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CHAPTER ONE

(Jolene)

 

I split the blinds with one hand, palming the oversized Glock with the other. 

“Patsy, call 911,” I whisper without glancing over my shoulder. The air from her heavy breathing blows inches from my back, attempting to peer out the same window. 

I move to the side to disguise my shadow. The person on the other side of the door twists the knob again before moving along the walkway outside the living room window. 

I drop to my knees and crawl along the floor. 

Patsy bolts, rocking in the corner with her hands over ears, squeezing her eyes closed. I swear, that girl is a damn wuss. I love her, but she has got to toughen up. We’re not making much progress on her self-esteem issues either, thanks to that misogynistic pig she was attached to for all those years. Now, Zombie is on the run and looking to tie up loose ends.

The figure moves back and forth. An amateur move. 

“The cops are on the way!” I holler. “And I have a 9mm pointed right at your head.”

The sirens scream in the distance. I don’t know if the blaring scared him off or if my threat actually held some merit, but either way, he vanished.

“Patsy, he’s gone. You can get up now.”

“Shit, Jolene. I am so sorry.”

“Honey, it’s ok. You called the cops and that’s important. Good job.”

She peers at me. Confusion crosses her face. “But I didn’t call anyone.”

My heart stalls. “What the fuck do you mean you didn’t call anyone? You didn’t call the cops?” I glance out the window. “There’s a couple of badges headed up the steps.”

A loud bang vibrates across the front door. “Police Department. Open up!”

I crack the door and plaster on a smile. “Sir, I believe there’s been some kind of mistake. No one here called the police.”

“Doesn’t matter now, ma’am. We’re going to need to take a look around.”

“Sure,” she motions for the officers to come in. “Feel free to check the place out. And as an attorney, I am aware of my right to say no.” 

Way to go, Jolene. 

The two men eyeball each other before surveying the apartment. Once they start to question Patsy, I think we're almost done. She is a fucking mess, again. 

She hasn’t made an ounce of headway with getting over Zombie. She never will until the son of a bitch is put down like the murdering rapist that he is. 

“So, as you can see, we’re all good here.”

The cops ignore me and turn back to Patsy. “Like I said, ma’am, here’s my card. If you feel like you can’t talk freely, find a private time to give me a call. We can get you to a safe place.”

I stand with my mouth gaping open as they storm passed me, as if I’m not even standing here. My brain tells me to question the officers, but my gut screams shut the fuck up.

I wait for them to leave before locking the door and clicking the deadbolt into place. I rush to Patsy’s side. 

“What the hell was that all about?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know. I answered all their questions just like Jesse would want me to. I told them nothing happened, and no one here called 911.”

“And that’s it?” I ask.

She nods. For some reason, I believe her. 

“But, that doesn’t make any sense. What was the big hang up about you not feeling safe? And why’d they treat me like a fucking criminal in my own house?”

Patsy starts to get fidgety. “I don’t know, really. Can I just go lie down?”

“Yeah, hun. Go ahead.” 

Patsy disappears, and my head is spinning. Pacing across the living room, I try to piece together the last couple of days. Nothing out of the ordinary. No deliveries. No strangers. I’ve been in touch with Ronin and Pop. Everything’s good on that end. 

Did they even show identification?

Fuck. 

I really fucked up. They were all over the house. They weren’t even fucking cops. No doubt there’s a damn bug planted somewhere. Shit, that explains why they were sniffing around Patsy. 

Zombie knows where she is. 

My heart thuds against my chest wall. I struggle to hide my apprehension. Patsy’s already a ball of nerves ready to explode. 

“I did good, right?”

I look at her and tilt my head. “Sure, honey. Why don’t you get your night time tea and head to bed? I’ve got some calls to make. We’ll catch back up in the morning.”

“You think it’s safe?”

“Sure, I have no doubt that the cops are keeping an eye on the apartment.” If only she knew the weight of the simple statement. 

“Thanks for everything, Jo.”

“Of course, hun. Goodnight.”

I wait for her to finish making her chamomile tea. After I hear the bedroom door close, I dig a burner phone out from underneath my mattress and press the speed dial icon for Ronin. 

It rings with no answer, causing my pulse to race. He’s my life line. Hearing his voice is like preparing for battle and making love all at one time. Why isn’t he answering? Something’s going down and here I sit. Patsy and I are sitting ducks. 

Just as I prepare to call Pop, I hear a light knock on the front door. 

Not again. 

Adrenaline rushes through my veins. I palm my small Smith & Wesson and tuck it into the back of my jeans, tiptoeing toward the door. I can’t make out a shape. 

“Who is it?”

“Open the door, Darlin”

Blood drains from my face at the sound of Ronin’s deep, sexy voice. I fling open the door and throw myself into his massive arms, wrapping my legs around his waist and burying my face into his bearded neck. 

He allows me to hang on as he steps inside, followed by Clint and Hercules. He plants me on the ground and dips in for a long, heated kiss as his full, thick lips consume mine. 

“Ahem…” Clint clears his throat. 

Herc just smiles. 

“Sorry, couldn’t help myself.” He says as he backs away. 

“What are you doing here? I just tried you on the burner.”

Clint smirks and directs his gaze toward Ronin. “Time to fess up, brother.”

A puzzled expression falls across my face. Herc drops his head. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve been here the whole time,” Ronin explains. 

My eyes grow round and full. “What?”

“Well, we’ve been on detail since you and Patsy have been back. You didn’t really think I’d send you back without a detail with Zombie on the loose, did you?”

“You’ve been watching us the entire time?” 

Clint lurches forward, waving both hands in front of his face. “Not like that.”

“Dammit, you know what I’m talking about. We’ve been staking out the place. We saw the guy sneaking around and decided to pull back. Then when we saw him enter the apartment, we knew we had no choice but to give up the mission.”

I furrow my brow. “Wait, the guy that was sneaking around the window, was one of the guys that came into the apartment?”

Ronin nods, running his hand through his heavy beard. 

“I knew it, they weren’t cops. They got close to Patsy, talking low where I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Gave her a card and told her to call if she needed anything. Shit, they also did a sweep of the apartment.”

“Fuck!” Clint begins to stalk. 

Herc lifts his colossal head, his face hard. His eyes focus on his VP as he grunts in confirmation. He begins tearing the place apart in search of a bug. 

Ronin lunges forward and grabs me by the shoulders. “Get your shit together. Grab your run bag. Tell Patsy to grab hers too. We pull out in five. Herc, I want Billy a mile in front and Wizard a mile behind.”

“Billy and Wizard?” I ask.

“Things are running tight for the Executioners. New prospects.”

The next five minutes are a haze. My arms envelope Ronin’s rock-hard abdomen. Clint quickly throws Patsy on the back of his bike and we take off down the highway. If it’s not safe here, it’s not safe anywhere. 

Heading back to Jericho. 

 

***

 

With the lull of the bike, I nearly fall asleep with my head resting against Ronin’s back. 

The small-town lights shimmer above Jericho. No matter how hard I fight, it is starting to feel more and more like home. We roar down the familiar streets and I pull myself in tighter until he reaches down with one hand and caresses mine. His touch sends chills across my flesh. 

I realize I’ve been lost without him. I crave him, every part of him. My body aches at the thought of him. 

My mind is mere mush as we back the bike in at Pop and Ruth’s house. Apparently, someone had already given them the details because they are rushing us inside as if we are part of some underground railroad. 

It is the first time I’ve been able to get a good look at Patsy since leaving the apartment. 

There’s that fucking mess I’ve come to know and love. She’s such a mess that even Clint is giving her a break. He has always looked at her as the enemy, ever since we heard that she played a role in Zombie’s plan to set Ronin up for murder. However, it became clear that she didn’t want to do it. Zombie treated her like shit, the kind of shit that gives you nightmares, with sweats and screaming. 

Maybe Clint’s finally seeing just how broken she really is. 

Pop gives me a quick kiss on top of my head, our signature father/daughter sign of endearment. “It’s good to see you, Jo.”

“Well, with a detail like this one, I’m sure you knew I’d be fine.”

“What can I say? You’re my baby girl.”

I smile, wondering why my sister isn’t attached at his hip. “Where’s Jessa? Thought she’d be here ready to rub this shit in my face.”

“Who knows. She’s off with some dude lately.” He looks at Ronin and jerks his head toward the back patio. The two march outside. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but I’m surprised to see that it appears to be heated. And Ronin isn’t taking it well. 

“So, who’s going to tell me what’s going on? Someone better spill,” I demand. 

Ruth offers up a round of Buds before sitting next to Jesse. Ronin stands behind me rubbing my shoulders, or possibly keeping me from bolting. 

Pop lowers his head for a brief second before looking up at me. “I have no idea how our detail got breached, but Zombie knows where you are. And he knows that you have Patsy. Through some secure intel, we’ve been able to find out that he wants her and he’s willing to take you out to make that happen. Actually, he’d count it as icing on the cake.”

“How do you know all this?” My insides squirm. 

“The creepers last night were two Pistol Kings.” Pop’s casual tone pisses me off. 

Patsy gasps and falls into a chair. Clint rushes to her side. 

I brush Ronin’s hands away and step forward. “What kind of mother fucking detail allows the enemy into my apartment? My fucking home? They made it clear what they thought about me. I could be fucking fish food right now. What the fuck, Ronin?”

He reaches for me, but I move away. “Darlin, that would not have happened. I will never let that happen.”

“They were in there for at least 10 minutes running their paws through my shit. You showed up when they left. The damage that could have been done would have been on your hands.” I grab my bag and throw it over my shoulder. 

“Where the hell are you going?” Pop asks. 

“I’m staying in my old room at the clubhouse. And I don’t want any followers.”

“Listen here little girl, you can dictate up to a certain point, but Ronin is your detail. Stay at the clubhouse, but he’s going to be over there with you. Stay at the goddamn Holiday Inn if you want to, but he’s going to be right there with you. Got it?”

“Got it,” I grumble and head out the door, allowing it to slam on Ronin behind me. I can feel him staring at my ass the whole way. 

Forget it, stud.  


 

CHAPTER TWO

(Ronin)

 

Another goddamn clusterfuck.

On top of Jesse’s mounting B.S., I’ve got Jolene giving me shit.

Since when does Jolene act like a spoiled brat? And since when do I have to take it? This babysitting crap is getting old. It’s not like she doesn’t know how this shit works. It’s a fucking MC, not a daycare center. When there’s a risk, we take that shit seriously, and when it involves the Prez’s daughter and the Sargent at Arms old lady, mere words can start a fucking war. 

Damn, I just want to protect her and fuck her all at the same time. I’ve missed her so goddamn much over these last few weeks. 

“Jo, wait up. What the hell is going on with you?”

She comes to an abrupt stop and turns. “I could have died. And, where were you? Right outside. I am not ok being used as club bait, got it?” 

I follow her, and Wizard follows me. 

“Sugar, it’s not like that. You’re not bait. We didn’t send them there or set you up. We were literally right there. They didn’t have a chance. But we also didn’t want them to blow their cover. Right now, that’s all we’ve got to keep the upper hand. Baby, I swear, with everything I have in me, my last breath will come before yours. If I’m alive, you’re alive.”

“I want us both alive.”

I can see the anger giving away to resolution in her gorgeous, tortured eyes. “That’s the plan, sugar. That is most definitely the plan.”

Jolene gazes up at me. Tears begin to pool. I pull her into my chest, holding her tight, allowing her the safe place she deserves. The secret place she uses to let her guard down. To be vulnerable. To cry and release. 

She prides herself on being strong, hard… on being the President’s daughter. 

“Aw, darlin, it’s all gonna be ok. You’re gonna be ok. We have a long life to live. It may be a fucked up life, but it’s ours for the taking.”

She can’t help but chuckle at my idea of a joke. She runs her finger across my lips before reaching up on her tiptoes to grace me a soft kiss. 

“And what a life it’s going to be.” 

Her words are like trickling honey, just waiting for me to lick up every, last drop. 

“Do you have any idea what you do to me?” I press her body into my rock-hard pelvis. 

“The feeling is mutual, big guy, but I don’t think now’s the time. Baby, I’m exhausted. I just want to fall asleep in your arms. More later, I promise. Besides, we both have a babysitter.” I lean my head toward the prospect.

“Works for me, darlin, but don’t worry about him. A prospect has selective senses.” I swoop her up into my arms, causing her to giggle, and lead the way to my bedroom. There’s shit strewn all around. I place her on the edge and use one free hand to throw the stuff off my bed before laying her down. I slip off her boots and jeans and climb in next to her. 

I hear her moan as she pulls my arm tightly around her shoulders, making me even harder. 

Within a matter of minutes, the lull of her chest brings a sense of peace. The club is under siege. I’m worried about Jolene and her safety. But dammit, I just want things to be like they were. I want to feel the warmth of her kisses. The heat coming from between her legs. It’s all I can think about as I hold her close. 

I don’t sleep that night. I simply watch her. She appears so peaceful. So at home in my arms. Perfection. Like we’re melded together. One.

The sun peers through the sheet hanging loosely across the window. I inhale deeply as Jo begins to stir, planting a kiss on her satin lips. 

“Morning, sugar. I’d ask how you slept, but the snoring said it all” I snicker. 

She throws a pillow at me. “Oh, shut up. I don’t snore,” she says sleepily.

“No, you don’t. You’re perfect. You slept like a baby.” 

She snuggles in closer. “That’s more like it.” 

A loud bang on the bedroom door sends us jumping. “Yeah?”

“Breakfast, you snooze, you lose.” Ruth hollers through the wall. 

“Shit, I’m so embarrassed by the way I acted when we got in last night.” She drops her face in her hands.

“Come on babe. They get it. It’s a volatile situation. They understand.”

She smiles. “I sure hope so.”

She crawls out of bed by climbing over me. I can’t help but squeeze her firm ass cheeks. I hold her in place, rubbing her up and down against my morning hard on. I slip my hands up under her t-shirt, feeling the warmth of her perfect tits. She must have taken off her bra without me noticing. I massage before tossing her shirt to the floor. 

Jolene moans and her head falls, trailing kisses along my chest. Somehow, I swear the woman’s a magic sorceress or something because she manages to wiggle right out of that little piece of satin that she calls underwear and drops them to the floor. I do the same with my jeans, freeing my erection. 

Our gazes lock as I grip her by her hips, lifting her and sliding her down my shaft. Slow and steady until her hungry eyes beg for more. Much more. I pump harder, I reach for her bouncing tits, caressing one while devouring the other. The sounds coming from her mouth leave me full and ready to explode. I’m close. Harder. Faster. I pull a fistful of her hair back and consume the delicate spot between her boobs. She’s riding my engorged cock. With one more swipe of her hot pussy, I’m done. Electricity shoots through my body and I grip her even tighter, allowing myself to pump until I’m empty. 

“Holy fuck. I’ve worked up an appetite now.”

“Ah, what an honor.” She bats her eyelashes. 

“You know what the hell I mean.” I play around. “That shit was epic. I can finally see straight again.” 

“Well, I’d say that’s an occasion for chow.” She grins, and I melt on the inside. 

She’s home. And yes, whether she likes it or not, this is her home. 


 

CHAPTER THREE

(Jolene)

 

I take a five-minute shower and throw my hair up in a wet ponytail. My body’s already sore from this morning’s workout. The man is a fucking god. 

I pull on a pair of snug jeans, a tank with a flannel, and my knee-high boots. 

“Shit, you look good enough to eat.” His words are a low growl. 

“Later, handsome. Right now, we need to make an appearance at the breakfast table. You ready?”

He pretends to pout, making my sex throb. I want so badly to nibble that bottom lip. 

“Oh, come on. It’ll go by quick and painless.” I loop my arm through his and prod him down the hallway. 

“You must not know your dad then.”

I cock my head to one side. “Speaking of which, what was that bullshit in the backyard yesterday?”

He narrows his eyes, as if he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. 

“Don’t pull that shit with me. You know exactly what I’m talking about. It looked pretty heated, on both parts.”

He shrugs. “Let’s just say, we have different ideas on how to handle some emergency situations. Not a big deal.” His demeanor changes as the words leave his mouth. 

I decide not to push him any further right now, but the conversation is far from over. 

 

***

 

“Shit, it’s about time you two show your faces this morning. You’re starving poor Wizard,” Clint jokes.

   Wizard gives a cocky smile, grabs his plate, and eats standing up. 

“Shut the fuck up. We’ve been playing an innocent game of Scrabble.”

The entire room explodes in full blown belly laughter. 

“Sit and eat. It’s a busy day.” Jesse spouts orders while Jolene rolls her eyes. So much for going back to bed. “Chow down, boys. Church in ten.”

The chatter in the room is deafening, but it feels right. It’s family. Despite being under attack, in the moment, everyone is smiling, laughing, and catching up. It makes my heart warm. Well, everyone except Pop. 

Jessa slowly rolls in, plopping down in the first open spot. “Is there still coffee?”

“Of course.” Ruth pours her a mug. “You look like shit.”

“Oh, but it felt so good.” She grins like a fucking she-devil and takes her coffee cup. “Little sister’s back. Must be something big. Someone want to fill me in?” She asks.

Ronin stands up and gives me a panty-dropping kiss before responding. “No time, got church.”

I melt inside as he stalks away. I’m left with Ruth, Jessa, and the X bitches who chase after the MC crew. Patsy is fitting right in by helping clean up the breakfast dishes. 

Pop doesn’t look too thrilled about this morning’s meeting, which only adds to my anxiety. 

“Well then, what’s the plan for the day?” Jessa asks.

“No one knows yet. I’d say, stay close and under the radar. The cabin hasn’t been mentioned, but I wouldn’t be surprised if your father doesn’t call for a compound.” Ruth is rushing around. She’s good at staying busy. 

“Susie got the bar?” I turn my attention to my step-mother.

She nods. “Yeah, she’s taken over recently. I’ve been doing the books with Ronin, but she’s been handling the day to day operation, so that’s not a problem.”

“I’ll need to pick up some stuff from the apartment. I’m sure Patsy does too. She doesn’t have a thing to wear here. Pop’s gonna blow his shit, but it can’t be helped. No bikes. We’ll need one of the SUVs.”

Ruth looks up. I see the haggard expression in her once vibrant eyes. The life is taking a toll. “You’re gonna really have to fight your pop on that one.”

“Yeah, I figured as much.” I go back to helping Ruth. The kitchen is standing tall by the time church is over. Women scatter, except for family and Patsy. 

I try to read Ronin’s face, but all I get is anger. He is boiling over with rage. Clint is a close second. Pop appears pissed and annoyed. They all walk right out the front door without a word. 

My heart sinks at the sound of the hogs firing up and peeling out of the gravel alley. Not a word or even a kiss goodbye. Something big is going down. Something bigger than what happened at my apartment.

I make eye contact with Ruth before pulling in a deep lungful of air. 

Zombie’s close. 

 

***

 

My tired body springs to life as I feel the vibrations of the bikes parking in the alley. I’ve been cooped up in the house all day under the watchful eye of Herc, the big teddy bear. 

Knowing that Ronin is close brings everything to life. My body. My mind. My spirit. He possesses me. I run to the front porch, ready to greet him after what I’m sure has been a hellacious day. However, even I wasn’t ready for what is waiting for me. 

“Holy shit! Ruth, you better get out here!” The boys are covered in gashes and blood. They slide off their bikes, one by one. I run to Ronin’s side. I search for Pop. Upon observation, he’s taken the least hit. That’s how it works in the club. He is to always be shielded by the crew. 

Ronin’s so bloody that I can’t even make out if the blood is his or someone else’s. Either way, he looks bad. 

Ruth comes rushing out. “Forget the house. Rally everyone in the bar.”

Before I could make sense of what was happening, people are in action. Herc is moving the guys. Bitches are moving supplies. The bar is promptly shut down and the bikes are locked inside. Pop has prospects gathering an arsenal. 

It’s going down and we are wounded. Fractured. 

“Alright, everyone park your asses and shut the fuck up,” Pop addresses the family. 

As I survey the room, I can only imagine what he must be thinking. His family is broken. The empire he has built is in ruins. Not to mention, by the looks of the crew, we’re still in immediate danger. 

No one breathes a word, waiting for their superior to speak. Waiting for their President to blaze the path. 

“We took a major hit today. Our plan backfired. They had it in the works from the time they showed up at Jo’s apartment. It went down just like they wanted it to. The Pistol Kings have us over a barrel and Zombie is 100% protected.”

With his head down, he paces the room. His eyes on the floor, thinking. 

“I wouldn’t change anything we did. Jolene and Patsy are safe and here with us. I wouldn’t alter that step in the plan or begrudge Ronin and Clint for calling that shot. However, we played right into the Kings’ hands. They were waiting on us. Their ambush was flawless.”

I listen to his words and notice the way his voice weakens. He’s not strong and fierce. He’s angry, but he’s hurting. Something’s not right. I try to put my finger on it. 

Jimmy X. 

“Pop, where’s Jimmy?”

Every Executioner in the room drops their head. Shoulders sag. Women gasp. My stomach is in my throat at the revelation. 

“Shit,” I whisper. Jimmy X is dead. The Pistol Kings took out our Vice President. “Where is he?”

“They’re going to deliver him after fucking sundown! We just left him, lying on the fucking asphalt!” Ronin doesn’t sound like himself. His voice is harsh and scratchy. Ruth is patching up a knife wound and some face gashes. Patsy is doing the same for Clint. 

“I didn’t have a goddamn choice! If I had sent someone in to retrieve him, they’d be dead too. I didn’t have a fucking call to make!” Pop sits with his head in his hands. He takes in a few deep breaths before continuing. 

“We can’t take a chance by running out to the store. Herc, take the prospects and find the emergency kits and get those open. The girls should have plenty for chow. Get some liquor for these boys. They’ve been to hell and back. Dammit, get some shit moving in this fucking place!” Jesse kicks over a box, heads to the Chapel, and slams the door shut. 

He and Jimmy X have been running the roads together since they were in their twenties. They had come up in the MC together, working through the ranks to President and VP. This isn’t going to be something to sweep under the rug. 

This calls for immediate retaliation. 

“Does this have to do with Zombie,” Patsy asks as she tends to Clint’s wounds. I was surprised to see how gentle she is, and even more surprised to see the way he allows her to touch him.

“We didn’t even get a chance to find out.” Clint shakes his head. “We were ambushed as soon as we hit the warehouse. They weren’t aiming for Jimmy. It was Jesse. Jimmy jumped in the way at the last minute and took a chest full of bullets.”

“It was the damnedest thing.” Ronin shakes his head. “He didn’t even let me or Clint anywhere near him.”

His words send a shudder through my core. 

If he had been given a half the chance, Ronin would have acted as a shield for his President, and he would be the one riddled with holes, bleeding out on enemy territory. Gone, just like that. 

I see the tears he’s struggling to flush back. His only father over the years. The only man he’d ever counted on. The only man who had ever loved him. The rage settles in the veins that are now bulging against his thick skin, knowing his President had come that close to death. 

Right now, waiting on Jimmy’s body, the fight in them is dormant. They haven’t lost the war, but the battle has taken a real hit. Pop doesn’t come out of the room until the sun begins to set. Soldiers remain quiet most of the day, waiting. Waiting in agony. 

The drop should be coming soon. 

Ruth and I lay the Executioners’ flag out across the pool table. The girls light candles. Bottles of liquor are ready with shot glasses lining the bar. Jimmy X’s picture hangs on the wall. This intimate gathering is for family. For the ones who knew him best. We will have another when things settle down for the rest of the chapters as they come in to pay their condolences for the fallen Vice President. 

It’s a ritual. It’s how we do things in our family. That’s what our MC is, a family. Especially for people like Jimmy X who have no one on the outside. The MC was his life. He gave every bit of himself to his club. 

Tears are already falling as the faint sound of bikes rumble down the street, our street, our home turf. The Pistol Kings don’t belong here. We wait to hear the drop, but nothing. They stop, but only for a second before peeling away. 

“Herc, recon, then fall back. You know what to do.” Pop commands. 

Herc nods and bounds down the stairway three at a time. 

The waiting is excruciating. Our hearts are spilled out onto the floor as we wait for our brother to be brought home for a proper burial. 

Herc’s heavy steps are heard coming up the corridor. I first notice his twisted face, fighting back tears as he fills the doorframe. Then it dawns on me, he’s not holding a body. He’s gripping what looks like a cut, Jimmy X’s cut. 

He walks slowly to the pool table and lays it out the best he can, smoothing out the pieces. The mother fuckers have shredded the cut. A clear indication of disrespect. Also, a sign that the body is now destroyed. They stole the burial from us. They stole our closure. 

Pop steps forward and places his hand over Jimmy’s VP patch. My insides knot, scared of what his next step might be. If there’s one thing that Jesse Miller is known for, it’s his unpredictability. 

Ruth touches his shoulder. Pop buckles under the pressure. He beats his fists against the table until Ruth steers him away. 

My heart sinks. No one knows what to say. Tears flood my wide eyes, spilling, strolling down my ashen cheeks. My daddy is heartbroken. No daughter needs to see that. 

I’m fucking decimated.. 


 

CHAPTER FOUR

(Ronin)

 

I grip my 357, ready to handle my business. I wait for my chance to take out as many of those scavenger bastards as I can. The Pistol Kings can’t even be called an MC. They are trash. No codes. No ethics or bylaws. 

A fucking gang. 

They kill and rape women and children for the joy of it. They play games and get off on the torture. 

They’d had their fun with Patsy, she’d almost died from their little party. She’s still not the same. The only option is to obliterate the entire charter. Although, I don’t know how that can be done without a VP and a President who can’t think straight. 

“Prez,” I whisper. “What’s the move? I have a clean kill shot.”

“Do we have eyes on everyone? I don’t want another ambush.” Jesse’s wild eyes dart back and forth. He hasn’t been the same since losing Jimmy X. 

Church isn’t the same either. There’s been no focus, only reckless retaliation. Something has to give before we’re all lead to our slaughter.

“Looks like eight, maybe nine. I can’t really tell,” Clint responds. 

“I’ve got a shadow towards the back. Can’t make out the figure, and he ain’t coming out. No opening.” Stoner has been catatonic since losing the VP, but he cleared up for the run.

“Shit!” Jesse tugs his hands through his gray hair. 

I try to calm him. He’s still unsteady. We should have waited. “Prez, we can always pull back. We’re good. We can come up with another plan. Off their turf. Send everyone home whole.”

“Yeah. It doesn’t feel right.” Jesse sounds unsure. In this business, that can lead to a shallow grave. “Fuck! Cycle back,” he orders. 

We rally back at the Clubhouse. 

Everyone rushes the stairs as they hear the sleds pull into the bar. Jolene is at my side, assessing every limb. 

“I’m ok, baby. We pulled out.” I see the way she searches me, needing to see with her own eyes. 

“Oh, thank God. I had the worst feeling deep in my gut.”

“Church, goddamn it!”

I lean over and graze my lips across hers. She’s my safe place. “Looks like I’m headed to Chapel.”

The expression in her eyes glaze over with sadness. It’s not just me she’s concerned about, but her father as well. She’s given up on a normal life. I can see it in her face. It’s gone, disappeared somewhere over the last few hours. She harder. Stronger. Devoted. 

Ruth drapes her arm around Jolene’s shoulders and guides her away as I head to the meeting. I never know what to expect anymore. Jesse’s losing it and we don’t have a VP to keep him straight. 

I shut the heavy wooden door behind me and take my seat at the table. A lone Vice President patch rests on the table in front of what used to be Jimmy X’s spot. 

“It’s yours now, son.”

I glance up and see Jesse’s haunting, blue eyes piercing back at me. I blink back the tears pushing their way up. Fucking emotions. I don’t feel worthy, but I know how the ranks work. I’m due. 

I slowly stand and take a step to the right, clutching the patch in my hand. Jesse stands, using his old bowie to rip the Sargant at Arms patch from my cut. He holds the VP patch and clutches it over my heart, making firm eye contact. 

Father and son. 

Maybe not by blood, but definitely by bloodshed. 

“Come on, the time for grief is over. What do we say? How do we congratulate our brother?” Jesse pounds on the table. Soon the others follow, chanting Ronin’s name. 

“That’s how we do it. Have a seat son. Now, we lost a good soldier and an even greater man. But it’s time for us to move forward. We need to take out those sorry, greasy bastards. We only have one shot to get it done. One fucking shot.”

“Do we have a new plan?” Stoner asks.

“Working on that.” Jesse surveys the room. “We’re down to only a few soldiers. We have two worthy prospects we can vote and patch them in, but it’s still leaving us short. We can’t go in without a plan. That almost got us in deep shit today. Thoughts?”  

I’m relieved to hear him say the words since he was the one who almost got us all killed. 

“I think trying to take them out on their turf is a bad idea. We’ll never get the one up.” Clint’s always been the voice of reason. He brings a lot to the table. 

“Agreed, but how do we go about it? It can’t be in public.” Stoner rarely speaks, but since losing Jimmy he can taste the revenge and I’ve seen him when he gets the munchies.

“What about an ambush of our own? X style.” I wish I can take the words back as soon as they leave my mouth.

Jesse leans back in his chair with his hands locked behind his head. “I knew I wasn’t the only one thinking about it, but like I said, we can’t go off half cocked. We gotta be smart about this or the next hit leaves us destroyed, for good.”

“Not to mention, Zombie’s still running around rogue ready to take out anyone with a clean kill shot, especially Patsy. If he’s protected, we wipe out the Kings, we wipe out Zombie.” The Pistol Kings are our worst enemies, but Zombie is always right there, floating around in my fore thoughts. It’s personal. And not just for me, either. He managed to dig his way under someone else’s skin as well.

Clint balls his fists. “He’s not getting within a mile of Patsy. I’ll make sure of that. I’ve promised her and I intend to keep it.”

I’m not surprised to hear him talk that way. I’ve seen the evolvement over the last twenty-four hours. Clint didn’t give of himself easily, but when he did, he was all in. 

“Tomorrow, we have a patch over vote. Also, call any nomads within a hundred-mile radius and tell them to stay on high alert.” Jesse is finally starting to sound like himself again. 

“Cabin?” Herc speaks for the first time since sitting down. 

“Can’t. Zombie’s been there. The place is no good to us right now.”

“We can’t just sit around with our dicks in our hands.” Adrenaline is flooding my body. I bounce my knee under the table, struggling to remain calm. 

Jesse snaps his head in my direction. “Care to elaborate?”

“Our VP wasn’t just murdered, but defiled. Jolene and Patsy’s safety net has been breached. We need to be proactive, not running. We need to make a plan, track down Zombie. Fuck his protection. We take them out first.”

The Prez lights up a fat joint and takes a long pull. “Are you trying to get more of our brothers killed? You’re talking about walking right into a war zone. We haven’t done any intel. They may have more chapters, certainly more arsenal. We know they’re buying from the Jukes. We have what’s in this fucking club house. I’m responsible for this crew, this family, the people under this roof – including the women and children.”

“You know it can be done.” I say to him.

 “Fine, add it to tomorrow’s agenda and we’ll take a vote. Alright, any other business? No? Good.” Jesse slams the gavel. 

We don’t move fast, having nowhere to rush off too. Jesse and Clint linger. Stoner lights up and reclines in the chair. I look for Jolene. I find her helping Ruth take inventory of the kitchen. 

I don’t act. I just watch. She jumps right in where needed, just like the good old days. Long before the fire, before she slipped away, before she disappeared from my life. She seems so natural working alongside Ruth. Everything you would expect from a VP’s old lady. 

My brothers file out of the room, causing a commotion. Jo turns and catches me watching her. She grins, the kind of smile the makes the balls of her cheeks cause her gorgeous eyes to tip upward. 

Everything else just fades away, evaporating into the background. All these years I thought I had a reason to fight. Looking back on it now, I had nothing, no one. And just like that – my reason for living is all wrapped up in a pair of snug blue jeans and an ‘X’ tank top covered by one of my flannels. 


 

CHAPTER FIVE

(Jolene)

 

My insides quake when the crew comes nearly crawling through the front door. Finding out about Jimmy X was too much on the club. The MC can’t take another hit, not one this bad. 

We hole up in the Clubhouse waiting for Pop to tell us what to do next. My pop. I remember riding around the back roads, sitting on his lap trying to grip the oversized steering wheel as he taught me to drive. The midnight BBQs with the club. Family. I always thought I was on top of the world to have Jesse Miller as my Pop. A local celebrity. People looked up to him and I let that shit go to my head, even today.

But now, he’s heart broken. I’ve never seen him at a loss. 

I break from my thoughts before the ball in my throat grows to a sob. “Ruth, what should we be doing about gathering supplies? There’s not enough here to carry us for long.”

“Well, we can’t afford to separate and run out. We’re just gonna have to get what we can from here and the house. That’s all we can do. Maybe we can send Herc out if we end up heading up North. Jessa awake yet?”

“No, and I ain’t poking that sleeping bear.” My nerves are shot and the last thing I need is to deal with my sister and her incessant drama.

Church is over and the boys are haggard. They’re worn down and beaten. It is obvious that they are attempting to protect the women from the severity of the truth, but I can see right through the façade. I know all of them too well. I’d been in the life too long. 

I walk up to Ronin and slip my arms around his bulging neck. “Wanna talk?”

“Sorry, sugar. Not this time.” He plants a kiss on top of my head and grabs a beer. 

I sit, half listening, to one of the X bitches griping about how long she’s been waiting to become an old lady and how she’s got her sights set on Clint. She obviously doesn’t know what she is getting herself into. I have no advice, deciding to let her hang herself. 

I watch Ronin. Not only is he giving me the cold shoulder, but he’s freezing out everyone. His mind is going a hundred miles a minute and he appears so tense he might explode. 

“Looks like you’re on the same playing field as the rest of us now, the all precious Jolene.” Jessa slurs the words that she spits at me. 

Shit, that didn’t take long. 

“We’ll never be equals, and you’ll never accept that.” I leave her standing with her eyes round and her mouth wide. I’ve always hated fighting with my only sister, but damn if she isn’t consistent. 

“Patsy, you ok, hun?” I spot her sitting alone on a cot in the corner. 

She attempts a smile and nod. “I just can’t help but feel like this is all my fault. Jimmy X is dead because of me. The boys are at war because of me.” Her voice garbles, struggling to hold back tears that eventually spill.

“Honey, you can’t look at it like that. We know why you did the things you did and it was out of your control. You have to let that go or it’s going to eat you up inside. The boys know what they’re doing. They’ll fix it just like they always do. You have to trust them and do what they say.”

She nods again, snuggling a pillow to her chest. “I can’t figure out why Clint’s being so nice to me. I know he hates me for putting the club in jeopardy.”

I clasp her hand in mine. “Being angry for a while and hate are two totally different things. Clint never hated you. He just didn’t know how to take you at the time. It looks like times are changing.”

Clint is walking in our direction. I take that as my cue to get up and leave, squeezing his arm as I pass. He smiles, holding a small plate of food and a beer. I’m assuming for Patsy. 

A pain pierces my temple. I need a break from the chaos. I disappear down the hall and duck into Ronin’s room. I lie on the bed and my muscles immediately begin to ache as they slowly relax. My mind is reeling, but I finally doze off with my face buried in a pillow that smells just like him. 

 

***

 

“Hey, darlin. Everyone is wondering where you got off to.” Ronin’s hand is up under my tank top and caressing my bare back.

“My head couldn’t take it anymore. Hope you don’t mind.”

“What kind of crazy ass response is that? Why would I ever mind having you in my bed? If I had my way, this is where you would stay – always.”

“Yeah, well, bad timing. What’s going on out there? I know it’s heavy, but you’re acting strange.”

He drops his head and tugs on his beard. “Babe, things are just tense. Really. It’s no big deal. There’s a lot on my plate.”

“I guess. And you know you don’t have to carry that on your own anymore. I’m here for you. Whatever you need. Someone to listen, or to talk. Or for a good, um, release.” I curl my lips into a slight smirk. 

“Damn, I forget sometimes that you’re not eighteen anymore.” Ronin tugs his shirt up over his head, tossing it to the floor. 

I move forward and sit on my knees directly in front of him. I help him slip off his jeans after he kicks his boots across the room. His huge hard on springs free.

“Your turn,” he says.

“Don’t be so impatient.”

I grip the base of his cock with one hand and use my nails to graze his abdomen with the other, taking him into my mouth. He instantly throws his head backwards and moans, making me wet. I circle the head with my tongue, tasting him, before I take in as much length as possible while pumping at the same time. He grates his hands through my hair. He balls up a fist full and guides me back and forth, dictating the perfect rhythm. 

I like when he takes control. It’s the perfect combination. It hurts, but just enough to make my sex pulse. I want more of him. I go deeper, feeling the veins throb in my throat. His moaning turns deep and guttural. I feel his eyes on me as he empties himself into my mouth as I swallow every drop. 

As soon as he’s done, he immediately strips me of my clothes and flips me over on all fours. I hear the condom wrapper. He stands at the edge of the bed and fills me with his hard cock. Gripping me by the waist, he hammers harder. His hand meets my sensitive backside, leaving one stinging handprint after another. Each pummel making me moan through gritted teeth. I rock my hips backwards, riding him. 

“Yes,” I groan. “Fuck me.”

As I get closer, Ronin tugs my hair harder. I feel his muscles clench. One final pump sends an orgasm through both of our bodies. He batters me from behind until he’s empty again, my body collapsing under his weight. 

He rotates onto his back. Still breathing heavy, Ronin pulls me up to rest between his strong, sweaty legs. The fact that I can feel his heart racing against my skin enthralls me. 

“My ass is going to hurt for days.” I’m only halfway joking. The sting makes my heart quicken.

“Just marking what’s mine.” He chuckles and I playfully bite him on the chest. 

“There’s a lot going on to be in here playing hooky.”

“Sugar, you have no idea.” He wraps his arms tighter around my shoulders. 

“Maybe not, but you can fill me in.” I peer up at him, batting my eyelashes. I can see the playing around has worn off when Ronin rests his head back on the headboard. 

“I wish it were that easy. I can’t say anything. Club business, under orders.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think that’s it.” I sit up and look him in the eye. “You have something else going on. Your mind is somewhere else. You know I’m here for you and you always feel better when you unload. You can’t keep this all bottled up. You’re gonna have to let me in, baby.” I grip his face in my hands, pressing my lips to his. 

He brushes the back of his hand across my cheek. “I just need a little more time. I promise, sugar, you’re the first person I’ll be talking to when the time is right. You have to trust me.”

“Just remember, baby, you’re not alone.”

 

***

 

“Ok, girls, we managed to get our hands on some food. Let’s throw some meal plans together and figure out what we’re working with,” Ruth shouts. 

Women fall in line, taking care of the odd and ends. The bar is already stocked with beer and liquor, the first two necessities for a lockdown. 

Things are getting real and it’s making my stomach nauseous. Ronin’s making small talk with some of the guys. I can read the pain in his eyes. The pain of wearing the VP patch, yet, he wears it proudly. 

The bitches are busy servicing the soldiers as they pay their respects to Jimmy X. It’s hard enough losing a brother, but losing a VP is a huge loss. A rough hit. The boys need this time together. Time to unwind before the next battle. 

Jessa is in her element, ready to play the part of head bitch. She’s fluttering around the room, drinking and smoking dope, waiting to see which lucky bastard she’s gonna hook up with for the night. 

I search for Ronin and find him huddled up talking with a man I don’t recognize. They’re deep in conversation. 

Pop is resting, his feet propped up against the wall. He’s giving off the impression that he’s relaxing, but that’s not the case. Not even close. I see his wheels spinning. His gaze darting around, taking it all in. Jesse Miller doesn’t miss a thing.

I check on Patsy. Relieved to find that she’s asleep in Clint’s room. For such a big brood, he’s always had a nurturing side. Hell, he practically kept Ronin alive after we lost the baby.

Clint sneaks up behind me. “She’s doing good. Sleep is what she needs.”

I nod. “Yeah, thanks for taking care of her. She’s really taken to you.”

“I gave her a bad time when we found out about Zombie. When I heard about all she’d gone through because of that cock sucker, I wanted to kick my own ass. I pray I’m the one that finds that sadistic son of a bitch first.”

“I just pray he’s found, period.”

He arches his dark brow. “You got that shit right.”

I glance over my shoulder and peer up at him. “Don’t you hurt her.”

“Never.” He gives me a quick hug and disappears down the hallway.

Never. That’s a weighty word. 


 

CHAPTER SIX

(Ronin)

 

I try, once again, to fall asleep. It’s impossible. I can’t sleep knowing the Pistol Kings have the Executioners on their hit list. I can’t think with Jolene in danger.  

I have to keep her safe. She’s the only thing that matters. 

I watch her sleep. Her long hair is fanned out across the pillow and she must have kicked off her covers. Her t-shirt has ridden up, revealing her tight tummy, and a tiny, black thong with little strings is lining her slim hips.  

She owns that deep down part of me. That small part of me that is good, my spirit or soul, whatever the fuck they want to call it. She owns it. Better her than me.  

She stirs. “Hey baby. Come to bed.”

I lie next to her, coiling my arms around her tiny frame. I roll her up, resting her against my inked chest. That X that connects us, forever. I can feel the rise and fall of her breath as her perfect tits move with her breathing. She’s out again. I remember back to what it was like to not have her in my life. It sends an immediate boulder straight to my gut. That’s a reality I can’t survive. 

 

***

 

Banging coming from down the hallway wakes me from a short sleep. 

“Wakey, wakey.” Stoner hollers from the other side of the door. He knows better than to open it. 

Jolene’s nowhere to be seen, which sends me jumping up from the bed. I tug on my boots and grab a shirt. I rush into the main hall, barely able to breathe until I lay eyes on her in the kitchen. She’s pouring coffee for some of the boys, the ones who are smart enough to stay away from the liquor for breakfast. 

“Hey baby, here’s your coffee.” She leans in with a satisfied kiss and hands me my mug. 

“Damn, you’re a sight for sore eyes.” I smack her on the ass. “Prez?”

“Haven’t seen him all morning.”

I survey the room. “Really? Ruth, you seen the old man?”

“He rode off with Wizard this morning. Said they had some business to take care of.  I’m sure he’ll be back soon. Want some breakfast?”

I shake my head. Fucking strange. Why the hell does he keep disappearing? It’s the same bullshit he used to pull with Zombie. We’re in the middle of a fucking war and he doesn’t tell us what’s going on. He simply vanishes. 

“Did he leave any instructions?”

Ruth shakes her head. “Nope, just said they’d be back soon. I imagine status quo.” 

“Fuck.” I finish off my mug of coffee and Jolene quickly fills it again. “Sitting here with my thumb up my ass isn’t doing a damn bit of good.”

Ruth sits across from me. “Look, I know it’s hard stepping into a new role, but just hold on. Shit will fall into place. You have to be patient.” 

“My patience is wearing thin.”

“Spoken like a true Executioner.” She snickers and gets back to work. 

Billy is helping to clean up the main room. Most of the bitches are still entertaining the boys and nomads who needed to let off some steam. Everyone is in their place. Everyone has their orders. Everyone but me. The new VP without a fucking clue. 

Clint strolls down the hallway with Patsy snuggled up tight under his arm. The way they are both looking at one another is priceless. I saw it coming a mile away, but to finally see it in person is pretty fucking cool. Clint deserves some real happiness. 

“Morning, brother.” He clasps me on the shoulder as he walks by. 

Patsy jumps right in where needed. Clint and I share a knowing look and he smirks before lowering his head. 

I try to refrain from losing my shit, appearing calm. However, on the inside, I’m pissed and it’s growing, like a big angry ball pitted deep in my gut. I’m tired of sitting back like a fucking prospect. 

“Alright, listen up. Hey! Over there, listen the fuck up! We need to gather our personal arsenal. Find whatever you can get your hands on and pool them together here on the table. Get your asses up and busy. This ain’t a goddamn vacation.” I shout, sitting back down.

The guys stir, mumbling under their breath. 

“Babe, you sure you’re doing ok?” Jolene sits in my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck. 

“Yeah, don’t you worry about it, darlin. Just time to get some shit done. This ain’t sleep away camp, you know?”

“Yeah, I know.” She dips down, her mouth crashing down on mine. She’s a complete mind fuck. I can lose myself in her all damn day. I’m not surprised by the hard on when she gets up and starts on the dishes. I’m like a fucking thirteen-year-old boy when she’s near. 

 

***

 

“What’s all this bullshit?” Jesse spots the guns and weapons on the table.

I step forward. “We managed to find all of the personal pieces we could find. Figured we’ll need them for the retaliation.”

“I didn’t give that order.” 

Jesse’s immediate disapproval causes the hair on the back of my neck to stand on end. 

“Well, you weren’t here to give any orders. I did what I thought would be the next fucking step. It’s time to take out the Kings and to track down Zombie. It’s time to end this shit.”

“That order comes from me. It’s when I say. Where I say.” Jesse shoots a slug of Jim Beam and falls back into a chair. The room falls silent. Everyone backs away. 

“Look, I don’t know what has you so fucking pissed off. You weren’t here. You didn’t leave any instructions. We’re not used to sitting around with our thumbs up our asses!” 

“Boy, you better stand down!” Jesse jumps out of the chair and stands toe to toe with me. 

I don’t move. I don’t speak. He stares at me and I stare back. It’s been a long time coming.

“Hey baby, let me get you something to eat.” Ruth massages Jesse’s arm. He waits a few seconds before turning away and sitting down at the bar where Ruth makes them each a plate.

After a few minutes, the rumbles of the room are back to normal. But not me, and not Jolene. I see her jerk her head toward the hallway and I follow her to the bedroom. 

Upon closer observation, I can see that she’s pale and trembling. 

“What the fuck was that bullshit?” She wobbles, gripping the wall for leverage. 

“Jolene, this has nothing to do with you, ok. I don’t want to get you involved.”

She folds her arms across her ample boobs. “I don’t give a shit what you want. Where the hell did that come from?”

I wait a few seconds and see that she’s not going to back down. “Sometimes a man has to mark his territory. That’s all this is, me trying to pave my way as VP. It takes some getting used to, that’s all.” I hope she eats the bullshit I’m shoveling.

“That’s not what it felt like. Has it been like this since I left?”

I shrug. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve been working your detail. I haven’t been around. I think he’s just knocking my dick in the dirt to prove I’m VP material, but I’m also not going to be degraded and treated like a fucking child.”

“Well, whatever it is, I hope it gets settled soon.”

I hate seeing her riddled with concerned. If I tell her that I bucked up at the church table, there’s no telling who’s side she’ll take and I can’t bare that right now. I need her to make it through this, whatever this turns out to be. Whether we survive, is another story.

It draws closer to Chapel. My mouth dries up as my pulse races. My muscles tighten. I spent the day doing what I was told, staying busy. 

Jesse’s been making his rounds. The vote to see how we’ll proceed is majority rules.

I’m sitting at the bar with Jolene when he storms into the room. “Chapel, now!”

He’s pissed. I give Jolene a long kiss before I go and take my seat. 

“First things first, get Billy and Wizard in here.” 

Herc gets up and waves the prospects into the room. The two of them stand at attention against the wall, their gazes straight ahead. The whole scene resembles a firing squad, not too far off.

“Time to vote for these two shit stains. If you think they got what it takes to be an Executioner, yay. If not, nay. Let’s start with Billy.”

We go around the table. The brothers love taking their time, leaving the prospects worrying in agony. 

A full table of yays. Stoner delivers Billy with his cut. The same follows suit with Wizard. They’ve both proven themselves, taken some pretty hard hits, and still around, eager to don the colors. 

“Have a seat.” Jesse points to two chairs in the corners. “Now we have another vote on the table. Do we go after the Pistol Kings and Zombie now or do we wait until the dust has settled and we don’t have a target on our backs? Let’s start. Yay or nay for now. I say nay, it’s too dangerous to our club.”

Stoner, “They decimated our brother’s body, man. I say yay.”

Herc, “Yay”

Clint, “We can’t keep sitting here waiting for the next hit on us, or our girls. Yay.”

Wizard, “We don’t have to do it the way they expect. I say yay.”

Billy nods. “Yay”

“You know where I stand. Yay.” My chest puffs with validation. The old man is going to hit the roof, but it’s time. 

Jesse lowers his head and cuts his eyes. “The votes falls in favor of immediate retaliation.” He turns in my directions. “Looks like you get to take the lead, VP. Care to fill the rest of us in?”

My heart hammers against my rib cage. I face my brothers with a new confidence. “It doesn’t have to be a single ambush. We don’t have to roll up in there and attempt to take out the whole crew in one shot. We can do some recon, keep watch, and then take them out in pieces.”

“And Zombie?” Clint asks.

“They’re bound to lead us right to him. If not, once the Kings are gone, he’s no longer protected and we hunt the mother fucker, driving him out of his hiding spot.”

Jesse lights a smoke, eyeballing me. “Have you thought about the fact that while we’re taking them out one by one, the Kings come for retaliation on our club and they ain’t so nice. They don’t come for one at a time. Boom – we’re all gone.” He slams his palm against the table.

I nod. “I have. We find another meeting point until it’s safe. It can’t be the Clubhouse or the cabin. It has to be somewhere we’ve never used before.”

The old man presses the room. “Well, thoughts?”

“I can’t think straight. Get some beers in here.” I jerk my head toward Billy. 

He hollers into the main hall. “Buds!” 

The door is left open as Bonnie supplies a round of drinks. 

“We need to brainstorm a place off the grid. A place we’ve never stayed before and a place the Pistol King’s would never think to look for us.” Clint lights up, puffing on the joint before passing it across the table.

The room falls silent as a faint knock ticks against the wooden doorframe. Billy steps out of the way.  

What the fuck?

Jolene. 


 

CHAPTER SEVEN

(Jolene)

 

My knees are weak as I force myself to knock on the chapel door. I slip my hands into my back pockets to hide the shaking.

Billy’s eyes widen as he steps out of the way. I glance over at Ronin who looks like he just saw a ghost. Women aren’t allowed in Church. And yes, that even applies to the President’s family.

I step inside. Pop stands, angry. His narrow chest heaves. The meeting must be off to a bad start, and now here I stand, throwing a big ass monkey wrench into an already fucked up situation. 

“Jolene, this is unacceptable.”

“I know, Pop. I just need a second.”

“You need to wait.” He sits back down and looks at me pointedly. 

“Seriously Pop. I wouldn’t be standing here if it wasn’t important. I heard what Billy said about finding somewhere to stay. I think I can help.”

Jesse purses his lips, flaring his nostrils. Everyone waits in silence. Ronin doesn’t dare look in my direction. 

“How’s that?” Pop finally asks. 

“Well, there’s someone I know who has a huge, secluded place out in Reno.”

Clint keeps his eyes on the table. “Is this someone who knows about the life?”

“He may know about the life, but he definitely doesn’t know about the war.” The questions are starting to make me uncomfortable. I didn’t think this through. 

“Who is this person?” A loud voice echoes.

I glance across the table and Ronin is staring straight at me. 

“It’s the vacation spot for one of my colleagues.” My insides flutter. 

“And he just makes it a habit to let just anyone borrow his fancy lawyer house in Reno? I find that hard to believe. Does the mail man get to use it too?” Ronin shoulders move with his ragged breath. 

“Enough.” Pop cut his eyes from Ronin to me. “Spill.”

“He’s an ex-boyfriend. He’s also a major douche bag and may need some persuading.” I place both hands on the wooden table. “And if it means anything, I don’t give two shits about how you go about the persuading.”

I don’t know if I should wait or leave the room as everyone looks to Pop.

“This might work. Jo, let us discuss business.” 

I nod and back out the door, pulling it closed behind me. Not knowing what to expect when Ronin comes out is leaving me apprehensive. Then there was also the thought of having to deal with Brad again. The thought causes my stomach to curdle. 

I wait without mentioning anything to the women. I immediately regret bringing it up. Although, they don’t leave me a lot of time to squirm in my bad decision because the club comes out of Chapel with all eyes locked on me. 

“Alright Jolene, set it up.”

The entire room stops to stare at me. My heart leaps into my throat. 

What have I done?

As I pull out my cell, Ronin storms past me, clearly pissed for pulling my ex into this storm of shit hawks. There’s no way to win this one. I find his contact and click the dial icon.

“Hey Brad, it’s Jolene.”

“Ah, Jolene, it’s been a while. You must be missing me. Don’t be embarrassed. Everyone does sooner or later.”

“Yeah, it’s not like that. I need a favor. It’s kind of a big favor.”

“Sure babe. Anything for you. You know that.”

“I need to borrow the house in Reno.”

His voice immediately changes. “Yeah, anything but that.”

“Come on, Brad. It’s just for a little while. You know I’ll leave it exactly how I found it. It’s just me and a few friends. We need somewhere off the radar to figure a few things out. It’s no big deal. Just a getaway.”

“Sorry, babe. Can’t do it. Got to get back to these motions. Call when you’re free. I’d love to hook up. Later, babe.”

I stare at Pop. “He said no.”

Anger falls across his face. He points to Ronin. “Take Clint and Jolene and get our boy to say yes. Herc, stand watch here with the females. Make sure everyone is safe. Stoner, take Billy and start gathering everything we need for Reno. Wizard, you’re with me.”

Ronin peers down at me. “Let’s ride.”

Clint follows, but remains quiet. When Ronin is pissed, you can cut the tension with a knife. He makes it known to everyone. 

Here we go. 

 

***

 

I beg the boys to wait outside once we arrive at Brad’s office building. It used to be my office building. I’m not ashamed. I’m relieved I left. The corporate world isn’t for me. However, busting up in the building with the biker twins might be pushing it a bit. 

We strut down the corridor like we own the fucking place, and by the way people respond, we probably could. 

I glance at Brad through the big glass wall. He sees me and almost smiles until he spots the two humongous, bearded clads of leather who are swiftly on my heels. He jumps up from his chair and Clint quickly makes his way to the front. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Just sit down and relax. Everything will be fine as long as you sit and shut the fuck up. Got it?” Clint leans across the front of the desk. 

I can see that it pisses him off to be emasculated, but Brad sits down. “Jolene, you’re more of a cunt than I thought, you know that?”

Ronin steps forward, grips Brad by the neck, and squeezes. “Apologize to the lady. Apologize to my lady.” His eyes are dark and brooding. He squeezes harder. 

Brad chokes out the words. “I’m. Sor. Ry.”

Ronin tosses him back down into his chair. “When you’re ready to play nice, we’ll continue. If not, we ain’t in no hurry. I actually have the time to introduce myself to everyone in the building. Now, I may be nothing but a dumbass biker, but I’m liable to bet one or two are going to be your boss. Am I right?”

Rubbing his neck, Brad nods. “What do you want from me?”

Clint plays with Brad’s ugly tie. “Didn’t our girl here tell you? We’ve been working too hard and need a vacation. A little getaway. I hear you love to share what’s yours, am I right?”

“You can’t just expect me to turn over a 1.4-million-dollar house.”

“Oh Brad, we can and we do.” Ronin dishevels Brad’s hair. They are having a field day. 

“For how long? And how many people?” Brad is glancing back and forth. I believe he’s too terrified to look in my direction. 

“What’s the matter with you, Brad? You gotta ask questions? You don’t trust us?” Clint sits his ass on the desk and starts tossing around papers. 

People are beginning to gather outside the window. 

“Fine, fine,” he says. He opens his side drawer and pulls out a gold ring with a single key, round barrel with a hollow tip. “This will get you in the garage. You’ll find all the codes you need in there. Neighbors will be wondering what the fuck is going on. We have a secret word. Mine is beast mode.”

Ronin and Clint nearly double over in laughter. They continue to mess with him and make fun of his nickname on the way out the door. I feel justified. The man treated me like shit. After all the time we spent together, I was nothing but a glorified booty call. Now, he can kiss my ass as I leave him dumbfounded and take his mini mansion in the process. 

“Now what?” I ask. 

“We get in touch with the crew, nomads too if we’re going to carry out our plan. Ruth can start organizing the pack down. We go ahead and do detail on the house and then wait for back up.” Ronin was killing it as the new VP. 

I can’t help but wonder if everyone else thought the same way. 

Clint starts up his hog. “Put Herc on Patsy if you can. She’s not gonna tell anyone she feels unsafe, but she’s scared shitless. She definitely needs a detail.”

“Sure thing, brother.” Ronin pulls out a prepaid and fills Pop in on the recent events. 

I attempt to observe closely. Relief washes over me when I see Ronin nod. They seem to be in agreement, for now, anyway.  

 

***

 

“I can’t believe you ever dated that tool.” Ronin smirks, but I can tell he’s only half joking. 

“Do you really want to play this game?” I cut my gaze. “I can bring up a certain red headed nightmare named Angela.”

He eyes me, lifting a strong brow. “Yeah, I guess not. It was a smart idea, the Nevada thing.” He leans against his bike and I rest myself between his strong, muscular legs. 

We’re waiting as the others make a gas and grub pit stop. My insides haven’t allowed me much of an appetite these days. 

“I figured it would be far enough off the radar and somewhere new, somewhere Zombie’s never been. The Pistol Kings don’t stand a chance at finding us this time. Not to mention, there’s plenty of room.”

Ronin grabs two full hands of ass cheeks. “I guess you’ve been there a few times, huh?”

“Come on,” I say, beaming my sexiest smile. “Don’t be like that. We’re going to be there for a while. It’s time to get our shit together. About that, how’d the call go with Pop?”

I see it in his flared nostrils before he huffs, shoving me backwards. Here we go again. 

“He’s fine. We have the keys, got the task done. We need to get back to Jericho, load up, and head out as soon as we get the go ahead.”

“The go ahead?” I tilt my head, folding my arms across my chest. 

He shuffles the tip of his boot on the asphalt. “I’m sending Billy ahead to get eyes on the Kings. When he gives the all clear, we head out, convoy style.” 

“And Pop’s good with that?”

“What’s the deal, Jolene?” He struts around to the other side of the bike, scratching his fingers through his wind-blown beard. “Why is it everyone questions me at every fucking turn? Am I not the goddamn VP of this club? Nobody dared questioned Jimmy X like this, nobody! I get no fucking respect!” The louder he speaks, the quicker his chest heaves. 

“Hey.” I gently place both hands in the center of his massive, swelling pects. “Where’s this coming from? It’s me, baby. What’s going on with you lately?”

He pumps his fists before shoving both into the front pockets of his dirty jeans. Darkness stirs in his heavy glare, giving me chills. 

I rub my arms, waiting for him to answer. I watch as relief washes over his face. The crew files out of the gas station. 

“Let’s ride.” He announces, throwing one long leg over the bike, ready for me to assume my position. 

Deciding it’s not the time to start a shit fest, I relent. I straddle the seat, wrapping my hips around his. This time, the road doesn’t capture my attention. I stay alert, keeping a subtle distance from his back. Subtle, yet an action that yells, no screams volumes. 

The conversation with Ronin bounces around in my brain. I pick apart the last couple of weeks. I can’t figure out what’s going on in his head. He’s typically good at separating club and personal business, but this shit is trickling down to me. 

Whatever it is, it’s bad. 

My stomach flops in my empty gut. The thought of my family under fire is hard enough, but to be at odds with one another? 

Unacceptable. 

The hot flush of tears pool in my tired eyes. I concede. 

I gather myself up and mold my body around his. To my surprise, Ronin’s rigid body tightens even more. I wait for him to react, for his body to react to mine, something he’s never been able to control. 

Nothing. 


 

CHAPTER EIGHT

(Ronin)

 

We thunder down Main Street. Jericho is already winding down for the night. The few stragglers turn to gawk as we pull up to the red light, stopping in standard V formation. Some shake their heads, while others stare in awe. Both struggling to figure out if we’re really as bad as people say. 

Jolene molds her body around mine. I know her. She’s attempting to warm over my icy heart. I’ve been a real douche lately, but she doesn’t know the kind of shit I’m carrying. 

Fuck. 

After the long ride, Jericho is a welcome sight. My ass is dragging. 

The Clubhouse now resembles a well-armed compound. Soldiers from surrounding chapters stand point, loaded down with enough fire power to stop an army. And for every brother you can see, there are at least three that you don’t. 

I back into my spot in the back alley. A handful of prospects create a tunnel as we shuffle inside. 

“Good to see you made it,” Ruth is at Jolene’s side. “I hear you have a nice little shack for us to hole up in for a bit.”

The old woman has impeccable timing.

Jo narrows her wounded gaze at me.

I duck out. 

The only people not running around getting shit done? My crew. I hear them yakking about the infamous Reno house as I walk up on my brothers, huddled in the corner. The chatter dissipates as I draw closer. 

“About ready to move out?” I ask.

Stoner looks at me and then at the ground. I get the same thing as I dart my stare from one soldier to the next. Zero eye contact. 

“What? What the fuck’s going on?” I step in closer. “Stoner. Speak.”

“Prez wants us to stand down.”

I adjust my stance, rolling my stiff shoulders. “Is that an order?”

Clint nods.

Throwing my hands in the air, I feel the familiar rage bubble in my chest. “Well, there you go. There’s your command. Nobody listens to a goddamn thing I have to say.”

Clint jumps up. “Listen, everybody just needs to settle the fuck down. I don’t know why shit’s going sideways, but this is not how we operate. You and the Prez better get over whatever this crap is,” he says as he moves in, addressing me directly. “This is fucked up, brother, and you know it.” 

He shoulders past me, coming to Patsy’s aide. They’re loading down the back of his 1972 Chevy long bed. Next to his sled, that thing is like Clint’s kid. Now, he’s throwing shit around in the back like it’s a work truck, doting on his girl. Fuck, his next ride might just be a minivan. 

I spot Jolene. She’s already found her place among the masses, right alongside Ruth. That’s the way it should be. Why can’t everything in life be that smooth?

“So, we can’t leave until the old man gets back. Where’d he go this time?” 

Ruth stops fussing with the snacks and groceries. Sighing, she cocks out one hip. “I have no idea. He disappeared a few hours ago. Called not long after and said he had some shit to take care of. All he said was stand down and it shouldn’t be long.”

“What the hell? He went out on his own? Without a security detail?”

She shakes her head. “I know. I think he’s having a little trouble gathering his bearings after losing Jimmy. It’s going to take some time. This one hit close.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s it.” I struggle to keep my emotions under wrap. My neck is tight and my damn chest burns.

Jolene goes back to what she was doing, avoiding me. I can put a stop to her pain in a matter of seconds, but if I let my guard down, she’ll ask questions. Questions I don’t have answers to, or maybe I simply refuse to face what my gut is screaming. 

My phone vibrates and I tug it from my shirt pocket. “Billy, talk to me.”

“VP, I got a visual on Fugi and his crew. Looks like another celebration. The fuckers are bombed. At least twenty-five or thirty sleds.”

“Get a bead on Zombie?”

“Not a fucking hair.” Billy speaks low, muffled into the device. 

“Alright, stay where you are until you hear from me.”

This is not the news I’m hoping to hear. I need Zombie done, once and for all. 

“Getting ready to rally?” Billy’s careful not to give away our location, even on a burner. 

“Soon.”

“Well, it doesn’t get better than now. I’m telling you, cock suckers are in for the long haul.”

“Yeah, I get it. Just waiting on the Prez to tie up some loose ends. Like I said, don’t do anything until you hear from me.”

“Got it.”

I hear the rumble of Jesse’s sled. After a minute, he and Jessa are tunneled into the bar. I didn’t even notice she was missing. However, her smug smirk has been replaced by, something else. Something foreign for the eldest Miller daughter. 

Anger? Fear, maybe. Disappointment. 

The boys scramble out of the corner, snapping to attention. 

“A minute?” I ask, jerking my head toward the house. 

My father figure snaps the cap off a cold beer before passing me a bottle. “We gotta do this now?”

I nod, fighting the urge to glance over at Jo, but my insides get the best of me. The pain in her eyes guts me. She’s scared. She watches us leave out the back door. 

The cold beverage hits the spot. 

“What’s on your mind?” The president removes his riding bandana, shoving the hair back off his forehead. He fires up a joint before plopping down on top of the picnic table. 

I want to get my words right. To better the club. For my brothers. 

“I need to know my place,” I blurt out.

Snapping his head to the left, he scowls at me. “Son, what the hell are you talking about?”

I begin to pace, my long legs crossing back and forth the medium sized room. “Just what I said. I need to know my place. Clearly, I have no authority in this club.”

“You can’t be serious.” He flies out of the chair and leaps across the room. “We’re on the run for our fucking lives. People are trying to keep their families whole and you want to pull this pussy bullshit?”

“I’m well aware of the importance of the situation. That’s why we put the goddamn plan into action in the first place. We have limited time. You fucking disappeared and without any kind of security. No one will listen to my orders because you’re too busy overriding every goddamn thing I say.”

He rolls his neck. My lungs freeze. 

“Look, son, this is a rough patch. That patch you’re wearing says that you’re the VP of this goddamn club. You can step the fuck up and take the reins or step the fuck off. The choice is yours. But you will not come at me with this shit again, got me?”

“Sir.” I say through a clenched jaw. 

“Good, now get the boys together. We’ve got shit to line out.” Jesse kicks a chair, sending it reeling across the overgrown yard, before he storms away. 

I pace, giving myself a moment to control my nerves. Once I step inside, my throat tightens. Jolene glances at me before dropping her head. If I let her down, I might as well fall on my own knife. The thought shreds me to nothing. It’s times like this when I want to kick my own ass for dragging her back into the club. She had an out. A career. A home. A life, a real one. Not this fucked up shit we call the life.

“Church, let’s go,” I shout, sending everyone into motion. We file up the narrow staircase, filling the upstairs apartment to nearly standing room only. 

Jesse opens the session. “You know why you’re all here. My family is under fire. Your family is under fire. We can’t stand by and watch the Kings take out our fucking club one by one. We’ve all lost people to war. This one’s hitting us hard, attacking our women. Killing VPs.” He leans against the wall, folding his inked arms across his narrow chest. “That said, we have a safehouse. Somewhere we’ve never been and can’t be breached. We were going to head out convoy style, but that’s not gonna work. Not now.”

I prop my elbows up on the bar and clench my hands together, finding it difficult to remain still. He looks at me as he says the words, knowing he just stomped all over my plan, once again. 

The president continues addressing the awaiting crowd of angry men, all seeking guidance from this one man. 

“We have some business to take care of and I’ve set up a meeting with the Jukes.”

Grumbling erupts from the men. 

“They’re in bed with the Kings.” Clint pops off the barstool. 

“That’s what we’ve been told. It doesn’t change the fact that we have to earn. We follow through with this meeting, set up a deal to cut them in on some of our free enterprise, and make it look like things are business as usual for the Executioners. It helps us on two fronts. Income and cover up.”

I weigh his words. 

“The only thing that changes, we go in stages rather than convoy.” Jesse peers at me. “It can be done. Now, let’s take a vote on how we proceed. Yay, we go in shifts. Nay, it’s all out. Majority rules.”

After a tense round, the votes fall unanimous. 

I can’t argue with logic and there’s no guarantee the convoy plan would have been full proof. 

“Good. I’ll go to this meeting and get things rolling. Stoner can make the usual pick drops. You and Clint can take the others to Reno.”

I snap my head. “You can’t go to that meeting alone. Clint should stay with you, or at least Herc.”

“Fine. I’ll take Wizard.” The president sits back, defiantly. He throws one leg over the other. 

“Doesn’t that leave you wide open?” Stoner asks.

“It’s fine. I’ve been assured it’s only Cesar and his VP. They know Ronin is tied up. Clint needs to help get the girls out. Herc, you’re the muscle. Now, that’s it. Enough.” He waves his hands in front of him. “Get to work.”

I decide not to argue about the security detail. It’s not worth the time. At least Jolene will be somewhere safe. 

“Message Billy. Make sure the coast is clear and you guys pull out tonight.”

I observe the old man. Someone I’ve looked up to for nearly my entire life. He’s always been hard to get a read on, but lately something is off. Really off. 

“Got it.” I turn to walk away until I feel a hand on my shoulder.

“Son, I know this hasn’t been easy. Shit’s all sideways. I’m doing the best I can, trying to keep everyone whole, including this club.”

He pulled out the ‘son’ card. He knows exactly how to get to me. I realize at this moment that he always has. 

“I know you are.” I nod. “We’ll come out whole on the other side. It’s the ride through the middle that I’m worried about.”

“I get that. Hang in there.” He extends his arms. 

I respond. 

It’s like an awkward handshake.

Shit’s not sideways. It’s fucking upside down. 

 I text Billy. He replies immediately with the code, beast mode, indicating it’s go time. 

I find Jolene downstairs ordering around the prospects, getting shit loaded and ready for the ride. Goddamn, she’s a vision. What I wouldn’t give for thirty minutes to spare to take her upstairs and blow off some of this steam. 

I glance around. So many people are depending on me to pull this shit off without a hitch. 

Jolene spots me, making eye contact. She nods, a small grin tugging in the corners of her mouth. I wink and the smile grows. 

“Let’s roll.” I shout. Everyone jumps to attention, filing out the back and through the tunnel. 

For the second time today, I thunder past the Jericho welcome sign, lights fading at my back. 

 

***

 

“You can’t be serious?” Bonnie stands in front of the Suburban, peering up at the gigantic, three-story cabin.

“I told you guys it was a vacation home.” Heat flushes across Jolene’s cheeks.

“The guy said something about a million dollars, but I wasn’t expecting anything like this.” Clint drapes an arm around Patsy’s shoulders. 

“We gonna stand out here and gawk all day or are we going to move this circus inside?” Ruth splits through the crowd with an armload of bags. 

“Prospects, unload.” I unlock the five-car garage, ignoring the obnoxious toys that are taking up a third of the space, relieved to find there’s enough room to park the bikes. “In here, less noticeable.”

“The codes are over here.” Jolene points to a panel on the wall. 

“It’s password protected. That cock sucker’s gonna eat my goddamn fist!” Seething, I slam my boot into the side of the fluorescent green jet ski. 

She reaches out, skimming her hand up and down my arm. “Hey, chill. Brad might be a lawyer, but he’s a few sparks short of common sense.”

I watch her lift the lid to the panel box and punch buttons. The door leading into the house from inside the garage clicks. 

“Let me guess. Beast mode?”

She throws back her head and laughs, her long ponytail dangling past her firm ass. Her gorgeous neck deserves some attention. Note for later. 

The house is everything I thought it would be and then some. Everything is white and shiny. Stainless appliances and the biggest, fanciest TVs and entertainment equipment. The backyard looks like a resort with a pool and hot tub, pool house included. There are fucking stairs everywhere you turn. Too many rooms to count. 

It’ll be a real shame if it’s not returned in the same condition. 

“Can we look around?” Tammy looks to Ruth.

She nods. “For a minute. We need to get shit put away and figure out sleeping arrangements. Get everything lined out before Jesse arrives.”

With the approval, the group immediately disperses, exploring the mansion they now call home. Even if it is for a short time. 

“So, we just hole up here and wait it out?” Ruth drops onto the large, oversized leather couch. 

I can’t help but notice the new set of wrinkles creasing around her tired eyes. “We don’t have a choice. Go ahead and set up a designated space for church. Clint and Stoner get some men on point, but make sure they can’t be seen. No need to raise flags in foreign territory.”

“On it,” Clint says before disappearing down the hall. 

Ruth follows. 

“And me?” Jessa asks.

I level my gaze. “You, just try to stay out of trouble.”

She twists her face into a snarl, ducking out after Ruth, leaving me alone with Jolene. 

“And me?” She coils her arms around my neck. 

The intoxicating scent of her shampoo teases my dick. “You, darlin, are occupied.” I grip her ass, throwing her legs around my waist. She tosses her head back in a fit of laughter. 

Music to my heart.


 

CHAPTER NINE

(Jolene)

 

“For fuck’s sake! How long does it take to wrap up a meeting?” Ronin struts from one end of the massive suite to the other. Shirtless, tight denim grips his long legs, unbuttoned at the top, revealing a delectable patch of dark hair. 

It’s been two days and Pop is still MIA. 

“Pop and Wizard should be here any minute. You have every right to be pissed, but you’re going to have to keep your shit under control for now.” My words are weak. Even I have trouble believing them. He’s been fuming for the last forty-eight hours and he has every right. As Vice President of the Executioners, he has been left completely in the dark. 

“What’d Ruth have to say this morning?”

I shrug. “The same old thing. They got to partying and couldn’t ride. Had to sleep it off.”

“That’s such bullshit!” He rushes to the glass door, an a-frame pane leading to a fully furnished balcony. 

I crawl out of bed. Tiptoeing across the hardwood, I snag his X shirt from the floor and slip it over my head. I rest my lips against his warm back and loop my arms around his chiseled abdomen. 

His chest heaves.

I squeeze harder. “It’s going to be ok, baby. Just clear your head and hear them out. We can’t forget why we’re here.” 

The rise and fall of his chest eases.

He reaches for my hand, caressing it in his. 

It’s like taming a fucking grizzly bear. 

“VP,” Clint hollers from the other side of the door. “You might wanna get out here.” 

Tension immediately ripples through his massive shoulders and up his neck. He turns, gazing down at me. 

He arches one, strong brow. “Maybe some action after sitting around for days?” He grabs a shirt hanging off the side of the dresser and saunters out of the room. 

I toss my head back. I sure as shit hope not. 

“Look man, you need to back the fuck up.” Jessa’s loud voice echoes off the vaulted walls. 

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Ronin stops in his tracks, landing me right into his back. 

Peeking around his bicep, I spot a wide-eyed Brad, looking like a piece of bloody prime rib hanging from a ceiling fan in a room full of starving, rabid wolves. When I see that the intruder is harmless, I pop out into the open, entering the center ring. 

“What the hell is going on, Brad?” I stare at him, hoping he gets the message. He really screwed up. 

“Yeah, Brad?” Stoner steps forward. 

Herc does the same. 

I wave my hands in the air. “Ok, boys. This is the guy who owns the house.”

“Yeah,” He points to Clint. “He knows me.”

The gesture sends Clint lunging across the room. Ronin steps in the way just before Clint’s fist meets Brad’s symmetrical nose. 

“Don’t you ever fucking speak for me again, you goddamn pussy!” Clint doesn’t back away until he feels the weight of Patsy’s hand on his shoulder. 

“Are you looking to get yourself killed?” Ronin peers down at Brad.

“No, man. Seriously, I wanted to see how everything was going. You know, it’s been a couple of days.” Brad smiles, struggling to control his trembling lips. “Just wanted to check in. See how the place was treating you.” He darts his gaze around the room. “How you were treating the place.” He whispers the last line. 

Taking a quick survey of the area, I can see his point. Beer cans litter the tables and mantle. Dirty bowls and cups are stacked around the room. Filthy clothes and blankets are stashed on the leather furniture. Something’s not right. 

The aroma’s spot on though. The place now has a distinct, Clubhouse smell. A mix of marijuana, body odor, and gun oil. 

“How do we know someone didn’t follow your stupid ass here?” Billy asks. 

“That’s right. You’re a direct link to Jolene. You could have been being watched. Fuck.” Ronin jams his fingers into his beard, tugging, appearing deep in thought. He turns back to Brad. “You have to stay.”

“What?” Brad’s eyes grow even bigger.

“What?” I stare at Ronin. He doesn’t want to make eye contact. Of course not. He would be able to see that I want shred his balls using a dull fork. 

“There’s no way around it. We don’t know if he was followed. We have to wait it out to see if anyone makes a move. Even if nothing happens, we don’t know if we’re being watched. The cum junkie stays.”

He walks away, stumbling over a skyscraper of red and white cans. “Fuck! You bitches get this shit cleaned up!”

Brad jumps. 

I stifle a giggle. I can’t help but find pleasure in his agony. 

The women hop into action, filling trash bags and starting laundry. 

“This place is a fucking pigsty. Don’t let me catch it like this again.” Ronin turns to me. “Where the fuck is Ruth?”

“I don’t know. We’ve been holed up in our room. I’ll go check on her. You good?” I jerk my head toward Brad.

He nods. “Just another shit hawk to go with the shit storm.”

I reach up on my tiptoes, still a long way from meeting my mark, I tug his head down to meet mine. “We need everyone to come out of this alive. Even Brad.”

“Yeah, but if he gets thrown in front of a Bentley or something on this winding road, it ain’t my fault. Accidents happen.” He winks. His full lips devour mine, setting off a fire deep in my belly. 

I push him away before I’m physically unable. 

I stop Bonnie, who’s now elbow deep in suds. “Have you seen Ruth today?”

The woman shakes her head. “Nope. I knocked, but she said she wanted to sleep some more.”

“How long ago was that?”

She shrugs one bare shoulder, dressed in her usual revealing top. “Maybe three or four hours.”

“Shit.” I rush down the hall. Standing outside of the second master suite, I press my ear to the door. Nothing. 

I tap. Still nothing. 

“Ruth?” I knock. “Ruth, can I come in?” I rap louder against the wood with my knuckles. 

No response. 

I twist the knob, surprised to find it unlocked. 

I crack the door, craning my head inside to take a peek. Ruth is sprawled out on the bed passed out cold. Her blankets and jeans are on the floor. I kneel at her side. Her pulse is weak. My knee hits something, sending it rolling under the bed. 

I extend my arm as far as I can reach. Finally, hanging halfway out from under the bed, I grab what ends up being a prescription pill bottle. 

Percocet, belonging to none other than Brad. 

“Fuck! Brad! Get in here!” I yell, not wanting to leave Ruth alone. I start the shower water. Ice cold. 

“What is it?” Ronin tears into the room, weapon drawn. 

“She’s out cold. I need to know how many pills were in this bottle?” I don’t look up. I can feel the room closing in with a crowd. “Brad? How many pills, goddamn it?”

“Um, I don’t know. Maybe ten or fifteen. I have no idea.” 

All eyes are on him as he backs out of the room. 

“Everyone get the fuck out. I have to get her undressed. Jessa, you stay.” I’m relieved that my sister doesn’t give me any lip. The door closes and we get to work removing our step-mother’s clothing. I grab her arms while Jessa grabs her legs and we manage to drag her to the shower, jolting her body into motion. 

“She’s not coming to.” Jessa uses the back of her hand to lightly smack against Ruth’s gray cheeks. 

The older woman moans. 

“Shit.” I dab her damp body with the towel before wrapping it snuggly around her breasts. I throw one arm over my shoulders and Jessa does the same as we lug her around the room. 

“Come on, Ruth. You gotta wake up, now.” Jessa’s voice quivers. 

It pierces my heart. Nothing ever penetrates my sister’s hard shell. But seeing Ruth like this must be too much. 

She continues to release small groans. After thirty minutes of constant movement, Ruth rolls her head. 

Jessa and I connect. 

“Ruth, can you hear me?” I place both hands on her shoulders and guide her to the recliner. “Ruth, hey, open your eyes.”

Her lids flutter. 

“There you go,” I say, running my palms up and down her arms, attempting to get the blood circulating. “Are you with me? Say something.”

“Sweepy…” Ruth mutters. 

“Nope, no going to sleep. Can’t have that.” Jessa throws her step-mother’s arm back over her shoulder and begins hauling her around on her own. 

“Jessa, she’s going to be ok.” I watch my sister frantically lugging Ruth’s half coherent body around in circles. 

She nods. Her eyes mist over. 

I seize my sister’s wrist. “Jessa, what is it?”

She stops. “There’s a lot of shit going down, Jo. I don’t like it. Too much change.” She looks down at Ruth, draping limply off her body. “And what’s this shit about?” Her words choke past a sob. 

I shake my head, staring at the two people I thought I knew, standing, dangling, before me. Broken. Lost. 

“Fuck if I know, but let’s get her over here. I think she’s waking up.” I hold Ruth’s heavy face in my hands. 

She pries open her bloodshot eyes. “Mm. What? Happened?”

Jessa leans over my shoulder. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

Ruth struggles to open her eyes wider. Her dry mouth hangs gaping. 

“Dammit, that’s now how to handle the situation!” I shove her away and glance back at Ruth. Concern fills my weighty chest when I see the fear in her eyes. “Ruth, it’s alright. You’re safe. You’re going to be ok.”

She squeezes her eyes, sending tears spilling down her sullen face. 

I peel the hair from her forehead. “What is it? Talk to me.”

She simply rolls over, tugging the sheet above her head. 

“What do we do now?” Jessa asks.

I want to scream at her, how the fuck should I know? I want to scream at them both. Who the fuck are you and what did you do to my bad ass bitches, but I don’t. This isn’t the time. Someone has to take the lead. 

“I need to talk to Ronin. Why don’t you see if you can get some coffee in Ruth?” Relieved that she nods, I miss the fight. Something is stirring. 

The house has been whipped into shape. Even Brad appears pleased, huddled in a corner chatting it up with a curly headed X bitch. I’ve seen the girl around. Respectful. Knows her place. I feel kind of bad for her being hit on by Brad, but not bad enough to do something about it. 

I find Ronin leaning against the wall, surveying the room like a hawk. “Can I talk to you?” I jerk my head toward the other kitchen.

He closes the gap between us in two long strides. “How is she?”

“She’s waking up. Jessa’s getting her some coffee.” I peer up at him. His chocolate eyes gazing back at me. The man is carrying his weight in worry. “It’s not good. I don’t know what’s going on, but she’s really upset. That was a lot of Percocet. Ronin, that wasn’t an accident.”

“Fuck.” He rakes his hands through his beard. “The Prez is gonna lose his fucking mind.”

“We can’t tell him. Not right now.”

Ronin arches his brow. “You can’t be serious?”

“I’m absolutely serious. There’s already tension in the air with Pop splitting off for days. Brad shows up out of the blue. And now this? On top of why we’re here in the first place?”

“Yeah, I guess I see your point. But I don’t know if the guys are gonna go for this.”

I give his beard a playful yank. “You’ll just have to make them.” My mouth closes in. My tongue tangles his as he explores my mouth, causing heat to flush through my body. The center of my thighs pulsates, aching for alone time with my soldier. 

Before all hell breaks loose. 


 

CHAPTER TEN

(Ronin)

 

“It’s just best that we handle it this way.” Ronin sits in his VP seat in the makeshift chapel. 

“We can’t keep shit from the Prez. You know that.” Stoner chimes in. 

“We’re not keeping anything from him. We don’t know the whole story. I’m just asking that we agree to let Jolene take the reigns and tell him in due time. That’s all.” I sigh, scowling at Clint. 

He finally takes the bait. “I agree. Let the girls take the lead on this one. We have enough shit on our plates. Not to mention the turd in the living room.” 

I glare down the rest of my brothers. They begin to nod, followed by a few fines and whatevers. 

“Good. As far as we know, Jesse’s supposed to be back today. No need to point it out, but obviously Ruth lost touch. Let’s get shit in order around here. Herc, point guards good to go?”

He gives one stern nod. All business with the big guy. 

“Stoner, figure out the funds so we can have a report to give when the old man gets in. Billy, take one of the boys and get a count on ammo and get back to me.” My chest swells as everyone leaps into action. 

So, that’s what having power fucking feels like. 

Hell of a lot better than sitting around with my thumb stuck up my ass.

 

***

 

I stand at the kitchen counter, leaning against the sink, ankles crossed drinking my fifth cup of coffee for the day. 

“Can I get ya a beer?” Patsy asks, her head popping out from the fridge. 

“No thanks, doll.” 

She smiles, grabbing a few bottles for the boys. 

“How you doing?” I ask.

She pauses. Shrugging, she tilts her head. “I think I’m good. Like, actually, good.”

I pull her in for a quick side hug, careful not to make her uncomfortable or give off a wrong impression. The girl has been through a real shit storm. “I’m glad to hear it. You take care of our boy out there, got me?”

Patsy’s eyes light up. Her lips curl into a full grin at the thought of Clint. “Yeah, I got ya and I consider it an honor. He’s a real upstanding guy. I wouldn’t wanna be any place else.”

“Good girl.” I nod and she bounces away. 

A chuckle escapes. Even when we’re waist deep in shit, the heart still wants what the heart wants. 

I recognize the rumble before I see the sleds. Peering out of the kitchen window to confirm, along with a few stragglers on the street, oxygen hits my lungs with new force. 

Jesse pulls up into the drive, followed by Wizard and two others. 

Jolene must have heard the bikes because she slips out of Ruth’s bedroom, closing the door gently behind her. 

“Ready?” 

She loops her arm through mine. “Let’s do it.”

Everyone is already outside saying their greetings when we make my way out the door. I identify the two riders as Duke and Troy, fellow Executioners from another charter. Jesse and Wizard appear tired from the ride. 

“Son, how are things on the home front?” The Prez is directing his attention to me, but palms Jolene’s shoulders, placing a kiss on top of her head. 

I see the way her eyes smile when she and her father share those special moments. 

“Things are under control, sir.” I extend my hand. He pushes it aside and spreads his arms. I embrace the gesture. 

A black and white rolls up to the curb. 

“Can I help you officer?” Jesse meets the uniform half way.

‘Got a few calls.” He surveys the group. “I’m gonna guess this here isn’t your property. Am I right?”

Jesse shoves his hands into his worn jeans, hanging loosely off his thin hips. “Well, you’d be right about that. We have permission from the home owner to be here. The code is, um, what is it again?”

“Beast mode,” everyone chimes in from the background, followed by peals of laughter. 

Jolene disappears inside. 

The pig puts his hand on his hip, silencing the crowd. “Yeah, that doesn’t mean shit to me.” He plucks the radio from his shoulder. “Dispatch. This is 98624 requesting backup at…”

“Hey, officer, is there a problem?” Brad steps out the front door, leaving Jesse eyeballing Ronin. 

“Who are you?” The cop unbuckles his holster, gripping his weapon. 

“I’m the home owner. My name is Brad Whitmore. These people have been invited by me and aren’t breaking any laws.”

“Identification?”

“Of course.” Brad removes his wallet from his jacket pocket, handing his license to the officer. They talk for a few more minutes before the cop drives away. 

“Way to go, Bradie boy!” Stoner hollers, ruffling the man’s hair. 

Herc chucks him the arm, sending Brad reeling into Clint who shoves him back. 

“What the fuck is going on? Why is this douchbag even here?” Jesse flares his nostrils. The air disturbing his thick, yellow mustache. 

“I can explain everything. Let’s move this shit off the street.” I dread the conversation. Not because of what I have to say, but because I don’t know if I can stomach another round of lies.  

We pile into the house. The girls are buzzing around. The men have been sitting for too long. They’re now anxious, ready. 

“Where’s Ruth?”

I turn to Jolene, my eyes pleading. 

“She’s not feeling well. She’s sleeping. Jessa’s keeping an eye on her.” Jolene offers a reassuring smile before eyeballing me. 

“Alright then. Nice crib.” Jesse observes his surroundings. “Chapel?”

“This way.” I lead the way. 

Duke and Troy attempt to follow. Herc places a hand in the center of Duke’s chest. No words are exchanged. None are needed. The two turn back. 

Jesse takes his place at the head of the table. “Jerk off?”

“He showed up out of nowhere. We had no choice. No telling if he was followed or if he’d pull this shit again. Besides, it turned out to be a good thing he was here. Might be a good idea to keep him.”

I see the old man pondering. Weighing out his decision. “Fine. Moving on. Troy and Duke out there are wanting to change charters. I got their letters and it needs to be unanimous.”

“Why them?” Billy asks

“The fact is, we need bodies. I put a feeler out. They were the only ones to respond. We’re not exactly a safe haven lately for brothers.”

“You got that right,” Stoner says under his breath. 

“Let’s vote.”

After a round of yays, the boys are brought in for the rest of the meeting. I can’t say that I’m thrilled. It wasn’t that long ago I wanted to skin that blonde bastard, Troy, for hitting on Jolene. 

She promised me it wasn’t like that. All innocent and shit. He was just a nice guy enjoying a cold beer and conversation. Fuck that. She doesn’t have a goddamn dick swinging between her legs guiding her every move. I won’t be letting my guard down. 

“You gonna fill us in on the Jukes?”

Jesse lights a joint, pulling a long drag. “Wizard and I had a good meeting. The Jukes are on board. We cut them in on our monthly income and they cut ties with the Pistol Kings. The percentage is a little higher than we would have liked, but the deal is done.”

“No need to bring it back to the club?” 

He leans his head to one side. His bad eye nearly closed as he squints in my direction. “There really wasn’t time. We need to get to the Kings for retaliation. In order to do that, we need to clear a path. Can’t be worried about getting hit from behind.”

I nod. “Fine. Anything fresh on Zombie?”

“Not a goddamn peep. I don’t know where that fucker is hiding, but it must be underground.” Jesse slings the ashtray across the table. “Gotta drive that fucker out.”

“We’ve offered every kind of deal we can think of to get people talking. Nothing.” Wizard stares down at the table. 

“That’s it for now. You boys go have a beer. Get laid. Something to pick up moral around here. When else are you gonna be staying in a joint like this?”

Everyone files out of the room at record speed, ready to party, but not me. Not with the boulder size pit in my gut. 

“Hey, baby, a beer?” Jolene’s soft, bronze skin is gathering lines. Darkness circles her typically vibrant, blue eyes. 

“Sure.” I unscrew both and hand one back to her. 

“Everything ok?” She asks.

That’s all we talk about anymore. The club. The war. Is everything ok? Is everyone safe? Who’s keeping secrets? Who’s on our side? Who the fuck is trying to kill us today? 

I take a step toward her, guzzling half the beer. My gaze is fixated on her mouth and everything she can do with it. 

“What are you doing?” She stumbles backwards, resting against the counter. 

“Getting my mind off all the bullshit.” I close the gap between us, finish off the remainder of the bottle, and place my lips to her warm neck. The vein thumps under my hungry mouth. “Wanna help me with that?”

“Now?” Her word is more of a giggle as I continue to nuzzle. 

“Mm Hmm…” I pile her hair to one side, letting it fall off her shoulder. 

“Fuck yeah,” she pants.

Her breathing causing my dick to stir, hard, begging to be free. I pick her up, flinging her legs around my waist. I can feel the heat radiating from between her thighs, calling my name. 

I slam the bedroom door shut with the heel of my boot. Her weightless body floats in my arms. The only two things I can feel? Her heart racing in anticipation and her warm breath hitting my skin, causing the hair on my neck to stand up. 

I position Jolene on the bed where I can gaze at her as I undress her. First, her boots, tossing them in the corner. I see her breath hitch when I graze her skin taking my time with her zipper, slipping her jeans to the floor. I skim my fingertips up her inner thigh.

She squirms, owning my cock. Dipping forward, I trail my hungry mouth along her stomach, inhaling her intoxicating, natural scent. Rolling my face, I memorize the texture of her perfect skin as she digs her fingers into my hair, pressing me further into her flesh. 

I lose what little patience I started with and snap the side of her silky underwear.

Maneuvering a knee between hers, she allows her legs to fall open. I snake one hand around her ass where I grab a handful. The other fondles the folds of her wet pussy. 

She gasps, and I can’t wait any longer. I bury myself in her pulsing slit, using my tongue to taste her juices. 

She tastes just as perfect as she smells. 

I grip her ass cheek tighter as my tongue finds her clit. The flawless little nub is stiff.  

“Goddamn,” Jolene moans.

I sink a finger into her begging pussy while massaging her strumming, firm bud. She grabs a chunk of my hair, bucking wildly, pressing herself into me. 

That’s my girl. 

“Fuck me,” she pants.

I pull my mouth away for a brief second. “Oh, darlin. It’s coming.” I promise.

Her body bows, and I know this is the end. 

“Ronin, shit. I’m gonna come! Shit. Shiiiit….” Her hands are buried in my locks as she holds my head down.

Not that I mind. 

When she’s done, I stand at the foot of the bed. Somewhere in all the excitement, I’ve already lost my t-shirt. I pop the button open on my jeans and release the zipper. Her mouth parts and she wets her lips with her tongue. 

I feel the liquid from my hard dick almost thanking me as I drop my jeans, stepping out of them, leaving them in a heap on the floor. 

Her gaze is locked on my hard-on. She’s not shy and that’s fucking hot with two t’s. 

“You ready?”

She gives me a hungry, lopsided smile. “I think I should be asking you that.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because sucking your dick makes me sloppy wet.”

Fuck, it’s going to be a long night.


 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

(Jolene)

 

“Jo, hey!” Jessa flings open the bedroom door. She throws her hands in the air and panic agitates in her make-up smudged eyes. 

“What the fuck?” Ronin grows heated. Grabbing the sheet, he tucks it tightly around his bare waist and flies out of the bed. 

“Ok, hold on,” I start, also attempting to shield my naked, sex ravaged body from my sister. I would have kicked her out myself if it weren’t for the haunted expression draped across her face. “Let me see what she wants. It might be important.”

He breaks his gaze from Jessa, frowning at me. “More important than this?” He asks, wide-eyed, waving a single hand down his rock-hard flesh. 

I can’t help but giggle at his lack of modesty.

“Are you two fucking kidding me right now?” She stands in the doorway, gawking.

I raise my brow until he groans and relents. 

“Fine.” 

I ignore his sarcasm and follow Jessa into the vast hallway.

“What the hell?”

“Jo, I don’t know what to do. I’m freaking the fuck out.” Her tan legs wobble as she struts up and down the hardwood. 

“What has you so worked up?” I shake my head, struggling to make sense of what’s going on. 

“Ruth is really fucked up. She’s not talking to me or anyone else. Pop got pissed and told me to deal with her. He’s out back with his head buried deep in convo with Wizard.” She halts, folding her arms across her narrow chest. “Jo, I don’t like him.”

“Wizard? Why not?” I think for a moment. I can’t recall ever really getting to know the man. Just days ago, he was still a prospect. He does seem to be riding under the radar since the vote. 

“I don’t know. I get a bad feeling in my gut when he’s around. And this shit with Ruth? When have you ever seen her lose her cool like this?”

My shoulders slump. “Something’s not adding up. I’ll admit that. In the meantime, we can’t leave her alone. Try to stay calm. Keep your eyes and ears open. Got it?”

My sister nods, still dazed. 

I step forward, swaddling my arms around her frail neck, I pull her close. The overpowering scent of pungent gardenias assaults my senses, watering my eyes and striking my nose. Her signature perfume. 

“Everything will be fine.” I take her tense face in my hands and make eye contact. “You have to trust me.”

Jessa pauses before dropping her head and stomping away. 

I gather myself, standing up straight with my chin in the air. This is not the time for weakness. I’ve never looked at myself as the VP’s old lady. Being the president’s daughter easily overshadows that fact, but there’s been a shift. My connection to Ronin is growing. I crave him. His happiness. His safety. It’s all that matters to me. I may not know what’s at the root of this shit, but I know it’s my job to be at my man’s side. He needs me to remain strong. He deserves at least that. 

“Hey, darlin.” Ronin is fully dressed and sitting on the edge of the messy bed lacing up his boots. “Everything good?”

“Yep, all taken care of.” I pop my lips, teasing him. “Where you headed?”

“Time to check on things. I need to have a word with the old man. Get some shit lined out.”

Air stalls in my throat. “I think he’s out back with Wizard.” I wait for a reaction. 

Instead, he stands, offering a sexy grin. “Cool,” he says, fixing a heated kiss on the side of my neck before disappearing, giving nothing away about Wizard. 

If only I could forget the fear in my sister’s eyes. 

I opt to get supper started. With Ruth out of commission, I intend to make the old woman proud. 

“Jolene, there you are.” Brad slips up behind me, not giving a shit that my head is buried in the refrigerator. 

“What do you want?”

He squints his malicious eyes. “I was thinking it’s been a while.”

“A while?”

“Yeah, you know.” He leans in, blocking my escape. The stench of liquor and cigarettes pour from his gaping mouth. 

What did I ever see in this fuckwad?

I squint back. 

He grins, assuming I’m flirting. The old song and dance. 

The rage I’ve been harboring for this man boils up from my belly and into my gut. 

I return the smile, really fucking with his head. I wait until I believe he’s taken the bait before raring back my knee and planting it square between his legs. 

“OWW! Fuck!” Brad doubles over. One hand on his wounded sac and the other on the kitchen floor. 

I toss my head back in laughter. I don’t know why I waited so long to give him what he deserves. 

Bonnie rushes into the room. “What happened?”

I follow her gaze as it lands on the heaping pile of shit crumpled on the tile. 

Her eyes round. “Oh, never mind,” she says, causing me to laugh harder.

“Why don’t you get a group together and get a meal going for the boys. We have stuff for chili. Something hearty might be good for the alcohol soaked bellies.”

“On it.” That’s Bonnie, no nonsense. 

I peer out the window. Apparently, just in time. 

I observe the three men, deep in conversation. Pop, Ronin, and Wizard. 

Where did this guy come from?

Ronin is standing before the other two. His stance is wide, rigid. He’s on guard as he spins and marches toward the house.

Here we go. 

He storms passed me and busts into the living room. “Clint, a minute.” His words are brusque, garnering the attention of everyone around. 

Clint looks to me. 

I shrug.

The men vanish into the garage. I find it the perfect opportunity to check on Ruth.

I knock on the heavy, wooden door, waiting for a response. I’m surprised when Jessa pops her head out of a small gap.

“Oh, come in.” 

She’s in protection mode. It’s a rare occasion when she thinks of someone other than herself. She must be seriously upset. 

Ruth is lying on her side. Her hands are folded under her cheek as she stares at the wall. 

“She’s been like this for hours. No talking, just laying there.”

I survey my mother-figure. Her color is still pale and ashen. Her eyes are dull and glassy. 

“Ruth,” I start, resting on the edge of the bed. I spot the untouched tray of lunch. “You’re going to have to eat something.”

Jessa shakes her head. “She hasn’t eaten all day.”

I give a loud sigh. “Come on. You know, if you don’t eat, you’re going to get sick. Sooner or later you’re going to have to talk to us. We’ve let you rest and take some time, but we’re going to want answers about the pill bullshit. You know we didn’t tell Pop.”

Ruth rolls over, huffing. “Yeah, I gathered.” Anger falls across her face. Hard lines settle around her mouth and along her forehead. 

“Ok, that’s enough. What the fuck is going on?”

Jessa moves from the corner where she retreated to when I came into the room. She positions herself on the bed as Ruth props herself up against the ridiculous stack of pillows. This entire house is ridiculous. 

“Fine. What do you want to know?” She asks defiantly with her hands clasped in her lap. I struggle to keep my composure in check, not wanting to send her crawling back into fucking isolation. 

“First, the pills. What were you thinking?”

Jessa scoots closer to the woman. 

Ruth peers at her before glancing back to me. “You both think you have everything figured out.” She scoffs. “You don’t know shit. You know nothing about this life, only what they let you know. Everyone thinks it’s all fun and games. Playing outlaw…” Her words trail. 

My heartbeat hastens. The air in the room becomes thin. 

Ruth shakes her head. “My entire life has been a lie.” She blinks, releasing the mounting tears to spill down her sagging cheeks. “Girls, you have to listen to me.”

She sits up straight, darting her concerned gaze between her two daughters. She taught us long ago the word ‘step’ had no place in our family. The day she and Pop got married, decades earlier, she made it clear that she did not have step-kids, only the children who were meant to own her heart. And she has lived by that every day since. 

I remember thinking it was sappy, but not today. Not thinking back on all the years of sacrifice and giving of herself for others. No, her words from that wedding day ring in my ears.

“You have to watch your backs, both of you. Shit’s getting real deep and I don’t know where I’m gonna land. I can’t say any more than that right now.” She drops her face in her into her trembling hands. 

I seize her wrist, forcing her to look me in the eyes. “Now it’s your turn. You listen to me. Everything is going to be ok. Ronin and Pop will handle this shit with the Pistol Kings and…” 

Ruth breaks away from my grasp and leaps up from the bed, bounding across the room with force. “No,” she shouts, sending a shudder rippling through my core. “Don’t you get it?”

“As a matter of fact, No, I don’t”

“You can’t…” Ruth’s words die in her throat as the bedroom door flings open wide. 

Pop spots the three of us. He furrows her graying brow. “Secret pow wow going on?”

Ruth steps away, her body still sluggish from her time spent indisposed. “No, they were just catching me up on what I’ve missed. I think I’ll get a quick shower and check on the girls.” Her gaze lands on me. 

That earlier shudder is now a full-blown quake. 

“Ah,” Pop rubs his non-existent belly. “That shit they got going on in the kitchen has got my stomach screaming.”

The huge house smells of searing meat and a surplus of deep, fiery spices.

My own tummy churns, mercilessly reminding me that I haven’t eaten since the night before. 

“I guess I’d better see if they need help. Jessa?” I jerk my head toward the door.

“Oh, yeah, following you.” She drops her head as we leave the two of them alone. Maybe that’s what Ruth needs. Maybe that’s what they both need. 

Jessa grabs my shoulder, spinning me half-circle to face her. “Seriously? What the fuck was all that about?”

“I really don’t know, but nothing has changed. Stay alert. Eyes and ears open. And remember, a bitch knows nothing.”

She twists her lips to one side. Tears well in her dark gaze. 

I snap, shaking her by the shoulders. “Stop it!” I quickly lower my voice, my chest heaving. “You need to get your shit together. Do you hear me? I don’t what the hell’s happening, but I refuse to let this family fall apart. I refuse to let this club fall apart. Now, you are a goddamn Miller. Start fucking acting like it.”

Adrenaline pumps through my veins. Her wide-eyed stare and gaping mouth signals that my brash words take us both by surprise. I don’t wait for a response.

I march away with a new purpose. 

 

***

 

I scrape the bottom of the large bowl with the butt end of a rolled-up flour tortilla before going back for a second helping. The males have retreated behind locked doors, something that probably should have waited until the sober light of day. 

“Hey, you want some help with that?” Patsy smirks, catching me struggling to eat from my bowl while still ladling from the large vat of chili. 

I laugh, wiping stray sauce from my bottom lip. “No, thanks, I’m good,” I say, strategically placing the lid on the simmering pot. “How about you? Get enough to eat?”

“Too much.” She busies herself by putting away food and cleaning up trash. “Actually, I’m glad to get a minute alone with you.”

I cock my head to the side. “Something on your mind?”

“Yeah, I guess. Things are moving pretty fast with Clint. You probably noticed.” Heat flushes across her already rosy cheeks. 

I chuckle at the visible admission of what can only be love. 

She gazes at her feet, clicking the tip of her chipped boot against the other. “I’m really into him. And I think he feels the same way.”

“That’s obvious.”

“Well, I’m not so sure everyone sees it as a good thing.” 

Her statement puzzles me. “What do you mean?”

“Some of the girls have been talking. They think I still have a loyalty to Zombie. You know that’s not true, right?”

“Hey, you have nothing to prove. Not anymore. I’m sure the bitches talking shit are the just thirsty and they’re just pissed because they thought they were due. That next in line bullshit, but we know Clint’s not like that. He doesn’t play games. Look,” I pause, waiting for her to make eye contact. “I know you’ve been an old lady for a long time, but that was with Zombie. You lived by a bitch’s mentality. You need to start owning your shit.”

“Do Jesse and Ruth feel the same way?”

“Is that what you’re worried about?”

She nods without hesitation.

“If that’s what’s been holding you back, woman, let it go. If they had a problem with your budding romance, you would know about it by now. They’re not exactly known for their subtlety. Now, pull up those old lady panties and know your role.”

A full smile breaks out across Patsy’s face. 

“Can someone come do something about this dipshit?” Tammy stands in the middle of the large entryway that connects the kitchen to the living room.

“Who?” Patsy and I ask in unison.

“That idiot that owns the house. For real, someone needs to put him out of his fucking misery.”

Tammy’s cryptic message creates a heaviness in my chest. I’m ready for this damn day to be over. 

Patsy and I follow Tammy to find a shirtless Brad, laid back on the couch, attempting to whisper disgusting pickup lines in a girl’s ear, only his words are loud and breathy. I recognize the woman. She’s made her rounds – a bitch working her way through the soldiers in search of locking down a patch holder. 

Now, the unsuspecting female looks more like a terrified animal caught in an agonizing trap. Brad’s hand is halfway up her skirt while the other grips her by the back of the neck.

“Get the fuck off her!”

He rotates, snarling in my general direction, too drunk to focus. “Oh, joy. The has-been is here. Don’t go getting all jealous. There’s enough Brad to go around, ladies.”

“Fucker.” Tammy moves to the girl’s side, who is now leaning against the wall opposite the couch, brushing her open hands along her legs as if she were trying to wipe away his unwelcome touch.

Patsy sweeps past me and plants herself toe to toe with Brad. 

His typically cocky demeanor gives way to inebriated confusion. 

My newly confident friend levels her gaze, drawing her mouth into a hard line before finally speaking. 

“You lay one more hand on a female in this house without her permission and I will personally make sure you have nothing left to touch a female with, you got it? Nothing.”

Her promise is simple, calm, yet it still manages to send waves of chill bumps across my flesh. Brad’s cold, small eyes are now the size of saucers. 

Patsy doesn’t wait for confirmation. No, she spins on her heels, strutting back to the kitchen with a new glint dancing in her gaze. A teasing grin curls in the corners of her lips. She holds her head high and her frail shoulders back. 

Looks like it’s a new fucking day.

“Hey, there she is.”

I turn to see who Bonnie is referring to, pleased to see Ruth has showered, dressed, and is ready to make a necessary appearance. 

“I couldn’t resist that yummy smell one second longer. Any chili left?”

Patsy giggles. “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Jolene about that.”

Ruth whirls around, catching me mid death glare. “What’s she talking about?”

I shrug, realizing my tummy is now rebelling against the spicy combination of chili peppers and seasoning. “Nothing. I was a little hungry, that’s all.”

“Well, those boys are gonna be starving. Let’s go ahead and get some more beer on ice and get those bowls filled.”

“Start with the boys on guard duty,” I add, reveling in the comfort that comes from working as a team.

Ruth offers a pleased flash, almost a smile, but not quite. 

When we’re finally alone, she’s quickly at my side. Her throat low and strained. “Where’s your sister?” She asks. 

I shake my head, remembering our heated, one-sided pep talk that took place in the hallway. “She must be in her room. I’m not sure. Are you going to finish telling us what you were trying to warn us about? That was some real vague shit.”

“Just promise me you’ll watch out for each other. This is serious. I don’t care what goes on around you, no excuse. You two are sisters. You’re going to need to have each other’s backs. Promise?”

“Ok.”

She grabs my hands, holding them in hers. “No, I want you to promise me. Say the words.”

“Shit, I promise.” A ball of emotion bobs in my throat. I stare into her tired eyes, still red and puffy. “Ok, this is me promising you that I will keep Jessa safe. There, happy?”

She draws in a deep lungful of air. She gives a curt nod as she exhales. 

Bootsteps echo through the forty-two hundred square foot house. Followed by a waif of thick trail of cigarettes and pot. Some of the brothers seek out female companionship, others attack huge bowls of grub. 

There’s no sign of Ronin or Pop. The notion sends me on a mission to find Wizard to see if he’s still in church. I’m calmed to find him tossing back a row of shots from a bottle of unmarked liquor in front of a group of drunken spectators. 

However, the missing duo causes my insides to knot, which is only worsened by the sight of Ronin barreling out from the office they now use as the chapel. 

His tortured glance searches for me in the sea of faces flooding the spacious kitchen. 

He shakes his head, scrubbing his bearded cheek. 

I fight the urge to glance over my shoulder. I feel Ruth’s heavy gaze penetrating my back as I pass Pop, his face contorted and boiling with rage, on my way to turn the corner, following Ronin out the back door. 

Why do I feel like I’m walking past one lion’s den and right into another?


 

CHAPTER TWELVE

(Ronin)

 

Hercules seethes as his gigantic ham fists pummel the heap of flesh, now stripped of his King’s cut. He and his small crew never stood a chance. Clint is resting his hands on his knees, leaning against the rancid dumpster, struggling to catch his breath. 

Troy is mopping the butt end of his flashlight across his jeans, cleansing away the smudged blood of the dead King lying at his feet. 

“Enough,” I demand, drawing Herc back to reality. For being a humongous teddy bear, the Enforcer is ruthless when it comes to protecting his club. He becomes another kind of bear altogether. The kind that will use his teeth to rip your head from your shoulders and floss with your dangling sinew when he’s done. “Finish it.”

Herc snaps his head upright before stepping backwards and unloading his 9mm, equipped with a suppressor, into the sack of fat’s caving chest. 

Clint staggers toward me. 

Surrounded by bodies, I take inventory of the damage. We’ve got a few bumps and bruises, but we’re whole. 

“You know what to do,” I command.

The big brute offers his signature nod, his broad torso still heaving with adrenaline. 

“Troy, you stay and help Herc with disposal. You’ve got the rally point?”

“Yeah, shouldn’t take long.” Our newest member shoves his long strands of blonde hair back from his face. 

“Get it done.” I look over to Clint. “Can you ride?”

He touches his side, pulling back red tinged fingertips. “It’ll wait. The arms are good.”

“Alright then, let’s roll.” I straddle my sled and zigzag out of the pitch-black alley, waiting to switch on my headlight. Clint is swift on my wheels. We leave Herc to and Troy to finish up the dirty work. 

Seven Pistol Kings put down like the rabid dogs they were. 

We slip in and out of Jericho without a trace. The plan to take down the Kings after their routine escapade at the local titty bar went off without a hitch. Now, we have to start getting creative. They won’t make it so easy next time. 

After riding for a couple of hours, Clint and I pull off the highway. We find the twenty-four-hour coffee shop to wait on the others. 

“Two coffees,” I bark at the visibly tired waitress. 

She sighs and turns to walk away, hurt in her vein thread eyes. 

“Hey,” Clint stops her. “Sorry, hun. He’s had a long day.”

“Yeah, haven’t we all,” she utters, dripping with annoyed sarcasm. 

Clint shoots a glower at me before looking back to the woman. “Can we get a couple of plates? Eggs, bacon, sausage, the works.” He shoves a twenty across the booth. “And this is for you, darlin. Sorry about my friend here.”

She beams a genuine, toothy smile. Probably the first, and last, of her miserable shift. 

“No worries,” she says and sashays away, tucking the worn bill into her bra. 

“Don’t start.”

He throws his hands up, as if to signal a surrender. “I ain’t starting shit, man.” 

“Good,” I mumble, savoring the hot liquid that the now peppy waitress drops off on her way to fill an abundant supply of half empty salt and pepper shakers. 

“How do you think the other crew’s holding up?”

I pull air in through my nostrils, filling my weighty chest. I wasn’t on board with the divided plan in the first place. 

I shrug. “No clue. I haven’t heard from anyone since splitting off on the other side of the mountain.”

“Some of the guys are pissed about Jesse taking Wizard under his wing.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard some grumbling.”

“How do you feel about it?” My best friend stares at me, already knowing the answer. 

I stare at him, my brother, questioning whether to rock that boat or not. I finally bite the bullet. “I don’t know. How do you feel about your new rank and being kept in the fucking dark? As the new Sargent at Arms don’t you think you should be in on what’s going down? Shit. Stoner’s the new Road Captain and Jesse’s got him babysitting the females with Billy and Duke.”

“I hear what you’re saying.” He pauses, bestowing a wink on the server as she places full, steaming platters of breakfast food. The bacon is still sizzling on the plate. “We’re not blind. Everyone can see things are really fucked up. Jesse’s off doing his own thing. Wizard is barely wet behind the ears. Can’t hide the shit with Ruth either. Does Jolene have any idea about that?”

“I’m probably not the best person to ask.” I replay the conversation she and I shared in the backyard of a Nevada mansion only sixteen hours earlier. 

“Leave it alone, Jo. I’m not going to tell you again.” I pump my fists, releasing blood to my tingling fingertips. My heart works overtime to siphon blood through my feverish veins. 

Her wounded gaze guts me like a dull knife filleting a fish.

“Fine, don’t talk to me about it, but remember, when shit goes south, I tried. One of us fucking tried. You’re not the only one in the middle of a war zone. We’re all living this hell with you. We’re all dealing with loss and love and battle, whether you see it or not. I know you’re carrying around everyone’s burdens, hunting Zombie, keeping everyone safe. I get it, but that’s no excuse. So, go ahead and shut me out, but just so you know, I fucking tried.”

I stare after her as she turns her back on me and marches up the back steps. Her lean, beautiful legs carrying her away with purpose. Away from me. 

She slams the door behind her, never looking back. 

When I left, she had been sleeping after a long night of dealing with Jessa. After that bullshit, I didn’t have the heart to wake her. Or maybe, I wanted to avoid another knock down drag out. It seems like we’re only getting along when we’re fucking or snoring. 

“Shit man, sorry to hear there’s trouble in paradise.”

“Ah, no big deal.” I play it off, sopping up the last bit of egg yolk with a slice of burnt toast. “It’ll work itself out.” Even I don’t believe the words. 

“Anything else you wanna share?”

I scratch my furry jaw. “Just to watch your back. Until that cocksucker Zombie is dead, I’m worried some of our loyalties might be fucked up.” The declaration escapes before I have a chance to weigh my words. 

Relief invades my core when Clint simply nods. 

He sees it. 

The familiar rumble of the bikes catches my attention. They don’t bother to park, waiting outside. 

I throw another couple of twenties on the table and slide out of the booth. “Looks like the boys are ready to go.”

“Abandoning me so soon, fellas?”

Clint smiles at the waitress. “Time to hit the road. You have a good night, darlin.”

She gawks after him, as most women do after spending ten seconds in Clint’s company. 

She nods. I respond. The task has been handled. It’s time to head back and settle up with the rest of the club. Before leaving, I punch the button for Jesse’s contact for the sixth time since leaving Reno. 

Same fucking message. His voicemail box is full. 

“Let’s roll.”

I let the tremors from the rubber hitting the pavement lull my tense muscles. It’s a real mind bender to know the brothers see the shift taking place. It means there really is something going on and I’m not just making shit up in my head. 

I have to talk to Jolene. Make things right. I can’t fucking lose her. 

Halfway across the mountain ridge, my phone rattles in my pocket. Not wanting to miss a call from the Prez, I throw my fist up, indicating to my followers that I’m stopping.

I tug the cell from my jacket. 

Private call. 

“Ronin,” I answer, expecting to hear Jesse’s scratchy voice. 

“Well, if it isn’t the golden boy himself.” The man on the other end speaks low and calculated. 

“Who is this?”

“Oh, I’m wounded, VP.”

“I don’t have time for fucking games. I’m hanging up.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” the voice warns.

I roll my neck, snapping my fingers at my brothers to get their attention. 

“I don’t take kindly to threats.” My pulse races, sending that familiar rush through my rigid body. 

Clint steps in trying to read my actions. 

“Don’t go getting your panties in a wad. You’re gonna want to hear this.”

I struggle for air, my lungs rebelling. 

The man continues. “It’s Fugi, son.”

Ice meets the fire in my veins, cementing me in place. 

Herc stands upright, pulling back his unwavering shoulders, making him appear seven feet tall. 

“Fugi, what can I do for you?”

Troy stumbles backwards against the gravel. Clint creases his forehead, both obviously shocked to be privy to a personal phone call from the president of the Pistol Kings. 

“Sounds like you boys have a had a busy day.”

“I don’t have a fucking clue what you’re talking about,” I say dryly, refusing any guilt. 

“Come on, we all know better than that, but that’s no longer my problem. Here’s the thing. You cut our fucking chapter in half today. You took the Jukes. We’re at a major disadvantage. You’ve handicapped us, and we know you’re not done.”

“What can I say? You got the Diablos on speed dial. Do a patch over. Pull your dick out of your prospects’, asses and put them to use. Pick up a fucking crew outside Home Depot. I don’t give a shit.”

“Yeah, well, I know something you might give a shit about.” Fugi grunts with gratified sarcasm. 

“I doubt that.”

“I know where you can find Zombie.”

 

***

 

“We can’t go meet him alone. That’s like signing our own death warrants.”

“Clint’s right. We can’t afford an ambush.” I dial Jesse again, fighting the urge to throw my phone across the goddamn asphalt when I hear the automated message. “Fuck!”

“I know it’s probably not my place to say so, new to the chapter and shit, but whatever. Isn’t this what everyone has been waiting for? Isn’t this what started this war? And now you have a chance to take the cum sucker out? Troy shrugs. “I don’t know. We may not get this chance again.”

I snap my head around, arching my eyebrows as I silently question Herc. I’m not surprised when he lifts his square shoulders, indicating he’s along for the ride. I scan the ogre, my stare landing on his blood crusted knuckles. Nothing sways him when he’s in Enforcer mode. You don’t fuck with Hercules’s family. 

My stomach churns as I consider my options. My thick chest tightens as I dart my gaze back and forth, my brothers glaring back with expectant stares. I rub the back of my stiff neck with one hand, not realizing the other still has a white-knuckle grip on my cell phone. 

An incoming call sends a wave of vibrations up my solid arm. I squeeze my eyes shut. 

Great, another fucking helping of shit to heap on the pile. 

I check the caller ID. One word flashes on the screen.

Prez.


 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

(Jolene)

 

The small hand on the ornate crystal wall clock ticks by at a snail’s pace. I’ve been curled up on the brown, leather chaise long enough to witness the sun fade, light melting into the darkness. 

Still, I can’t break my gaze away from the woman passed out, lying in the middle of the king size bed. My sister. The wrecked poster child of the Miller clan. 

It’s like I’m on one of those gravity rides at the county fair. The bottom drops, hurling your stomach into your throat. Your feet dangle as your body is pinned against the side of the machine, spinning out of control. 

Ruth is up and running, for now anyway, just in time for Jessa to lose her shit. As soon as she was done babysitting, my big sister went on a total bender, guzzling a bottle of vodka. The empty stomach was just icing on the fucking cake. 

She managed to throw up most of the liquid, but sat, dry heaving on the bathroom floor. Trembling from the silent sobbing. 

After, I throw her arm over my shoulder. 

Goddamn Deja vu. 

I haul her back to bed. Thanks to her tiny build, I can wrangle her out of the tight miniskirt and damp tank top. Surveying Jessa’s thin, frail frame, I’m shocked to see the way her years of drug abuse has ravaged her body, barely recognizable that we share the same genes. 

The crisp air chills the room. I use the cashmere throw that’s been strategically placed on the chaise for decoration, tucking it under my arms for warmth and settle in for the night. 

Jessa’s breathing acts as a lullaby, rocking my cluttered brain to sleep. 

My droopy eyes welcome the peaceful, yet fleeting, moment, which quickly disappears into a thunderous tremor, jarring me awake. 

Jessa flings herself out of the bed, tripping over the tangled sheets. “What happened?” She stumbles, rubbing her searching eyes with the balls of her palms. 

Startled, I fight to tug on my boots, zipping them up my bare calves. “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. Stay here,” I demand, grabbing the loaded pistol from my bag before rushing out the door. 

“Fuck that!” Jessa is promptly on my heels. 

I snake my way through the dark house, met with the same, repeated, blank stare. Everyone is filing out of the bedrooms, or where ever they might be sleeping for the night.

Stoner bolts from the back of the hallway, barreling out the front door with his weapon drawn and ready. 

Duke is next, scrambling out of the guest bathroom, struggling to pull his pants up from around his ankles. He spots me, and I press my index finger to my lips. He nods. I jerk my head toward the door, sending him out to cover his brother. 

“Jo?” A half-naked Patsy is busy slipping a pair of shorts over her short, tone legs. “What’s going on? Is it Clint? Are they back?”

“Shh,” Jessa and I hush Patsy and the surrounding crowd now cluttering the foyer. 

“I don’t know,” I whisper. “Get the girls and hunker down in Ruth’s room until you get the all clear.”

Patsy does as instructed and draws the train of concerned eyes away from the possible danger. 

“Are you going out there?” My sister snatches my wrist. 

I shake her off and leave her standing in the two-story archway. I click the button for the flashlight app on my cell phone and sneak out through the small gap in the door, pulling it tightly behind me. 

My lungs slave to pump oxygen through my stiff shape as I steady my trigger hand, ready to blow a fresh hole through the enemy. And at this point, the enemy includes anyone who isn’t on the preapproved list that’s bouncing around in my skull. 

Names flash like a neon sign illuminating subliminal messages in the black darkness. 

Ronin. 

Pop. 

Ronin.

Ruth.

Ronin.

Jessa.

Ronin…

The stinging in my eyes makes it difficult to take stock of my surroundings. The rolling stench of smoke and burning rubber billows through the night air, strangling my throat.

I round the corner and fly into Duke. 

“Get back inside, now!” He scurries past the monumental columns of the walkway, dragging me back into the house. 

“What the fuck? Where’s Stoner?” I throw back the fancy drapes. The blood surging through my body ices over at the sight before me. 

Across the street, a vehicle is engulfed in flames. The red and orange blaze acts as a chimney for the black clouds hanging in the atmosphere like a bad horror movie. 

I search. Stoner is nowhere to be found. 

“Where is he? Where’s Stoner?” I run to the next window. Neighbors cloaked in bed robes and slippers clamber out of their houses to observe the intentional bonfire. 

“He’s fine. He’s tracking the perimeter with some of the prospects. Oh, shit!” Duke shouts just before he shoves me away from the panes of glass.

“Hey!” I scream, bouncing on my ass.

The man’s hands fly to his temples, clenching his head. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I think I just saw cherries!”

Before I can speak, Stoner skirts the corner, confirming Duke’s suspicions.

“The cops are here.” However, his gaze quickly lands on me, still huddled on the hardwood with the large man hovering over me. Stoner doesn’t ask questions before reacting. He rushes Duke, connecting his fist with the man’s nose, sending a cracking sound echoing off the vaulted ceiling. 

“Goddamn it!” Duke pinches his nose to stop the gushing blood. 

I jump to my feet, ignoring the weakness in my wobbling knees. Pain radiates up my backside. 

“Stop!” My body hangs off Stoner’s constricted bicep. 

“Hey, did I miss something?”

The three of us spin to find Brad scratching his crotch with the end of a lighter, which he’s obviously carrying for the bong in his other hand. 

What is happening to my fucking life?

It’s as if I’ve been transported to a parallel universe where Jessa is concerned for someone other than herself and Brad is the new equivalent of the meth-head on millionaire row. 

I crack. 

The suppressed ball of emotion simmering in my belly bubbles over, sending me into a fit of giggles. My tummy begins to ache, and I double over, laughing in hysterics. 

Brad opens his arms wide with a dumbfounded expression. “What?” He asks, which only sends me further over the edge into a deep, uncontrolled fit.

Duke swipes at the steady stream of crimson pouring from his nostrils, staring blankly at me. 

Stoner shifts his gaze back to Duke. “I think she’s losing it.”

I squeal with unnerved giggles. 

The three men fidget, clearly uneasy. 

Heat flushes up the back of my neck, searing my ears and cheeks. The statuesque, log beams appear to grow ten feet, until I realize it’s me, falling backwards. 

The last sounds I hear is the incessant banging coming from the front door. 

“Open up! Sheriff’s Department!”

 

***

 

The tickle of shampoo and cigarette smoke catches my dry tongue. I struggle to lift my head from what I would learn later is Jessa’s bed. Bracing myself under the pressure from my swimmy brain, I collapse against the mound of pillows. 

“Hey, there she is.” Jessa is at my side with a damp washcloth. 

Her eyes are encased by black circles and her skin is dull, almost gray. “You look like shit.”

“Yeah, well, looks like we’re paddling upstream in the same boat, little sister.” 

“I guess it doesn’t help that I feel like shit too.” I trail my fingertips along my skull, examining the swollen bump. 

“You should.  Sounds like you hit the ground like a ton of bricks. Don’t try to move too quickly,” she warns. “Here, take these.”

She hands me two small tablets. I arch my brow. 

“They’re just Tylenol. Shit.”

I shrug, hoping the medicine will work on the throbbing, shooting pain, like shards of glass piercing my aching head. I swallow the pills, followed by an entire bottle of water. 

Like the vapors from the wreckage, a heaviness lingers. “The fire? How long was I out?”

“Long enough to have missed most of the excitement. There was a swarm of pigs. We could have used your legal-ese. Anyway, somehow, Bonnie and Tammy managed to get Brad to sober up long enough to appease them, for now, I guess.”

“What was burning?”

Jessa lowers her head, breaking eye contact. “It was a car.”

I shake my head, attempting to rattle the string of events loose, remembering the violent blast. “Whose was it?”

Jessa leans against the wall, sliding down to her feet. “We don’t know the answer to that and it’s probably better that we don’t. We don’t want any ties to connect us to the message they left behind.”

“Message?”

“From what Stoner was able to figure out before the cops got here, it looks like there was an artillery pack in the car, probably the trunk. One shot and that’s it. The fucker blew.” She rakes her hands through her knotted hair. “Once they put out the fire and hauled the car away, they were able to uncover a large X spray painted on the asphalt.”

I scramble to sit up, snubbing the pain. “It’s not going to take a rocket scientist to put that shit together.”

“I know, calm down. Duke’s getting a couple of guys together. They’re going to make their rounds with the neighbors.”

“And do what?” I gawk at my older sister. 

“What do you think? Make sure they don’t talk about seeing any Xs around here.” She stands, plucking the rag from my hand and vanishing into the restroom. She returns, placing the cloth on my forehead. “This is what we do. They’re not gonna hurt anyone.”

I wish I could believe her. “Who do we think ‘they’ are?”

“It can only be the Pistol Kings or…”

“Or Zombie,” I finish. 

She nods.

“But,” I replay every move we’ve made up until this point. “How did they find us? We’ve been so careful.”

“Yeah, that’s what we were talking about earlier. No idea where the breach came in. Hell, if it had just been an explosion, we could have pinned on some pot dealing mommy down the road or some shit like that. But, not with that message. It’s clear.”

“And Brad was able to brush off the cops?”

She lifts her pointed shoulders and exhales. “For now.” Jessa cocks her hip out, planting her hand on the protruding bone. “Stoner has him locked up in the media room sleeping off his bender. He has to be downtown in the morning to answer questions. No big deal, though. So do all the neighbors.”

“Any word from Pop or Ronin?”

Her stare is masked with pity as she softly shakes her head. 

“I think I want to sleep.”

She nods. “Ok, let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks,” I say, my tone sincere. I wait for her to leave, the clicking of her boots against the hardwood drifts as she disappears. Alone, my mind spins with fleeting thoughts, praying that Ronin and my father are safe. 

Zombie has been laying low, no doubt waiting for the perfect opportunity. He could be out there now. We could all be sitting here like ducks on an open pond. 

I fling back the covers, relieved to find that I’m still dressed, and sprint for the door. I slam right into a breathless Jessa. She’s promptly followed by Duke and Stoner. 

“We in danger,” I stammer. “Get everyone together in one room so we can come up with a game plan.”

“Too late,” Duke offers. 

I dart my shadowy stare between their downturn faces. They all three share the same concerned expression.

“What?”

Jessa steps out from the trio. She glances back over her shoulder before speaking her next two words.

“Ruth’s gone.”


 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

(Ronin)

 

Another couple of hours hammering the pavement gives me a wicked case of monkey butt. Our three-man convoy pulls off on the designated exit. I know the rally point well. Fugi and I agreed to meet on neutral territory, against Clint’s advice. He made it clear that he wanted it to go on record that he was not on board with the new plan. 

Not that he had a choice. 

I have a secret. I kept part of the phone call with Fugi to myself. When Clint asked me why the Pistol Kings would suddenly grace us with such a gift, I had to play stupid. Not that I can fool him, which explains why he’s been badgering me ever since. 

I also didn’t tell them that it was Jesse who tried to call earlier, and I sent it straight to voicemail. 

I detour off the highway long enough to check in with my brothers one last time before the meeting. I jerk my brain bucket from my head and rotate to face the others. “You guys ready for this?”

Clint rests one hand on his knee and rubs the back of his neck. “It would help if we knew what ‘this’ actually was, but I guess I’m just following you.”

“Look, I know where you stand. I get it, but this is something I have to do. I’ll never forgive myself if we had the chance to take out Zombie and we let it slide because the club is scattered all over bum fuck Egypt.”

“That’s just it. We’re not just scattered. We’re fucking divided.” Clint directs a hand toward Herc and Troy. “Come on. You guys can weigh in anytime.”

They look at each other. Herc just gawks, his round, robot-like eyes pleading for the scene to unfold without him and whatever route causes the least damage has his vote. 

Troy shifts his stance from one leg to another. “I don’t know what the hell’s going on with the rest of the goddamn chapter, but back home, when there was shit to be handled, that’s what the fuck happened. Shit got taken care of. None of this back and forth shit.”

“Maybe we’re not a bunch of half-witted numb nuts. Things are done differently around here. You need to learn that and the faster, the better.”

Troy uses his fingers to comb his hair back from his face. “Yeah, well, maybe it’s time for a change.”

“You think you’re the one who’s gonna bring about that change?” Clint spews the words as he spreads his legs, rolling his shoulders. 

Troy narrows his gaze. 

I jump in before the two throw down. 

“Come on. The last thing we need is to turn on each other. Get your shit together. I’m calling the fucking shots. Got it?”

Troy nods.

Herc does the same.

Clint throws his hands in the air before planting them on his waist and exhaling. “Whatever.”

“You have to trust me on this.” I steer my attention to my oldest friend. “I would never do anything to jeopardize this club. At least give me that.”

He stares at me. His procrastination creates a heaviness in my chest.

“Fine,” he states before stomping back to his bike. 

I decide not to push it. I’ve claimed my place as leader. Now, I have to claim the responsibility and whatever consequences that will come with it. The consequences that come with threading off on our own. The consequences that come with making calls without deferring to the president. The consequences that come with not answering Jesse’s call and telling my brothers that Fugi insisted on one stipulation – coming alone. 

The next stop?

Zombie. 

Now, a hundred miles south of Jericho, I prepare to meet our enemy. I can almost feel the icicle daggers piercing my back. I continue to overlook Clint’s obvious disapproval. 

After finding the familiar road sign, I lead us down the paved trail that winds around the lake. Once I pass the bait shop, I spot Fugi and his two henchmen. 

The tall, skinny man leans against his sled wearing dark shades. His ten-inch beard is tied back with black rubber bands. I recognize the other two men as Cesar, the King’s VP, and Thumper, their Road Captain. I can’t help but wonder if there are more of them lurking in the shadows. If the Executioners had been on different terms at the moment, that would have been my move. 

I struggle to maintain my composure. Adrenaline skyrockets through my heated blood. I focus straight ahead, silently willing my brothers to be on board, even if it’s only for these few moments. We can all go back to family squabbling later. 

Fugi, a half a foot taller than his crew, steps out first. “Glad to see you made the right decision, son.” He extends a lone, boney hand.

“Don’t call me that.” I accept, pumping his elderly arm one good time. “Now, let’s get down to business. I hear you have some information for us?”

Cesar shakes his head. “Wrong.”

“Sorry?” Clint breaks forward.

Herc twists his head, snapping his attention toward Cesar. 

The man and Thumper smirk, ready to pounce until Fugi erects one fist high in the air, causing them to halt in their tracks. 

I inhale, attempting to steady my breathing. “Are you really going to tell me that I rode all the way out here for you to yank my fucking dick?”

“Did I say that?”

Rage mounts up my spine, radiating through my shoulders. “I don’t have time for your goddamn games.” I pivot. “Let’s ride.”

“Wait.”

I stop.

Fugi continues. “What Cesar so graciously meant to say was, I have information for you and only you.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I crease my forehead. 

“Walk with me.”

Herc places a heavy mitt on my back. “Don’t do it, VP.”

Troy shakes his long, shaggy hair. 

I glance back at Fugi, who’s standing with his arms wide open. “What’s it gonna be?”

“No weapons.”

“Fine.” He agrees, handing his weapon off to Cesar. 

“Frisk him,” I direct Clint. He does, and I allow Thumper to do the same after passing my gun off to Herc. 

 I motion for Fugi to lead the way. I follow him down the dirt, walking path that meanders, around the water lined with sand acting as a makeshift beach. I prop myself up on a rickety picnic table and wait on Fugi. The old man tugs on his white whiskers. 

“Did this really have to be so secretive?” I ask. 

“I wouldn’t have deemed it necessary if it weren’t so. Despite what you might think, I don’t sit around thinking of games to fuck with everyone in my spare time. Like I have any fucking spare time.” His gaze drifts to the ground as he lights a Marlboro Red. “You know this club is my life, what’s left of it anyway.”

“I’m not admitting to anything, but if it were the Executioners, I’m sure as fuck not here to make any apologies for handing club business.”

“Of course not. And I’m not asking to.” The cigarette dangles from his thin lips as the ash falls to the ground. “How’s your old lady doing? She’s Miller’s daughter, right?”

“You already know this. What the fuck am I doing here, old man?”

“Your club is in danger,” Fugi says, matter of factly. 

I stare at him with a void expression, refusing to let my surprise betray me. “Stop horse shitting me. You brought me here to talk about Zombie, now get on with it. You either know where I can find him or not. If I can’t pull the trigger myself, you’re useless to me.”

He adjusts himself and flicks the filtered butt into the surf. “You have false information and it’s about time someone set the record straight.”

 

***

 

If I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes, I never would have believed it. Not something this fucked up. There was no masking my utter shock. Fugi had seen all my cards at this point. And there no going back. Not now. Not ever. I don’t know if the look on my face deceived me once I got back to the boys or not, but it’s clear that they have their own problems. 

“You lick your sister’s pussy with that mouth?” Thumper snarls.

Troy leaps, hurling a right hook across the man’s jaw. 

Herc pounces on Cesar. 

Clint attempts to jump between the men. 

“Stand down!” Fugi shouts. 

Everyone freezes as if someone pushed pause on a movie reel. 

“Get your shit and let’s ride,” I instruct my boys then turn back to the Pistol Kings’ President and shake his hand. “I won’t forget this.”

“That’s the plan.”

Yeah, I bet it is.

 

***

 

We roar across the mountain range in record time, refusing to stop for anything other than gas. I’ve purposefully not checked in with Jolene because I didn’t want to lie to her. But now, I’m worried, realizing she hasn’t called either. That’s not like her. I’ve got a couple of missed calls from Jesse, but that’s easy to blame on bad service. 

I need time to think. Time to get my shit lined out. What if the intel Fugi had turns out to be true? It’ll be the end of everything as we know it. Every. Fucking. Thing. My entire life will have been a goddamn lie, and no one will be safe. And at what cost? Jolene will never forgive me.

Jolene. 

What I wouldn’t give to be alone with her right now. Lying in bed. Tangled up in the sweat-soaked sheets after a long night of hardcore sex. The intoxicating scent coming from between her legs leaves me drunk for days. I contemplate ditching the life, throwing her on the back of my sled, and hauling ass across country. 

Who am I kidding? She wouldn’t leave. She’s just as committed to this life as I am. Once you’re in, there’s no getting out. Not alive. Not even if the horror show turns out to be true. 

The boys gather around me as we stop at the first red light coming into town. 

Reno awaits. A shit storm awaits. No doubt, Jesse awaits. 

We hang a left. My chest pounds as I think of seeing Jolene, like a horse nearing water. However, all the bubbling excitement dissipates as I round the corner and immediately spot the rows and rows of yellow police tape directly across the street from Brad’s mansion. 

My stomach plummets.  

I park my bike with trembling hands, ignoring the way my heart feels as if it’s going to explode. Clint calls after me as I race through the front door, shouting. 

“JO!” I draw my weapon and kick over anything in my path.

I can feel Clint and the others coming up from behind. 

“What the fuck happened here?” Troy whispers.

I shake my head. 

“Patsy?” Clint calls out as he rushes down the hallway. 

The four of us check every inch of the massive, dark house. 

Empty. 


 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

(Jolene)

 

I ball my fists and shake them at my sides. The vein in my temple thumps in sync to my rapid heartbeat. “You can’t be serious?”

“Little girl, you need to remember who the hell you’re talking to. Now, get your tiny ass on the back of that bike and let’s roll out.”

“You’re just going to leave? Just like that?” I glare at my father. My pop. His once blue eyes are now gray and red. His wrinkled face is worn and saggy. When he was told about Ruth missing, his answer was to pack up and head back to the cabin compound without her. When Jessa protested, he smacked her across the face. 

“Not only am I going to leave, you are too. I told you I would let Ronin know where we’re going. Now, get the fuck on that bike.”

I pull my shoulders back. I attempt to keep my voice strong and calm. “No thanks. I’m going to ride in the Suburban with Jessa.” I spin on my heel before he has a chance to respond. 

I toss my phone in my shoulder bag before throwing it in the back, shutting the barn style door. We haven’t had cell service since the blast. The Pistol Kings must have jammed the surrounding towers. 

I hop in the passenger seat and Jessa glances over at me. A fresh, pink handprint dots her cheek, causing my already aching chest to cringe. “Ready?” She asks.

I nod. 

“What are we doing with him?” She flashes her gaze into the rearview mirror. 

I rotate, discovering Brad passed out, piled in a heap on the backseat. “The closest Greyhound bus station.”

The simultaneous laughter acts as a bandage for my ailing heart as we head back to California, away from the dreaded nightmare known as Reno.

We don’t bother trying to get word to the rest of the crew that we’re pulling off to drop Brad at the depot. We simply park at the curb and act as a double team, lugging him inside to a bench. He groans before making himself comfortable. 

“Fucker.” 

Jessa throws her head back in a fit of giggles. 

“Yeah, like I’m not already shamed into oblivion by dating the bastard.” 

She rounds her eyes. “Oh, come on, it’s not like I don’t have my own closet of douchebags.”

I cock my head. “True enough.”

Back on the road, I had no way of knowing that I had missed seven calls as my phone synced in my shoulder bag, now buried underneath a mound of luggage. 

We revel in the road trip, shooting the shit and blasting loud music. It feels easy again to just be sisters. We talk about boys and where we see our futures. All the while the heaviness from Ruth’s absence hangs in the air like a record setting blizzard. 

Something’s not adding up.

Ruth’s heeded warning plays repeatedly in my head. 

Watch out for your sister. 

Don’t trust anyone.

Before we know it, we are veering off the main road to follow Wizard’s red tail light through the heavily wooded path. 

Pop had sent most of the crew back to their chapters without notice. As we make the clearing and the cabin comes into view, I expect the see Ronin. 

Nothing.

My heart shrinks as I attempt to hide my quivering chin. 

Where the fuck is he?

We jump in setting up the cabin. Patsy gets the bitches started on kitchen duty before she corners me. 

“Has Jesse said anything about Clint and Ronin?”

“Just that they should be here anytime.” I reassure the woman. 

Her eyes are masked with concern. “I haven’t been able to reach him.”

I grip her shoulder gently. “Don’t worry. If he says they’ll be here, they’ll be here.”

“And Ruth?”

I swallow back a hard lump gathering in my throat. “We’ll find her. No one would be stupid enough to hurt a President’s old lady.”

She gives a careless nod, walking away in a daze. 

I catch Jessa eyeballing me. I can tell she doesn’t believe me anymore than I do. It doesn’t help that the handprint on my sister’s face is now turning into a blueish purple bruise. 

It’s as if she can read my thoughts. 

Things aren’t as they seem.

 

***

 

The chill in the air sends a shiver slicing through my core. I shift on the couch, pulling the afghan up over my shoulders. The afghan that I had helped both my mother and Ruth make. I struggle to clear my throat.

“Coffee, hun?” Patsy holds out a steamy mug of hot liquid. 

I squeeze my eyes shut and hold the welcome cup in my quivering hands before sipping. “Thanks.” I let the scalding java work its magic. “Any updates?

She nods her head. “Got a hold of Clint and from what he said, they should be here any minute.”

As soon as the words leave her mouth, the deafening growl of Ronin’s engine echoes down the trail. My heart races as I fly out the screen door and jump off the top step, scanning him from head to toe. 

He beams a pearly grin as he makes out what I’m doing. Always a laugh at my expense. 

He nods, indicating he’s whole, knocking back his kickstand with the heel of his boot. He slides off his bike, coiling both thick arms around my waist, picking me up with ease, high off the ground as he buries his furry lips into my neck, bringing tears to my tired eyes. 

“What took you so long?”

He steps back and snaps his head over at Clint, who breaks his gaze from Patsy long enough to do the same. Clint shakes his head. 

“Just had some shit to get done. That’s all.”

“But Pop told you we were here?”

He nods as Troy and Herc pass to go inside. “Patsy finally got through to Clint too. What the fuck is up with the phones?”

“Long story.”

“Yeah, I gathered.” He throws his arm around my shoulders and leads the way inside. “Someone better start filling me in.”

“We got plenty of time for that.” Pop strolls out from the hallway, taking a long drag from a joint, offering it to Ronin. “Good to see you, Son.”

“No, thanks. Do we really have all that much time?”

“Excuse me?” Pop jerks his head back.

“Well, there was an explosion. Ruth is missing. Everyone had to evacuate. We’ve been divided among the state.”

He takes another long pull off the marijuana cigarette, holding the lungful before releasing. “We’re together now.”

“Not all of us.”

Pop steps forward. “Boy, you need to remember who the fuck you’re talking to.”

I slip between the two. “Look, we’re here now. We need to clear this shit up and figure out how to get Ruth back.”

“We need to know who took her first.” Ronin storms away to the kitchen, where Tammy pours him a cup of coffee. 

“What the hell are you talking about? We know the Pistol Kings and Zombie are working together.” Pop leans against the kitchen counter, snubbing the roach out in the sink. 

“Do we?” Ronin asks.

“What does that mean?” I dart my gaze between my boyfriend and my pop.

“Jolene, this is club business.” 

I glower at my father. “Bullshit. This is about my fucking mother. You want me to leave, you’ll have to fucking remove me.” I dare him. 

He ignores me, looking back to Ronin. “Of course, we know it’s them. We figure out where they have her and Wizard and I will make the move.”

“Fuck.” Troy mumbles, frowning at Clint. 

“What? Wizard glances back and forth between both men.

Clint twists his mouth. “Nothing. Just a cluster fuck.”

“You got that shit right.” Pop shakes his head. 

I try to get a read on Ronin. He and his crew know something. At that moment, my limbs go numb. I can’t help but hope Ruth is actually with the Kings because for a brief second, her fate is unclear. I don’t know if she’s alive or dead. All this time, I was taking for granted that she was being used as a pawn. 

Please, dear God, let her be a fucking pawn. 

After filling Ronin in on the events at the mansion in Reno, it didn’t take him long to start drinking. 

“Let’s grab some beer and go for a walk.” He snatches a six pack from the refrigerator and we take off for the woods. I nestle myself under his arm in the familiar resting place where my head meets his chest. His arm drapes around my full body like a personal protection cloak. 

We walk in silence until he chugs the first twelve ounces. 

“I can’t believe I wasn’t there to keep you safe.” His strong voice cracks.

“It’s fine. I’m all good.”

He stops. “Jo, it was a fucking explosion.”

“Hey, I told you before. I can handle myself.”

“Goddamn it!” He hurls the empty can at a tree. “Do you know how many times Ruth has said that exact same thing?”

Startled by his question, I stumble backwards. My eyes water, tears spilling over my unsteady cheeks. 

Ronin reaches for me. 

Unphased, I look through him as if he wasn’t really standing there. 

“Come on, darlin. I didn’t mean it like that. I don’t want to scare you. I’m sure she’s ok.”

My head moves on it’s on, shaking back and forth slowly. “You don’t know that.” It’s hitting me like a ton of cinder blocks. 

Finally, he stops. “You’re right. I don’t.”

I crumble to the ground in a fit of sobs. Ronin gathers me into his lap, pressing my head to his hard chest, caressing my hair, letting me release my pent-up emotions as he rocks me. Both of us unsure of the outcome. 

Unsure of any outcome. 

I don’t know how long we sat in the middle of the woods, but crickets chirp in the background as the burnt orange sun begins to fade. My body feels as if it weighs five hundred pounds after hours of much needed bawling. 

And to his credit, Ronin just sits there and allows me to weep in his arms as he finishes his beer.

I peel my head from his sticky t-shirt. “You ready to head back?”

“Only if you are, sugar.” He grins a full smile, his top lip curving slightly upward. 

“I think I can hold it together.”

“That’s my girl.” He tips my chin using his gigantic hand. His searing mouth finds mine, planting a heated kiss that lingers in my tummy long after he pulls away. “We got this.”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak. 

As we approach the cabin, we see the front porch lined with people talking and smoking. Ronin rotates and stops in front of me. 

“Jo, are we on the same page?”

I search his dark eyes, realizing what he’s asking without speaking the words. Glancing over his shoulder, I spot the rest of my family, except for Ruth. I look back to him. His round pools of concern seeking reassurance. 

“Yes.” I nod, biting my bottom lip to keep from crying, shocked that my body is able to produce more tears. “Yes,” I whisper, as I swipe at the tinge of blood with my tongue, at the very least, reminding me that I’m still alive. 


 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

(Ronin)

 

I bend at the knees, unleashing the steady stream of rank piss on the innocent tree next to the cabin. My fucking bladder is ready to bust from holding in the six pack. Sizzling charcoal briquets searing in the fire pit send my stomach into a hungry frenzy as Billy man’s the steaks. 

Jessa is napping on the couch. 

Herc and Billy are standing first watch, along with a handful of newly appointed Prospects. Clint, Duke, and Troy shoot the shit on the back porch with Jesse and Wizard. On the surface, things appear normal, but we know better. The void is too much. Unbearable. Our matriarch has vanished. 

I swing through the kitchen, where Jolene and Patsy are lining out the bitches, giving my old lady a loud swat on her perfect ass.

Pop.

“Hey!” A smirk teases in the corners of her yummy lips. 

I seize the front of her neck with my large hand, claiming her mouth, delving my tongue into her warm cave, wishing I could stay in this moment forever. I feel her body melt under my weight. 

“Church.” The old man’s tone is low, yet full of authority.

With one last graze along her smooth neck with my hungry mouth, I back away before I’m rendered powerless. “Got to go, darlin.”

Her heated, pools of ice follow every move until I’m out of sight. 

The mood in the half-empty chapel is somber. The Prez rests at the head of the table, his chin is pointed at the floor. 

He scrubs his mangy beard before speaking. “Ruth is our first priority.”

Heads bob in agreement.

I lean back in the wooden chair and light a cigarette, praying the man chooses his next words carefully. 

He pulls up his neck and eyes his worn-down soldiers. Every brother in the room would easily lay down his life for the other. Gutted. Bleed out. Dead. 

This is not lost on anyone. 

Jesse clears his throat with a low growl. “I have no doubt Zombie and the Pistol Kings are working together. We need to get confirmation that Ruth is alive and find out what they want for her safe return.”

More head bobbing.

“Whatever it takes, we will get her home spill the blood of the fuckers who took her.”

Now, we’re getting the ‘fuck yeahs’.

“Ronin, you’ll take your crew and go take care of our usual drops. We have to pay the Jukes, or we won’t have the cash to cover what we need to get shit done. Wizard, you’re with me. Leave Duke and Stoner here with the Prospects to cover the females.”

My chest heaves with rage as I nod. 

“Good.” The Executioners President slams the gavel against the old dining table. “Let’s go get my old lady.”

Everyone scrambles into action. Adrenaline pumps through my agitated veins. I make eye contact with Jolene. She pulls in a deep lungful of air, her ample chest moving with the full motion. No words are needed. She knows what’s at stake.  

“Got time for a plate before heading out?” Jessa stands in the doorway with her hands on the beat-up frame. 

I shake my head. “No time.” I snatch a couple of rolls of the stove. “Stick it in the oven.” I jerk my head at the rest of the brothers before dropping my mouth to latch onto Jolene’s before disappearing once again.

This time, as fucking errand boy. I’ll play along, for now. 

 

***

 

“You know the drill, Garcia. You owe for the protection. If you have a problem with that, you can take it up with Jesse. That’s the deal.”

The portly, Hispanic man dangles from the end of the boat dock. Herc holds the man in the air by his ankles as if he were getting ready to release a piece of trash in the wind. 

“Please! Please. Put. Me. Down.” The man pants.

“He won’t listen to you.” Troy chuckles while digging under his dirty nails with his pocket knife. 

“The big guy only takes instructions from us.” Clint squats down to the ground. His elbows are resting on his knees as he bounces on toes. 

I stifle laughter, letting the boys blow off some steam. 

“Here’s what I think went down.” I pace the narrow pier, which doesn’t take long with my lengthy legs. “You got word from the grapevine,” I say as I stop and bend down to make strong eye contact with the fat man. “Always a bad idea.” I pace again. “You heard the Executioners were in trouble and took it upon yourself to alter our little agreement. And you thought you had a get out of jail free card. Am I right?”

“No, never.”

“Don’t insult me, Garcia. Herc doesn’t like it when people insult my intelligence. You think I’m just a dumb biker, is that it?”

“No! No, of course not. Por favor. Please, let me down.” Hector Garcia begins to cry like a baby. His upside-down belly heaves while nearly suffocating his bowling ball sized head.

“Are we going to have to come back down here and do this shit all over again, fat man? Because next time, we won’t play so nice.”

He shakes his round melon, his three chins following at high speed as he sobs. 

“You’ll pay?” Clint asks from behind.

“Si’!”

“With a ten percent gratuity tip? Your idea, of course.”

“Que?” Garcia squirms like a worm dangling off the end of a hook. 

“Herc,” I say and turn to walk away.

The Enforcer frees one hand, releasing the man’s left leg, leaving him looking like a broken kite caught in the wind. 

“Wait! Ok, yes! Deal,” he begs.

Herc eyeballs me and I give a slight nod, allowing him to plant the man on the ground. Garcia swipes at this wet, plump cheeks. 

“Gracias.” He thanks me for sparing his life, and taking his money.

We follow Hector Garcia back up the wobbly planks of wood to the warehouse long enough to collect our payday, making it clear that we would be back soon. 

We move on to the next haul, finishing up the sixth run of the day. 

“How about stopping for a drink?” Troy pulls a pack of Camels from his leather pocket.

I glance around between my brothers as they take turns shrugging. 

The notion of a frosty cold one makes my dry mouth water. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

It doesn’t take long to find a shit hole to stop at and the first thing I do is throw back a shot of Jim Beam, savoring the burning sensation as it drives its way down my throat to my empty gut. Thoughts swirl in my cluttered brain. 

The fuckery that Fugi had to say. The shit he had to show me. That shit was real. You can’t fake that kind of shit. I don’t know how much longer I can keep these secrets to myself. 

“Hey, VP. You cool?” Troy sidles up to the stool next to me.

I chug from the iced over mug sitting on the bar. Wiping the head from my mustache with my sleeve, I bob my head. “Yeah, man. All good. How about you? Fitting in ok?”

“Shit, it’s a fucking ride, that’s for sure.” He snickers. “Things seem to be all over the place.”

I cock my head sideways. “What do you mean by that?

Troy swigs from his beer bottle. “Hey, man. I didn’t mean nothing by it. I’m just saying shit’s obvious. I have yet to make a run with the Prez. Wiz was a Prospect the same time Billy was. And what’s up with Stoner?”

I stare at the man long enough to make him visibly tense up as he starts to grind his teeth. I shake it off. 

He’s not wrong. 

“Round everyone up.” I toss back another shot of amber liquor, followed by the remainder of my bud, ignoring Troy’s scowl. He would have been a hell of a lot unhappier if I had addressed his out of place comments. 

I make a quick pit stop by the john. The heavy grunting coming from the handicap stall tells me that we’re going to be delayed by five, ok, maybe ten minutes. 

Herc’s taking care of business. The big man doesn’t talk much, but he’ll leave a trail of broken hearts like nobody’s business. Fuck, he still has needs. Don’t we all?

We wait on our sleds, snickering when he comes from rambling around the back corner of the building using the delivery entrance. Laughter grows into full blown roars when we catch him still zipping up his jeans. 

The cute, little waitress doesn’t stand much taller than his muscled belly. Once he’s done dealing with his pants, he snags his cut that’s hanging off his shoulder for safe keeping and puts it on before gracing the pitiful woman with a parting kiss goodbye. 

She watches after him as he walks away with a shit eating grin dancing across his bag face.

He leaves another sucker in his silent wake. 

His brothers wait for the woman to disappear as they latch on their brain buckets, survey their surroundings, and head out for the last stretch of the ride.

Next Stop? Jolene.

 

***

 

The cabin is dark and quiet when we park. The Prospects can’t be seen, but I feel them watching us. A hot pot of coffee has just been started. 

Ruth?

Hope swells in my tight chest. 

“Hey.” Jessa putters down the hallway with a cup in one hand a book in the other. She passes Clint who’s on his way to check on his old lady. 

My heart sinks into my stomach. So much for wishful thinking. 

She appears different. Still thin, boney even, but her face has been scrubbed clean of all the makeup. Shit, I don’t know the last time I’ve seen that. Her eyes are blue, not smudged with all that black shit. They’re not blue like Jo’s, but a sad, light blue. 

She smiles. “Want some coffee after your ride?” It’s a genuine smile, not like when she’s trying to get something out of me or get in my fucking pants.

“Sure,” I offer and square my ragged ass down in an old kitchen chair. “Everyone down for the night?”

She plops down across from me, placing a mug opposite hers. She shakes her short, black hair. “Jo went down a while ago. Patsy’s still up in her room waiting on Clint. Pop ain’t made it back yet. Stoner and Duke just got done trading out with the young bucks.”

“I’m guessing there’s still nothing on Ruth.” The string of words come out as a statement rather than a question. Relief invades my gut when Jessa doesn’t pick up on the mistake. 

“Not a goddamn word.”

“When’s the old man supposed to be back?”

She shrugs, her frail shoulders fall as if they’re carrying the weight of the world. 

“Why don’t you turn in. I’ll cut the coffee pot off and lock up.”

“Sounds good.”

I watch her disappear, waiting to hear her latch turn in place. My heart jumps in my chest at the thought of being near Jolene. I take care of business and make a mad dash down the hallway. The vision of Jolene lying in bed causes my hard dick to stir. The fucker’s been hard since leaving the bar. Makes for a bitch of a ride. 

Her long, tan legs are tangled up in the afghan that she must have snagged off the couch. Her security blanket, doused with years of memories and emotions. Her creamy tits move with each breath. Her rosy lips are parted just enough, as if sending me an invitation. 

I ponder waking her from a peaceful sleep using nothing but my tongue. My cock twitches when the ground vibrates under my boots. 

“Ronin?”

She balls her fists, rubbings her drowsy eyes.

“It’s ok, darlin. Go back to sleep.”

To my surprise, she falls back over without a protest, quickly assuming her position.” 

I fight the urge to climb in bed beside her. Apparently, my decision is made for me when the front door slams loud enough, it rattles the windows through the ancient house. 

“What the fuck is going on?”

Wizard shoves past me and dashes out the back door, kicking it closed behind him. 

“None of your goddamn business.” Jesse slams the back of his head into the wall, pinching his eyes closed. 

My near black eyes are round as searing blood flushes through my large build. “Excuse me?”

The old man pries open his lids. Both wear and tear obviously take a toll on his already haggard features.

He shakes his shaggy, gray mane. “I’m sorry, Son.” He drops his head, scuffing one boot across the other. “It was a rough fucking day. I was sure we were going to bring Ruth home tonight.”

“What happened?”

Jesse dumps his slight frame into a chair and sifts his fingers through his tangles. “We had a sit down with Fugi and Zombie today.”

Anxiety builds in my chest cavity, growing by the seconds, bubbling to the surface. “You’re telling me you actually laid eyes on Zombie?”

His chin hangs low as he nods. 

“Wizard too?”

He nods again.

“For real?” My pulse races. Heat floods my ears. 

The old man’s head flies up, facing me. “What the fuck’s wrong with you?”

I feel the distance as my eyes glaze over. 

He doesn’t wait for me to respond. “Fine, you need me to say it? Yes, I saw Zombie today.”

“Is he alive.”

“Why do you think I’m so upset? The fucker’s still breathing!”


 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

(Jolene)

 

I wake up to the smell of popping sound of bacon frying and the mouth-watering smell of buttery eggs. The savory whiff of sage from the sausage gravy makes me want to gnaw off my own arm. 

The breakfast awaiting me acts as a brief distraction from the craving pulsating between my legs. Fuck Ronin for leaving me alone in this big, empty bed. I can tell from the cold, left side that he never slept. Not next to me, anyway. 

I hustle through a quick shower, tugging on a pair of snug jeans and a flannel over a black tank top. I slip on my leather boots before making my way to the kitchen where I find nothing but females in full swing. 

“Well, if it’s sleeping beauty.” Jessa teases. 

I immediately notice her fresh face. “Are you sick?”

She furrows her brow, creasing her forehead. “No, why?”

“Nothing. You want me to finish up here, so you can go do your makeup?”

“Oh, that. No. I’m sick of wearing all that shit. Giving my face a break. What do you think?”

My tummy somersaults. I place an arm over my sister’s thin shoulders. “I think you look amazing.” I glance around the room at the other women who nod and smile in agreement. 

Patsy winks and takes Jessa’s hand in hers. “You just wait until Ruth sees.”

The touching sentiment brings unprecedented tears to Jessa’s clear eyes. 

“Alright, enough of that,” I joke and pour myself a cup of hot java, praying it will have an instant effect. “Where’s all the testosterone?” 

“Split all over the goddamn place.” Patsy sets a plate of food in front of me. 

“What the hell does that mean?”

Patsy darts her gaze over at Jessa. My sister twists her lips. 

“Someone better start talking or I’m just going to stop sleeping altogether so I don’t miss anything.”

“Fine.” Jessa jerks her head toward Patsy, who looks at the rest of the bitches. 

“Scram,” she commands.

“Shit. How much did I miss?” I’m only half mocking. 

They wait for the house to empty, which takes a hot minute since the bitches aren’t leaving until they pile their plates high since there is obviously no coming back for seconds.

The screen door slams and I draw my lips into a hard line, staring at Jessa. “Well?”

“I don’t know how you slept through all that bullshit last night.” She takes a long pull from her coffee, clearly a stall tactic. “I was up when Ronin and his crew got in. Looked good. Everything was normal. They were tired. I went to bed. I think he checked on you.”

“Yeah, Clint came to bed for a while until everything came to a head.”

Jessa peers down at the floor and nods. “When Pop got back, it didn’t take long for him and Ronin to blow up. I got up to check on them, but as soon as I did, they told me to go back to bed and moved their shit outside. I passed Clint in the hallway, throwing on his boots.”

“Haven’t seen him since,” Patsy mumbles.

“What do you mean, they had a blow up?”

“Just that. They were screaming and yelling shit.”

“Fucked up shit.” Jessa pops up and begins clearing the untouched dishes. 

“So, you heard what they were saying?”

“Only some of it.”

“Stop throwing away perfectly good food and fill me in.”

A loud sigh escapes my sister’s lips. “It’s bad, Jo.” She plops back down. “They were arguing about Ruth.”

“What could they have been fighting about when it comes to Ruth?”

Patsy gazes up over her eyebrows. “If we’re being honest, it wasn’t just about her. I think Jessa just doesn’t want to upset you.” 

“Yeah? Well, you’re both doing a piss poor job at that.” My spine tingles like a pin cushion as fear creeps up through my back. 

“Apparently, Pop had a sit down with Fugi yesterday.”

“That’s good right? It’s about time.”

Jessa leans forward, her strong gaze penetrates mine. “He met with Zombie.”

I feel the weight of my head as it swoons backwards. The air is expelled from my lungs leaving me breathless. “Why isn’t he dead? Or here? I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I, hun.” Patsy’s ponytail sashays against her shoulders. 

“That’s all I heard before they took their shit outside. I swear, if Clint hadn’t gotten out there, I think that shit might have come to blows.”

“Are they out there now?” I grip my mug and get ready to stand up as my sister rests her hand over mine.

“Don’t bother,” she says.

“They left out before sun up.” 

“Together?” Hope bubbles in my chest.

“Not a chance in hell.”

 

***

 

Crack 

I hurl the phone at the defenseless China cabinet, breathing a sigh of relief when it hits the wood rather than the decorative glass. 

Not only did Ronin leave without saying a word, but he hasn’t answered a single one of my eight phone calls.

I’ve spent the morning dusting and cleaning cobwebs. Just call me Leather fucking Cinderella.   

Even the bitches are sitting around with their thumbs stuck up their asses because I’m taking care of all the dirty work.

“You wanna take a ride?” Jessa picks my cell up off the tattered Oriental rug. 

I toss my head back and roll my eyes. “You have no idea how much. Where we going?”

She tosses my bag and I follow her out the door. I can hear Patsy barking orders as I climb into the SUV. Damn, she’s getting good. 

“I got a call from a friend of the club. Looks like there’s a problem at the Clubhouse. We need to go check it out.”

“What kind of problem?”

Her shoulders rise and fall as she backs out, spinning dirt. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Shit.”

“Yep,” she utters to herself. 

The long stretch back to Jericho is bleak. My immersed thoughts are fixed on Ruth. This fucked up situation is beyond out of control. The Executioners are out of control. If this had happened six months ago, Ruth would have been home within an hour, leaving a trail of bloody, mangled bodies behind. 

I might have protested before. Wanting to leave the violence out of it, if possible, but not today. I’m done with that shit. I just want my family back. My club. 

Fuck.

My Ronin.

Jessa says something that bounces off my numb senses.

“I’m sorry. What was that?”

She tilts her head, still darting her gaze to keep her eyes on the road. “Anything you want to share?”

I purse my lips after pulling in air. “Just thinking about Ruth. What do you think is going on?”

“Fuck if I know.”

“Really?” I ask without gauging the consequence.

“Why would you ask that?”

“Come on. You always have an ear down in the inner circle. You expect me to believe you’re clueless for the first time ever?”

“Look, Jo, I know it may be hard to believe, but shit has changed. I have no idea where Ruth is or who has her. I don’t know what’s going on with the boys. Shit, can’t you look at Ronin and Pop and see that for yourself? I mean, can’t you see the changes I’m making?”

I hear her voice quivering and instantly regret the cruel accusation. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I guess it’s hard to break old habits.”

She snickers. “You got that shit right.”

We manage small talk for the remainder of the trip, both agreeing it was a blessing in disguise that we couldn’t reach the guys to request permission to head back into town. It would have been immediately denied. And probably for good reason. 

We pass the D&K Diner. It always warms my soul to see the old timers smoking stogies where Ronin and I fell in love over countless hours of eating French fries and ranch dressing. 

We turn down all the familiar streets, recognizing the faces as they quickly about face. 

It doesn’t appear like anything has changed in the short time. However, all that changes as we round the last block to the bar.

The Clubhouse looks like it should now be renamed the Ghost Bar. 

There are no vehicles. It’s pitch black. And zero sleds. 

A bad fucking omen. 

“What do you think?” I ask, focusing straight ahead.

My sister shakes her head. “It’s not good, whatever it is. Don’t go in without your weapon.”

My thoughts exactly.” I plant one foot on the ground, wielding the gun that is now my fifth limb, and pray the adrenaline pulsing through my legs holds long enough to carry my heavy body because I don’t trust my actions. “Got your keys?”

“I don’t think we’re going to need them.” She dips her chin, pointing to the door, catching my eye.

The deadbolt has been blasted, leaving the wooden panel splintered and fragmented. 

My throat constricts like an invisible hand has a death grip around my slight wind pipe, snuffing out life. 

Black spots dot my peripheral vision.

Jessa whips her head in my direction. She squishes her finger against her collapsed mouth and jerks her noggin toward the entryway. 

I signal acknowledgement and follow as she makes a small gap in the pulverized door. 

I cover Jessa, parading with caution. It helps that we know the pitch-black room like the back of our hands. 

I creep along the galvanized metal wall, trying not to clip my fat bottom ass on the screws protruding out. 

“Anything?” Jessa whispers.

“Nothing.”

I step further, running my free hand along the surface, finally reaching the light panel. 

“Jessa?” I inch closer. 

“Hey, Jessa?”

Silence. 

“Answer me,” I demand, straining to keep my voice a whisper. 

The thin air is sucked from the room, leaving me swimming through the vast, blank space.

“Goddamn it Jessa,” I screech just as I skim my fingertips along the breaker box.

I flip the switch and the room is flooded with bright light. I’m unprepared for the sight before me. 

Jessa is standing at the side of one of the ten pool tables, both arms dangling at her sides. Her gun lies at her feet. Her round eyes are nearly the size of her gaping mouth. 

All justified, due to the bloody, dismembered body scattered about along the green felt. 

I edge closer. My scrutiny is locked in on the crimson pieces of goo and bones table. 

I place my hand on Jessa’s shoulder. Even though she knows I’m there, she springs two inches off the ground. 

“Who-o is it?” she stammers. “Do you think it’s Susie?”

My blonde ponytail swishes in the air as I shake my head. “Doesn’t look like her build.”

What’s left of the skull is face down. 

Vibrations invade my quivering body. My lips and fingertips go numb. I reach forward, squeezing my eyes shut as I connect with matted, dark hair. 

My stomach pitches, hurling bile into my dry throat. 

Peeling the head back from the sticky fabric, Jessa’s long, red nails dig into my buzzing arm.

I flip the what I’m guessing is a man’s skull and skitter backwards, with my sister in tow. 

Holy fuck.

“Brad.”


 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

(Ronin)

 

A mixture of blood and spit flies, splatting across my right cheek. I jerk the worn bandana from my back pocket and wipe the shit from my face, not giving it a second thought. 

Herc is enjoying his rank today. We’ve been tasked with finding Ruth. It’s about fucking time. 

“You ready to tell me something I can use?” I force my boot against the shattered man’s throat. He uses both hands, struggling to push my weight away. It’s a futile move. I press harder. 

I refuse to make a move on the Pistol Kings at this point, seriously pissing off the old man. He doesn’t know that I have certain information, and it’s important that I keep it that way. 

When I think the loser has had enough, I release his windpipe. Herc, on cue, straddles the man, cracking his massive knuckles. 

He pries open his mouth, breaking the dried blood crevices. “I swear…”

Herc lands a square fist into his ribs, causing him to buckle. 

Then he says something that none of us expected. “You’re gonna have to go ahead and kill me. I don’t know nothing,” he squeaks through a strangled voice.

The weight of Clint’s heavy hand lands on my shoulder. 

“Son of a whore!” Troy kicks gravel across the railroad. 

“What do you wanna do, VP?” Clint adjusts his cut. 

I stare through my best friend as if he weren’t standing there. I’m at a loss. I’ve exhausted all avenues. This bastard was my final option. 

Ruth’s blood is on my hands.

I rip my gaze away and scowl at the Enforcer. “Go back in.”

My words send the wounded man squirming on the ground into a frenzy. 

As Herc settles his heel into the enemy’s gut utilizing all his weight, my cell rattles in my pocket. 

If it were anyone other than Jolene I would send it to voicemail, but not with the dick move way I ditched her this morning. I’m already in the shit house. It’s never too soon to start kissing ass. 

“Hey darlin, I know you’re pissed, but seriously just give me a second to…”

She spews shit I thought I’d never have to hear come from her mouth. The kind of shit that only comes from deep inside the club. 

My dense chest heaves as I tuck the phone away. “Cut him loose.”

Everyone stops and whips their heads in my direction except for the mangled body, whose eyes are both now swollen completely shut. 

“What’s up, brother?” Troy jumps on his sled. 

“No time. We’re headed to Jericho.”

We ride without stopping. If I could will this fucking bike to move faster, I would. The fear in Jo’s voice is seared on my soul. I can’t handle it. There’s nothing in this world that can bring me to my knees like that sound. 

I’ve only heard it once, the night she was lying on the singed grass surrounded by ash and burning splinters of wood. 

The night we lost our baby. 

My small town calls me home. I zip through the stoplights and ignore the traffic signs. 

Clubhouse.

Jolene.

My only thoughts are on repeat. 

I wouldn’t have wasted the time circling around to the back, but I knew the door was already open. 

I fly off my sled. I can hear my brothers speak, but tune them out. 

“Jolene!”

“In here”

My pulse races, pumping scores of frenzied blood though my heated veins. 

I spot her and don’t stop to assess the situation. 

I can’t get my hands on her quick enough. My mind is blank, and my body moves on automatic pilot until I snake my arms around her trembling frame, lifting her off the ground, holding her tight like a scared child with a stuffed animal. 

Just like that, all the stifled emotions sending me reeling.

Mist fills my eyes as I bury my damp face in her neck. “I thought I wouldn’t make it in time.”

She strokes my neck. “I knew you would.”

“What the fuck?” Clint stalks through the Clubhouse.

“You girls alright?”

“We’re whole,” Jessa responds with a shaky tone. 

“It’s Brad.” I turn back to the crowd, planting Jo back on the floor, but refusing to let her go. 

“The homeowner dick guy?” Troy cocks his head.

“Yep. Jolene confirmed it.” A visible ripple shudders through Jessa.

The boys start poking and prodding at what’s left of the nasty, stinking body parts. None of us notice the light rap on the front door, not until the person pounds on the locked gate. 

Everyone in the room draws their weapons, females included. The moment I have to prepare for battle means I have to take my hands off my woman and that sends fury to not only deep in my gut, but my dark, dusty heart, and that has become a whole new level of danger for me and any mother fucker who decides to cross my path sideways. 

I’m ready.

More ready than I have ever been.

I’m tired of taking shit. I’m tired of playing it safe. Fuck, I’m tired of playing goddamn games.

“Stand down,” I order. 

Without a plan, I rush the door, not giving the unsuspecting dick on the other side a chance to react. Elbow high, shoulder braced, my 357 bolstered against skin. 

My itchy finger feathers the warm trigger. 

If it hadn’t been for the way the body dropped to the sidewalk, rocking in the fetal position, I would have fired. 

The heap mumbles. “No. Not again. I don’t wanna die. Please,” she sobs. The figure is a woman. 

Ruth.

A buzzing sensation fills my insides. My chest swells to find her alive. Seeing her now, I must admit, I didn’t think it would happen. 

“Fuck. Ruth, it’s me. Ronin.” She doesn’t hear me as she continues to cover her ears, swaying back and forth.

I bend down to her level, gently placing one hand on her back.

“Ruth,” I whisper. 

She peers up at me, her bloodshot eyes are distant and lost. Her weathered, sagging skin is covered in scrapes and bruises. It’s obvious that she’s lost weight as I scoop her up in my arms, carrying her inside.

“Lock up.” All stares are locked on me until they realize it’s their matriarch in my arms. The crew jumps into action.

“Holy shit! Is she ok? Put her over here!” I bolt across the bar, swerving around the pool tables and the long L-shaped bar top, careening the way to the cot in the storage room. 

“What do you think happened?” Clint helps, holding her legs in the air while Jessa slips a blanket over the stretched canvas. 

“She looks like shit.” Jessa adds a blanket for extra padding. 

“There’s no doubt she’s taken a beating.” I kneel on the cement floor and take her rattling, bony hand in mine. “Ruth, honey, can you hear me?”

The older woman fights to pick her head up from the wadded-up towel being used as a pillow. Her eyes roll, the whites engulfed with red veiny threads before her skull crashes back down, thudding twice. 

Jessa falls to her knees on the other side of the cot. “She’s on some heavy shit.”

“She ain’t gonna be answering no questions blitzed outta her fucking gourd.” Troy’s hands are crusted in Brad’s blood from bagging up the body.

“What do we do?” Jo’s ashen face glances up at me. 

I know without question that they all want to call the old man. It’ll tip my hand if I refuse. And with Ruth out of commission, she’s not giving any answers. 

“We’re gonna have to leave the body.” I twist, facing Troy. “Make sure you bleach the place and put the bag in the freezer.” The soldier confirms with a grunt. I continue. “We’ll take Ruth back to the cabin. I’ll get in touch with the Prez. Clint, you call Stoner and have him get his hands on some medical supplies. Tell him to be ready, but don’t let him know who it is yet.”

I lift the broken woman in the air, attempting to be gentle. Ruth moans, her loose neck causes her head to roll as I rest her across the back seat of the Suburban, covering her up the blanket. 

“The stench is enough to make you gag.” Jolene comes up behind me, her arms wrapped tightly around her tiny waist. 

“Whoever was holding her sure as fuck didn’t take care of her. She’s close to dead from an overdose. She’s hasn’t been fed. And she doesn’t look like she’s bathed since she’s been gone. Wait until I get my hands on this sorry fucker.”

I help my girl climb into the back of the SUV where she cradles Ruth’s head in her lap. “Straight to the cabin. No stopping. Got me?”

Jolene straightens her neck. She pops her lips before drawing the plump bottom one in with her teeth. 

She nods. 

I close the door, preparing for the next stage of battle. And this one is going to bring down the fucking house.


 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

(Jolene)

 

The silence is deafening. Jessa darts her gaze from the road to the rearview mirror, taking in the horror scene. 

The wrinkled skin around my mother’s pinched eyes is grayish yellow. There are old and fresh gashes. 

I massage her arm, drawing the flannel sleeve up over her elbow. My heart stalls. I hold her limp arm in my hand, flipping it over, looking at her flesh. Needle marks. 

Searing heat invades my chest. I feel the stinging tears rise before they spill down my cheeks, trailing my neck. My pulse thumps against my aching skull as I lean my head against the window. The streetlights disappear, giving way to the regal, forest trees whizzing by. Ruth groans in pain as we pull off the Highway and maneuver the stumps and roots for the remaining ten miles. 

The boys are backing in their bikes. Pop flies out the front door, followed by Stoner, who has a black bag strapped to his back. 

Ronin takes two long strides, reaching my door first. 

“Move!” Pop shoves an elbow into his ribs. 

“What the fuck?” Ronin eyes stir black. He cuts his gaze from Pop to me. I shake my head, silently pleading with him to let it go. His chest fills like a like a barrel before he releases the air. 

“Give her to me!” Pop reaches in to scoop her out of the car.

“Pop, no. You can’t move her like that. Just give us a second. We’ll get her settled inside.”

He snaps his face upright, locking his stare on mine.

Using my fingertips, I graze his rough face. “It’s going to be ok, Pop.”

I swear, in that moment, I will never forget the fear in my father’s eyes. 

He steps backwards, stumbling, unable to break his gaze away from his old lady. 

“Herc.” I give the big teddy bear the go ahead. For being a giant, he moves with gentle ease, carrying his queen with the utmost care. 

Stoner is at his side barking orders. “Yeah, that’s good. On the right side, there so I can use the table.”

He lays out his gear and begins to survey Ruth’s battered body.

Jessa and I plant ourselves at the opposite side to stay out of the way. Ruth’s boys line the wall.

“Everybody out.” Jesse points to the door.

“What the hell are you talking about?” It’s Clint’s turn to challenge the President.

Pop lurches across the room, landing toe to toe with his Sargant at Arms. “You got something in your fucking ears, son? I said, get the fuck out! No one in here that doesn’t have to be. Stoner, that’s it.”

“Pop, please.” An invisible vice strangles my windpipe.

“Get her outta here.” He shoots a glare at Ronin who stoops down at my side. 

“Come on, darlin.” He coils an arm around my hips.

Jessa does the same on the other side. My body goes limp. 

“We need to get her to bed.” My sister’s words echo in the distance. 

“Why is he doing this?” I know the words came from my mouth, but I don’t remember saying them. 

“It’s alright, babe. Just let me take care of everything.”

The two of them help me climb into bed, stripping away my pants, unhooking my bra, and tucking the covers around my trembling body. 

Jessa disappears, and I hear a light commotion. 

Ronin’s weight causes the bed to dip. “Here, drink this.” He pours a generous shot of brown liquid. 

Propping myself up on my elbow, I swallow hard to get it all down in one drink. The burn leaves a fiery wake from the back of my throat all the way to the center of my belly. 

“Mmmm…” I press my head into the pillow.

I barely notice when the weight lifts from the bed, heavy boots trod away.

Barely.

 

***

 

The room is dark. Moonlight streams in through the cabin window. My foggy head is still in pain, running rampant with emotions. 

The nagging pit in my empty stomach reminds me of my father’s insane reaction.

I fly out of bed, stopping briefly to regain some strength in my wobbly legs as I set out to find Ruth. 

“Where is she?” I ask. The kitchen is busy, everyone in a morning rush.

“Want some coffee, hun?” Bonnie holds the pot in the air.

“No, I don’t want any fucking coffee.” I twist my mouth, scanning faces.

“Hey, now.” Jessa takes hold of my shoulders, backing me out of the room. “Woke up on the wrong side of the bed, did we?”

“I just want to see Ruth.” Hope bubbles deep in my core. My eyes round. “Have you seen her?”

She shakes her head and it fades just as fast. “Pop’s been locked in there all night. Stoner said she’d been knocked around some.”

“Raped?” I ask in a whisper, scared to utter the word.

“No.”

I release a huge sigh. “What a relief.”

A sad expression falls across her face. “I wouldn’t say that just yet. Looks like they haven’t fed her anything but heroin since she’s been gone.”

I collapse, not caring that the wall is there to catch me. 

Heroin. 

The marks on her arms. 

“They turned her into a fucking junkie.” I speak the words to myself.

I ignore Jessa and march to Pop’s bedroom, knocking once before barging in. I knew he wouldn’t bother locking the door because no one would dare defy his orders. 

I find him in the chair on his phone. 

Ruth is on the bed. From the first look, she appears to be sleeping.

“Ruth?” I peel the hair back from the side of her face. “I’m here, Ruth.”

Pop slams his cell down against the TV tray he’s using as a desk. “Jolene, you need to go. And don’t make me tell you again, little girl.” 

Jessa pries Ruth’s eyelids open, revealing the stark white orbs rolling around. She’s no better now than she was when we found her.

“How is she not coming down off this stuff yet?”

Pop cuts his attention to Jessa. “Get her the fuck out of here!”

“You want her gone, you do it!”

He lunges, slicing the back of his hand through the air, preparing to make contact with my sister’s cheek, but I step in the way. 

My Pop’s hand comes crashing down, splintering the bone, sending me to my knees, shooting excruciating pain radiating up through my legs.

“OOooo!” I wail. I flatten my palm against the inflamed area, peering up at my father through damp lashes. 

“Oh my god, Jo, please,” he begs, crouched at my side.

Still in shock, I recoil. Unable to speak, I swallow back the vomit piling in my mouth. 

“Get away from her.” Jessa guides me up from the floor, ushering me to my room, away from snooping eyes, and locks the door.

Realizing I haven’t seen Ronin all morning, panic floods my gut. “Where are the boys?”

“Pop sent them on some errands.” She stops fidgeting with the blankets and stands upright, planting her hands on her pointy hips. “Damn, can you imagine if Ronin had been here?”

“What the fuck was that?” Instant tears spill down my throbbing face.

“Get some rest. This shit is far from over.”

Her words send icy chills up my spine. A shudder ripples through my core. 

Far from over. 

 

***

 

I’m jolted awake from a fleeting dream, the soothing images wisp away like a warm breeze. 

It takes a few seconds to remember where I am. The spasms in my jaw serve as a quick reminder. 

Chaos travels from the far end of the house. Ronin’s deep, baritone voice booms, echoing the pounding of his marching footsteps down the hallway. I try to get out of the bed, but he beats me to it. The door flies open with Jessa on his heels, her head peeking out from underneath his python-sized bicep. 

I see his huge frame grow rigid as his gaze lands on my purple cheek. 

I predict his next action before he makes it, sending my sister flat on her ass into the hall wall, knocking down the knick-knack shelf. 

Billy stares at me.

“Go!” I shout.

I skirt the corner just in time to see Ronin’s size thirteen boot bust through Pop’s bedroom door, never even trying the knob. 

Pop is in the same chair, his neck crooked, sleeping until he’s jarred awake by the sudden explosion. 

Ronin jerks him up from the seat, leaving him dangling in the air as he slams his President into the log beams. Pop’s head bounces off the wood. 

“What the fuck are you doing?”

Ronin smashes his solid fist through my father’s face. 

“Herc?” I plead, waving my arms wildly through the thinning air.

He gives one shake of his enormous head.

“Clint?” My wet, round eyes beg.

“Sorry, honey. This is between them. This is beyond fucked up.”

The boys disappear. Jessa grips my arm, digging her nails deep into my flesh. 

My heart thuds in my chest like a petrified rabbit fleeing its prey.

“Ronin, STOP!”

He freezes. His arm drawn back. His face hard as stone. My father hangs limp with Ronin’s other hand cinched around his throat. His head is unrecognizable. A bloody mess. 

“You’re going to kill him. Let him go.”

He doesn’t look at me or speak. He simply releases his grip, allowing the Executioners’ President to fall to the floor in a broken heap. I’ve never seen the feral look in his eyes as he stared straight ahead, marching out of the room. 

He storms out of the house and disappears into the woods. 

“I got him.” Clint clasps my shoulder. “Patsy, get our girls some coffee.” He gives his old lady a firm kiss and went in search of his brother. 

Tammy hands me a mug. I sip the hot liquid, inhaling the steam. My brain is spinning out of control. A quiver spills java all over the table. 

“Shit,” I say, jumping up. 

“Hey, I’ve got it.” Bonnie moves in with a dish towel, sopping up my mess. 

Patsy sits opposite of Jessa, eyeballing us both. “Look, we don’t know what’s going on, but this is shit we ain’t never seen. This is new territory for all of us. But we’re here for you. You let us know what you need, and the Bitches got you.” She reaches across the table, resting her hand over mine.

Jessa follows. Then Tammy. And Bonnie. And so on. 

My nose crinkles as I work to hold back the water works. The hole in my chest has been replaced with warmth. 

“A bitch knows nothing,” Tammy says.

“For Ruth.” Bonnie’s voice cracks. 

“For Ruth.” Jessa and I speak in unison. 

With a new respect for my sisters, we start doing what Ruth would do, holding down the fort. Groceries need to be restocked. Firewood needs to be cut. And let’s not forget about the Clubhouse. That’s a huge source of our income. There’s going to need to be cleaning, renovations, and interviews for a new bartender. 

I jump an inch off the floor I’m mopping when the back door slams shut, frightened it might be Pop. I have yet to lay eyes on him since seeing him lying on the floor. I don’t want to see him dead, but I think the beating was justified. 

Turns out, it’s Wizard with an arm load of tools and a homemade door panel. He begins hammering and drilling, assembling the new bedroom door for Pop, yet nothing causes Ruth to stir. 

I work to muster up enough courage to go check on her when my cell vibrates in my back pocket. I eagerly tug it from the jeans, hoping to hear something from Ronin or Clint. 

Private number.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY

(Ronin)

 

My fiery insides burn. The winded bags in my chest fight to inflate like flat balloons. I impale the massive Sequoia with my mediocre fist.

“Goddamn it!”

“Well, what’d you expect? For the thousand-year-old tree to duck?” Clint smirks. 

“Really? You’re going to make fucking jokes right now?” I seethe. 

“Come on, brother. Let’s sit and talk.” He plucks a packed joint from inside his cut.

“I don’t feel like a sermon.”

He shakes his head, taking a long toke. “I got nothing, VP. That was some fucked up shit, but every bit of it was deserved.” He passes me the fatty. “I’ve never seen shit like that in my life.”

“I can’t even look at her, man.” I pull a long drag into my scorching lungs, then another, welcoming the fuzzy sensation numbing my brain. 

“I should probably go talk to her.” I hang my head.

“The girls got her. She’s good. What you need is a little time.”

The strong weed loosens my muscles, causing my shoulders to sag. “I fucked up.”

“No, man. He fucked up, big time. There’s no coming back from that kind of shit.”

I crane my neck, making a loud popping sound. “That’s not what I mean.”

Our conversation is cut short by the rumbling of the beat up old truck zipping out of the barn. 

We bolt for the cabin where we’re met by Jessa and Patsy, both standing in clear defiance. 

“Don’t think about.” Patsy raises a hand in the air.

“Fuck that.” I bound up the steps.

“Ronin, we sent Herc to shadow her.” Jessa reassures. 

As if on cue, the big man muscles his way out the screen door like the Incredible Hulk, offering a nod, flinging one towering leg over his sled and speeds away. 

Pain pierces my head like it’s in a vice, squeezing tighter with every heartbeat. 

Clint grips my forearm. “Let her go, brother. You’re not in the right frame of mind for this shit.”

I comb my fingers through my disheveled hair. “Fine. But I want to know where she goes and who she’s with immediately.” I stalk through the house to find Wizard sitting guard outside Jesse’s room. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Keeping my Prez safe,” the dick responds with straight attitude. 

I refuse to take the bait. 

“Get Billy and Stoner in here to sit on Jesse and Wizard.” I direct Clint. 

“Me?” Wizard bows his narrow chest. 

“You are not to leave this cabin. And that is a fucking order.” I jab my finger deep into his flabby pect muscle. “Hand over your weapon.”

“This is some bullshit.”

“Stoner, if he tries to leave, do what you have to. No one goes in or out of that room except to use the shitter.”

I whip my neck around to Billy. “Can you handle that?” 

“Sir.” Billy nods.

Stoner makes solid eye contact. 

“You guys clear the room of weapons. Make sure the old man doesn’t talk to Ruth either. As long as she stays unconscious, it’s cool. If she’s coherent, get her in the other room and sit Jessa on her.”

The savory flavor of roasted chicken drifts through the house. The bitches pick meat from the bone for the large pot of chicken and dumplings to feed the club. With everyone spread out all over the fucking county, grub has been on the go. No more family style meals. 

I find some of the brothers outside taking a smoke break. 

“Troy, you and Duke need to head back to the Clubhouse to get rid of Brad. Then send some of the prospects to San Diego to pack up his apartment and send in his resignation.” 

Clint waits until we’re alone. “What now?” 

I watch the soldiers roll out, with a few prospects in tow. 

With my back to my best friend, I weigh my next move. “Now, we talk.” The heaviness of the words hangs in the thick air. Rotating, I witness the downturned expression of concern on his face.

“Maybe I should grab a beer first?”

“Brother, you’re gonna need to grab the bottle of Beam for this shit.”

 

***

 

I can’t wait any longer, so I dial Herc.

Recognizing his familiar grunt, I start. “What’s the word, big guy?”

“Thirty-two point- four miles. Diner. Met woman. Not followed. How to proceed?”

“Good job. Stand down and stay out of sight. Make sure she gets back without a scratch, got it?”

“VP.” 

Click 

What woman could she be meeting? Maybe it has something to do with her work, a lawyer or something?

“You need to get in here!” Patsy opens a small crack in the screen door. 

I run, bounding up the steps three at a time. Jesse, Wizard, and Stoner are rolling down the hallway like a snowball gaining speed. Billy is trying to break them apart and Jessa holds a gun on the human globe. 

“Everybody get out!” The girls scatter in all directions, except for Patsy and Jessa, while Clint, Billy and I put the three men into choke holds. “Girl, get that weapon outside. Patsy, get her out of here!”

Stoner throws his hands in the air, but the others must be subdued. 

“What the fuck happened?” Adrenaline steeps through my hysterical body as I shove Stoner into the wall. 

“Hey, now.” Clint clenches my arm, pulling me away. “Keep this shit focused, brother. I know what you’re thinking, but this isn’t the right time, place, or person.”

I shake my head. The thoughts rattle around like haunted skeletons. I see Stoner’s anxious eyes for the first time, not realizing whose throat is in my death grasp. 

I release my white-knuckle grip. “Shit, man, I’m sorry.”

“VP, it’s not you. It’s cool.”

“I’ll make it right. I promise.” I spot the two mounds on the floor. Lock them in the shed outside. Padlocks and chains.”

Stoner and Billy mimic the same shocked expression. 

Clint steps in. “This isn’t a vote action, brothers. I’ll explain everything. But if we don’t do this, people are gonna die. When Ruth comes to, you’ll have all the confirmation you need. Locking him up is being generous.”

With every syllable, my chest tightens. I’m thankful they don’t ask questions. Each throw a body over their shoulder, marching out the back door. 

I jerk my head and Clint follows to ensure everything is done properly. No fuck ups this time.   

I smooth my rough hands over my beard, wrenching the ends into a tight helix of dark strands. 

“You know you’re gonna have to fill them in.” Clint sneaks up behind me, catching me off guard, lost in my thoughts. 

“Yeah, I will. When Herc gets back, sit him on the shed. I’m going to check on Ruth. Get to work on the clean-up at the Clubhouse.”

“On it.” He pokes his head in the bedroom door. “Patsy, I’ll be outside handling some business if you need me, baby.”

“Hey, how are things going in here? She still out?” My heart sinks at the vision of Ruth laid out flat, lifeless. Jessa is propped up in the double bed beside her, dabbing the gushing sweat with a cold washcloth. “Well, she’s out of it, if that counts.”

“She’s moved a little, but it’s taking her a hell of time to come around.” Patsy dabs Ruth’s cracked, gray, parted lips with Chapstick. “I say, if she hasn’t done it on her own within the next hour or so, we get her in the shower.”

“I agree. I’ll have Clint spell Stoner, so he can check on her before then.”

“Jo back yet?”

I shake my head, fighting the urge to ride down to the diner, throw her across the back of my bike, lock her in the bedroom, and give her ass a good smack or three. 

Even in the middle of fucking chaos, my dick twitches. 

Get a goddamn grip. 

“Let me know when she gets back, ok?”

“Sure thing,” I say, trying to smile. Jessa’s efforts are obvious. She’s been clean and sober. Her head clear. And thank the fucking saints because I don’t know how much more any of us can handle. The little trouble maker might have actually grown up. 

It’s a good thing too, she’s going to need some maturity to weather the storm that’s coming.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

(Jolene)

 

I seize the cold car handle. The metal sends a tingling sensation through my numb body. My tongue is coated in bitter, black coffee. The roar from my empty stomach goes unnoticed. I sat at the table, listening to the mysterious woman, shoving eggs and hash browns around on the plate, unable to trust my queasy tummy to take a bite.

Now, I’m left with this huge, un-fucking-believable information and I don’t what to do with it… 

I shift gears, the only thing that keeps me focused on the road. Images of driving the old beater with Pop flash through my mind. 

Ruth. 

I never thought much about the life she had before coming into our lives. She’s been a mother to so many. She’s impacted the lives of people she has never even met. 

The club life has seeped into my core and taken root. It’s beyond second nature. It’s etched on my soul in the shape of a massive X.  

That’s why I was able to spot Herc the moment he parked down from the diner, parking behind a semi-trailer. Now, he’s shadowing me, and not doing a very good job. He looks like an elephant on a toddler bike. He’s too big of a fucker to try and hide. 

I position the antique Chevy under the carport next to the shed and immediately notice the new guard dogs. 

“What’s this?”

Billy folds his arms across his broad chest. “Better talk to the VP.”

I cut my gaze at Stoner.

“Sorry, Jo.”

I roll my eyes and storm inside where I find Ronin pacing.

“Where the hell have you been? You left without saying a fucking word!”

“Oh, come on. You knew exactly where I was.”

He cringes. 

“Don’t play dumb,” I add. “Don’t you think I would notice a three-hundred and fifty-pound man on a Harley following me on an empty Highway?”

He wiggles his full lips. Cocking his head to the left, he smirks. “Yeah, maybe that wasn’t the smartest move. I probably could have sent someone else.”

I rest my hands in the center of his rock-hard chest. “Ya think?” Standing on my utmost tippy toes, he dips his head for me to graze his mouth. 

“Well? Who was she?”

I arch my brows. “You aren’t going to believe it. Not in a million fucking years.” 

Just as we get ready to walk outside, a crashing thud comes from the back of the house. 

We bolt for the back room, barreling through the door. A half-naked Ruth lies on the floor surrounded by Jessa and Patsy. 

“Oh, shit,” Ronin fumbles.

I blindly reach behind me. “Yeah, maybe you should go.”

I assume he leaves. My only reaction is to cover Ruth with a blanket and assess the situation.

“What happened?”

“I fell asleep while Patsy took a shower. I guess she woke up. Thought she had somewhere to go. I have no idea.”

“I should have just waited.”

“Patsy, it’s not your fault. It’s not Jessa’s either. At least she’s coming around. That’s a good sign.”

My sister stands over Ruth. “Wanna move her to the bed?”

The three of us labor to lift her dead weight in the air. The movement doesn’t settle well with the toxic swill consuming her body as it rebels, hurling its contents all over the floor. 

“Looks like the shower it is then.” Patsy runs to start the water. 

The rancid stench of bile assaults my nose, causing me to gag. 

“Bonnie,” I shout. 

“Yeah?” She bounds into the room, promptly backing away. “Shit, do I have to take care of that?”

“Not if you can find a prospect. I want it spotless and sanitized by the time we’re done. Good luck.”

Holding her up in the shower doesn’t work, so we allow her to sit in the tub while Patsy soaps her down. I take inventory of her wounds. The needle marks are sick. “She needs some antiseptic on those and it probably wouldn’t hurt for us to get our hands on some strong antibiotics.”

“Need to get her started on some broth soup. She’s about as thin as me!” 

Damn, Jessa poking fun at herself. 

Never thought I’d see the day.

“UUhhh.” Ruth’s soaking wet head rolls half-circle. 

I drop to my knees. “Hey, can you hear me?” I give a light pop on her gaunt cheek. 

Her face distorts. “SSsssss,” she hisses. 

“Yeah, that’s it.” I use my thumbs to pry open her eyelids. She darts her eyeballs back and forth, but at least I can make out the blue irises. 

“Ruth, say something.” Jessa angles over my shoulder. 

“I don’t think she’s up for conversing just yet. How’s the bedroom looking?”

Patsy doubles back to survey the damage. “Someone’s already taken care of it.”

“Let’s get her dry and in a nightgown so Stoner can get her doctored up and back to bed.”

I leave the girls to handle their business. 

I stop in to check on Pop and see the destruction in the bedroom. 

“What the hell happened?” I spin, making firm eye contact with Ronin in the kitchen.

His gaze is locked on mine as his long, strong legs stride toward me. 

“About that,” he starts. “Your old man and Wizard attacked Stoner. It got fucking ugly. There was no way to keep them in lock down in the cabin.”

The notion of my father locked in shed sends a sob blocking my airway. “Is that really necessary?”

“Darlin, I wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t.”

One tear slips. He swipes it away with the back of his hand. I grab it, pressing his full palm to my mouth, kissing his warm skin. 

“You have to trust me.” His words drip with sincerity and warmth. 

“I know, baby.” 

He envelops me in a melting embrace. My head hits that perfect spot in his chest that consoles me. I could live here, in this spot. Wrapped up in him. 

“I’m going to clean up Pop’s room. It’s a wreck, not to mention disgusting.”

“We got a lot of shit to catch up on,” he warns.

“You don’t have to remind me. But I would like to get Ruth back in her own bed.”

He wags one brow. “Yeah, me too.” He grabs his crotch, giving it a good shake. 

“Looks like after we slop down some chow, we have dessert covered. You’re all mine, darlin. It’s time to blow off some steam.”

You got that shit right.” I try to ignore the dampness between my legs. It’s not hard when I turn back to the disaster of a bedroom. 

“Want some help?” Tammy hauls an armload of cleaning supplies down the narrow corridor. 

“Thanks, but I think I’d better handle it. Besides, looks like we got some hungry bikers pulling up.”

The growling parade of Harleys send the bitches scattering into action. From the sound of the deep fryer, it’s going to be a heavy supper. 

The thought makes my stomach pitch. This day has taken too much of a toll. Nothing edible is getting down this dry, scratchy gullet.

I enter my parents’ bedroom, still taking in the ludicrous mess. Nasty clothes litter the floor, with empty beer cans and liquor bottles. Half burnt cigarettes line the end tables with ash all over the hardwood. Seared holes have been burned into the rugs and mattress, which is hanging recklessly off the old box spring. 

I snap open a Hefty bag and start tossing in trash, working my way across the room. 

I’m making progress, until I strip the sheets, pulling the bed further apart. I throw the linens into the hallway and fight to realign the frame my finger’s skim the zipper. 

 

***

 

“Hey, got some Neosporin on those marks?” I ask.

Stoner’s busy applying bandages to Ruth’s open wounds. “Yeah, about done. I still had some antibiotics left over from the last time Herc had the shrapnel dug out of his face. Started her on that.”

“Good, she talking yet?”

“A little,” Ruth squeaks.

My heart leaps in my chest. The sensation of elation feels foreign, sending tingling to my fingers and toes. 

“Woman, it is damn good to hear your voice.” I glance over at Jessa. She hasn’t left her mother’s side. Patsy is keeping herself occupied with busy work. “Well, I hate to break you away, but I have your room ready. How about we go have a little chit chat?”

“I guess I don’t have a choice, huh?”

I tilt my head, narrowing my gaze. “Nope.” 

Stoner disappears. Patsy’s the second to go. Jessa waits around for an invite that doesn’t come. With an abandoned gaze, she exits, using a smoke break for an excuse.

I get Ruth situated, making certain she’s comfortable. 

“How you feeling?” I pass her a bottle of water. 

She holds it between two shaking hands, spilling droplets down her fresh night shirt. 

“I’ve felt better.” Ruth sips through split and peeling lips. “At least I’m here.”

A heavy sigh escapes. “Some of us weren’t so sure that would happen.”

I notice the way her thin neck moves as she struggles to swallow. “Jo,” she reaches for my hand. “I thought I was gonna die in the room. Zombie’s guys wanted to kill me.” 

My mother crumbles into my lap, breaking down into a fit of tears. I gather my mother in my arms, rocking her gently as she releases the emotions that have been numbed by narcotics.

She sobs. Quakes ripple through her exhausted frame. 

Once she softens, I reposition her body, tucking her in bed. “Let me get you something to eat. Let’s start with saltines. Then we can get down to some serious talk.”

“Yeah, I guess.” She plucks a cigarette from the flattened pack and struggles to light the Zippo.

“It’ll take a while to gain your strength,” I say, sparking it for her.

“Another habit you need to kick.”

Ruth drops her chin. Her damp hair wisps past her face. “Leave me with something, huh?”

“I’m gonna get those crackers.” I decide to avoid an argument. 

I turn the corner, slamming smack dab into Ronin, reclining against a wood beam. His flexed arms are tucked across his sculpted chest. 

“Well?”

“Well, what?” I ask, mocking his stance.

“Anything new? Did she give you anything to go on?”

I raise my shoulders. “Not sure. She said something about a room. She did say Zombie’s guys were going to kill her, but that’s no secret.”

Ronin’s expression falls. Heat flames across his flesh as he brings my hand to his, skimming my fingers with his possessive kisses. The simple gesture leaves me feeling like a queen.

His queen. Ronin Steele’s queen.

“Where are you going?”

“I have to make a confirmation and then it’s time.” He turns his back to me.

“Time for what?” The tone in his voice sends ice through my veins. It’s time. 

“Time for sinners to pay. Time for heads to roll.”

I rub my hand over my own neck. My racing pulse is thumping against my palm. 

As long as this queen isn’t decapitated, I’m golden. 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

(Ronin)

 

I wait until the house is down for the night. I’ve managed to avoid Jolene. I can’t face her, not now. Of course, it’s not difficult. She refuses to leave Ruth’s side. Last I checked, they were fast asleep with the credits to Dirty Dancing rolling in the background. Can’t say that I’m sad to have missed the chick flick, but if I don’t bust a nut soon, I won’t be able to see straight. 

I make up a lame excuse to appease the prospects playing guard dog. They know better than to ask questions. 

Now, on the way back, I revel in the night air. It temporarily soothes my manic spirit. It’s a long haul back from Jericho. I replay the three-a.m. secret meeting with Fugi. It didn’t quite go according to plan. 

If I couldn’t get my confirmation from him, there’s only one option left.

I cut my bike off half a mile down the road, walking it the rest of the way. The sun begins to peek out behind the towering trees. 

I attempt to sneak back in the house. My stomach lurches into my throat to find Ruth’s shadowy figure padding around the dark kitchen. 

“Holy fuck! You scared the shit out of me. What are you doing?” I whisper through strained teethed.

She turns ghost white. “Oh, um.” She shoves her hands into her robe, and I hear the pill bottle rattle. “Just thought I’d start a pot of joe.”

I cut my gaze to the dry coffee pot.

“Well, I’m feeling a little drained. I better get back to bed.”

I watch her shuffle down the hall. 

That was fucking weird. 

I don’t bother looking for my brother, knowing exactly where they spent their night. 

He may not be acting President at the moment, but he’s still wearing the patch. 

The broken family of Executioners have made a makeshift camp outside the chained shed. 

Some are passed out, boots kicked up on the picnic table they dragged from around the side of the cabin and heads hanging off the back of the chair. 

Stoner smokes off his pipe. Herc sits by himself next to the locked barn door. 

I’m relieved to find Clint swiping at his phone. 

“Hey, brother. Got a minute?”

“Of course,” He says, kicking a lawn chair in my direction. 

“Has anyone been inside?”

Clint nods. “Herc took ‘em some food and made the prospect handle the bucket situation.”

“Either one talk?”

“The old man tried to tug on the big guy’s heart strings. Work on his emotions. Stoner got him out in time.”

I rake my hands through my scruffy beard. I’m in desperate need of a shower. “Fuck. This has got to be really tough on him. Everything good with the dead guy? Body done?”

“Yeah, apartment’s done too, and job. Only we have a problem.”

I squeeze my eyes. I count, trying to focus on my breathing. No one expects to die of natural causes in this life, but I swear I’m getting closer to a fucking heart attack. “What now?” 

Clint rolls his neck, something he does to stall when he’s about to deliver bad news. “The boys went back for what’s left of old Bradie boy and they got to looking around. Turns out, Susie was in the other freezer.”

My cigarette drops from my mouth. “For fuck’s sake.”

“Yeah, there was a message. Supposedly, the same thing is going to happen to Jolene if we don’t settle up with…”

I crane my neck. “With?”

“You guessed it.” He dips his chin, peering up over his brow.

“Zombie.” I strut to release steam.

“I know where your head’s at right now, but remember the plan, VP.”

My throat is like a desert. I wet my lips and nod. “ Alright, well, Susie didn’t have any family. We need to let Bear know. He’s going to take it hard. He loved that girl.” The thought of losing Jolene floods my head. Rage boils in my hot veins. “They’re friends of the club. We need to make sure we pay for the arrangements.”

I slam a new, unopened pack of cigarettes against my hand before unsealing the cellophane. “Sounds like Ruth’s naming Zombie for the kidnapping. You and I both know what that means.” 

“Yeah, but if we can’t confirm or deny, we can’t move forward.” Clint scratches his chiseled chin.

We both turn as lights flicker in the house. 

“I won’t make a move without the information, but I do intend on getting what I need. And I plan on having it before the day’s over.”

I cross the dirt yard planting myself in front of Herc. “Get me Wizard.”

He stands at attention and grunts his typical response.

The commotion from the chains rattle the rest of the boys awake. 

“What’s going on?” Duke sticks a Marlboro in his mouth before his eyes are even open. 

Billy uses his hand to shield his eyes from the blinding glow of the sun as it rises over the treetops. “What are we doing?”

“It’s time to have a word with Wizard.” Clint gives Patsy a playful swat as she places a full tray of mugs with a pot of black, steaming coffee on the wooden slab. 

He leans down, laying a soft kiss on her cheek. “You need to get inside, baby.”

She doesn’t say a word before following orders. 

Clint and I stand in front of the shed as the barn doors fling open. The first thing I spot is Jesse tied to a chair. His arms and legs are restrained using zip ties. He glowers at me through swollen eyes and a split lip. 

We make fierce eye contact, not breaking until the door locks again. 

Herc has cut Wizard’s ties, dragging him out by his neck, throwing him to the ground. 

“Put his ass in the chair.” I demand, and Stoner happily complies. 

“You’re not gonna hurt me.” Wizard throws his head back, chuckling. 

“That’s the first correct thing you’ve said since putting that cut on. Herc.”

Duke pins the cum sucker’s arms behind his back.

He doesn’t fight to struggle. Herc straddles his legs to keep him restrained as he propels his canned ham size fist into the punk’s face. 

Wizard’s face bounces like a tether ball. 

The Enforcer doesn’t let up until I give the signal, flinging my hand in the air. 

“Got anything to say now?”

He spits, spewing saliva and blood in my direction. 

My bulging veins strain against my heated skin, fighting to break free. I flare my nostrils as anger erupts in my chest. 

I can’t control myself. I drive my boot into Wizard’s gut, bulldozing him down, sending him sprawling backwards. Stoner jumps out of the way just in time.

He jumps up, ready to throw down as we begin to circle. 

Wizard fires the first punch. I see it coming a mile away and duck. Adrenaline pulses through my veins and my heartbeat hastens. He takes a wide step to brace himself for another punch and I use the opportunity to sweep my leg, knocking him flat on his ass. 

I scramble across the yard, my boots kicking up dirt, making it hard to breathe as I secure him, pounding his flesh like a tough skirt steak.

He attempts to buck, but I hurl an elbow into his ribcage. 

Before I can get the next strike, we’re all caught off guard. 

I freeze. 

The piercing ring of the gunshot above causes Wizard to do a body check, feeling for holes. 

Jolene stands on the back porch with her weapon pointed at the sky. 

“You think you boys can do something constructive today? This shit’s getting old.”

“She’s right,” Clint hauls Wizard’s limp body back into the plastic seat. 

I glance back over my shoulder just in time to see the screen door slam, a vacant spot where my old lady has just put me in my place. 

“I’m done playing games.” I snatch my 357 from its holster, pressing it directly to Wizard’s temple. 

His beady eyes grow three sizes and his body snaps upright. 

“Where have you been going with Jesse?”

Silence.

I draw in a lungful of air through my nose, holding it as I slam the butt of the pistol into his skull. 

“Where have you been going with Jesse?”

Silence.

Click. I cock the gun. 

“Ok! Ok! Wait…” He rocks, stalling. “Fine. We made our drops and pickups. The normal earning shit.”

“What about Ruth?”

He shakes his scrawny head. “He’ll kill me.”

“If you think you’re getting out of this alive, you’re seriously fucked in the head. It can be easy, or it can be hard. But either way, you’re on your last breath.”

“What does Ruth have to say?”

“Same shit Jesse did.” I pace, pumping my fists, resisting the urge to play another round of tether ball.

“Well, there ya go.” He cranes his swollen melon in one direction, and then the other. “Can a dead man get a smoke or what?”

Troy cuts his gaze at me. 

I shake my head.

“Fuck!”

“I think you and I both know it wasn’t Zombie.” I feel the awkwardness from the brothers with the unspoken confession.

Wizard cocks his head. “Well, well. Looks like the little adopted Miller kid has a brain after all.”

I drop my chin, giving it a shake. A single snicker escapes. Flashes of Jolene’s eyes, full of fear. The sound of her voice on the phone filling me in about Brad, not knowing if I’d get there in time. Not knowing if I’d ever see her again. If I’d ever hold her in my arms again. If I’d ever inhale her sweet neck again. 

I angle my arm ninety-degrees and squeeze the trigger, blowing a hole through Wizard’s scrawny kneecap. 

He screams out in agony. One leg extends straight out while the other surges blood all over the ground, forging a pink, muddy puddle. 

I jerk my head, sending Herc into action. “Strip the cut.” 

With no fight left in him, Wizard whimpers as the Enforcer rips the leather down his shredded arms. 

I light a smoke, making sure to blow the cloud of nicotine far away from him. “Ready to talk?”

He hangs his chin in silence, evoking me press the pistol to his flesh, cocking it for a second time.

Silence.

“Still nothing?” I count to five in my head. “Fine with me.”


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

(Jolene)

 

I fly out of the empty bedroom and rush through the house searching for Ruth. She said she wanted to take a nap before lunch. Most of the guys are gone taking care of Wizard’s body and tying up loose ends. Billy’s babysitting Pop, and Herc is taking a mental health break out front with a bottle of Jim Beam. 

Poor guy. The Enforcer sure does take a toll. No one’s denying that Wizard had it coming, but once someone dons the Executioners’ cut, it’s difficult to look past. 

I find Bonnie in the utility room doing another load of endless laundry. “Hey, have you seen Ruth?”

“Nope, check with Jessa.”

I spring out the front door, steering clear of Herc. He’s slumped over on the ground with his back against a tree. 

Usually so stoic, and now a blubbering mess, passed smooth out.

Jessa and Patsy sit on the bench swing, each puffing on cigarettes. I’m surrounded by chain smokers. 

“Is Ruth out here with you guys?”

Patsy shakes her head.

Jessa furrows her unruly brow. “It’s not like she can be lost. Not here.”

I spread my arms, waving them in the air. “Well, I’ve looked all over, except…”

They pop up, meeting me across the yard. 

I take off around the house. As I circle the corner, panic bubble to the surface of my skin. 

I sprint to check Stoner’s pulse. He’s lying spread eagle on his back with a syringe hanging out his neck. 

Jessa seizes my forearm, causing the hair to stand on end. 

“Is he dead?” Patsy’s tone is low and convoluted. 

“No, but he won’t be waking up anytime soon.” I recall the same type of syringe from Pop’s bedroom.” Ruth’s around here somewhere.

I grab hold of the gun that I now consider to be part of my everyday wardrobe and take a quiet step forward. 

As I do, Pop flies out of the shed door, which is no longer chained. I get a slight glimpse of Ruth inside, unconscious, with a tourniquet still tied around her slim bicep. 

She needed a fix. She sought him out.

“What did you do to her?” Fury rages in my chest, exploding though my body as I spring, leaping through the air.

In the process, the gun falls to the ground. 

Pop raises his fist. 

“STOP!” Jessa screams. She holds her own gun on her father. “Somebody better tell me what the fuck is going on.” She waves the pistol back wildly. “Now!”

“Ask your sister. She seems to know everything. I know how much you love that about her, Jess.” Pop smirks. His bad eye squinting. He widens his stance, trying to pit us against one another.  

My older sister remains frozen, sweeping only her gaze. “Jo?”

“It’s all him, Jessa. It’s been him the whole time.”

“What are you talking about?” Her arm trembles. 

“He was working with Zombie, all the way back to when Ronin was arrested. He set the whole thing up. He killed Numar, had Zombie use Patsy to help frame Ronin. All so he could move in on the Kings and the Diablos income.”

I hear Patsy gasp from ten feet away. 

“Here’s the worst part. Zombie’s dead.” I stare into my father’s cold, icy eyes. “He’s been dead all along. Ronin told me that Fugi showed him Zombie’s dead body.”

Her body jerks. “Pop, what the fuck?”

He doesn’t respond, locked in a game of stare down. 

“Yeah, the whole time we’ve been running. The whole time he’s been pinning everything on Zombie, he was floating off the side of pier.”

“What about Brad?” Patsy moves toward the triangle. 

I continue. “Who do you think?”

“But why?” Jessa asks as she begins to drop the gun. 

“He needed a cover up when Patsy came forward. He got in over his head when I tried to set up his own brother for murder and of course, it got Jimmy killed. One lie to cover up the next. Just ask Ruth. Oh, wait.” I enjoy watching his smirk fade. The tendons in his lean neck fight to break free. 

Jessa re-aims the weapon. “Shit! Ruth! Who kidnapped Ruth? He wouldn’t hurt her.”

Patsy bounds up the back steps. “I think I’d better try to get in touch with the guys.”

I focus on my father. “Who do you think’s been hand spooning her heroin? Why do you think she wasn’t coming out of it even though she was home? I found the needles and balloons under their mattress. He put Wizard in charge of the whole kidnapping. She assumed it was Zombie’s guys, but she never saw him. Pop was the mastermind the entire time.”

“Pop?” Jessa stumbles as tears instantly flood her eyes. 

Ruth topples out of the shed, kicking my gun across the ground, sending it skidding into the middle of the group. Pop and I dive for it at the same time. 

I break for the weapon, reaching, digging my fingertips into the hard earth, pulling me closer, but I still come up short. 

He snaps up to his knees, firing. 

I hear the crack. For a split second, I think I’ve been hit until I hear the thud behind me. 

Ruth collapses to the ground.

“NO!” I scurry across the bloody clay soil, collecting her limp body. 

A perfect shot to the heart. 

“She’s dead. Oh my god. She’s dead. You killed her.” I have no tears. 

Her chest falls. Her lips part. I feel her last breath as it leaves her lifeless body. 

The small bit of light she had left fades in her eyes.

“You bastard!” Weapon or no weapon, I launch into an attack. 

Everything is like slow motion. Every movement. Every breath I labor to pull into my wheezing lungs. Even the moment I see my father, my Pop, as he lifts his arm, aiming my own gun at my chest. 

My heart hammers, pounding. Beating against my ribcage. 

I have tunnel vision. Everything else is gray and blurry. 

Jessa fires, missing Pop and hitting the side of the barn. 

What I didn’t see coming was my sister dropping her weapon to the ground and throwing herself in front of the bullet meant for me.

In the confusion, I manage to get my hands on Jessa’s gun. I pinch my eyes and squeeze until the magazine is empty.

I wait for the loud thwack of his body hitting the ground before I open my eyes. It’s a sound that is now ingrained in my brain. The sound of my father’s dead body hitting the ground, his steady stream of crimson blood, merging with Ruth’s.

Disturbingly poetic. 

 

***

 

The club gathers around the family dinner table. The sizzling aroma of spices and barbacoa fill the house. Fajitas in honor of Ruth. 

Being back home in Jericho is bitter sweet. We’ve had a major hit. Lost a lot of people. 

Jessa only had a flesh wound, but is milking it for all its worth. And it’s worth everything in my book. 

“How’s the Clubhouse coming along?” Stoner lights up while munching on an endless supply of tortilla chips and salsa. 

“Bear’s got a good crew. Should be up and running in the next week or two.”

I tap Jessa on her good shoulder. “You might want to start those interviews.”

“You sure you want me to take that on?”

“Absolutely, and you’ve earned it. I think Ruth would be happy to see you taking on some real responsibility. Besides, Ronin was her partner and he approves, right?”

He nods. “Better you than me.”

“There you go.” 

She nods, shoving Charro beans around on her plate, still unable to keep food down. I can see she tries to hide the tiny grin playing peek-a-boo in the corners of her mouth. There are big changes coming for my sister. 

They say healing takes time. I’m not so sure I believe that. I think it takes work. A lot of work. It’s a good thing there’s no shortage of any of that around these parts. 

Ronin chugs the rest of his Bud before wiping his beard. “Well, there’s new business to be handled.”

Rank time. 

Here it comes.

He shoves his chair back from the table. His commanding voice vibrates off the walls.

“Church.” The Executioners’ President calls his first meeting.

I sit as everyone goes their separate ways. No one dare speaks about the elephant in the room. The funeral for Ruth was a new start. Jessa and I chose to bury her next to Baby X, where they can look out for one another. But it’s hard to see the empty chair at the head of the table. It’ll be filled one day. One day, very soon. But, even with the way things went down, there’s a matter of respect. Respect for the man. Respect for the club. The patch. And I think Ronin’s trying in his own way to show me respect. 

He’s doing a better job than I am. He wasn’t there. He didn’t see the look in my father’s eyes. He didn’t see him aim the gun and try to kill me or the way he killed Ruth in cold blood, without a second thought. 

He doesn’t know that I’m not, and never will be the same again. With new ranks come new titles. I’m moving up. Not because I choose the position, but because it chose me. I suppose I’m still an old lady at heart, but now, I’m the matriarch, as long as they’ll have me.

Now, the new matriarch has to find a way to spill the news about the new addition to the family. 

 

The end… for now.

 

Tune in for the final ride ~ Extreme Measures

COMING SOON
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