks, clearly already knowing the answer. 

“Just having a heart to heart with my son.”

Her words get stuck in my head. “Don’t call me that!” I yell, probably a little too loudly. 

“Ok, ok, big guy.” Jo pivots and plants both palms on the center of my flexed pects. “Why don’t we go get ya another beer. You need a break.” She cranes her neck toward Val. “Don’t follow him. And that good advice is more for you, rather than for him.”

I finally tear my gaze away from the crotchety woman.

“Cold Shiner?” Jolene asks, slipping back behind the bar. 

“Make it a bottle of Jameson.”

“The whole bottle, huh?” She quizzes me, trying to get me to open up about my mother, but I don’t want to talk about the bitch. She doesn’t deserve my time. 

“It’s been a long couple of days.”

“I know, babe. And I know it’s taking a toll on you.”

I take a swig from the clear glass before topping it off again. I don’t bother telling her about Pipe or the upcoming plans to wipe out the chapter. Even if I find Brendan first, they will die. 

Keller will suffer.

I try to change the subject. “Speaking of tolls, how are you doing?”

She snaps the dishrag against her denim-covered leg, and the simple thought of her creamy thigh gives me an instant chubby. 

“I’m doing ok. I just want him back home.”

“Me too, sugar. Me too.”

“So, anyway, the pastor from Oceanside came to visit earlier today.”

My expression fades, and I furrow my brow hard. “What was he doing here?”

“He said he was trying to get in touch with you. Just took a chance.”

That greasy fucker. 

“I’d already talked to him. What else did he say?”

She twists her full lips, tugging on her ponytail. “Well, when the prospect told him you weren’t here, he said he wanted to talk to me.”

My blood boils through my frenzied, rushing veins. “And?”

“You know, I don’t know what he wanted. He never said.”

“Of course, he didn’t. He was flirting with you. I don’t have time to head down to Oceanside or I would…”

“No,” she stops me. “He’s in town for a couple of days. Said he’d be talking to you.”

“That stupid fuck’s gonna meet my goddamn boot.”

“Come on, babe.” She slithers around my back, melding her frame to mine. “You need to blow off some steam.”

“Oh yeah?” I arch my heavy brow. “What do you have in mind?”

She only gazes at me, making deep contact, grasping my hand, gliding up the stairs. I wonder where we’re going because Brendan took over our old room in the clubhouse above the bar. 

My body vibrates with excitement when she ushers me into the bathroom, locking the door behind us. 

“It’s been a while since we did this kind of shit.”

She giggles, and I rush in for a kiss, but she presses her fingers up to meet my lips.

“What?”

“You’ve had it hard lately, babe. Like I said, you need to blow off some steam.” Jolene carves her lips into a delicious grin, and I want to lick her up.

She fiddles with the buttons on my jeans, finally tugging them down to my ankles, her nails grazing my flesh. 

My hard dick begs for her attention, and she’s oh-so happy to comply. 

She takes me into her mouth, down on her knees, swallowing my full-length, causing me to release a deep, throaty growl, burying my fingers into her hair. 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Jolene

The point between my legs throbs as I roll over, searching for Ronin, but I’m met with the cold sheet. It takes me a second to remember that he rode off before day break. 

A pang squeezes, nipping at my heart, just like every time he leaves the house anymore. 

A wave of heat rushes over me, flushing through my cheeks and ears. My stomach knots, and I bolt upright in the bed. I take a sip from the plastic bottle on the table hoping the water will help with the nausea. 

Touching my palm to forehead, I check for a fever. I rummage through the medicine cabinet for the thermometer. 

I pop the end in my mouth and go in search for fuel, pleased to find a full pot of coffee brewing. My limbs are weak, and I fight off a yawn. 

“Hey, are you sick?” Val asks. 

“Just a little under the weather.” The device beeps in my mouth. 

“Well, let me help you back in bed,” she offers. “98.4”

“Ah, see there, no fever.” I grin, but even my jaw muscles hurt from the incessant headache. 

Jessa slips in through the back door, pulling a drag off a cigarette. 

“Bear gone too?”

She nods. “Yeah, they left. There’re two meatheads outside. What’s up with you?” She darts her gaze to the thermometer. 

“A little blah today. The coffee should help.”

“I think she should go back to bed,” Val says, folding her arms square over her chest. I see it. The glint in my sister’s eye. She smirks, and it reminds me of the ten-year-old Jessa. 

My best friend. 

And just like most friends, she enjoys a good prank. “So, Val, the bitches and I have a lot on our plates today.”

I tilt my head, daring her to say it. 

She takes the silent dare. “Why don’t you stay by Jolene’s side today. You know, as a caretaker. We need our queen at her best.”

My lungs deflate as I sigh when I see the hope in Val’s stare. 

A minute later, I find myself in bed with the covers tucked up under my chin and Jessa’s cackling voice trailing her out the door.

“Let me get you some Tylenol.” She scrambles for the bottle from the bathroom. 

“Why are you doing this?” I ask her. 

“What do you mean?” She asks, void of expression. 

“This, wanting to take care of everybody. You have to know how we feel about you.”

For the first time, Val stops and stares down at me. “Yeah, I’m not stupid.”

“So, why are you pretending? What’s your end game?”

“Today, it’s to take care of you.”

Her ill humor makes me giggle. “No, you know what I’m talking about. What’s your plan?”

“I’m going to assume that you’re talking about Brendan.”

“Sure.”

She drops her chin, dipping it toward the floor. “I’m not proud of myself. The opposite really. I’m actually very ashamed. I know my kids deserve better. They’re good boys.”

“So, that’s why you’re doing this?”

Val shakes her bushy, blonde ponytail. “No, I just want to help.”

“So, you don’t want him back then?” I ask with a thread-like voice. 

“I didn’t say that.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” I untuck the blanket and turn my back on her. 

I don’t wake back up until darkness fills the bedroom. Everything is eerie and quiet. I glance over at the rocker in the corner, relieved to find it empty. 

I step into a pair of snug jeans and a tight-fitting tank top, which is my usual weekend attire. I pull on my boots, adjust my ponytail, and apply a little lip gloss to my bottom lip, giving both a solid smack. 

Making my way through the sea of parked cars, I cross the rocky lot, ignoring my shadow, the prospect, who picks up my tail. 

I’m pleased to see Val helping the bitches bus tables, and I slip through the swinging door to the back, hiding out in the office. 

I’m feeling a little better, with a faint headache in my temples. 

Jessa sits behind her desk, decorated with photos and club memorabilia. “Hey, look who’s finally awake. Thought I was gonna be left shorthanded tonight. Patsy needed some of the bitches.”

“Yeah, sorry about that, but I’m here now and feeling better.”

“You have a little more color to your cheeks. Want some water?”

I shake my head. “Nope, but I’ll take a Shiner.”

She giggles and plucks a cold bottle from the mini-fridge passing me one and grabbing a bottle for herself. I screw off the cap and guzzle the liquid suds, allowing it to wash over my dry throat. 

“By the way, that was shitty what you did with Val earlier.” I pick at the yellow label with my fingernail.

“Oh, come on. It was a joke.”

“Well, it was shitty. She’s not a joke and shouldn’t be used as one.”

Jessa smacks her beer down on the desk. “Don’t tell me you’re falling for her bullshit.”

“No, of course not. I’m just saying, she’s here, and she’s trying. I just feel bad. She needs help”

“Yeah, like a year in rehab and a fucking shrink.”

“Whatever, just lay off, ok?”

She takes a long pull from the bottle. “Fine.”

 

*

 

I’m left with the short straw when it comes to a grocery run, and the tall, lanky prospect on my tail isn’t exactly incognito.

I march down the store aisles, loading up on essentials, juice and snacks for the kids, and an endless supply of meat. People are happier when it comes to smoked meat. 

“Make yourself useful and grab some beer,” I snap, and the loyal man skitters off to the alcohol aisle. 

He vanishes just as I skirt the corner to the fresh produce. I’m thumping a watermelon when I feel a hand rest on my shoulder. 

“What the…” I recognize the small children running around playing in the barrel of grapes and stop myself before dropping an F-bomb. “Pastor Klein, what are you doing here?”

He holds a small basket in the air. “Looks like the same thing you are. Nice running into you today. What a surprise.”

“Yeah, because yesterday was so coincidental. Ronin actually said something about talking to you already. He was shocked to hear that you came looking for him.”

He curls his lips. “Yeah, I bet he was. So, when should I be expecting the big brood?”

Now, it’s my turn to smirk. “Well, he said he had more pressing shit to take care of, like having his asshole bleached.”

I notice his deep inhale and the dip in his gaze. He steps forward, closing the already slight gap between us. 

“That just made me think about pressing up on your ass. Thanks for that.” His eyebrows twitch with nerves. He leans in next to my ear. “I’ll be using that image later,” he whispers with thick, hot breath. 

I work to swallow the disgust and refuse to move from the encroached space. I refuse to budge from this very spot, tipping my hand. 

He sends a wave of nausea, quivering through my core. 

I wait him out, and he finally relents, strolling away but never breaking his stare until he rounds the end cap. Once he’s out of sight, I rush for the bathroom, praying for a one-holer. Not that it matters. 

I bolt for the stall, and the weakness running through my legs sends me to my knees where I stick my head over the bowl and empty the contents of my sour stomach. 

I finally rinse my mouth with warm water, swishing it around before popping in a stick of cinnamon gum. I step out just in time to see the prospect flying down the frozen food aisle. It looks like we’ve now lost both carts. 

I just want to go to bed. 

“Will customer in the store, Jolene Miller, please meet your party at the service desk?”

I shake my head with a deadpan expression. What an idiot. 

I snag the prospect by his leather and jerk him around. “Have you lost your goddamn mind?”

He stares at me with a bewildered gaze. “What?”

“Announcing to the entire grocery store that I’m here when we’re on lockdown? Real smart.”

“Damn, sorry. I didn’t think of that. You just scared the shit outta me. That pastor is here. I saw him, then he just disappeared.”

“I went to the bathroom, genius. Get the haul and get in line.” The scarecrow looking man does what I say, and I feel it. The hard stare coming from across the store. 

Pastor Klein peeps over the top of the checkout line shelves, and he smacks his lips into an evil snarl. 

And in another couple of days, he’ll stand behind a pulpit spreading the ‘good news’. 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Ronin

I hated leaving Jolene this time. I hate leaving every time, but this one really hangs like a boulder in my gut. 

We ride up the mountain and search for the black Cadillac that Stoner found belonged to the Diablos president himself. 

Clint and I back into a dark spot down the block from the small residence. I text Stoner, signaling for him and the others to surround the neighborhood exits. 

We sit, with no sign of life for over three hours. 

Finally, my burner dings.

“Yeah?”

“Steele, I have someone who wants to talk to you.”

My nostrils flare, sucking in heavy air. “I’m not playing any games.”

“Ronin?”

My heart beats in my constricted throat. “Brendan? Are you ok? Did they hurt? Tell me where you are.”

“Please come get me.” His voice is thin and shreddy. 

“I am, son. Just tell me where you are. Give me something to use. Brendan?”

“Ronin!” He screams out.

“I’m coming for ya, kid!”

Voices change on the other end of the phone, giving way to Keller’s growl. “Yeah, I knew you cared about the cry baby.”

“I will kill you, Keller. I swear to God!”

“The way you killed Pipe. Am I right? Is that your plan? To go rogue and take us out one by one. Let me tell ya, I don’t think your baby bro will hold out that long.”

“Keller, I’m gonna rip your throat out.”

“Yeah, well, not sitting there squatting outside my house you’re not.”

I pivot my neck, craning in all directions, knowing I’m being watched. “Where are you? Let’s get to the bottom of this.”

He chuckles on the other end, laughing through a high-pitched giggle. “Let’s play a game. Hot and cold, and right now you’re fucking freezing.”

Click. 

Goddammit!

 

*

 

I ride for the next ten hours, making a solid circumference, clocking tails onto the members we were able to track down. 

“Nothing else on Keller?”

I shake my head. “Put two guys on the clubhouse. The rest of us need to head back to Jericho. Something’s not sitting right with me.”

“On it, brother.” Clint goes back to the crew, huddling up with the plan. I see two bikes vanish with red taillights leading back down the highway toward the Diablos meth-lab.

The rest of us thunder off in the opposite direction. 

I’ve turned over three different hidey-holes today. I’m tired, hungry, and frustrated. I don’t know if the kid can handle this. Truth be told, I don’t know much of anything about the kid. He’ll probably never be whole again – if he even comes out of this alive. 

 

*

 

I storm through the house after the prospect tells me about the pastor finding Jolene at the grocery store. 

I march through the door, ready to lay into Jo for answers, but I wasn’t prepared to find her doubled over in bed, contorted into the fetal position. 

“Babe,” I say, rushing to her side. “Babe, what is it?” My first thought is Brendan, and it’s not a good sensation in my chest. A tight, squeezing sensation ripping and gnashing at my insides. “Is it Brendan?”

She winces when she attempts to roll over onto her back. She shakes her head against the fluffy pillow. “No, nothing like that.” She tries to prop herself up. 

“Well, what is it, babe? You don’t look so good.”

“I’ve been getting sick over the last couple of days. It hit real bad this morning.”

“Oh, baby, I didn’t know.” I sit on the side of the bed, massaging her shoulder. “Are you ok? Do you need me to call the doc?”

“No, I’ll be fine. It’s probably just a virus, so keep an eye out and start popping some vitamin C. Well, tell me,” she says, sitting up straighter. “What happened? Did you find any intel?”

“I don’t want you to worry about that. You let me figure it out. I’ll bring him home safe. How it happens doesn’t matter.”

Jolene nods and her glassy eyes roll. “Fine.”

“How are things here?” I wait to see her response before bringing up Klein. 

“I wish I could say it was uneventful.”

I eye her closely, waiting for her to elaborate.

Tugging on a loose string from the comforter, she continues. “I mean, the house is quiet. The bitches are keeping up with shit. I’d be better if I didn’t feel like the inside of a fucking buzzard’s stomach.”

“I’m gonna get you something to take.”

Jo seizes my wrist. “Wait, there’s more.”

I remain standing this time. 

“I ran into the pastor yesterday. Well, more like he ran into me. And babe, he was seriously inappropriate.

“What does that mean?” My heart ices over in my chest.

She swallows, struggling to keep her composure. Her cheeks flash red, and I know she’s having trouble with the words. 

“Come on, you’re worrying me.”

“He just said some things.”

I bolt, pacing the length of the cramped bedroom. “What things?”

“I really don’t wanna say.”

That’s it, that’s all it takes. I throw a leg over my sled, and I peel out of the alley in front of the house. There’s only one place to go because there’s only one motel in town. 

Jo tried to chase after me, but she was too weak, grabbing the wall for strength. Probably lightheaded. Instead, she yelled after me. 

I never turned back around. I thrashed through the narrow hallway and out the door. My chest burning and my pulse soaring, causing my temples to ache. 

I bust through the lobby door. “Klein, what room?”

The pencil-neck man fumbles backwards. “Who?”

“Klein.” 

“Oh, the pastor. Well, I can’t just give that information out.”

I snake my arm around his neck guiding him over to the computer, squeezing, I request again. “What? Room?”

The man pecks at the keyboard with two fingers. “Ok, ok,” he says in surrender. “Room eleven.”

Eleven.

It’s thirty steps down the sidewalk before I beat on the door.

“Hold on,” a voice hollers out from the inside. 

Fuck him.

I hammer my fist against the splintered door frame, trying to remember to breathe in between.

The door barely cracks, and I see an opportunity, kicking in the weak, wooden panel.

“What the hell?” Klein stumbles across the room. “I was expecting you sooner, Steele.”

“Yeah, I bet you were.” My chest rises and falls with each jagged breath.

“Have you lost your goddamn mind, pastor?” I spew the last word, mocking the laid-out books and King James’ Version Bible, worn and tattered, sprawled open with pen and paper. “You’re such a fucking joke.”

“You screwed us over and you know it. We were supposed to leave for Mexico already, and I had to get the guns from somewhere. I needed to get them from Keller to stay on schedule.”

I have no words for a response. I pull back my bicep and pummel my fist through his face, cracking his nose under the pressure. I haul back and land the second set of knuckles, smashing against his orbital bone. Next, his jaw. I don’t let up until the geek from the front desk fills the door way with his tall, scrawny frame. 

“I’ve called the cops,” he states in a frantic. 

I snap my neck, rising from the floor, stalking toward the man. I see him grip the wall and swallow hard. I flinch in his direction as I pass him, my hand feeling like it’s been stuck in a meat grinder, just like his face.

“Don’t make me come back here,” I threaten, causing the beady-eyed man to stumble, falling to the concrete walk.

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Jolene

I run a few errands with a new prospect to follow this time. If he’s half as scared of a threat as he is of me, I should be good to go. 

I pass by the diner on the way to pick up meds at the pharmacy, and the boarded-up window forces me to stop. 

I hate to walk into the place knowing that Brendan was one of the kids to cause all this damage, but I feel the need to explain. 

“Wait here,” I order the squatty, middle-aged man, vouched for by Stoner. 

He nods and lights up a Raw cone.

A high-falutin’ pothead.

“Hey, Jolene. Usual table?” Wendy asks.

I shake my long locks. “No, I’m here to talk to Daniel. Or maybe Kimmie if she’s here.”

“Sure, let me get one of ‘em for ya.” She disappears behind a fabric barrier. A few seconds later, the man with the light eyes and braided beard comes forward. 

“Hey, there Jolene. What can I do for ya?” He dries his hands on his apron.

“Hey, where’s Kimmie?”

He scoffs and tugs on his long whiskers. “Oh, she’s in the office, writing her next best seller, I’m guessing.”

The goofy grin on his face when he mentions his wife of twenty years squeezes at my heart.

“So, what can I do for ya today?” He motions to a stool sidled up to the counter, and I take a seat where I spend the next half-hour filling him in on Brendan and his rough life, his past history, and sucky parents, leaving out where the kid is now.

“But, I assure you, he’s going to make restitution. He’s going to make it right. And he knows he was fortunate to get no jail time. He gets a fresh start, handling his responsibilities and making something of his life.”

Daniel nods, taking it all in as he pushes his black-rimmed glasses up his nose. “Well, I do appreciate you coming to me and letting me know. With you by his side, how can he go wrong?” He pulls me in for a side hug, and his words flood my core with relief.

The prospect snaps to attention, and I throw a devious smirk when I tear out of the parking lot, trying to lose him. I race down the side streets, and he finally catches up when I’m forced to slow down due to the cop parked under the low hanging trees with his radar stuck out the window.

I feel like I’d just lost the Indy 500, but I would have had to slow down anyway when my cell vibrates in my purse. Rummaging through the bag, I grab the phone. The real one, not the burner, causing me to clear my throat. 

“Hello?”

“Hey, Ms. Miller. This is Garner from the DA’s office.”

“Oh, Mr. Garner. What can I do for you?” I hate the way my insides ice over at the thought of having to explain about Brendan missing his first day of community service. 

“I was actually hoping you could come down to my office for a few minutes this afternoon.”

“Well, that depends. What’s this little meeting in reference to?”

“I’d rather speak in person.”

I feel like it’s a setup, but it would be worse for everyone if I didn’t take the bait.

“Fine, two-o’clock.” I click to end the call, glancing down at my jeans and knee-high boots. I can’t go to the courthouse like this, so I zip back home and duck into my bedroom. 

I find a fresh Ginger Ale and a saucer of saltine crackers. I assume the sweet gesture came from Ronin. He came home late yesterday and in a fit of a mess. Angry and ill-tempered. I was going to needle him until I saw the bloody state of his already bruised knuckles. 

Now, I slip out of today’s casual clothes, tossing them into a pile in the corner. I tie my hair up in a snug bun and step into the scorching hot shower, thinking about the warm soda.

I just want to put on pajamas and crawl into bed. 

I wash with the Bath & Bodyworks Sweet Pea soap, lathering it up nice and scented, hoping to breathe new life into my tired, aching body. 

If this doesn’t go away soon, I’ll need to make a doctor appointment. 

I throw on a pair of black, tailored slacks and a silk button down to match. Smoothing my hair out, I pull it back off my face, covered with light, natural makeup and a tad of gloss. 

I step outside the bedroom door and run smack into the prospect’s leather. 

“You ready?” I ask. 

I see the sheer panic in his troubled gaze as he bolts for his bike, cranking it up in anticipation, and I stifle a devious snicker. 

He stays close on my tail as I meander down the busy, downtown intersection, parking in the lot directly across from the courthouse. I make sure there’s nothing metal in my bag, throwing it on the slow conveyor belt and stroll through the metal detector. 

The man gives me my tote bag, and I hit the elevator button. I grip the door handle and pull in a deep, lungful of air before opening it.

“Hi, I’m here to see Mr. Garner,” I say to the woman clacking her long nails against the computer keyboard. 

She gives half a glance. “You can have a seat. Mr. Garner will be with you shortly.”

She gnaws at my nerves. 

“Can you, please,” I smack my hand on the desk. “let Mr. Garner know that Jolene Miller is here, and if he’s going to summon me, the least he can do is see me on time.”

Now, she gawks up at me, staring at my audacity. 

There’s a lot more where these came from. 

She punches a button on the phone and speaks in a low volume. 

Ten seconds later, Garner rushes out his door. “Ms. Miller, thank you so much for coming in on such short notice. Follow me and have a seat.”

I fall into the overstuffed, leather chair with dread in the pit of my stomach.

I quickly adjust my position, attempting to conceal my discomfort. “Look, I know you’re about to give me a ton of shit. I can explain.”

“Explain what?” He asks through a perplexed gaze. 

“Wait, what did you call me down here for? Why don’t you start with telling me that?”

He appears confused. “Ok, well, first, let me just say it was good to see you again.”

We’ve already been through this.

“And second?”

“Second, you’re quite the adversary in the courtroom.”

I nod, hiding the hint of a pleased smile. “Look, this all great. My ego is nice and fluffed, but what is this all about?”

He clasps his hands together on the desk, twitching is thumbs. “And that brings me to my final point. What would you say to gracing the DA’s office with your stellar courtroom tactics?”

I drop my hand to my lap. “What does that mean?”

“Just what I said. The DA’s office could use someone with your history and background.”

“I… I don’t know what to say.”

“Well, maybe you should take a little time to mull it over.” He snaps his back and sits upright. “Listen, Ms. Miller, this is a really great opportunity. A legit opportunity. I’d hate to see you pass this up.”

“It would be vastly different, going from defending to locking them up.”

He nods. “Yeah, you get used to that part. Let me just say, ninety-nine percent of the men and women we prosecute are actually guilty. We do a good job. A necessary job.”

I hear what he’s saying, and I feel as if my body is floating through the air. 

“So, it’s ok if I take some time. Time to weigh out my options.”

“I’d be concerned if you didn’t.”

We shake hands, and I leave, gliding back to the car on cloud nine.

I don’t expect it, but Ronin’s home. His bike is backed up to the metal fence around the front yard. 

I rush inside. “Did you find him?”

He shakes his face with a drooped, grim expression.

“Oh,” I say, slowing my pace. 

“Why you so dressed up? Where’ve you been?” He glances from me to the prospect, and I know there’s no point in lying.

“I had some business at the courthouse.”

Some life altering business. 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Ronin

“Repeat!” I shout.

The chaos in the phone’s background slices through my gut. 

Gun fire. 

“Repeat, Troy, repeat!”

“Under fire, boss! Corner of Baker and Phillips!”

I tear off out of the parking lot and rip across town. Herc, Bear, and Clint drag behind in perfect formation. I grip the throttle tight, giving it a hard crank, accelerating with intention. 

I intend on killing somebody tonight.

I hear the crack of a gun and draw my weapon from my waistband. The crew follows. I creep up to the corner of a wooden fence and survey the battle grounds.

Two bodies down. 

Duke. 

And one of their guys, who I recognize as the handlebar mustache shithead from the church.

This is the work of the pastor. Like this is the fucking bullshit that I need to be dealing with right now. 

I slam through the fencing, after kicking my boot hard, splintering the wood. I’ve got my weapon drawn and pointed at the back of the man’s head. The brothers do the same with Herc bringing up the rear. 

With one nod, three pops snap, sending the bodies to the ground, crumpled in one, lifeless heap. 

“Fuck!” Stoner steps out from the shadows. “Sons of bitches took us by surprise.”

“Goddammit,” Troy says, kneeling beside Duke’s bloody body. 

“Is he alive?”

“Barely.”

“Ok,” I start, struggling to pull air down through my restricted windpipe. “Get him back to the bar. Get him patched up. Clint, you’re with me.”

“Where we headed, Prez?”

“We fucking ride.” I strap on my helmet and prepare for the long ride. The wind whips against my flesh, slicing like fiberglass shards. We ride side by side all the way to Oceanside. There’s no way that bastard is staying in Jericho after that ass whoopin’.

I struggle with my long limbs, bending my tired legs after that suck ass stretch of highway. 

“I’m not gonna ask questions, boss. I’m just gonna follow your lead.”

“And that’s why you’re the VP.” I chuck him in the shoulder, but I’m not feeling the humor. I stroll through the receptionist area toward the pastor’s office. 

“He’s not here, sir.”

I stick my head into his office. I even slam open the bathroom door. It’s all empty. 

“Where is he?” I ask the trembling woman. 

“I… I don’t know. He left on a vacation.”

“A vacation, or is he still in Jericho?”

“Really, I don’t know, sir.”

I make a quick decision to believe her. “You hear from him, tell him that Ronin Steele is looking for him. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

Clint is on my heels. Once we’re back in the parking lot, he finally speaks up. 

“What are you doing here?”

“It was him. He sent the shooters. Stupid, old men.”

“But why would he do that?”

“Because,” I kick at the rocks. “I stomped my boot in his ass yesterday.”

Clint spreads his arms through the air. “What? Why?”

I spin on the heel of my boot. “Because he fucking deserved it. What’s with all the fucking questions?” I pump my fists, seething. 

He backs away, and I try to regain my composure. 

“Boss?”

“Yeah, I know. I need to chill.”

Clint shakes his head. “No, not that. Um, isn’t there usually one of those big, mission busses right over there?”

I scan the lot and realize he’s correct. The bus is missing. 

The fucking bus is probably in Mexico.

 

*

 

After the shitty trip in Oceanside, I decide it’s time to meet the brothers back at the clubhouse. I bust through the back door and find Duke sprawled out on a pool table. Val and Tammy are patching up the two bullet holes. 

“He’s gonna need blood,” Val states when she spots me. 

I nod. “Get a call in to Butch down at the morgue. He’ll figure it out. Troy, you, and Hawkeye get on that.”

Jolene barrels through the swinging door with more hot water and rags. She’s got scissors and some metal tools. 

“Oh, hey baby. You look beat.” She lays the haul on the table opposite of Duke before reaching up on her tiptoes to give me a kiss, pressing her searing lips to mine. 

“Yeah, it’s been a long one. Anything new here on Brendan?”

She shakes her head, sending her ponytail swishing against her back, and I just want to eat her up using nothing but my tongue. 

“The boy gonna make it?”

She lifts her bare shoulder. “It’s not looking good.”

“This whole day is just fucked.”

“Come on, baby. Let me get you a drink.” She guides me out of the makeshift operating room and to a waiting barstool. She pours a shot of Jameson and cracks open a Shiner, placing it down in front of me. 

I take a long swig. “Where are the families?”

“They’re in the clubhouse. We moved them out when Duke arrived.”

“Makes sense. So, everyone’s good?”

She nods, furrowing her brow. “Should I be worried?”

I don’t want to cause her stress. Especially since she’s not feeling well. “I’m good, darlin.”

I’m good. 

“Jolene, we need your hands over here!”

She grips my forearm, giving it a squeeze before getting back to work with Duke. Damn right, he’s not looking good. 

Now’s a good time for me to wash the funky rot off my ass. I step out of my jeans that can probably stand up on their own and turn the shower all the way to hot. 

The scalding water beads up across my stiff muscles. Everyone’s depending on me and people are getting hurt on my watch.

I soap up my hands, lathering up my long, thick beard, inhaling the floral scent of Jolene’s fancy soap. I do the same to my junk, and it makes me think of her full mouth wrapped around my hard dick a couple of days ago. 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Jolene

I’ve been successful in keeping my secret, so far. But that doesn’t mean it’s not on my mind all goddamn day and night.

A job offer to work for the DA’s office. 

It basically means flipping sides, and I have no idea where Ronin will land on the decision. So, I think I’ll take my time telling him. 

My phone chimes, pulling me from my thoughts. “Hello?”

“Ms. Miller, it’s Pastor Klein.”

“What do you want?”

“This is the last day I’m in town. I assume Steele will be hunting me down soon.”

I cock out one hip. “What did you do now?”

“Let’s just say you weren’t doing your job putting him in his place. So, I had to take some extreme measures.”

My breathing quickens and so does my heart rate, blood flooding to my scalp. “What did you do, Klein?”

“Wanna help me celebrate my banner day? I could show you what fire and brimstone really taste like.”

I weigh out his rash, vulgar innuendo. 

“Yeah, ok.” I confirm before I change my mind.

“Good Lord, are you being serious right now?”

“When and where?”

“The motel off the highway, room eleven. Let’s say now?”

“I’m on my way. You better not be a letdown,” I say, baiting my hook. 

“Oh, honey. I don’t need a motorcycle to give you the ride of your life.”

I gag on the bitter, rising bile. 

“I’m leaving now.”

Click. 

“Hey,” I holler out the door. “All bitches, front and center!”

 

*

 

“You really think this is gonna work?” Jessa asks me from the passenger’s seat of the Suburban. 

“It’s got to work.” I think of the contrary, and that is not an option.

“Why are we doing this again?” Tammy chimes in from the back seat. 

“Because it needs to be done. And because I fucking said so.”

“Ok,” Jessa props her elbow up against the window. “Are you wearing the piece?”

I give an uncomfortable nod, driving down Main St., landing just past the city limit sign. I pull into the motel and park in an available spot down from room eleven. 

I survey each girl’s face. They nod, confirming they understand their assignments. I glance in the visor mirror and pop my lips, checking my dark, flashy makeup. I smooth both palms over my hair, and I adjust my boobs for better cleavage.

“Get him, girl.” Jessa arches a trimmed brow. 

I hop out and quietly close the door, strolling lightly down the paved walkway. I’m trying to keep myself composed as my heart beats through my lace top. 

I tap my knuckles against the faded green door with a shiny eleven hanging crooked. 

“Very punctual,” the man says from inside, barely cracking the door. “Nice to see you, Ms. Miller.”

“Can I come in, or what?”

He steps out of the way, revealing he’s wearing nothing but a thin, motel towel.

“By all means, come on in.”

“Thanks,” I respond dryly, taking a piece of wadded up paper towel, and sticking it in place of the lock. 

Klein must notice it doesn’t close because he spins around, stepping toward the lock. 

I have to take extreme measures. 

Real measures. 

I shimmy my jacket down my arms, shaking my tits in his face. “Hey, can you help me here?”

His eyes get big, round, filled with anticipation. “Of course.” The damage from Ronin’s wrath still lingers in shadows of blue and purple. 

I try to ignore the pitching in my queasy tummy when he grazes my skin. He lays the jacket across the foot of the bed, and I take a seat in the chair. 

“Why so far away?” He pats the seat next to him. 

I spot the Bible on the table. “What are you preaching on this Sunday?”

“The importance of tithing.” He moves in my direction. “You should come hear me speak.”

I force a smile, the kind that bunches up my face real tight, making my cheeks hurt. “Yeah, today’s performance depends on that.” I toy with the hem hanging loosely around my neck. 

He prepares to drop the towel, sitting directly eye level with his junk, sending me spiraling out of the chair.

“Hey, what’s your hurry?” I unbutton each clasp on my blouse before slowly unzipping my skirt, slipping it down my long legs, standing before him in nothing but a thin, purple thong and matching bra – thanks to Wal-Mart. 

He gawks at me with his chin practically on the floor. I spot his woody, which pops the towel, sending it to the floor. 

I’m not impressed by his short, pencil-thin dick. 

Why am I not surprised?

I guide him to the bed, laying him sprawled out on his back. I’m ready to give the signal, so I turn out the lights. 

I step out of the way when the bitches bust through the jimmied door. They all have pillow cases filled with canned vegetables. They go to town working over the poor bastard. 

Jessa holds a weapon on the bed, and Patsy talks up the idiot in the motel lobby, keeping him good and occupied. 

After I slip my clothes back on, I sit in the chair. Watching, my chest swelling with exhilaration and elation. 

It may seem too extreme, but his sexual advances alone leave me smirking, justified. 

 

*

 

“Holy shit! I can’t believe we fucking did it!” Patsy tops off the round of shots, and I suck it back without waiting for the toast.

“What’s with you? You had an easy job,” Bonnie mouths off. 

“Just keep the alcohol flowing,” Jessa says before I have to. “Ok, everyone, raise your glasses high in the air.”

Tammy plants a tray of cut limes and salt shakers on the table. 

One shot too late. 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

Ronin

I give her ass a firm smack, leaving behind a solid, red handprint. “Morning, babe. What time is it?”

“It’s late. You slept hard. It’s almost eleven-thirty.”

“Shit,” I say, raking my fingers through my beard. 

“You needed it. It’s all good.”

“Where’s everyone at? What about the boys?” I watch her cleaning up for the lunch rush. Her cutoffs are just short enough. The top rides up past her belly button, making my insides spring to life. 

As Jolene swishes by, I snake an arm around her curvy hips, tugging her down on my lap. “They’re all busy. Clint had them on the road by eight. Everyone else is set up over at the bar. We’re all alone here.” I wiggle my eyebrows. 

I drag my lips along her perfectly carved neck when a knock at the front door sends her back up to her feet. 

“Who do you think it is?” She pulls the curtain back over the diamond-shaped window. “Babe, there’s a bike out front. They’re leaving.”

I scramble for the living room, bolting out the brick entrance, nearly tripping over a package resting on the welcome mat. I ignore the stubbed toe and race after the bike barefoot, slowly coming to a stop when the man rounds the corner. When I turn back around, Jolene is holding the box in both hands. 

“Ronin?” She stumbles backwards with big, gaping eyes. 

“What is it? Babe, are you ok?” I ask, tilting the open box in my direction. 

I’m not ready. 

I recognize the Thrasher t-shirt that Brendan was wearing the morning I dropped him off for community service. 

It’s ripped to shreds and covered in blood.

I’m not ready to turn and face Jolene. Her skin is stark white, and her mouth is hanging wide. She drops the box to the floor. I let it fall, and I gather her up in my arms. 

“Sshh, it’s ok, darlin. He’s a tough kid.”

Shoving her palms into my chest, she pushes me backwards. “Look at that amount of blood. Oh my God, Ronin. What if he’s dead?”

I cradle her frowning face in my hands, seeing the worry in her troubled eyes. “Baby, listen to me. He’s going to be ok. They won’t hurt him, nothing more than surface deep. You have to trust me on this.”

Jo stares at me, hard. She shakes her head in disbelief. “You have to find him. You have to do it now. They are going to kill him if they don’t get what they want.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“This isn’t right. This is bigger than the club. And don’t you dare tell me that nothing is bigger than the club. I don’t want to hear it. This is a boy, and he’s family. Babe, he’s your brother. You can’t leave him to die, and at the hands of the Diablos. Over what? Guns?”

My nostrils flare with anger. “How many goddamn times do I have to say it? This is my goddamn club, and I won’t take orders from anyone, and that includes you.”

She snaps, with hurt agitating in her stare. I know I’ve gone too far when she recoils. She turns her back on me and storms away in silence. Leaving me with a bloody shirt and my fucking thoughts.

“Let’s ride,” I shout. Moments later my rubber tires burn up the asphalt, my body buzzing with vibrations, rocking shit loose in my head. 

Jolene would barely look at me when I told her I was leaving. It wasn’t our typical goodbye. She gave me her cheek, right along with her cold shoulder. 

And now, I drag on a blunt as I wind my way down the mountain. The night air is crisp against my face. I’ll probably have a wicked case of wind chap by morning. We make constant trips up and down the hill, doing recon on Keller. 

No one has seen hide nor hair of him since Brendan went missing. 

And now that he has the gun action back, the kid is of no use. 

Jolene’s right. He’s running out of time. 

I toss the stub of fire to the pavement and thunder down the highway until I receive a text message with a simple address. We take a detour, traveling through some rough patches, three towns over. Once we arrive on the scene, I see Jonesy, the Diablos’ Sergeant at Arms. He appears to be with a wife or a girlfriend.

The young redhead drips off his side, indicating the latter. 

No sign of Brendan. 

The couple walk from the upstairs apartment, strolling hand in hand, acting as if they’re not about kidnapping and beating up young kids. I struggle for air, forcing my esophagus open with a hard swallow when they stop beside a red Mazda. 

My stomach sloshes when they suck face for an eternity before she gets in alone, driving away. Jonesy turns, climbing the stairs two at a time. 

It’s my window. 

I check my weapon and prepare for battle. Seven minutes later, Jonesy is flat on his living room carpet with Billy squatting on his back, pounding his face into the floor. 

“Where’s my brother?”

“Who the fuck are you?” He spots, craning his head to get a better view.

Crushing my boot against the back of his neck, I ask again. “Where’s my brother?”

“Fuck you.”

I allow more weight, applying pressure. “I’ll ask one more time. Where? Is? My? Brother?”

“Even if I knew, I wouldn’t fucking tell you.”

I pluck the silencer from my pocket and screw it onto the barrel, pointing it directly at his skull. 

“Anything else you have to say?” I ask, refusing to let up. 

“How does it feel to lose the gun trade?”

Blast!

 

*

 

I sit on the Diablos’ clubhouse like I hadn’t just killed a key, charter member. Blood is still splattered across my boots and jeans, but not enough to make me give a shit.

If Brendan’s still alive, he probably only has a matter of hours left. 

Clint, Stoner, and Billy smoke in a huddle off the road to conceal the orange glow from the ash. But not me, no, I watch. My stare is glued on the fucking shit hole. 

There’s no sign of Brendan… or Keller.

 

*

 

I’m seeing double when my jeans puddle around my ankles, giving my dick a good scratch. It was a long night on surveillance, and it feels good to stand up for a change. 

I try to leave Jolene in peace. She’s sound asleep with sweet, parted lips. Her hands are folded neatly under her left cheek. Long, dark lashes contrast with her pink cheeks.

She doesn’t move the whole time I’m in the shower, so I let her sleep off the empty wine and tequila bottles, heading to the bar to grab my own bottle, Jameson. I don’t bother with dirtying up a glass, swigging straight from the fifth. 

I scan the packed room, filled wall to wall with cots and air mattresses. Kids color and play with toys while teenagers sulk with cell phones and tiny buds stuck in their ears. 

My heart swells with pride, looking at my large family, dependent on me. 

Me and my queen. 

“Hey, big guy.” Jessa slips up behind me. “A little early to be day drinking.”

“Not if you’ve had a day like mine.”

She shoves a shot glass under the pour. “Cheers to that,” she says before tossing it back. “I’m guessing there’s nothing good happening on your end.”

I sigh, slumping my heavy shoulders forward, shaking my head. “How’s she doing?”

I don’t like the way Jessa’s expression fades. 

She twists her lips and wrinkles her dark brow. “She’s been real under the weather the last couple of days.”

“What do you think it is? Does she need to see a doctor?”

“She won’t go. Not yet, anyway,” she says, and I know she’s right. “Maybe, give her a little time. Jolene’s got a lot on her plate right now.”

I bob my head and guzzle from the half-empty bottle. “And Val?” I watch my mother scratching, tweaking, shuffling back and forth to the laundry room.

I knew she couldn’t hold out long.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Jolene

He’s been here. I can feel him. He’s showered, and I pick up the damp towel, placing it to my nose and inhaling. 

My insides vibrate with thoughts of him. 

I pull on yesterday’s clothes but take a minute to wash my face, brushing my grimy teeth and tangled hair. I pinch my cheeks for some natural color, forgoing makeup for the day. 

This is me. Love me or leave me. 

I stroll into the kitchen and find it empty, prompting me to check the clock on the stove. 

11:19

I should have been up hours ago, but the Nyquil did a real number on me last night. I drain the pot of coffee and sip it as I cross the yard strolling over to the clubhouse. 

Prospects are appointed at all corners of the lot, along with a few strategically placed on the roof for leverage. And every, single one of them is carrying and ready to do what it takes to protect their club – at all costs. 

“Mornin’, boys.” 

My greeting is followed by a round of ma’ams and Ms. Millers.

Stupid kids have no idea what they’re in for. 

Ronin is in the office, resting in the desk chair, leaning back with his head pressed up against the wall. He sees me, and his eyes sparkle with excitement… which appears to be liquor induced. 

He’s in a bad place. 

I step to his side, and he coils his massive frame around my hips, his arms swaddled around my waist and head resting on my tummy.

I hold him close, realizing he’s pent up with emotions and Jameson. He doesn’t need a lecture or advice.

No, he just needs to be...

 

*

 

I’m helping Val change out trash bags throughout the bar when I recognize the old, familiar twitch. She’s fidgeting and darting her tongue in and out past her dry lips. 

“How are you holding up, Val?” I don’t know why, but I decide to rock the boat. 

She lifts her glossy gaze and dilated pupils. “I’m hanging in there. I feel like a ball of energy, ready to explode. Anything I can do around here helps.” She holds a black bag up, whipping it through the air. 

“Have you given any thought to when you’ll be going back home?”

Val’s jaw muscle spasms as she tries to roll her rigid neck. “I can’t be there alone. Hell, not like this, with Brendan out there missing. My God.”

“You do know you’ll have no choice when we find Brendan. You can’t live here, and he can’t go back to living with you.”

She drops the bag to her side, cocking out her hip and tilting her head. “Why not? Just because you say so?”

“Yes,” I respond flatly. 

“Well, that’s not good enough for me. He’s my kid. I think I’ll leave it up to him,” she says with utter confidence. 

“That’s not how this is going to work.” I barely get the words out when my cell phone vibrates. I fish it out of my back pocket to cut her off.

I’m done.

I check the caller ID.

Shit.

 

*

 

I choose slacks this time, paired with a cotton, long-sleeve, and basic, black pumps. Upon checking my reflection, I decide I need a little makeup, applying only mascara and blush. Smoothing down my freshly blown dry hair into a low pony. 

Better.

Ronin strolls into the bedroom as I slip a pair of silver hoops through my ears. 

“Damn, look at you. Mm.” He grabs two handfuls of my ass cheeks. 

“Don’t you think it’s time to sleep it off?”

I look at him through the vanity mirror, and he furrows his handsome brow.

“I think I can handle a few drinks. Fuck, get off my back. I’ve been out nonstop handling business.”

I get ready to put him in his place and just where he can stick that attitude of his, but he doesn’t give me the chance. He falls back on the bed and closes his heavy lids, snoring seconds later. 

I hate arguing with him. I hate leaving him like this.

I cross the room, tugging off his boots before covering him up with the quilt. I pull the blinds closed and leave him to sleep off his liquid breakfast. 

I have my own hangover to worry about. 

I hope to slip out without a tail, but no such luck. Bear is two cars back, probably thinking I won’t make him. The notion causes me to shake my head. I drive to town, pulling around the backside of the diner. 

I open the door and feel his stare. He’s already here. 

I search the restaurant until I find his face, walking over to the booth. 

Ironically, our booth. Mine and Ronin’s.

“Mr. Garner, thanks for calling.”

He pops up to his feet, giving my hand a firm shake. “Well, thank you for meeting me.”

I offer an awkward grin.

“I have to say, I was surprised you picked D&K Diner. I told you that lunch was on me.” 

His words create a tickle. “What? I love this place. Besides, if it’s gonna go in anyone’s pocket, it should be Daniel and Kimmie.”

“Yeah, they’re good people.”

“Agreed. Now, why don’t you tell me why I’m here.” I point to a club sandwich and coffee, and Wanda scoots behind the counter, disappearing into the kitchen.

“You sure are a no-nonsense kind of woman, huh?”

“I know you don’t value my time, but I hope you didn’t call me here to jerk my chain.”

“Not at all,” he says, opening his hands wide in front of him.

Wanda returns with coffee and water, topping off Garner’s tea.

“Thank you,” we say in unison before she shuffles away.

“No, I actually wanted to catch up with you and summarize our last visit.”

Just as I thought.

“I think I was clear. I need a little time.”

His head bobs, and he works to adjust his tie. “And I gave you that time. Now, I’m here to see what I have to do to seal the deal. We want you on the DA’s side. Let’s hammer this thing out.”

“I’m impressed with the pitch.”

Wanda places lunch plates in front of us, returning to top off the drinks, but I don’t have an appetite anymore.

“You should be. We have plenty of resumes on file, but I want you. Your record is stellar, and I’ve seen you practice first hand. Talk about impressive.”

I stare at him, popping a French fry into my mouth. 

“Oh, come on. What do you have to lose?”

“A lot, actually.” I dab a napkin at my salty lips. 

“So, this is about that motorcycle gang?”

“That’s none of your business, and it’s a club.”

He eyes me before craning his neck to see if anyone’s listening in on our conversation. “And Steele?”

“He’s off limits completely.”

He lowers his tone to a near whisper. “Look, I know why you’re holding back.”

I pop my eyes round. “You do?”

“Yeah, you can see that I’m attracted to you.”

That’s it. He went there. 

He doesn’t give me an opportunity to respond. “But I can assure you that’s not what this is about. As a matter of fact, it’s because you’re engaged to Steele that I’m asking in the first place.” 

“Excuse me?” My chin drops. 

He’s already swishing his hands through the air. “Wait, I didn’t mean it like that. I mean, it helps that you’re in a committed relationship. Yes, I’m attracted to you, but that doesn’t change your effective qualities. And I would never dare act on it. Those feelings. I’m offering you a legitimate, lucrative package here.”

He pushes a folder across the booth table. 

“Like I said, what do you have to lose?”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Ronin

“Where is she now?”

Bear kicks at the gravel rocks. “After the meeting at the diner, she insisted on working on the books. She’s been huddled up in the office for a while now.”

“Who was the meeting with?” I dare ask because the last time she met a stranger at the diner, she brought home a teenage kid. 

“Don’t know. A man, well-dressed and a nice car.”

I storm through the main house, and out the door. It takes me a matter of seconds to bust open the office door. Bear had been right. Her head is buried in a stack of ledgers. 

“Hey, babe. Did you sleep well?” She gazes at me, her blue eyes sparkling when she sees me, but her grin fades when she notices my hard expression. “What is it?”

“Heard you had a lunch date today.”

She wrinkles her forehead, staring hard at me. “Excuse me?”

“Earlier. Bear said he tailed you to the diner.”

“Yeah,” she drops the red pencil in her hand. “What’s your point?”

“So, who was it?” I’m fuming, and my chest bows with every breath. 

Jolene leans back in her seat. “Why would I talk to you like this?”

I take a long stride toward the desk, scrubbing at my scruffy beard. “It was that goddamn, son of a bastard Klein, wasn’t it?” I can hardly contain the tension mounting in my shoulders. 

She lowers her gaze, swiping her tongue along her bottom lip before lifting and narrowing her stare. “No, Ronin. It wasn’t Klein. I was actually having a work lunch.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“I was meeting with the ADA, remember the prosecutor from your case? Garner?”

My neck snaps, sending my back straight. “What the hell did he want? Is it about Brendan?”

“No, and if you’d have bothered to have a mature conversation, I would have told you it was about me. I got a job offer, but no. That’s twice now that you’ve snapped at me like that. What the fuck is going on with you? Because I am telling you right now that I won’t put up with much more.”

I glance into her captivating, but stern gaze. The tension eases, slowly running off my body like dirty suds down a drain.

She’s right. 

“Damn, babe. I’m sorry. I’ve been a real dick to you, and you deserve better.” My heart hurts knowing that I’ve added to her pain and stress.

She tilts her neck, and I know that she forgives me, again. 

 

*

 

It’s a nice change of pace, to be sitting outside around the picnic table breathing in the perfectly barbequed brisket. The bright orange sun is setting, floating behind the mountains. 

A half-hour later, the only light left is the glow of the street lamps. I smack Jolene on her smooth ass, indicating that it’s time to move the party inside. 

“Yeah, round everyone up,” she confirms. 

I stand, stretching my long stride. “Alright, let’s move this shindig indoors and lock it down for the night.”

My heart is heavy and tired. Thank God that Val passed out around four in the afternoon and Patsy put her to bed. She’s starting to sleep more during the day, probably mixing her uppers and downers, taking whatever she can get her hands on. 

I need her gone… like now. 

Billy and Herc carry in the coolers, but I stop the gentle giant to grab a cold brew for myself, and one for Jo. She’s still nursing the first one, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s feeling sick again. 

We didn’t get much of a chance to talk earlier after a round of quick, makeup sex on the desk. She filled me in on the lunch meeting, and I promised her that I would think on it some. 

I chug a double shot of brown liquor and wash it down with a fresh Shriner when I hear breaks skidding right outside the bar. I rush out the door, followed by my pack of soldiers. I immediately spot the rolled-up rug and suck in enough air to leave me fuzzy headed. 

Dizzy, I don’t know how I get there, but I’m on the ground and at the side, bracing my hand against the carpet, unrolling it back gently. 

A half a dozen patches are already zipping down the streets surrounding the small-town maze. 

I pull back the last corner, revealing his broken, fractured face. 

Brendan. 

He’s bloody and bruised. His left eye is swollen shut and a lengthy gash extends along his jawbone, cutting down through both lips. 

And that’s just from the neck up. 

I cradle his body close to my chest, trying not to rattle his loose bones, carrying him to the small couch in the office. 

People flood the hallway, jamming up the door. 

“Everyone, get out!” I scream. “Jolene and Patsy, stay.”

My eyes are round and dry, but every other part of me springs to life. “Do something! Make him better, clean him up!”

Patsy cranes her neck out the door. “Bonnie, towels, lots of them. And water, now.” 

I hear commotion coming from the main room. My chest tightens. Jolene jumps into action, unraveling his jacket and cutting away his ragged t-shirt and torn jeans. 

He’s a bloody mess. 

Bonnie brings two large pans of water, followed by Tammy with an armload of fresh linens. 

“Turn on that heater. He’s freezing,” Jolene barks at Patsy. She skitters across the room and plugs in the small space heater underneath the desk that Jessa keeps for her icicle toes. 

“Do something!” I span my long arms out wide in the air. 

“Babe,” Jolene turns to face me. “I think you need to go have a seat back in the bar.”

“But…” I start, but she cocks her head, peering up at me.

Tammy questions Ronin’s command, refusing to leave. “Shouldn’t we get him to a hospital?”

Jolene snaps her neck before I have a chance to respond. “I’ve got this. Now, stand down and get the fuck out.”

She looks back to me, and my shoulders slump forward. 

“Babe.” She presses her lips to the center of my heaving chest. “Go.”

I slowly back out of the room, my stare glued on my brother. Jolene closes the door behind me, and it forces my hand.

I turn to face my family. 

I’m ready to explode. The air becomes thin, and I have to brace myself against the wall. I feel a hand resting on my shoulder when the front door flies open. I have my weapon drawn, ready to blast a fucking Diablo until I see it’s my fellow patch brothers who went chasing down the suspects. 

“Nothing,” Billy says, shaking his head. 

“Goddammit!” I shove my heavy boot through the drywall. “Church! Now!”

 

*

 

I’m the last one sitting at the table. The plan is in motion. It’s not a good plan, but it’s got to happen. No way around it. 

I hear a light knock on the door, and I’m pleased to see Jolene beaming a big smile. 

“What is it?” Hope floods my chest. 

“It’s Brendan. He’s talking.”

Her words send me barreling out of the chair and out the door. She follows me down the steps. 

“He still looks pretty rough, but he’s cleaned up, bandaged, and sanitized.”

I take the stairs three at a time, losing her in the background. I round the office hallway noticing the entire bar has fallen silent. I spot Patsy standing outside the closed door. 

“Where is he?”

She steps to the side, and I throw back the door, relieved to see one eye open, glancing over at me.

He sees me and winces, his fractured face wrinkling from the pent-up pain. “I’m sorry.”

“Hey, none of that.” I kneel on the floor at his side. “You’re here and safe.”

“But…” The building sob finally escapes, and I pull him into my arms where he lets the flood gates loose, his entire body trembling with waves of emotion. 

He cries for a while, and I let him spill. 

“It’s ok, brother. Let it out.”

I have nothing else to say. And I can’t see her, but I know she’s there. 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Jolene

I sit in the rocker, curled up, and Ronin rests on the side of the bed where Brendan is sound asleep after taking half a Trazadone. 

“I still can’t believe there’s no broken bones.”

“Well, his ribs will heal on their own.” He nods. “Watching him go down those steps was a real bitch.”

Brendan smirks, making him jerk with pain. “Ah,” he moans. “It ain’t nothing I haven’t been through before.”

His bold accusation sends Ronin pacing again. “Tell me she ever made you look like this and I’ll go put my boot up Val’s ass right this very minute.”

Brendan chuckles, and I wonder if he’s always had this personality. 

And like clockwork, Val flies through the bedroom door. She catches my gaze first, then Ronin second before landing on Brendan huddled up in the bed. 

His entire demeanor changed when she bolted through the door. 

She rushes to his side, falling into the bed. I haven’t seen her since she passed out nine hours ago. I can see in her red, veiny stare that she’s still high. She probably popped a couple fresh pills after waking up.

“Oh, my God! My boy!” Val screams out, and Brendan recoils into the pile of pillows. She reaches out, seizing his purple jaw in both her shaking hands. “Son, are you ok?” She tries to pull him up to meet her over the top embrace.

“Hey, why don’t you back off?” Ronin grips her wrist, no doubt still thinking about Brendan’s earlier admission. 

She snatches away from his loose grasp. “Leave me alone. I’ve been worried sick. Look at him!”

“Lower your tone.” I stand and cross the room. 

“What?” Her neck might as well be rubber. 

“I said, lower your tone,” I demand. 

She grimaces, gawking at me like I’d just grown a second head. She releases his face and leans back, giving him a little room. 

He’s sullen, and his eyes are locked on his own fidgeting hands. 

“Are you at least ok?” She asks, lowering her voice.

“Yeah, ma. I’m good.” He talks through swollen, cracked lips, grabbing his ribs when he coughs. 

Val swipes at her pouring tears. “Thank God.” She points her head up, clasping her hands over her mouth. “You should be in the hospital.”

Ronin clutches his fists at his sides, and I know he’s struggling when he rolls his jaw muscles. 

“Maybe you should let him get some rest. He needs some time to heal.” I guide her up off the bed, steering her out the door.

“Yeah, ok,” she says right before I close it in her face.

I turn back to Ronin who has a wicked grin. “You know how to talk me down.”

“I just think there’s been enough bloodshed.” I notice his face fall, and I decide that I don’t like his reaction.

Not one bit. 

 

*

 

The whispering causes me to stir, and my crossed ankles fall off the ottoman, jolting me awake. “Shit.”

“Hey, babe.” Ronin is sitting next to Brendan who’s now propped up straight against the headboard. 

“Well, this is a sight.”

“So were you, snoring,” Brendan teases, and I decide to play along. 

“I do not snore. You want me to split that lip?”

He tries to chuckle, but only a little because it hurts, rattling his insides.

“What have you been up to?” I wipe at the corners of my dry mouth.

“Just getting to the bottom of some things.”

“Do I even want to know?”

Brendan shakes his head, and Ronin honors his request. He doesn’t have to say anything. I see it. 

“Ok, well, have you worked up an appetite yet?”

“Maybe a little. But my jaw hurts pretty bad.” His words are solid, but his jaw is stiff and swollen to twice its size.

“I’ll go get you some soup. You two keep talking. I’ll be a few minutes.” I close the door tight to keep people out.

The kitchen is packed with patches and bitches. The table is full of beer cans and coffee mugs. 

“Hey, guys. I didn’t know anyone was still here.”

Tammy stirs a pot, simmering on the stove. “We thought you guys might be hungry. Started some soup and soft, grilled cheese sandwiches for the boy.” She makes eye contact, and I grip her forearm as a silent thank you.

“And what about you guys?” I turn to ask Clint.

“We aren’t leaving the boss,” he states matter of factly. 

I nod, and he returns the gesture, warming my heart.

“Sit, doll. And let me get you some tea,” Bonnie says.

“Make it coffee, and it’s a deal.”

“Done.” She smiles and turns to the freshly brewed pot. 

I sit down next to Patsy, and Tammy places a diagonally cut sandwich in front of me, along with a steaming bowl of spicy, tomato soup.

“Thanks,” I mutter, and she grins. 

I nibble on the cheesy crust, dipping it in the savory liquid. Sometimes, a good grilled cheese is all you need to make things seem slightly better. 

“You guys are fucking great.” I say it before I can stop myself.

“No, doll. We’re just family.” Tammy’s words bring moisture to my tired eyes.

Family. 

It makes me think about the job offer. The DA’s office and my family are polar opposites. My family is made up of outlaws. 

Hell, we couldn’t even risk taking Brendan to the hospital. 

How am I supposed to take a job as a prosecutor and be head of the bitches at the same time?

“Hey, you got a minute?”

I’m lost in my thoughts when Val pops up in my ear from behind me, causing me to jump and send my metal spoon clanking against the ceramic, soup bowl. 

“Oh, um, yeah. I guess.” I get ready to rise, but she squats beside me with no apparent need for privacy. 

“Why are you trying to keep me from my son?” She’s blunt and to the point. 

“Because he needs to rest, and you make him…” My voice trails. 

“Upset? Is that what you were gonna say?” Val asks, with her hand on her round chin. 

“More like agitated.”

“Well, that’s not your call.” She tries to shove past me to make a move down the hall. I grab her by the bicep and swing her around. 

“You’re not going in there.”

“And you’re gonna stop me?” She snickers and steps to the right. 

My gut boils with annoyance and it finally tips the scale. I chuck her by her shoulders, straight into the wall when everything moves in a fast-forward motion, blurry and quick. 

I must have won the fight because I’m standing over Val’s crumpled body. My cheek burns, prompting me to touch my fingertips to my face, surprised to see blood.

“That bitch scratched me,” I say out loud.

Jessa steps forward, glancing down to my feet. “Shit, it’s about time.”

“Don’t encourage her.” Ronin steps out from the hallway. “Babe, the kid wants to talk to you.”

“Like this?” My eyes squint. “I can’t see him like this.”

“Here,” Patsy hands me a paper towel. “Come on, now. You’re fine.”

Prosecutor Miller, catfighting champion. 

I look to Ronin and he nods, sliding out of the way.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Ronin

Jolene wants to know more. She wants details, but Brendan and I have decided to spare her that daunting pain. 

She stands outside the bedroom door, with her hand on the knob when she turns to face me.

“Is he ok? Like, really?”

“It could have been a hell of a lot worse. Here, babe. I can’t believe he’s sitting in the next room, fucking breathing.”

“But, shouldn’t I be worried about retaliation?”

I graze the broken gash on her cheek and she inhales sharply. “You sure you’re the one to be talking about retaliation?”

“Dammit, don’t make me laugh. It makes my cheek hurt.” I slap him in his chest.

I’m really just trying to dodge the question. I can’t tell her my plans. “Ready?”

She releases the lungful of air before she nods, and I turn the knob, pleased to see Brendan awake.

He’s trying to appear strong, but I can see past the pain. He’s worried about Jolene. He cares for her. For his new family.

“Hey.” He pushes himself up straighter.

“Hey, you. They’re heating up your food in the kitchen. Still hungry?”

He rubs his non-existent gut and nods. “Hell yes.”

He sounds just like Ronin.

“Good. An appetite is a good sign. You’re too skinny.”

His face immediately contorts with sadness, and I know he’s having trouble getting the words out.

“Brendan has a confession.” I shove both hands in my pockets. 

“Oh, yeah?” She darts her gaze from my face over to the kid. “Well, go ahead then.”

His neck moves when he attempts to swallow. I can see they’re both uncomfortable, and I just want to make it easier on them. 

“Go ahead, she’ll understand.” I try to give him an opening.

He twitches his dimples, then lifts his gaze to meet hers. “I stole from you.” 

His blunt admission sends her back stiff and rigid. “Um, I’m listening.”

“I snuck back into the bar when you guys had that reception thingy.”

I notice when she steers her gaze towards me before looking back. “And?”

“And, I stole the bag with the money in it. The one from the desk.”

I want to tell him I’m proud of him for coming forward, but I don’t want to confuse the situation.

Brendan breaks the silence. “I’m really sorry.”

“Well, thanks for that. I appreciate you telling me the truth. That takes a lot of courage.”

She glances up at me, then back to the boy. “So, I have a question of my own.”

Now, Brendan pivots to glance over at me. I don’t have any words, so I shrug, nodding.

“Ok?”

I recognize the way she softens her posture, resting a light hand on his covered leg. “What did you plan on doing with it? With the money? Because it was an awful lot.”

“Yeah, I know.” He lowers his chin, gazing at his hands. “I’m not proud of it. I just wanted to get her some help.”

“Who?” I cross the room, leaning against the window pane.

“I don’t wanna say.” He curls his fingers up in the sheet. “It was for my mom. I just wanted to get her some help.” A tear strays, slipping past the corner of his eye when he blinks. “I tried calling some rehab places and they’re all so expensive. There was no way we could come up with the money on our own.”

My chest tightens, gripping, gnashing at my heart. I feel weird. 

Odd.

“I’m really sorry.”

Seeing his broken face twisted with so much emotion is like a dull knife to the gut. Like always, Jolene has mercy on my weak nature.

She scoots up from the foot of the bed to sit next to Brendan, making hard, strong eye contact. “I want you to hear me and hear me good when I say this. You are a good kid. You’ve been given a really shitty hand. You made a bad decision. That’s it. One, bad decision. That’s the past. Today, we’re just focused on getting you better.”

“But…”

“Hey, you spoke up, told the truth, and although it’s not how you go about it, your reason wasn’t motivated by selfishness. You had good intentions, and I’m proud of you for coming forward.” 

There. She said it, and I’m relieved that I don’t have to. 

 

*

 

“Do you really have to go?”

I tip her chin, guiding her face up to meet mine. “Babe, we’ve talked about this. I have business to tend to.”

“What kind of business?”

I drop my hand to my side. “Now, that’s gonna remain my business.” I turn to start filling my pockets with shit off the dresser. 

“Please tell me you’re not going to find Keller?”

I widen my straddled stance. “My business.” I pull her to me, leaving a long, heated kiss behind on her questioning lips. “I gotta go, babe. I love you, and I’ll be back soon. Take care of that boy.”

“I love you, too,” she says, and I carry the four words heavy in my chest. 

Minutes later, I crank up the sled and leave the main house in my mirrors. I choose to take Herc, Clint, and Stoner on the run, leaving the rest of the brothers behind to stand guard. 

The entire plan was laid out three days ago in the chapel. 

Everyone knows his job, and I head up the club’s formation, tearing up the asphalt. Blood and adrenaline course through my veins with purpose.

We’re getting closer.

My pulse speeds through my chest and up to my temples. I glance behind me and check the crew. I know they weren’t all on board, but they follow my instructions. 

Prime soldiers.

The first stop, the Diablos’ clubhouse.

We back into a spot behind some brush, sitting on the apartment complex. It’s been three days, but I doubt Keller’s traveling alone.

I wait a full half-day before seeing the leather cuts emerge from the basement staircase. Four soldiers and Keller. It looks like we’re down a man. 

I check with my brothers, receiving a curt nod from each before we prepare for battle. 

Stoner gives me a thumb’s up, and I know he’s ready.

Just as the five sleds gain speed up the hill, Stoner squats beside the road, pulling the tack strip tight across the pavement. 

It all happens so fast. 

Tires squeal, skidding across asphalt before popping. Metal scrapes across the street, followed by deep, baritone of screaming.

Before they have a chance to compose themselves, my crew rushes the scattered bodies in the mass wreckage, weapons drawn. 

Keller drags his brain bucket off his head and spots me towering over him. “Well, shit.” He tries to prop one knee and rise to a standing position, but I decide I like him down there, kicking his leg out from under him, sending him into a full face plant.

The action causes his crew to snap to attention, ready to brawl.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t.” Clint points his gun at one man’s head, stomping his boot through his gut. 

Stoner does the same to the second, taking him out in his kidneys, and Herc has the last two pinned against a tree with his gigantic hands. 

“Stand down,” Keller tries to shout, but his voice cracks, and he spits out a mouthful of blood. He’s still snickering. “Can I?” He asks, plucking a cigarette from his chest pocket.

“Help yourself.” 

He knows what’s coming. 

He lights up a smoke, and I allow him to enjoy a few drags before I press my weapon to his temple. 

“You ready?” I ask.

The question causes his men to buck. Two get loose and Stoner pulls his gun, shooting both. Herc dares his last, temporary prisoner to move, and the man shoves his hands in the air.

Keller takes another puff, groaning from the pain from the road rash. “You know, I did let the boy live.”

“Well, you shouldn’t have taken him in the first place. Family is off limits.”

“Yeah, guess I lost sight of that. Make it quick.”

“That, I can do.”

I nod, and he closes his eyes as I squeeze the trigger. 

We don’t waste much time, simply tossing them off the main road half a mile. Stoner calls Troy for a truck to clean up the carnage. He brings a couple of prospects with a toy hauler, and it takes no time. 

Next stop, Oceanside. 

I don’t bother with the church, or the good pastor’s house, not wanting witnesses like his wife and children. Cheating bastard. I’ve had Billy doing recon over the last week to track his daily routine. 

I have a plan, and it includes an alley behind a barbershop.

It’s Monday and Klein will be going in for his weekly trim. He leaves the church right on time, and I notice the cargo truck and realize they’re getting ready to make another run to Mexico.

We follow him through town, heading straight to the shop. He pulls into the alley and finds his usual space to enter through the back door. When he climbs out, the crew pulls in blocking both exits. 

“What’s this all about?” He backs away with his hands up by his still bruised face.

I eyeball Herc, and he tosses me the baseball bat, not wanting it to look like club violence when the cops investigate. 

“We got some business to tend to, pastor.” I swing the bat through the air, sending him cringing.

“Look, if this is about the gun trade, we can talk that out. Come on.” He stumbles. “And… and if it’s Jolene. I already took the beating.”

“Let’s just say a little of all the above,” I cast my first real swing, connecting with his left shoulder. 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Jolene

I’m not awake for thirty minutes before my head is stuck in the porcelain bowl, and I’m emptying all the coffee I chugged for fuel. I’m sluggish and lightheaded again. I was ok earlier, but it came back out of nowhere.

I hug the cold tile against my flushed cheek. 

“Honey, I think you need some food in your stomach.” Patsy pulls my matted hair back from my face.

The thought makes my insides quiver, and my mouth floods with saliva. “Oh, God. No.”

“Ok, ok. Want to get back in bed?”

“No, please. Just let me lie here. I think I’m dying.” I know it’s an exaggeration, but it feels appropriate.

I just want to sleep – right here, forever.

I must have been able to doze off, because I wake up still on the bathroom floor, covered with a light sheet, and Patsy must have placed a pillow under my head. I push myself up, relieved to find that my stomach’s feeling a little better. My throat burns from vomiting, and my head is foggy. I stand but have to brace myself against the wall when I feel faint, but I manage to shuffle over to the bed. 

Jessa pops her head in the door. “Hey, you awake?”

“Yeah, where’s Brendan?”

“He’s eating lunch with the others in the bar.” She plops down in the rocking chair.

“Everyone gone?”

She nods, “Yeah, the only ones left are our chapter. No one wants to go home, not until you feel better.”

“Uhh, shit.”

“It’s family, Jo. It’s what we do.”

I dare to ask. “And Val?”

“Yeah, she’s still here. Never more than two feet from the kid. He looks like he’s still fucking kidnapped.”

“Dammit.” Frustration builds in my chest. I throw back the blanket and reach for my jeans.

“Where are you going?”

I look my sister in the eye. “I have to go talk to Val.”

“You’re too sick.”

“I have no choice.”

She stands. “Look, I’ll tell her to come in here. Anything else I can do besides calling to make you a doctor’s appointment? And don’t give me any shit about it either because you’re going.”

“Fine. That’s it.” I roll my eyes, but it only makes my head hurt.

She disappears, and a few minutes later Val gives a loud knock on the door. 

“Come on in,” I say, happy when she pops the tab on a can of warm Ginger Ale. 

“Damn, thanks.” I take a sip, and it’s a relief to my parched throat.

“Jessa said you wanted to see me?”

I nod, “Yeah, I did. How are things?” I try to evaluate her eyes, but she refuses to make contact.

“Good. Can we, uh, make this quick? I want to get back to my boy.”

“Well, it’s about that.” I prop myself up against the pile of pillows. “Brendan needs a lot of rest.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“So, if you know, then you know he needs his space. He doesn’t need stress or anything that makes him feel he has to be on his guard.”

She cocks out a denim-clad hip. “Why are you telling me this?”

“You need to back off. Leave him alone until he comes to you. If you can’t do that, then you’ll need to leave. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes,” she says flatly.

Jessa strolls back in. “Everything good in here?”

“Yeah, I think we’re done.” I eye Val when I say it, waiting for her to leave. She finally takes a hint and exits the room with a new, huge chip on her shoulder.

“What was that about?” She asks, closing the bedroom door. 

“Just watching out for Brendan and she doesn’t like it.”

“Well, moving on. Get up and get dressed.”

“Why?”

“Because,” she says, grabbing random shit out of my closet. “You have a doctor’s appointment. And we need to be out the door in five minutes.”

“Ugh,” I whine. “No time for a shower?”

She freezes, staring at me. “Didn’t you just hear me say five minutes?”

 

*

 

My hair’s still damp from the three-minute shower when we pull up to the medical center. Jessa insists on going with me, and we fight for a parking spot in the packed garage.

“It’s probably just a virus.”

“I don’t care. It’s been going on too long,” she says, and I can’t help but agree with her.

I sign in at the front desk before having a seat next to my concerned sister. We sit in silence watching an ancient cooking show on PBS. I have to stifle a giggle when I notice how intrigued my older sister is by the dry humor, engrossed in the baked brie appetizer. 

“Miller,” a nurse calls from the side door. 

We both rise, and I’m forced to tell Jessa that she has to wait in the lobby. 

“Fine,” she says, sitting back down and throwing one leg over the other. 

It doesn’t take long for the nurse to run through her standard questions.

Why did you come in today?

How long has this been going on?

Any new changes?

“Ok, the doctor will be right in,” she says, leaving me alone, but only for a few minutes. 

“Well, I’m thinking some labs are in order. We’ll get a blood panel and a urinalysis. Check for infection and make sure all your levels are good.”

“Do I wait around for the results?”

“That’s up to you. I can’t prescribe anything for your stomach, not until we know what’s going on. If the labs don’t show anything, we’ll get an x-ray.”

“And if I don’t wait?”

“We’ll give you a call when all the tests are back.”

I go through the motions of having my blood drawn and pissing in the plastic cup. Jessa’s quick on my feet, asking for answers. 

“I don’t know. They have to wait on all the results. I’m actually a little hungry. Wanna get something to eat?”

“The diner?”

“Sounds good.” I make chit chat on the way, trying to keep my mind off the doctor’s visit. I’m not as hungry as I thought when I see the boarded-up window. I order toast and scrambled eggs.

“That’s not enough.”

I shut my sister down. “Just be glad I’m eating.”

“God, you’re aggravating.” She sips from her coffee mug. “Speaking of aggravating, have you heard from the guys?”

I shake my head. “Not in two days. I left Ronin a message to let him know about the appointment. But I haven’t heard anything.”

“I’m sure they’re busy,” she says. 

“With what, is the question.” The thought settles like a bowling ball in my queasy stomach.

“Come on, don’t think like that.”

I’m always thinking like that, only it’s worse since the job offer. 

I guess it’s time to spill the fucking beans. 

“Yeah, um, I’ve been meaning to tell you that I’ve been offered a job.”

Jessa leans back in her seat. “Holy shit, really? Where?”

I take a guzzle from the steaming coffee, letting it wash against my windpipe before continuing. “About that, it’s with the DA’s office.”

She drops her smile. “Are you being serious right now? How exactly does that help our boys?”

“Look, my career shouldn’t be about the boys. I’m not helping, or hurting, the club. This is a part of my life that doesn’t belong to the MC.”

She squirms, probably due to my curt tone. “Yeah, I get that, but have you thought about this, like really thought about it?”

“That’s what I’m doing now.”

“And what does Ronin have to say about it?”

I know I have to finish filling her in, but I don’t want to have to tell her that they’re on the same side when it comes to this. Luckily, I don’t have to. My phone rings, and I jump on it, hoping it’s him. 

“Hm, it’s the doctor’s office.”

“That was fast,” she says, and I agree.

“Hello?”

Exactly one minute and thirty-nine seconds later I click the hang up button, struggling to pull air into my overheated chest.

“What is it? Are the tests back already?”

“Just one.” I speak, but my voice is muffled. 

“Come on. Are you sick?”

I shake my head, quivering on the inside. 

“What is it then?”

I lift my gaze, locking contact with my sister. “I’m pregnant.”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Ronin

The boys and I drag ass into the clubhouse. It’s been a long couple of days, but everything went off as planned.

Keller and his boys are dead, and Klein should be laid up in a hospital bed for the next foreseeable future. 

And I don’t give two shits that I’m covered in blood. 

Blood is splattered across my shirt when I rip away the black hoodie, throwing it to the floor. I ignore everyone and head straight for the bathroom. 

Jolene is nowhere in sight and I’m glad when I scrub the red from my beard. My arms ache, not just from riding but from swinging the shit out of that fucking baseball bat. 

I clean myself up and pull on some clean jeans and a fresh t-shirt. After tugging on my socks and boots, I wring out the extra water from my beard.

That shower was life altering.

I go back to The Clubhouse, happy to see Brendan sitting up to the bar. We decided to keep business closed for a few extra days to give the kid some private time. 

“Hey, how are you feeling, kid?” I grab a beer and the barstool beside him. 

“Everything still hurts, but it feels good to get out of bed.”

“Good, getting some rest?”

He shrugs. “A little. Usually when mom’s sleeping. Otherwise, she’s up my ass.”

“Yeah, I get that.” I glance over at Bear. “Give me a shot of Jameson and a root beer for the kid.” I dart my gaze back to my little brother. “And, where’s she at right now?”

He nods as if I should already know. “Sleeping.” He drops his stare to his feet. “I think she’s using again.”

“Yeah, sorry about that.”

“Is she ever gonna change?”

I want to tell him no fucking way, but then I look into his worried eyes. “I don’t know, son. She’s pretty messed up.”

“She’s never gonna get help, ever.” His tone gives way to a combination of anger and sadness, gut-wrenching disappointment. 

I feel an overwhelming need to make things better for him. Forget that he was locked away in a windowless room, chained to a mattress, and beaten like a goddamn pinata, but Val is the only love he’s ever known.

The kid deserves more. 

“So, where’s Jolene?” I crane my neck to get a better view of the room. “I haven’t seen her.”

“She’s with Jessa. She had an appointment or something. They should be back soon.”

“Ah, that’s right. She left me a message. I thought she’d be back by now.” I pull out my cell and dial her number, but it goes straight to voicemail. 

“Damn, ok.” I toss the phone on the counter. “Well, we have something to talk about, if you’re up to it.” 

He sips from the straw that’s floating in the carbonation, nodding, so I continue. 

“It’s not an easy subject, but I need to know what your plans are.”

Brendan wrinkles his brow. “My plans?”

“You know, before the abduction, you weren’t real thrilled about being here, with us. But you were also doing things to get yourself in trouble, a lot. Now, I want to know what your plan is after you’re done healing.”

He drinks some more, looking like his brain is on fire. 

“I was really hoping I could stay.” He speaks with a cracked voice. 

My chest floods with relief and I have to hide my smile. “You know you have responsibilities. You still have community service and fines to pay. You’re gonna go help Daniel down at the diner too. And no more of this breaking the law bullshit. You do not want Jolene on your ass.”

He snickers, and I know he knows what I’m talking about. 

“Do you think she wants me to stay?”

“Jo wants what’s best for you. And if that’s living here permanently, then I know she’ll be over the moon. Besides, I happen to know that she’s pretty fond of you.”

The sentiment brings a beaming smile to his blue and purple face. “I like her too.” He swallows a hard ball, making his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. “And truth be told, she’s not the one I’m worried about telling.”

“You leave Val to me. I’ll take care of her.”

“I don’t want to hurt her feelings,” he says with sadness in his eyes. 

“I know.” I clasp him on the shoulder, just gently. “I’ll handle it, I promise.”

He nods. “And I’m kind of looking forward to the community service shit too and getting everything off my record.”

“Yeah? That’s a pleasant surprise. What’s up with that?”

“Well,” he glances at me briefly before looking back to his glass, toying with the condensation. “I’ve been thinking about my future. Yeah, I know. Don’t make fun, but really, I think I want to go to law school.” He pivots his neck, trying to catch me out of the corner of his eye. 

The beer slips through my loose grasp. 

“I know, it’s crazy. I’m stupid for thinking it.”

“No, not at all. You’re gonna kick ass at law school, man. And you know that Jolene and I will do everything in our power to make it happen, as long as you apply yourself, that is.”

I can’t put into words the sensation of relief. I don’t know why, but I just assumed that, if the kid stayed around, he’d eventually take a seat around the table, wearing the patch. 

 

*

 

I stare each brother in the eye, darting my gaze around the table to catch each and every face. “I want to thank you for what you did for my brother.”

“Man, we wouldn’t have it any other way.”

I nod. “I know we’ve had some losses, especially Duke. And we took some real risks, but it’s time to move forward.”

“What do you have in mind, Prez?” Stoner lights up a joint, taking a few puffs. “Whatever it is, you know we got your back.”

“Yeah, I know, brother. You guys have proven that fact a hundred times over. And I’m damn appreciative. Now, it’s time to take back our business. The gun trade. With Keller out of the picture, we can set up some meetings to move in on their turf. But the big one is gonna be Mexico.”

“We’re taking over the church business?”

“Yep, all we need is to figure out the transportation. Hell, if that cum sucker can be a pastor, one of us can be too. Shit, one of you sons of bitches can pretend long enough to get past the border. Maybe a prison ministry.”

“Oh, dear God. Choose me,” Billy mocks. 

“See, we already have a volunteer.” I chuckle hard, rubbing my belly. 

Billy opens his eyes wide. “No, wait. I was just cuttin’ up.”

I ignore him. “Any other business? No? Good.” I slam the gavel down once against the polished wood.

 

*

 

Val strolls in, looking like a sack of warmed-over dog shit, and the first thing she does is locate Brendan. She sits beside him and pulls him in for an awkward embrace. I decide now’s the time, tapping her on the shoulder. “Hey, we need to talk.”

“But, I’m sitting with my boy.”

“Now,” I demand. She sees the seriousness on my long face and follows me to the office where Jessa’s fast at work with the new online platform. 

“Can we have the room?”

She glances from me to Val and jumps up out of her seat. “Oh, yeah. Sure.” She ushers past us. 

“Have a seat,” I say, taking my own chair behind the desk. 

“What’s this about?” She stammers, twirling her fingers in her lap.

“It’s about Brendan.”

“Not this again.” She rolls her glazed over eyes. “Your old lady tried to scare me off. I’m not going anywhere. He’s my kid. You can’t keep him from me.”

“I can do any damn thing I fucking feel like. And you better be glad you’re sitting here in this goddamn seat. You hear what I’m saying?”

Val nods slowly.

“Now, you’re gonna have to learn to be ok with Brendan living here. It’s what’s best for him.”

She scoffs, grimacing hard. “Yeah? You think your old lady’s a better parent than me? Why don’t you ask her about the little get together with the bitches the other night? Ask her what she did and then tell me she’s better suited to raise my kid.”

“There’s nothing I need to know, it’s just the way it is.” I do have to admit my curiosity has been piqued. “Now, here’s what you’re gonna do.”

I fill Val in on her new life plan, all the while, the ball of curiosity gnashes at my gut.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Jolene

I find that I keep placing my hand to my tummy, cradling the non-existent baby bump. Jessa and I pull back up to the house in silence, but both of us sport a big, goofy grin. 

We spot the parade of bikes at the same time.

“Looks like the boys are back.” Jessa glances over at me. “You ready for this?”

“God, no!” I say through a nervous chuckle. “But it’s now or never.”

Voices are loud, coming from the main house. Everyone has gathered in the kitchen, and they all turn to stare. 

Tammy and Patsy rush to our side when we enter the room. 

“What is this?” Jessa asks.

“They know,” Tammy whispers. “Ronin knows.”

I shrug and pop my eyes round, opening my arms wide. Patsy leans in and lowers her voice to a near hush. “She’s trying to say he knows about Pastor Klein.”

My insides freeze, and all the air is sucked from my windpipe as he stares at me from across the room.

“Leave her alone. I’ll tell you everything.” The words escape before I can take them back. I notice a tear slip down Bonnie’s quivering cheek when her face falls with relief. 

“It doesn’t work like that,” Ronin says in a low growl as he steps toward me. “Val said you girls had a little mission of your own.”

“It had nothing to do with the club.”

“That’s not what it sounds like to me. Now, tell me everything,” Ronin commands. 

And I do. Once I start, I can’t stop rambling. I blurt out all the disgusting words that Klein used in the grocery store and the way I felt when he put his hands on me. I rambled about the way he kept calling and how he finally invited me to his motel. I was fed up.

“… and this was after you already put a beating on him. The man is psycho dangerous.”

“So, what did you do?” He stands with his hands planted on his hips. “Go on, tell me.”

“Well, I agreed to meet him. I dressed up in some cheap lingerie and had the girls wait until I gave the signal. I stuck something in the door so that they could sneak in when I had him hot and ready.”

“Hot and ready? Goddammit, Jolene!”

“Don’t give me that. I was sick of being assaulted and harassed, and I did something about it. And it didn’t have to involve the club. I handled it my way. You’re not the only one who can take extreme measures, Ronin Steele.”

I see him exhale, releasing the heavy breath that’s been pent-up in his muscular shoulders.

He’s softening. 

“What’s the big deal, anyway?” I hook my index fingers through his belt loops, tugging him to me. I wrap my arms around his chiseled hips, and he feels so damn good. 

“The big deal is you can get hurt. The big deal is you could get into trouble with the cops. Bring heat down on yourself. I can’t be out there doing my fucking job if I have to be worrying about you.”

“Us.”

“What?” He shakes his head in confusion. 

“Worry about us,” I repeat.

He furrows his brow, tugging on his beard like he’s trying to piece shit together. “Wait, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying, I’m a we.” I cradle my flat tummy to drive home my point. 

He drops his gaze down at my hand resting on my belly, taking two small steps forward, extending his arm. 

“Go ahead.” I give him a nudge.

“You’re pregnant?” He says the word with disbelief, and I know he’s scared. Scared of losing this child like our last. 

“Yeah, babe. And I know what you’re thinking, but it’s not gonna be the same as before. We do everything right this time. Everything safe. Club or no, this is our baby.”

He shakes his head. “No, baby. I’m not scared. I’m excited.” He coils his long arms around my tiny waist. “So damn excited.” He seals his excitement with a lingering kiss. “Holy shit, we have to tell everyone! Oh, and that reminds me. I have some good news of my own. Nothing like this though.” His hand is glued to my stomach, twice the size of my abdomen.

“Really? What’s that?”

He caresses his little peanut, or bean, or however big he or she is right now. “You’ll never believe it, but Brendan wants to be a lawyer.”

“Oh my God, seriously?”

He’s nodding before I finish asking. “How about that?”

“So, he wants to stay? What about Val?” I shake my head.

“Yeah, that’s another story.”

 

*

 

It’s the first thing I do every morning. Sometimes, even in the middle of the night. I rub my belly, tight and occupied. The air tastes different, sweeter. I massage cocoa butter over my skin because I’m already Googling about the first trimester.

Apparently, I’m not the only one.

“Morning, sunshine.” Ronin enters the room carrying a loaded breakfast tray.

“Hey, that’s for me? Because I’m dying for some coffee.”

“Yep, right here.” He passes me the mug. “It’s decaf though.”

“Shit…”

“Ready for today?”

I tilt my head, eyeing him closely. “Are you?”

“Yeah, but I don’t think my day’s going to be as smooth as yours. I’ll be leaving soon to take Brendan to school.”

“It’s been two weeks. You think he’s really ready?” I sip the hot coffee before nibbling on the toast. 

“Hell, he was up and at it on his own this morning. I think the kid’s ready to actually turn his life around. Who knew?”

“Me. I knew.” I flash a beaming smile. “Is Val ready to go?”

“Not really, but I’ll stick my boot up her ass if she gives me any trouble. Do you need anything before I go?”

I shake my head and curl my lips into a grin. “I’m all set, babe.”

“Well, I have Jessa checking in on you today. And promise me that you’ll keep your stress level low.”

“That’s not necessary, but yes. I promise.” I love the way he’s gentle when he leans in for a soft brush of his lips, grazing my naked belly. 

Once he closes the door, I crawl out of bed. I hear Val yelling down the hall, but I tune her out. Ronin gave her no choice when it came down to going to rehab. He’s going to drop Brendan off at school, and then take Val to The Pointe, a Compass for Second Chances. 

I don’t expect to see her for months, and better yet, neither does Brendan.

I already have my outfit picked out for the day, allowing me to take my time in the shower. I glide the razor over my cream lathered leg, and I giggle out loud when I think about a time when I won’t be able to reach my feet.

Looking forward to the big belly, I towel dry my hair, dabbing another towel at my damp body. 

The heels took me longer to pick out than the clothes. I opt for a pair of fierce, red pumps. 

“Well, look at you!” Jessa shouts, whistling from the doorway. “Fancy.”

“Thanks.” I stand back and open my arms. “Too much?”

She shakes her dark curls. “Nope. Perfection for the first day back to work.”

“I can’t believe I’m starting a new job. And with the DA’s office? I can’t believe it.”

“I can. You were born for this shit. You were always destined for more than this club. Even Pop knew it.”

“Hell, he’d consider me a traitor for this, no doubt.”

“Did you let Garner know about the wee one coming soon.”

Every mention of the baby brings a huge, toothy grin to my face. “Yeah, I did. He congratulated me and asked if I’d made a decision yet. I just feel like this is right, ya know?”

With Brendan and the new baby, we have to have a life outside of this damn club.

“You’re gonna be such a great mom.”

Her simple statement brings hot moisture to my eyes.

“Come on, now. Don’t mess up your makeup. You gotta get that pregnant ass to work, madam prosecutor.”

I give a nervous giggle, but I know she’s right.

I walk out the door, saying my good mornings and goodbyes in one quick passing. 

Bear hops on his bike, nodding in my direction, obviously my detail for the day. 

Some things will never change.

 

THE END
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TAMING the BEAR

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

Kingston

Razor-like claws slice through the thick, swamp air that’s still heavy from the relentless afternoon on the bayou. The flesh is light and creamy until… until the massive paw slashes through her pink flushed neck, tinted from the gushing blood. 

Fire blazes in the background as the boat is reduced to kindling. 

Planks of wood float on the water from the debris leftover by the shattered pier, and crimson puddles around her lifeless body. My senses are upside down, and my ears are muffled. The thunderous roar falls silent on my ringing ears as the red trickles into the muddy delta. 

Stepping over the crumpled bones of what’s left of the Laissard crew, I make my way towards her. We demolished the pack, with only a few, key members left standing. 

But it wasn’t worth the cost. 

There’s nothing that will ever come close to being worth that kind of pain. 

I endure the grueling Change back after the only carnage left is the bitter tinge of wolf blood on my tongue. 

With smoke-filled lungs, I fall to the ground at her side. 

Her glazed-over, blue eyes attempt to focus on me, but her gaze is distant. Lost, and I apply pressure to the slashes along her one elegant neck. 

It’s not working. 

So, I do the next best thing, scooping her up in my scathed arms, stomping barefoot through the marsh. I direct my path toward the marina because she’ll never make it into town. The hospital is not an option. 

I bound through the screen door, kicking my huge foot through the wooden panel that’s locked from the inside. 

“Gus!” I rush to the counter and shove everything to the floor using my elbows before gently placing her on top. “Gus! Get your ass down here!”

That’s when I hear a commotion coming from upstairs as Gus squirrels his way down the rickety steps with a crowbar in his hand. “Who is it? Who’s there?” He scrubs at his yellowish eyes. “Kingston, is that you?”

“Ruby! Gus, help her!”

It takes him a second to fit together the pieces of the puzzle. 

“What the hell happened to her?” He gets to work collecting the necessary equipment to stitch up the wound. “You gotta get her to a hospital.”

“She won’t make it,” I say in a feverish rush. I grab a pair of tourists, Baja shorts, snatching them off the hanger. 

“Aaggg,” she moans, squirming under his sight frame. 

“Hold her down,” he whistles. “Grab her.” He tugs his silver flask from his robe pocket, pouring it over the gashes, causing her to buck under my grasp. He pours the rest over the dull tools before getting in deep and pulling the thread extra tight. 

“She’s lost a lot of blood.” Gus clips the final knot. 

“I need her to be ok!” A heavy shudder ripples through my core. “Make her ok.” My voice is thin and shreddy. 

“Calm down, boy. Drink this.” He searches underneath the counter before planting a bottle of bourbon down in front of me.

I fumble with the cap, and then I turn it upside down, guzzling the liquid and letting it burn deep in my belly. 

“She shouldn’t have been there,” I mumble under my breath. 

“What, boy?” Gus presses two fingers to Ruby’s limp wrist. I’m relieved that she’s passed smooth out form the incessant pain.

“Tonight. Ruby wasn’t supposed to be there. It was a war zone. I left her safe at home with the kids. Why was she out?”

His hands are busy at work, but the old man glances up at me. “She was gonna surprise you out on the water. She used one of the small, fishing boats and planned to meet you on your way back in. Wyatt knew all about it because he’s the one watching Rebel and Ethan for the night.”

At least the kids are safe. 

I shake my rattled head. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Calm down and help me now. We need to get her upstairs. She can’t make it to your house right now. I’m assuming this had to do with the pack and shifter business.”

“It was the wolf pack. I don’t know which one did it, but chances are, they’re not breathing anymore.”

Gus’s expression fades and his jaws hang loosely like his cheeks are falling. “That can’t be right.”

“What do you mean?”

“Son, this cut here isn’t from a wolf. No, this here’s been made by a bear claw.”

Everything goes black. 

The overwhelming scent of Ruby’s blood splattered across my heaving chest causes vomit to bubble to the back of my dry throat, and my queasy stomach pitches hard.

 

*

 

I don’t wake up again for hours, but when I do, I’m not prepared to see her pale face lying next to me, and her eyes are closed. It makes my own breath die in my windpipe as I wait for her chest to rise and fall.

It’s just a slight movement, but it’s there.

My second action is to survey the space. It’s a wooden room with weathered, loose boards. The heat of the day seeps in through the gaps in the planks. Shelves are lined wit books and old, Avon bottles, each with less than a squirt of cologne left. 

The askew walls are slathered in black and white photographs, newspaper clippings, pelts handing from jagged nails, and jars filled with flowers and roots. 

I’m at Gus’s place, and Ruby’s still unconscious. 

Ruby moans, and I skitter across the room. I don’t know what I’m scared of, other than causing her more pain. She’s so damn fragile and I had been so terrified of the pack attacking her, but it was me that she should have been scared of the whole time. 

My gut pitches. 

I crave to touch her, but I force myself to be extra gentle when I press my lips to her sweaty forehead. 

“Shit,” I say as I throw back the sticky sheet before bounding down the steps three at a time. “Gus!”

I make an abrupt stop and snap my mouth shut when I spot the lone customer at the register. 

“Have a good day. Come back and see us.” Gus follows the woman carrying the sack of fresh, boiled peanuts, locking the door behind her and flipping the sign to closed. 

“Is she awake?” He asks.

“No, but she’s burning up with fever.”

The old man gathers up an armload of supplies. 

“Will this work?” I’m quick on his heels, but he simply shrugs. “How do you know how to do all this stuff?”

“Years of living on the bayou, son.” He hobbles up the staircase with me as his shadow, and I’m still wearing nothing but the colorful shorts. 

I look like a Ken doll, but one with an epic beard. 

He feels her head before pressing an ear to her chest, listening as she wheezes air in and out of her lungs. “Humph,” is all he says as he breaks apart stems and petals adding a few dashes of liquid to the jar. 

“What?” I struggle for the one word.

He muddles the concoction all together before squeezing it up in a plunger tube. “The fennel root mixed with some liquified burdock should zap that fever. It’s just her body trying to fight off infection.”

“What’s the juice?” I eyeball the tiny, vile and the stench overpowers my bear nose. 

“Straight garlic.”

“What will that do? She smells like a rotten pizza.”

“It will help with the infection.” He cranes his head to look up at me. “Soak the gauze in the extra garlic and change out the dressing.”

My eyes pop wide. “I don’t think I should touch her.”

“Boy, you’re gonna have to get past this and take care of your mate.” He gets up and moves to the doorway. “By the way, I went ahead and called Wyatt. I didn’t give him all the details, but he’s agreed to keep the kids. I thought it was better that she heals her instead in front of them.”

“I can’t thank you enough.”

“Just change out the old gauze,” he says before shuffling away.

He’s angry with me.

I wet the cloth just a little and peel it away from her puckered skin and it makes my heart literally ache when she cries out from the pain. 

I throw my hands up and back away, dropping the cotton on the bed.

I’ll never forgive myself. 

Hot tears pool in my stinging eyes when I make my break through the cracked window, forcing myself to face forward, feet pounding, disappearing into the swamp. 

… COMING SOON
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