
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
    SNAKE 
 
    Battle Born MC, Sacramento California Chapter 
 
    Book 1 
 
    [image: Calendar

Description automatically generated] 
 
    Scarlett Back 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    Snake 
 
    
    Copyright © 2021 By Scarlett Black 
 
    
    All rights reserved. 
 
    
    No part of this publication may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever, including but not limited to being stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means electronically, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the written permission of the author. 
 
    
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, groups, businesses, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 
 
    
    WARNING: This book contains sexual situations and VERY adult themes. Recommended for 18 and above. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Note to the readers 
 
    This is a standalone. But let’s be clear, I always mix shit up. How can I not when Battle Born has crossed over so much and Snake has appeared in the first series? It will have some elements that refer to events that have happened, but I won’t leave you without knowing what’s going on. Just so you know, there is more Snake out there, sprinkled like treasures throughout the first series. 
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    Blurb 
 
      
 
    It was never a game. 
 
    She was at the wrong place at the wrong time in her life. 
 
    I had no choice but to do what I do best—play to win. 
 
    When that turned the woman, who was sweet on my tongue to bitter, I had to change my game plan to convince her that she belongs to me. 
 
    But she turned me into a prisoner, and the only way out is through her. 
 
    I’ll die before I leave this world without another taste of her on my lips. 
 
    I’m Snake, a member of the Battle Born MC, where there are no rules . . . until I broke one, betraying the woman I love. 
 
    It was never a game. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Prologue 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    Inside the old warehouse, the man who killed my grandfather laughs while holding a cigar. Smoke wraps around his skull like a mask, hypnotizing those around him. I stride through the door, easygoing and cool, even though beneath the surface I want to choke the fat fucking bastard with my own hands. My blood threatens to boil over at the sight of him. 
 
    He laughs while my Abuela is at home, shedding rivers of tears over the loss. Her heart shattered the day he put a knife into her husband’s back. The day we put Abuelo into the ground, we all changed, feeling the loss and the void without him. She was strong until the funeral, holding all her tears in, but her whole body shook lightly in pain. I hated the open casket. I believe it made the grieving worse. My father and I held her tight and upright. 
 
    We all vowed we would avenge him. 
 
    The day it happened, Abuelo was detailing the car he had been making repairs on. We didn’t find out until later that my Abuelo found something in the car that tied Thomas Sala to his murder. To keep my grandfather quiet, he killed him as soon as he turned his back. Abuelo bled out in the garage, and my Abuela, his wife, found him. He was barely alive, taking his final breaths, and died in her arms. She got to tell him she loved him. I’ve only thanked God a few times in my life and this was one of them, because he gave her a last goodbye. To this day, she refuses to walk into the garage. Sometimes, I wonder if it’s his ghost or the past that haunts her. 
 
    “Hey, Thomas, I have the information you were asking for.” I hold out an envelope, its contents being information on a man and his whereabouts. I’ve infiltrated Thomas’s operation as one of his soldiers. I get what his men can’t, and my resource is my father and the MC. My job is to get him comfortable, watch, and find the easiest way to kill him without a trace. 
 
    “Damn.” He whistles, pulling the papers out. “How’d you find this shit, kid?” 
 
    “I have a lot of friends.” I shrug. “I got nothing else to do.” Wouldn’t he love to know the truth. 
 
    He slaps me on the back and hands me a thin wad of cash. “Come by tomorrow and I’ll see if I have another job lined up.” He’s a cheap piece of shit. I was making this much in the shop when I was twelve. 
 
    “Sounds good. Goodnight.” The room starts to clear out before Thomas’s next meeting, and right on schedule. With his men distracted, I slip off into a small utility room and wait for him, and the other man I need to walk into his office. From my pocket, I pull out an extra twenty and fold it into the cash he just gave me. Once the warehouse is cleared, I abruptly walk back in like an innocent kid holding my milk money. 
 
    “Hey,” I barge in, looking down and counting the cash, “I think you gave me an extra twenty.” Thomas takes the money and counts out what he gave me. 
 
    “Honest. You can have—” Before he could finish the rest of the sentence, from behind my back, I pulled out their own handguns that I stole earlier today without them noticing. 
 
    BANG! BANG! 
 
    “Keep your change, bitch,” I growled, my jaw tight. The blood courses through me. 
 
    Revenge is sweet, a high I have never felt. 
 
    Thomas’s head explodes, blood, bone, and brain matter splatter against the wall behind him. My other bullet rips through the chest of his right-hand man, and he falls back into the chair across from Thomas. I snicker—a sixteen-year-old just wiped out these bastards. Unlike these cowards who shoot people in the back, I shoot them straight-up face-to face. Wiping off my prints, I place their guns in their hands, then I let them clatter to the cement floor. 
 
    Thomas is dead and my grandfather has been avenged. Canting my head, I focus on this fucker as his blood pools and a sense of peace washes over me. No one fucks with my family—no one. 
 
    My old man promised me a seat at the table of Battle Born MC after I finish this job. I’m now a member and I will patched in knowing I am a man. I will protect my family and the brotherhood I was raised to defend. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 1 
 
    Twenty years later… 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    Fuckin’ shit, the traffic is heavy as the boys and I haul ass down the California freeway. Indio, the club’s Treasurer, is riding behind me, and Azul, the Trail-Gunner, is bringing up the rear in the blue ‘64 Cadillac. The bass from the music vibrates and rattles the freeway along with the bikes, forcing the other drivers to drift to the right. I hit the gas and pass them by. All these years, I shouldn’t love this shit as much as I do, but it’s in my blood. My shades shield the sun’s rays, and my black bandana is tied around my face to block the wind, along with my trademark accessory—a cocky as fuck smirk. 
 
    Fuego, the Prez and my Pops, was mad as hell that Gringo ended up in the drunk tank again this week. Bastard was to go to a car show with the prospects to represent the MC, but he drank too much and got cocky with another MC. They brawled and both got arrested, the Prospects were held, and the car was impounded on sight. 
 
    The car is registered to me, so here I am to claim her. She’s mine, even though the club claims her. If he put one scratch on La Rubia, I’ll fuck him up before my Pops can. La Rubia, or Ruby, is a red ‘82 Camaro with custom paint and white leather interior. She’s won countless awards, and our pride in her is from all of us having had a hand in creating her. I inherited Ruby after my Abuelo passed, then the club restored her a piece at a time. She’s priceless. 
 
    Up the road, the police station comes into view and I slow my roll to the legal speed. Asshole cops glare from their cruisers as we park. I swing a leg off my ride, then tug down the bandana that’s over my nose and let it hang around my neck. I grunt and nod to Azul, a direct message to stay put and watch our bikes. There’s no way in hell I’ll leave them unattended. I wouldn’t put it past these fuckin’ putos to plant a bag and pull us over down the road. 
 
    Indio follows me inside, and through the door, we discover a feisty bitch with long legs at the admin window. Her body is rigid with a fist at her side and the other hand pointed at the face of an officer. On the other side of the glass, the cocky cop keeps her attention by playing games. She raises up on her flip flops and I stifle a chuckle at how unthreatening the mad little kitten is. “When will her bail be set?” she grinds out. I stand back and listen to him giving her shit. 
 
    “I don’t know when we can let her out. She assaulted an officer. She has to be seen before a judge before bail is set—” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it,” she cuts him off, slapping the counter. Whipping her purse up from her hip and slamming it down in front of her, she digs out her checkbook and waives it furiously before also slamming it on the counter. “I have your bail. You’ve already held her for over twenty-four hours. She didn’t assault a cop—she hit an asshole who was her boyfriend. At her home, where she was arrested.” This chick’s face is red as she spits her words at the cop. Her hands are in fists again and she’s about twenty seconds away from joining her friend in the cell. “I’ll be back, Officer Harris. When I do, she better be ready to go.” 
 
    Tight jean shorts cover a fine round ass, and her tank looks like it’s about to bust. If I had time, I would take a break and see what her status is, but a brother has work to do. She pushes off the counter and spins around. Golden brown hair is tied up in a messy knot on her head, but a few strands fly around her pretty face. No makeup or extra shit, just her with naturally dark lashes. Her skin is light but has a gold tone to it. My eyes are roaming over the details of her, and I don’t mistake how much I’m instantly into what I want—her. I could help her out of her clothes and untie her hair, just to see how long it is. Can I wrap a fist in it a couple of times and pull? This woman is all intensity and classic beauty. I could paint her on a car with red lips. This girl knows who she is, and she’s comfortable in her own skin. It’s hot, the strength she empowers through herself. That’s something I can appreciate in a woman. She knows her worth and that instantly gets my dick hard. 
 
    She doesn’t hesitate when her sights land on me. Mine is solely focused on her, and I don’t hide it, not one bit. I need to see what she’ll do with it. I crave her reaction. With each stride, her hips sway and her body moves like a pro coming right to me. Running my tongue across my lower lip, I hold back my groan, because I wish I had the time to lead her out the door and to my bed. She gives me a wink and her shoulder brushes up against my chest as she waltzes by. My blood immediately heads south and the predator in my soul is ready to hunt. 
 
    “You get ‘em, fiera.” I called her fierce because behind those eyes is an intensity most wouldn’t recognize. But I see her hunger for the untamable. 
 
    She gives a throaty chuckle, laughing with her head back. “Baby, I’m just getting started.” 
 
    Fuck me! Who the hell is this woman? She gives off a bad girl vibe with a girl next door appearance. All balls with a sweet face. I’m captivated. I want more and I can’t look away from her. Not just her body, but the lure of who and what she is. I’ve never wanted to taste a woman like I do her. My thoughts are fleeting, just as she is, on a mission to get out of here as quick as possible. She shows off the walk of a woman with a spine of fucking steel, who knows where she’s going. Sexy. As. Fuck. 
 
    Just as fast as she was here, the boss lady is gone. 
 
    “Damn, ese, I didn’t know you had a type, and crazy at that.” Indio whistles low. “But with an ass like that, I’ll board the crazy train for a one-way express pass.” 
 
    “Nah, cabrón, watch your fucking mouth. She’s a fucking queen.” It takes a second to pull myself out of the spell she’s cast over me. I’ve never chased a woman before, but for her, I would, if I didn’t have to bail this asshole out. 
 
    From my pocket, I whip out an envelope of cash and slap it on the counter in front of Officer Harris. His sneer isn’t anything new, neither is his disgust, as he opens the envelope to see the contents of tens for Gringo’s bail. “This shit’s really getting old, Snake.” I’ve run into this asshole every time I’ve had to bail him out. 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me what I already fucking know. Grab Gringo. I’ve got shit to do and ain’t got all fucking day.” He snatches the envelope and moves over to the office assistant, glaring at me while she counts out the cash. I could have grabbed hundreds, but watching them get frustrated over the small bills makes me happy. After she confirms the amount, Officer Harris scowls and leaves through a locked door, the same thing he does every time, without saying ‘I’m releasing your drunk ass friend’. 
 
    Azul and I leave the way we came in and wait by our bikes. Eventually, Gringo comes around the side of the building, rubbing his face. Looks like this asshole was sleeping it off. “Prez wants to see you, now, pendejo.” Growling at the asshole, I raise my bandana and start my bike. 
 
    I don’t wait for the fucking prick to answer, because he knows better. Just like I know he’ll get into the car with Azul without saying shit. The Prez will handle his dumb ass back at the clubhouse. Dealing with Gringo’s bullshit sets my blood boiling. The fucker has no idea what his actions unleash when I gotta clean up his shit. Unsettled, the wind calms the nerves rattling around in my chest as I ride. 
 
    Since I was a teen, anger has been a problem. Throwing fists was as natural to me as it was for other kids to give hugs. My fights didn’t end until I was left standing with blood trickling down my fingertips from my knuckles. It was never a hit and done—it was a release to feel the power I held over the sorry puto who crossed me. I was never afraid, and I never lost a fight. It wasn’t until I embraced the need for power coursing through my veins that I blacked out during a fight. My Pops taught me patience and revenge as a way to manage and control my anger. In time, I learned to use my head over my fists. 
 
    It started to sneak back up on me these past few years. Little by little, the anger started to swirl, boil, and crowd inside my guts. I felt it swimming within my veins like a kiss from an old lover, one who whispered and teased me to embrace. First was when my sister, Vegas, left for Reno, Nevada. She needed a fresh start after her and Hawk’s marriage went sour. We were close growing up and she’s my blood. I couldn’t fucking stop what she went through or her leaving. I did beat the fuck out of Hawk for hurting her. I let it go eventually because she’s happy now and her ol’ man is the Prez in Reno. He takes care of her and their three kids. 
 
    Next was watching my brother, Kilo, slowly self-destruct until it was too late. I didn’t see what was happening with him and what he was doing to my cousin, Jazzy. If only I could have saved them from what was coming. The drugging regret playing on repeat in my mind has turned into poison, and it’s a feeling I can’t escape no matter how fast I ride. 
 
    There is no hiding from pain or regret. It follows you and chases you down the highway like death. One day, we all pay, and when we reach a dead end, the Reaper takes his payment for our sins. 
 
    Lately, it seems the old tricks of playing games have been wearing off. The calculating thoughts and strategic moves are doing nothing to sooth the venom running through my veins. My body lusts for vengeance and violence. Craving the bite of pain is becoming an obsession. If I don’t find a solution to lessen the appetite, I may get lost in it. That’s the part that scares a man like me—when does it end? The only thing on this earth that could take me out is myself. How do you stop yourself from what will come so naturally? If I black out again, I don’t know if I’ll come back out. The way I understand the world will never be the same and I won’t know who I am. It’s only a matter of time before the Prez figures it out too. My own mind is my poison, and it’s a deadly escape calling me home. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 2 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    I fan my chest once I fall into the front seat of my car. Who in the fuck was that man? Even though I was being jerked around by that cop, I could feel his presence. Almost like my body knew he was there and was drawn to him. The only time I feel anything close is when I finish a job, the exhilaration of beating the odds, cheating the system and getting away with it. My chest heaves as I picture his tan skin and black hair. That goatee, though, has me thirsty… thirsty for a nice, hard fuck. Men in my life are few and far between. When you have as many secrets as I do, adding a relationship gets sticky. 
 
    Pulling out my phone, I make a few notes before I drive back to my office. I’m curious by nature, but also, I’ve learned to watch my back. Nothing happens by coincidence, so I double-check everyone I cross paths with. It’s a habit I learned the hard way by getting burned early on in my life. 
 
    On my way across town, my mind wanders off to the man with the patch, Snake. It’s clear he’s in the local motorcycle club, but I wonder who is the real man? My painted red nails tap on the steering wheel as I navigate through traffic. In my mind, I start creating a background. He’s not married, at least there was no ring, and the way he was looking at me said he’s a man who wants a woman for a night. Strikingly, he reminds me of myself. In just moments, the pull between us said a lot but instantly got my guard up. After the things my mom has gone through, I take pause. Men are the ultimate predators, and I’ll be damned if I get caught in a bad spot over a hot-as-sin, rip-your-panties-off, walking girl-gasm. 
 
    Parking out front of my office, I smile at the new window decals that read ‘Riverside Reality’. It has taken me a long time to get what I wanted… my very own business, and it smells like money. I love it. I’m a real estate broker, most of the time. Unless there are other matters I get wrapped in, I’m mostly legit. Grabbing my keys, I unlock the doors, head inside, and turn off the alarm system. 
 
    My hand runs across the countertop as I walk past the reception desk. The office is sleek and modern, catering to a higher class clientele. The only thing missing now is Ava. We were supposed to review the clients for the week and set up our schedule, but when I woke up this morning, I had a missed call from her. She was upset and practically yelling for me to get her out of jail. If I wasn’t so pissed about the reason she was there, it would have been funny. 
 
    I can’t believe she got arrested for hitting that asshole. As soon as I get her out, I’m going to find out exactly what the hell happened last night. In my office, I turn on my computer and start searching the MC patch on Snake’s cut. Deep down, I know it’s more for personal reasons, but the logical part of my brain tells me otherwise. Knowing who is who can be a game changer, and I always make it a point to do my homework. If not to protect myself, it helps to take inventory. By inventory, I mean watch for patterns when I work and pay attention. It can save you in ways you wouldn’t see coming. I save the details in an encrypted file on a drive, just in case I should ever need it. 
 
    By the afternoon, I’m starving and finally get a message that bail has been set for Ava, which makes no damn sense from what the cop said. It’s Sunday, no judge was in, so why the hell and how did they get away with holding her? I gather my purse and keys and head out. 
 
    There’s nothing worse than a man taking advantage of a woman. Or in this case, men. My blood boils as I walk up the steps to the police department front doors for the second time today. Ava stands just outside in her pajamas. Her face is beat red, and she looks pissed. “What the fuck happened?” I belt out and throw my hands toward the grinning assholes inside watching, Officers Harris and Miller. 
 
    “Don’t make a scene here, Selina. Ryan is watching and I’m not letting that asshole get any more gratification out of this than he has already.” Her nails dig into my arm and she drags me along to my car. Ava and I get into the car and I slowly leave the parking lot. 
 
    “You better tell me what the hell happened last night now.” 
 
    “Turn down exit forty-five and head toward Pegg’s Diner. I need coffee and food. I’m freaking starving. My nerves are shot and my head is fucked up. Give me a minute to settle, okay?” 
 
    The shake in her voice causes me to snap my attention to her. Her lip is swollen and her face is flushed. What the hell happened to her? My grip tightens and creaks on the steering wheel, and I force myself to take in deep breaths. Ava needs me, so I need to keep my cool. 
 
    After we find an open booth in the back and we have our coffee, Ava relaxes back in her seat. Many patrons glance our way. Ava’s hair is a mess and she’s still in her pajamas. This looks much worse than any walk of shame—we clearly look out of place. She may be sitting back, but my spine is ramrod straight, waiting not so patiently to hear the story. 
 
    She finishes her first cup of coffee and leans forward to whisper. “I didn’t tell you because I thought it was nothing. Maybe kids playing pranks on me or something… I ‘ve been finding weird shit. In my mailbox, there was a dead cat.” 
 
    She holds up her hand, but I choke on my drink. “What the fuck do you mean a dead cat?” I whisper-shout at her. 
 
    “About two weeks after I broke off my relationship with Ryan, it was stuffed in my mailbox. I brushed it off as some sick and twisted prank. But, when I was locked up, I started putting everything together. Let me go back and explain. Ryan was getting pushy for me to move in, but I wasn’t ready. We had only dated a few months, slept together twice, and I started to pull away when he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He became clingier, showing up at places he wouldn’t normally be as if he was watching me. I broke it off, but he never got the memo. He would send me texts asking if I was over it and to call him. Then he would be nice and send another saying ‘I’m sorry, take your time, we can talk later’. He never accepted the breakup. Some guys don’t take the rejection well. I blocked him and that’s when the cat ended up in my mailbox.” She takes a break and sips her coffee. 
 
    Ava sighs, setting the mug in front of her. “What did he think, I would call him? Please come get this cat, or some shit? Like I said, I just ignored it and him. Last night, he showed up late and said he had a box of my stuff to give to me. I opened the door wondering what in the fuck he could possibly have and it’s stuff that was missing from my car. At the time, I was in shock and took the box from him. He tried getting in the door and we struggled. I told him to leave and he used his big ass body to block me from closing the door. It pissed me off, so I swung for his face.” 
 
    I dropped my mug, shocked. “He was trying to get into your home, you defended yourself, and you got arrested for it?” 
 
    “Yep. He pushed me inside and slammed me face-first into the wall. I could feel his stiff dick against my ass, and he bit my neck, asking me if I liked playing dirty. I started to freak the fuck out. I used my elbow and nailed him somewhere on his big ass head. That’s when my neighbor pulled in and saw the struggle. Ryan called in backup and said I assaulted him and he had a witness, so I was charged.” 
 
    “That’s messed up. You need to stay with me until your court date, and you need a lawyer and a good one.” What I don’t say is, one who will play dirty to win. Officer fuckface sure did and he will again. I hate to admit the truth, but the only way to get rid of bad boys is with bigger, badder, scarier ones. Pulling out my phone, I call someone I would rather not, but I need his help. I called my stepdad and set up a meeting. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 3 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure what I was expecting back at the clubhouse, but this is a whole new level. Gringo sits at the bar flanked by Ghost and Fuego. There’s a line of shots in front of them. Gringo looks as pale as the white sheets on my bed. He’s hungover and I’m betting it’s the cheap tequila you can buy by the gallon in front of him. 
 
    “¡Ándale, pendejo! ¿Quieres ser un borracho? You want to be a drunk? Drink, cabrón,” Fuego demands with a snarl. “Toma.” 
 
    Lighting a smoke, I sit back and watch. The brothers taunt him along. “Drink, drink, drink.” 
 
    Gringo bites his lip and holds back the vomit churning up in his guts. I smirk. My dad did this shit to me when I stumbled in drunk off my ass at sixteen. I would feel sorry for the dick, but I don’t. He took Ruby, and well, you know the rest. 
 
    Gringo barely stands on shaky legs and takes the first shot, then the next. One after the other, he chokes them down and finishes the line. 
 
    “You puke, pendejo, and I’ll pour the next line,” Ghost, the VP, roars. 
 
    Gringo barely holds the booze down, heaving. He holds his body up with both hands on the bar. “It won’t happen again,” he promises and stands upright. 
 
    Fuego rubs his goatee, and with a deep tone, he reasons, “It cost us time and money. You’re going to pay it back.” 
 
    “How much?” He pulls out his wallet, but Ghosts stops him. 
 
    “I figure Snake put up five hundred to bail you out this time. You’ll pay him that plus thirty percent for his time. Then you’ll grab a shovel, head on over to Abuela’s house, and get her garden sorted. She’s waiting for you.” 
 
    “Now?” He sways and grips the bar, just barely. 
 
    Fuego growls and pins him with a glare. “Right the fuck now. She wants rock done. I have a truck parked there. You can walk your ass over there and shovel all day. Maybe your hands will hurt too much to pick up more booze.” 
 
    “Sí, Prez.” Gringo puts one foot in front of the other and goes to hand me four hundred out of his wallet. I take the offered cash and tuck it into my shirt pocket. I would feel sorry for the guy if he wasn’t in his twenties. I blow my smoke in his face, not bothering to acknowledge his grunts of discomfort as he holds back his vomit. 
 
    “I swear to fuck, I’m too old for this shit.” Fuego runs his hands through his hair. Harassing the brothers doesn’t seem to have the same effect on him. In the past, he would find their antics funny and pay them back entertaining. Now, Pops doesn’t react like he wants to be dealing with them, he’s tired. The gray in his goatee and hair is thicker. Pops doesn’t ride as long or as far as he used to either. The stark reality is that life is changing for us all. 
 
    I’m thirty-six and that would make him sixty, and he’s been the Prez for almost thirty years. Mom is a few years younger than Pops. He caught her when she was young and never let her go. Knocked her up right away and kept her at his side ever since. I’ve never felt the draw to keep a woman like he did. Where he was steady, I’ve always had a need to find a vice to get through life. Sharing that kind of poison would kill us both. If I did fall in love, if I were capable, I would use her until there was nothing left. 
 
    “Snake,” Pops calls. “We got work.” He and I walk over to our garage. Cars are lined up and there are work orders to fill. “I need you to start taking over some of this shit.” His hand comes up and he slaps me on my shoulder. “Mijo, I’ve been waiting years for you to settle down, to start asking me for more. Well, you haven’t. It’s time. Tu madre has been waiting long enough. The garage is yours. I’m working for you now.” 
 
    What the fuck? Where the fuck did this come from? He lets go of my shoulder and walks past to unlock the doors. I look around the building like I have never seen it before. Today, it’s all new to me. Pride swells in my chest. My father believes I can run this place with him, but I never thought I’d see the day where he handed it over. I didn’t want it, if I’m being honest with myself. It was his and my grandfather’s. He’s supposed to be here as he always has been. Change is hard for me. For him to take a step back, it unsettles me. He’s been there my whole life, if I’ve ever made a wrong turn. Always standing strong just in case. Where would I be without him? In prison, more than likely. 
 
    My dad has slowly aged over time and I was blind to it. Looking closer at him, I see it now. The way he has a slight limp when he walks. And how his shoulder still bothers him after he was shot last year. It eats me up. He could have died, and I was right there with him. I thought he was gone. Since then, Mom watches him even closer, and me too. Fuego isn’t bulletproof, and a fear like I’ve never felt before snakes around my throat. When will he walk away from the club and retire? He’s more than earned my trust and respect. My old man is my best friend, and I’ll do anything for him. Today, I make it my mission to take on anything he needs. Above being the Prez, he’s my dad, first and foremost. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 4 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    Leo sits at a table in the bar and holds up his highball to signal me over. I can’t believe I’m here with my mom’s husband. She doesn’t know what this man has taught me over the years, because I’ve kept it all a secret to keep her safe. He keeps her happy and I keep his secrets. That’s the deal we live by while he funds her nonprofit work helping battered women. 
 
    I’m not surprised he has another man with him. He’s always fishing to tie me down to some associate of his. “There’s my girl.” Leo and the man stand as I approach in my sky-high heels and tiny blood-red dress. A meeting with this man is business and in order to play, it’s demanded I do my part. He leans in and I deliver a chaste kiss to his cheek, all the while his man hungrily devours my legs with his lustful eyes. “Selina, please meet Marco.” Holding my hand out, he takes it and lightly pecks the top before rubbing his thumb over it. 
 
    “I had no idea Leo had such a beautiful daughter. Please, have a seat.” Marco pulls out the chair immediately to his left. 
 
    I dip my head in acceptance and fall into line. Leo grins and sits across from me at the table. There aren't many occasions anymore that I require his help, so he’s using the weight of the situation to make me uncomfortable. But it’s not working. I’ve been here before and I know I can find my way out. 
 
    “Marco, how kind of you. Thank you. “ 
 
    “Red?” Leo questions, with a lift of his brow. 
 
    “That would be delightful.” He flags over the waiter and a drink is slid in front of me. It’s my turn this time to lift a brow. “How’s Mom?” 
 
    “She’s well. Busy doing the things she enjoys. She talked about us going away on vacation this year as a family, like we used to. I could give her ideas of places you would enjoy.” 
 
    “I’ll have to think about it. It would be nice to get away, although, I would have to see how work is going.” 
 
    “If you still worked with me, it would be a non-issue.” 
 
    “True, but I enjoy being my own boss.” 
 
    Marco’s chuckle breaks the tension. “I would love to know what you did for Leo. What is it you do on your own now, Selina?” 
 
    What he will never know is that I made millions of dollars for Leo playing in the stock market. Leo was the face of the back office deals, obtaining the insider information and feeding it to me. I helped him pick up the shambles after his cousin died and their associates scattered with the wind. Because he was a major player, they came back and then some. Together, we washed dirty cash for a thirty percent buy-in. We worked with businessmen who wanted to hide cash from their ex-wives or the IRS, or drug dealers who needed a payday. 
 
    I spent my youth working and hustling in the basement of our house. While my mom thought I was learning how to be an assistant and accountant for Leo’s broker firm, I became a felon by the age of fourteen. When my father passed away from a heart attack, right after Mom and Leo married, I needed a distraction. For a while, I loved it… until I didn’t, when I found out one of the accounts we were using to wash the cash was connected to my mom's passion. Her business helps support battered women. It made my stomach curl in disgust. After that, I paid more attention, I grew up, and got the hell out. If he went down, I know in my gut he would point the finger at me. 
 
    “I own Riverside Realty. It’s a nice business down by the River District. The clientele keeps me rather busy.” 
 
    “You sell houses?” He sounds confused. What would I have been doing working for Leo before then? I can see the wheels turning in his head already. 
 
    “It’s honest money.” I wink over my sip of wine. 
 
    Marco bites his tongue. His focus stays on me, as if the answers are written across my face. What I do is anything but honest and I love it. 
 
    Leo sets his glass down and sighs. “You are one of a kind. What is it you need my help with?” 
 
    “I need a lawyer. A good one to get Ava out of a sticky situation. You know the best, so we need to negotiate a price.” He’s met Ava and isn’t the least surprised she’s got herself backed into a corner. 
 
    He clicks his tongue. “You need better friends, Selina.” 
 
    “I already have you, I don’t need more. And Ava is loyal, something that you taught me to be priceless. Isn’t that right?” Taking a sip, the tart taste floats across my tongue and down my throat. The bitterness is the words coming from my mouth. 
 
    “Loyalty would have kept you at my side, dear daughter.” 
 
    “Loyalty would have released me from obligations, dear daddy.” Batting my eyelashes, I press on, “Nevertheless, here we are. What are your terms for an attorney?” 
 
    Leo’s sights swing over to Marco. “Why don’t you answer.” 
 
    Setting my glass down, I wait for his reply. Too bad he’s tied up with Leo or he could have been an option. He is a rather strikingly handsome man. The men I’ve found working with Leo are all like him—rotten to the core and beautiful on the outside, wolves in sheep’s clothing. Rather cliché but fitting. I get why my mother loves him but is blind about him all the same. He is charismatic and treats her well enough. What she doesn’t know… keeps her happy. 
 
    “Enlighten me on the situation,” Marco requests and sits back into his seat. 
 
    I hate that I need their help. I can’t take down that asshole cop without muscle. He has a full force behind him. I relay only what they need to know and no more, basically, that he stalked and then framed her. Marco chuckles and grins. “Women can drive a man mad. I understand the feeling.” He leers at me and runs a thumb over his lower lip. Internally, I chuckle to myself, because this man is trying to play a game I have already mastered, trying for seduction but lacking. “Ava needs a bodyguard and to disappear for a bit. I have a few ideas of whom I can pair her up with. I can handle the hearings. This one's on me.” 
 
    “No.” The word slides easily from my lips, causing Marco’s head to tilt to the side. “I will not have you do anything for me. I’m not a damsel in distress. This is a business proposition. Name your price.” 
 
    “Two hundred fifty thousand. If it’s too much, we can work out a payment plan.” The way he looks me over makes me want to pull the knife from the sheath strapped to my thigh and stab him in the throat with it. 
 
    “It was nice meeting with you, Marco. Leo, please tell Mom hello.” Pushing my chair back, I toss a twenty from my wallet onto the tabletop. 
 
    “Selina,” he growls, “that was a fair offer. Sit down.” 
 
    “No. It wasn’t.” 
 
    “You wanted the best. He is the best.” Marco stands with a gleam in his eye and he wears the devil in his face. 
 
    “There would be additions, and ones I am not willing to pay. A fair deal would be to treat me seriously, not as some prostitute off the street.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be standing here if you were.” 
 
    “That’s right, because if I were, I would be on my back getting discounts?” 
 
    “You were always too smart and too stubborn.” 
 
    “Better than a stupid asshole. Have a nice evening.” Turning on my heel, I take two steps before I hear Leo and halt. Glancing over my shoulder, I listen. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be this way, Selina. If I have to trap you to get you back to work with me, I will.” 
 
    “I never doubted it. It should have always been about loyalty and respect, not money, Leo. The people I care about, like Ava, are worth more to me than the jobs I get. I learned from you to take what I want and not give a fuck about the rest.” 
 
    “And Ava? What happens if she gets charged?” 
 
    “She won’t. I’ve never failed,” I throw back at them over my shoulder as I walk out. 
 
    I never should have made that call, but desperate times call for desperate measures. I messed up thinking Leo would give me an honest deal. He never has in the past and I know he never will. I walked into a hornets nest, willingly this time. What’s that old saying, keep your enemies close and all that? He’s right to be suspicious of what I could do to him. We both hold our secrets close and are waiting for the other to strike first. I’m damn close. With me gone, he has to be struggling to keep up with what I did for him. Plus, there’s no love lost there, just respect. I wanted to be on my own and I needed to find my own way. There is no doubt I will just as an idea forms in my mind. It’s radical and I may regret it, but it’s worth the gamble. Decision made… I head for my next stop. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 5 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    The clubhouse is quiet compared to the chaos from the night before. Indio passes me a joint and I take a deep pull into my lungs. I hold it for as long as I can before the bitch straddling my lap leans in and, holding onto my jaw, she covers my mouth with hers and I blow. Dulce grinds her pussy over my cock, bringing the half-chub to life. She was outside in the pool with the other club sluts until we came in and her sun-kissed skin called to me. 
 
    Wrapping my arms around her back, I pull the strings of her bright blue bikini. The top falls to the side and so do the bottoms when I release her of them. Dulce undoes my pants and sneaks her hand to my back pocket to find a condom and with expert hands, she rolls it over my cock while I shove my pants down just enough for her to sink her wet heat over me. 
 
    I hold her hips and my head falls back. Gagging noises come from my right, and I suspect Indio has the other slut deep-throating him. I block out the noise and concentrate on the one face I want to see—the girl at the police station. It’s her hips my fingers dig into, her breasts that sway across my chest, and lips that caress my neck. 
 
    Dulce works me and my wild fantasy. She pants and claws at my shoulders. I don’t wait for her to finish. Instead, I take what I want and feed into my thoughts as I come into my condom. Halting her movements, I tap her ass and she gets up. Dulce then bends over the pool table, hoping for me to finish her off. 
 
    My phone vibrates and I take it out to see a call from Hawk, the club’s Sergeant-in-Arms. “Brother, there’s a woman here, Selina, wanting to talk to you.” 
 
    “I don’t know a Selina. Send her away.” Pinning the phone between my ear and shoulder, I snicker. “At least, I don’t think I do. Who was that chick here a week ago? Shit, what was her fucking name?” 
 
    “Sarah?” Indio tries to help, but we both shrug as he tucks himself back in his pants. Ripping off the condom, I toss it over to Dulce and order, “Take care of that,” as I pull my pants up. 
 
    There’s a scuffle and then a sweet and sultry voice coming through the line. “No, you don’t know me, but you have seen me. Think hard, Snake. I don’t have a lot of time and I have a business proposition for you.” 
 
    In the background, Hawk warns, “If you don’t get out here in five seconds, I’m taking my phone back and whatever deal she was going to offer you.” 
 
    It hits me. Could it be the woman from the station yesterday? “I’m coming out.” Tucking my phone away, I leave the main room in quick strides. Dulce huffs and stomps in the background. She should know better, and now she’s cut off. Indio drops his pool stick and follows me outside. 
 
    With her back to me, it’s hard to recognize her. I expect to see the same woman from before, in shorts and a tank with messy hair. This woman can’t be fucking her. She’s all legs and long hair that touches her waist. That hair color stops me, and as she turns, the air leaves my lungs. The dress on her body is painted on, and I would bet she has no underwear on because there is not a line out of place. It’s her, but this is my dream come true—sexy as hell, and a temptation to sin. Fuck me. 
 
    Even though I just drained my cock, he starts to stir back to life. She’s a siren in a dark red dress and lips. With a captivated mind, I approach her, stalking like a lion. It’s too good to be true. She’s dressed different and at the same place I was am… seems a bit odd to me. I don’t touch her, but toying with her feels right. “You the woman at the cops station?” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Snake. You know I was. I need some muscle to help me solve a problem. Do you take on special projects? I would bet you do.” Her smirk lifts on one side. She’s a true fighter at heart. 
 
    “Depends on who’s asking.” Stalking behind her, I search for any signs of a wire. It’s not like it used to be—it could be so small, it would be difficult to find, but her body would tell. A nervous tick or holding her breath. Nothing. 
 
    “If you’re looking for a mic, you won’t find one. I can’t trust you any more than you can trust me. The job starts at ten grand. I need you to watch my friend. A dirty ass cop locked her up, Ryan Miller.” She turns to face me. “That’s all the information you’re getting. Do your homework, and if you want the job, you can reach me here.” She hands me a card. “Tic-toc, I don’t wait for anyone. I’ll move on and look for help elsewhere.” 
 
    My feet halt and I face her, just inches away. “What are you wanting out of this?” 
 
    She clicks her tongue. “Maybe, I’ll take his badge by the time I’m done.” 
 
    My fingers trail over her shoulder. “Is that all, sweet cheeks? You’re gonna put a man out of work?” 
 
    She looks right through me and grinds out, “We’ll see, now, won’t we? Depends how it all plays out.” 
 
    There is so much more I want to ask, but it will have to wait. Many scenarios play through my mind and all of them turn out bad. Her hazel eyes are hypnotic, they remind me of a tiger, deep pools of bronze in the light. My head wars with indecision, and for once, I wish I wasn’t in this position. I want her more than I want this job, but mixing them would be a disaster. Selina would be like a riddle to answer. Why does she call to me, and what would we be like naked and fucking like animals? 
 
    “One day, Snake.” She eyes me, licks her plump lips, then strolls away from a pack of dangerous men. No hesitation or weariness, as if she’s done this before. 
 
    “Call in Coyote. We need more details on…” Lifting her card, I read her name, “Selina Hart.” The motor of her car starts, the sound filling the air, and the three of us watch her drive away. 
 
    “Shit,” Indio lets out. “I’m equally impressed and hard. Again.” 
 
    “Dibs,” Hawk adds. “I’m going to taste those sassy lips.” 
 
    Anger flares through me like a lightning strike. My fists want to connect with their jaws. Instead, with a practiced calm, I loosen my muscles and release my fists. “No one has any motherfucking dibs,” I warn with a deadly even voice. “She’s off limits. Until I figure out what’s going on, none of you touch her. She could be working with the cops.” I don’t say what I really think, that if anyone touches her, it will be me. We may share club bitches, but I won’t share rare finds. She’s mine to play with, and mine to find what it is drawing me to her. The universe keeps pulling us together and I’m going to see it through. 
 
    “How do you figure?” Indio questions. 
 
    “If her friend was busted, they could have cut a deal to rat us out to get her out of those charges. We’ll take the deal and her money. Keep your enemies close.” I may just fuck her to find out all her secrets and then leave her wondering where she went wrong by the time I’m done. Tomorrow, at the last second, I’ll pay my new project a visit. Ideas take hold and they chase away the anxiety I felt before. Now, I have a new toy, Selina Hart. Let the games begin. 
 
    While I wait for Coyote to get here, I call my Pops. “Something else popped up today.” I explain the situation in detail from this morning until now. 
 
    Pops is quiet before he responds, “You think she’s using the club or you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. Coyote is on his way in. Either way, we need to stay in it to figure out her angle. I’ll get one of the guys on her friend now, and I’ll keep tabs on Selina.” 
 
    “Keep me posted. For now, we keep it quiet. I’m proud of you, mijo. You’re always looking out for your brothers and the MC.” Pops disconnects the call, but it feels unresolved. With Selina, I’ll figure her out and what she wants. This is more about the Prez, my Pops. More and more, he hands out these sentiments. With him handing me things to do, it grates on my fear of him retiring for good. I’ll find a way to make things easier for him. He can’t leave me here without seeing his face or hearing his voice. We need him as the Prez. 
 
    My whole life, I had him at my back. As a punk ass kid, I took him for granite, not knowing what I had. And just like that, twenty years slips through your fingers in a blink of an eye. 
 
    The door ricochets off the other wall as Coyote walks in. “Hey, chinga tu pinche madre, fucker!” I holler out to him. My grandfather would be pissed to see that. 
 
    He flips me off on his way to his office. “Don’t talk shit about my mother when you know damn well I can’t say shit like ‘fuck your mother’, puto. That’s the Prez’s ol’ lady and one fight I never want is with Fuego.” Walking behind him, I grab a couple of beers on our way. 
 
    He grumbles and takes a beer from me while complaining, “I feel like I’m always fucking here. For once, I want some time off, so this shit better be good.” 
 
    “Sit your ass down. I’m fucking here just as much as you.” He has no choice and neither do I. We start collecting information on Selina and find she graduated school with some high academia of some math bullshit that we had to look up to know what it actually was. She has some kind of genius-level IQ when it comes to numbers. She had a normal childhood, then her parents divorced by the time she was in intermediate school. From the pictures on her social media accounts, it looks like they split amicably. Her dad died a few years after her mom remarried. 
 
    By the time he was done digging, Coyote found that her dad was a smart man too, a CPA lawyer who had many side investments that did really well. Her mother runs a nonprofit organization helping battered women and is married to Leo Morelli. In stunned silence, we let that last name sink in. I thought her going to the cops was an issue, but I couldn’t have been further off base. Leo has been washing cash for investors and criminals for years. To get a seat with him is a game changer. Why would she come to me for help? Now, more than ever, Selina has become my next project and her contacts my number one priority. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 6 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    “Ava, I said stop worrying over all this. I’ll make sure that asshole doesn’t come near you again. And no, I’m not telling you how.” If she only knew what I did last night for her, she wouldn’t have let me. It doesn’t matter, because asking Leo for help is never happening again, let alone me asking random bikers for help. I decided she needs a good lawyer to get her out of this trouble. I’ll make the asshole fold and keep on him until my ultimate revenge comes true, and I take his badge. 
 
    She sighs heavily before paying the barista for our coffees. Every morning, we have a routine. We walk around the river and then soak in a few moments of sun and have a cup of coffee before we start work. It’s so domestic, it's almost perfect. Doing this reminds me of being ordinary, that somewhere deep inside, I’m normal. Side-by-side, we sit on a bench, and across the park is a man I know well enough to recognize by his stature. Snake. Even from this distance, I feel his eyes roam over my body. It’s electrifying. 
 
    Tentatively, I take a sip of my coffee and keep my posture light and carefree. Ava turns to me, bending her knee to rest her leg on the bench. “You remember in college when I was in trouble with my English professor?” 
 
    “Oh man, do I. When his wife and you both found out about each other… I am so glad that worked out for you.” Ava was sure he was the one and was ready to have his little nerdy babies. I blackmailed his wife with pictures of her own activities and threatened to share her dirty secrets with her husband. She took the deal and I still have her secrets tucked away. 
 
    “If it wasn’t for you, she was ready to tell the school I was cheating and made up proof to have me expelled. God, I don’t get how I pick these jerks. Seriously, how?!” 
 
    “She was smart, but I was better. Ava, there’s nothing wrong with you. You do have the best dating stories out of anyone, ever.” 
 
    “Point is, Selina, you’re always cleaning up my messes. I hate it.” 
 
    “You’re always there for me too. You’re just a bit dramatic at times,” I tease and bump her shoulder. Truth is, she keeps me sane. If it weren’t for her, I fear I would have been Leo’s twin by now, but she kept my heart honest. Ava was there to encourage me to want more for myself. In the wrong hands, people take advantage of her nature. 
 
    “I try not to be.” Ava’s voice is ridden with guilt. It pisses me off she has that pleasing complex. 
 
    “You know I was joking. Ava, there isn’t a damn thing wrong with you. I’d say we just need to teach you the warning signs earlier on and listen to your gut. When it says run, fucking sprint. You get me?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Right. I’ll be wearing tennis shoes the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Girl, you can sprint a block in pumps when you need to. No use in changing who you are, just embrace it.” I keep part of my focus on the man to my right. He doesn’t move an inch. I’m enjoying making him wait to see what he will do next. Snake is watching me, so that means he has someone watching her too. Smart move, and it works in my favor, he’ll be almost everywhere I am. “We should stay in the office today and get caught up on our accounts.” He’s going to die of boredom because a majority of my job is done in the office, online. If he can find me online, he might actually be entertained, but what can I do? 
 
    “Perfect, I’ll meet you there. I need to grab a few supplies.” Ava leaves with a happy smile. Me? I sit and wait. When her car is out of sight, I relax some more until Snake comes out of the shadows he was hiding in. 
 
    “Ms. Hart.” He takes the seat Ava just left and slides in next to me, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “We should make it look like two lovers catching up, don’t you think?” His smile is daring. Worse than that is his stupid handsome face, and his cologne invading my solitude. 
 
    “No, I don’t think. Why would I hide who I talk to?” His spicy aroma wafts into my senses and makes it damn hard not to ignore those tingles in my core. Those dark eyes and that confidence, it’s downright intoxicating. If I didn’t have a backbone, I would have dropped my panties for him already. 
 
    “Because Leo has been watching you all morning, or he sent someone in a minivan, I’m not sure. You want me to do my job or not?” His fingers find a flyaway hair and gently tuck it away behind my ear. With careful pause, he gazes into my eyes. “In the last twenty-four hours, each time I’ve seen you, you look completely different. Today, the yoga pants and loose t-shirt are driving me wild. A man loves his women intriguing, and Selina, you have captured my attention.” 
 
    The words he rasps into my ear could barely be heard over the sound of my heart beating. This close, I can smell the leather of his cut. The tender touch of his rough fingers gliding across my skin awakens my body. Tingles spread across my flesh, and in one inhale… I know he’s lying. He’s trying to use his sexuality to break my concentration. Well played, Snake. 
 
    “There is no minivan, Snake. Take your hands off me.” 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    It’s hard not to crack and stay in the game. I want to congratulate her and also spank her ass for being mouthy to me. I’m equally impressed and aching for her. The faint scent of vanilla from her hair seeps into me. Selina has been one of the most complex women I have come across. One minute, she’s the girl next door, the next, the boss. “Are you sure about that? Why would your stepdad be watching you?” 
 
    “You’re at risk, is all I will tell you, working with me. Where is he? There is no minivan.” 
 
    “I’m not scared of anyone, Selina. I’ll find out your secrets one way or another. It’s not him, but someone has been shooting photos of you from that Honda.” Running my nose across her shirt collar and up the column of her throat, I feel the slight shake of her body. I take her in like a hit to my system. Can you blame me though? She trembles and goosebumps spread across her skin. “I don’t know why you didn’t go to him for help in the first place, and I want to know why.” 
 
    Her voice comes out throaty and raspy. “I told you enough.” Her palm runs up my chest. “If you think about playing my body against me to get answers, try again. I’ve been fucked, and fucked over, by the best. You are no one to me, Snake.” Selina’s hand slips across the back of my neck and draws me in closer to her face. “A means to an end. Anything more needs to be earned. Maybe, eventually, an orgasm or two, and then like the rest, gone as soon as you get what you want.” She pulls back and her touch leaves me. Her piercing stare reaches deep under my skin and into my soul. “You want to fuck, then say so. When we work, it’s work. Get your head on straight and meet me at the office, like I told you, for more details.” 
 
    Selina gets up from the bench and moves her ass down the sidewalk. I bite my tongue and groan at each stride she takes. Her ass is perfect. She doesn’t pause nor acknowledge the Honda as she passes it. The situation I’ve been dragged into doesn’t make any more fucking sense than it did this morning. If anything, it’s been made more complicated by every encounter with her. How is that even possible? What’s with this woman that makes her so fucking enticing? If she's saying sex is on the table, I don’t think I can say no, not even to save myself. 
 
    Pieces have been placed on the board, and this sexy as fuck woman has just moved her first pawn into place. Time to get my head in the game. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 7 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    After my run-in with Selina this morning, I went back to work. We have orders to finish at the shop and some new paint jobs I need to get out by the end of the week. I needed to distract my mind from Selina and stay focused. Getting lost in the grind of metal and the smell of paint helps me to do that. 
 
    Some orders are even more urgent than some. I have to fabricate several undetectable airtight boxes to smuggle in coke and other drugs from Mexico. We’ve been working with the vendors at the flea markets to help us push products. Many of them are old school, so as long as they get cash, we can put anything we want inside. 
 
    “¿Qué está pasando, mijo?” Pops cleans his hands on a shop towel, asking me what’s going on. 
 
    “Nada,” I reply and get back to work. Back in the day, Abuelo demanded only Spanish be spoken in the shop. It’s where I practiced and he taught everything. The memory is a kink in the armor I’ve been trying to keep together. 
 
    “Hmm, if you say so. You can’t fool a viejito like me. ¿Sabes?” 
 
    “You may be an old man, but you don’t know everything, Pops.” 
 
    “No, not everything, but I know when mi hijo needs me.” He tosses the towel and sits back on a stool. “Did I ever tell you the story of mi papá? He was a hard worker, and he taught me to be the same, and one more important thing. When he had a lot on his mind, he got more finished in one day, than several dias. A man can get lost when he works alone.” 
 
    I’m no fool to not recognize the double statement in that piece of wisdom. “It’s getting harder for me. The restlessness and urges are coming back. The need to beat someone until they stop breathing feels stronger. I have choices, but keeping me on track is getting harder. When I stop listening to myself, then what?” 
 
    “You’re a man. You will always feel like killing, my son. Dig deeper, Snake. I don’t know if that’s the fight you need. Maybe it’s someone to fight for that you need.” 
 
    “You’ve been talking to Abuela, haven’t you, with this cryptic convo?” My grandmother, his mom, is the smartest woman I know. I wouldn’t doubt that she’s been feeding him information to give to me. 
 
    “I always talk to mi madre. You need to go see her too. Stop fighting yourself, mijo, let tu vida pase.” He slaps my back on his way out of the garage, leaving me with his words of wisdom… let your life happen. 
 
    The thing is, I don’t know what I want in order to let my life happen, as he said. The man inside of me was happy with what I had. Now, I feel the shift and it’s unsettling. I’m restless and the cravings are dangerous. Once that door opens, there’s no closing it. One slip and everything changes. How has it changed and why? The pieces are missing and the animal in me is not waiting for the answer—it’s ready and on the hunt, craving to kill. Restless is what it is. 
 
    “Hey,” Coyote calls, walking in. “Indio said he followed Ava, and she worked with Selina all day. Officer Ryan Miller did a few drive-bys, along with Selina’s stepfather. They’re both keeping eyes on them. It’s not clear what the hell is going on. You got anything?” 
 
    “I got as much as you do.” I run my hands through my hair. “This feels like a mess if I’ve ever seen one coming.” 
 
    Coyote shrugs. “Then drop it. Walk away.” 
 
    “But it’s Leo Morelli. We could get a nice angle on this deal.” 
 
    Indio walks in after Coyote and crosses his arms over his chest. “If you drop this girl to get what you want… just don’t be a dick, Snake.” Indio has always been a man of honor, but is there really any honor amongst thieves though? 
 
    “We’ll see, brother. I’m not so sure these girls are as innocent as they seem.” 
 
    Stubborn to the end, Indo shakes his head. “Still, it’s bad karma to mess with bitches. I leave that shit alone. They should be loved, ya?” He gives me his signature suave smile. “Speaking of, I’m off to find me some of that sweet, sweet pussy. You coming?” 
 
    On any other day, I would be getting drunk and dirty, but tonight, I have more work to do. “Not tonight, ese, maybe mañana, sí?” 
 
    “Órale,” he says and weaves out of the garage. After I put my tools away and lock up, I slide on my cut and turn over my Harley. The engine purrs and begs to be set free. About a year ago, I bought a house off Spider, a brother from our sister chapter. He came here for a short time to claim my cousin, Jazz. When they moved to Reno, I took the house. It’s not too far from the clubhouse and it isn’t a bad spread. With me there alone, it has always felt like something was missing. I know bone deep it’s mine, but I’m waiting for it to feel like home. 
 
    Before I head over to Selina’s office, I wash off the dirt and grime from work. I leave my cut and take my truck, not sure who I could run into, and for now, the more mystery I have is in my favor. Also, since the bitch likes to flip the script, I’m going to tease her with the man underneath the rough exterior. I get ready as if I am the man behind big accounts and cash. I have it, I just never flash it. To Selina, will my appearance draw in her curiosity like hers does me? 
 
    Driving across town, I think over the words we had this morning, and my body heats up just replaying the scenario in my mind. Her scent and the small touches we teased each other with accompany me on the ride there. Out front, there’s a sleek black car parked, high-end shit that I would love nothing more to add some originality to. Sure, it’s lots of money, but it doesn’t stand out other than announcing the owner has flashy cash. Give me an old Impala, Corvette, or Mustang any day. I would rebuild it and make it an original beauty. 
 
    I walk in like I have a meeting, like I’m important. My head held high, I march into her office and the man sitting by her desk turns his head. Selina stands and gives me a pointed glare. “Do I need to start locking my office?” 
 
    Ava is the last to turn and smiles brightly at me. “I’m sorry, do you have an appointment? If you don’t, I can make you one for tomorrow.” 
 
    Selina holds a hand up and halts her from helping me. “He’s here early. Are you here for work?” 
 
    “Yes, Selina.” I use my manners my momma taught me and shake hands with the man and then Ava. “Diego.” 
 
    “Sergio Vasquez. I assume you are helping with security measures?” 
 
    Who in the fuck did she hire to work with without asking me first? “You are correct, and you must be?” I can’t help the bitter tone that snakes out between my teeth. 
 
    “Ava’s lawyer.” He moves around the desk to Selina and murmurs, “Drinks at Harrah’s if you should need anything from me.” His hand brushes hers, trying to claim what’s mine, but touching her is off limits. What he said to Selina, if you need me… for what? No, homie, she doesn't need anything from you. My jaw ticks and my shoulders roll back to ease the tension rolling through my muscles. 
 
    “Bro, that’s what she called me for. To take care of the real shit. Of her.” My glare burns into him. If he so much as moves an inch closer to her, I’ll teach his bitch ass what it is I do and why she asked me to look after her. With a growl, I order, “Ava, can you and your friend give me and Selina a minute?” 
 
    Selina crosses her arms over her chest and her brows raise. Her face reddens with anger as she spits, “To take care of me?” 
 
    “You called it earlier, I’m here to take you up on your offer.” The asshole standing next to her finally gets the hint. Yeah, dick, I’ve already made my place in her bed. Move along, dog, this is my bitch. 
 
    “Fuck you, Snake.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here, fiera.” I toss up my hands as if it were obvious. 
 
    Ava’s eyes bounce between the two of us. “I’m… uh… out,” she drawls, just as Sergio finally escorts his slow ass out. She closes the door and I lock it behind the both of them. I hope he sticks around because there is about to be a show. 
 
    Selina exhales loudly and tries to change the subject, to gain control. News flash, she’s already lost. “You agree to help me with Ava?” 
 
    “Yes. You agree not to keep shit from me?” I step closer, taking aim at my prey. 
 
    “Yes, as long as you need to know it.” 
 
    I get a little closer and growl, “Good. Are you fucking that douchebag lawyer?” 
 
    “No,” she snaps. “Are you fucking other women who are none of my business?” 
 
    “Not today, fiera, just you.” 
 
    Her black dress says she wanted me to charge in here and take her. Why does a woman appear harmless during the day, but this pinche puta looks like a slut in heels now. Because she wants my dick, and she wants it hard. My resolve has vanished and in its place is hot lust. I need my hands on her, in her hair, pulling it, demanding she tell me the truth. Who the fuck is she? 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to wear this dress tonight. I wore it to tease Snake. Since he started it earlier, I needed him to come after me. The mouth on him is going to get him shot. My body is at war with my head. Never have I let a man talk to me like he does so easily. Somehow, his cocky attitude toward me turns me the hell on. My body has heated up like a furnace, and I don’t know if I want to fuck or fight him in this moment. Work is work, but I crave his dick, his strength. I need to be taken, and this slutty dress says ‘come catch me, come fuck me’. 
 
    When he stormed into my office, clean shaven and hair brushed back, I knew he wanted me. The testosterone filled the air and made my pussy clench. I wanted to kick Ava and Sergio out and peel this dress slowly from my body. My hunger for him has become an obsession to taste his poison for myself. His foul nature has wrapped itself right around my body, constricting me, and here I am, a slave to it. 
 
    Snake stands tall and his chest barely rises with a controlled breath. It’s his only tell, saying he is trying to hold back, but I don’t want him to. Next to me is the switch to the light. Within a second, I make a choice and I flip the lights off, casting the room in darkness, with minimal light seeping in from the late evening sun. He groans and lets go. Snake is around the corner of my desk and his hand is in my hair, the other at my thigh and running up the hem of my dress. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I rasp before his mouth consumes mine. His lips press against mine, swallowing my groan. Snake’s tongue sneaks inside and wraps around mine. He tugs the hair at the nape of my neck and my head jerks back. 
 
    “Where are you going in this dress?” he demands between bites on my throat. 
 
    “Nowhere,” I murmur and hold on to his shirt while I shamelessly wrap one leg around his hip. Snake uses both of his hands to drag the rest of the dress up to my waist. He tears my red lace thong into nothing. My fingers get to work, and I unzip his pants and wrap my hand around a very nice, thick, and long cock. “Fuck yes,” I hiss with him, roaming up and down the veins and silky skin. 
 
    Snake flips me around and my hands fly up to steady myself against the wall. A wrapper rustles behind me and then his condom-covered dick slowly enters me. Each inch stretches me so deliciously, I groan and drop my head back. “Take your tits out for me,” he groans while the sound of his belt clanking is heard between our pants. 
 
    Quickly, I pull my arms free and push the dress down to my waist. Snake’s fingers find my clit and gently rub with each smooth glide in and out. His palm first wraps around my throat to pull me back and then he is tugging and rolling my nipples in between his fingers. 
 
    My pussy constricts with the first few signs of my orgasm. He must have felt it too, because I’m alone one second and then flipped around the next. “I want to see you come around my cock the first time.” He helps me to sit on top of my desk before he slides back in. Lying me back, he places kisses down my throat to my tits, where he sucks and rolls my nipples around with his tongue. My legs wrap around his body, drawing him closer. His pelvis grinds against my pussy and brings me back to where I was, about ready to explode. 
 
    He stands up and runs his thumb over my clit, giving me hard and determined strokes. 
 
    “Fuck, Snake,” I holler when the first wave hits. He pinches my nipple and I explode like I never have before, and it feels like a wave of a release. It's so intense, I can’t open my eyes. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    Her back arches as she comes around my cock. I watch every second. With the gush of her release and how her pussy chokes my dick, I can’t look away from how beautiful she comes for me. I keep the pace she needs even though I want to pound her so hard and claim her. I hold back and give her what she needs. When she comes down, I roll her up to me and cradle her in my arms. 
 
    Together, we collide against the wall with a thud. My hands hold her ass and her legs and arms wrap around me. Selina sucks and bites my ear, not satisfied with what I just gave her. I’m not satisfied either and fuck her pussy like she’s begging me all over again. 
 
    I rear back and hit it hard and fast. Her teeth scrape my earlobe and her nails dig into my back. The pain sends a thrill up my spine and I unleash the brutal desire I have for her. She has my cock buried deep inside of her. 
 
    “Yes, Snake, more, give me all of you,” she whispers, begging like a little devil. 
 
    I don’t disappoint and hammer into her pussy like it’s mine and mine alone. When she comes again, it sends me over the edge and I’m still coming while her pussy milks me. Our breathing is labored and unsteady. I want to, for the first time, kiss her and pull her into my lap and hold her. But she pulls away and covers her body from me. We fucked and now it's back to business. 
 
    Selina slides off the desk and hides her body from my view. From her desk drawer, she pulls out a rubber banded wad of cash and hands it over. “Five thousand now. Follow Ava at a distance to make sure she's safe from her ex, Ryan Miller. He may try and set her up again. I need as much dirt I can get on him before the hearing. When you deliver that, I’ll give you the other five.” She shuts the drawer and pulls out her purse and keys. 
 
    “Where did you get this cash?” I grind out each word because nothing about this is warm and fuzzy. In fact, it could land me in a whole lot of trouble. 
 
    She waves me off. “It’s clean, Snake. You’ll never figure out how I got it and no one else will either. What did you think? I was going to write you a check from my bank account?” She chuckles and drags me with her out of her office. “That’s cute, honey, but this ain't my first rodeo, stud. It’s time for us to head home. I’ll see you here before the end of the week.” 
 
    “How do you know how to clean money?” Every move her body makes, I watch. Carefully and with ease, she locks the door. Her eyes dilate when she comes near and whispers, “We’re business partners, and in business, we don’t share secrets. Have a safe trip home.” Her lips press against my jaw before she takes two steps back on her heels and turns, giving me her back. 
 
    I scratch my jaw and wonder just what the fuck I’ve stepped into. Who is Selina Hart, and what does she really do if she has bricks of washed cash handy? To be sure, I’ll wash the cash myself. She has pulled me into her world and getting out of it now is impossible. Not only do I want more of her, but what she knows, and I’ll stop at nothing until I get what I want. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 8 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Mom!” She stands and gives me a hug. At the table sits Leo and Marco, his associate from the other night. At least these assholes remain consistent. “Leo said he had time to join us for lunch today.” I hate the happiness in her voice. I wish he were a different man. I believe a part of him loves her, but the other side is a conniving dick. 
 
    My dad noticed early on, when I was about eight, the gifts I had when it came to numbers and he mentored me. Then I went to work with Dad and he would challenge me. Mom and Dad divorced when I was around ten, and shortly after, at a dinner she had for work, Mom met Leo. It didn’t take him long for him to recognize my gift and he used me after he married my mother. By then, I was twelve and was hooked on his every word. I wish I was more like my mom, oblivious, but I’m not. I’m a monster who enjoys the game. I keep my dealings far away from her, but Leo, on the other hand, uses it to his own benefit. 
 
    For her, I beam. “What a nice surprise. How have you been?” She prattles on about the usual business and the upcoming dinner and fundraiser. 
 
    “Selina, why don’t you accompany Marco? He still needs a date, and I would love to have you as one of my single ladies to auction off. It is for a good cause,” Mom pleads, and Leo has some nerve to look happy with himself. 
 
    “Mom, isn’t it a bit weird?” I mean, she raises funds to help women and now she’s exploiting them? This is why rich and oblivious people need help. I can’t be the only one who sees it. 
 
    “Not really,” Marco chimes in. “Think of it as good men showing women a good time. Maybe great things could come out of it, if you give it a chance.” 
 
    Why is he so pushy to go with me? To earn points with Leo? “I would love to help, Mom, put me down for the auction. Marco, I would enjoy accompanying you for the evening, thank you.” The waiter sets down my drink and I hold it up. “To new beginnings.” They follow my lead and we all sip our mimosas. 
 
    “Selina, how's real estate been?” Leo casually asks with a lilt. 
 
    “Lucrative and great. I’ve been adding new clients daily.” What he wants to ask is, ‘how do I do it? Take their money and wash it through the banks to come out clean’. I’ve been picky who I work with and the process is flawless. Real estate pays well on the regular days, but the new clients, the lawyers, doctors, politicians who need clean money are my big paydays. It’s not the quantity that Leo wanted when I worked for him. It's the quality and my business model. I’ve worked hard to get to this point, and I’ll be damned if I let anyone steal it. The ways to launder money has changed. It’s no longer in a dark basement with washing machines. No, you need to know the electronic funds and how to filter through accounts to get to the big payoff. It takes time and patience. If a client wants fast cash, I walk. It’s all about the quality of your partnership. One good investor leads to another referral. It’s an underground network of hidden cash waiting to be filtered, and in the end, it’s a thriving business. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you. If I only understood half of what you do.” Mom squeezes my hand, and the guilt is layered on like frosting on a wedding cake. 
 
    “Mom, you keep doing what you do. Out of everyone sitting at this table, you are the real hero, and I mean it.” She’s a beautiful person inside and out. Mom grew up in Brazil until her parents moved to America, where her father became a successful businessman. She and my dad met in college and had me after they were married. They naturally grew apart but stayed good friends until he had an unexpected massive heart attack. I wonder how the two of them made me with how well they got along as friends. You would have thought they would have stayed together, but Mom wanted more and found it in Leo. I’m stumped on that one, no matter how hard I try to understand. I guess there’s truth behind the saying ‘love is bliss’. 
 
    Even more so, when Leo looks at her like she’s the sun. Mom excuses herself to use the restroom and I can’t help but ask, “How do you do it? She has no idea who we are. Does it not eat you up inside?” 
 
    “If you’re asking do I love your mom, Selina, the answer has always been yes. I care for you too. I saw in you what I would have wanted if I ever had kids. You’re smart, fearless, and ambitious. But you hate who you are, and in turn, hate me for what you do. Quit, Selina, and then be like your mom. Are you so sure she doesn’t have an idea of what you do? She knows what makes her happy, and at the end of the day, she doesn’t judge my business or my love for her. Maybe she is a bit like you, but not as fearless. Have you ever thought of that?” 
 
    His words rattle around in my mind and it's hard for me to admit any of it could be the truth. Marco smirks from his seat and the world seems like a scary place, except I’m one of the monsters. This week, I helped a client take thousands from their bank account and her husband never saw the transactions. She then divorced him and ended up with way more on the sale of their home and assets. I loved every second of it. 
 
    “I suppose I have given it great thought. Just know, if you ever hurt her, it will be a war. One in which I will burn every lost dollar I have to tear you apart.” 
 
    “And that is why you can’t. You know hurting me would hurt her. I want you to work with me, Selina, not against me.” 
 
    “Therein lies the problem, Leo. You don’t want a business partner, you want an employee. I’m no one’s on-call go-to person. I know my worth and it's not the chump change you gave me.” 
 
    “But I take the brunt of the responsibilities. If the deal fails, you go on unaffected.” 
 
    “Not true. If the deal fails, you could just as easily push me out in front of it and I take the fall. This way, I control the circumstances.” 
 
    “I want your trust back. Regardless of what you think, I care more about you than all the bullshit between us.” 
 
    “You want my trust back? Leave me be, Leo. Be just my stepdad. Like when I ask for a lawyer, just help me.” I give a pointed glare to Marco, who has some decency to appear remorseful for his part. “Emotions, family, relationships—the real kind are rare, especially for people like us. You’re damn lucky you found Mom.” 
 
    I can hear the clack of her heels on the tile on her way back from the restroom. “Hey, Mom, you want to go shopping?” I already know the answer before she squeals and kisses my cheek. “A whole day with you and shopping? That’s a hell yes.” 
 
    To be nice, I ask Marco, “Any preference in a dress color?” My mom has an obsession with matching and always has. 
 
    “Send me your dress and I’ll be sure to match. I would be honored to take you.” The way he practically groans ‘take you’ sends chills up my spine, in a creepy way. Marco sends me a text and it doesn’t surprise me that he already has my number. 
 
    Unknown: You would be delicious in red and edible in nothing… 
 
    Great, he went there, and now I’m officially ready to kick him in the balls. He wants me to look like his hooker in red. To be fair though, red does look fantastic on me. I want to please Marco. Maybe he’ll slip and I can find out Leo’s next play. Because he is who he is, just like I am. Maybe I should accept Leo for who he is and ignore the rest. As a little girl, he was my hero, another dad I idolized, and then it all fell apart. I felt used and betrayed, and how does a girl come to terms with that heartbreak? I haven’t figured that out yet. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 9 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    Literally, we have found nothing more on Selina. There’s no telling what she’s up to or with who. The woman is a ghost. As frustrated as I might be with the lack of information, I’m also fucking impressed. Coyote and I sit here looking through her docs and we can’t find any signs of her laundering money. We first hacked her work calendar once she was out of the office. Leaving no trail, we went into her files, searching, and hours later, it’s still a dead end. 
 
    Coyote hums and keeps analyzing the screen in front of him. “If I wasn’t in love with this chick before, I am more than in love with her bank account.” We shouldn’t be looking in there, but here we are. “Still, I can tell something is off, but how in the hell she does all of this, I cannot connect the dots. It’s way above my level. Sometimes, it’s best not to have the answers, bro.” 
 
    Except I can’t let it go. With every little bit of information we uncover, the more intrigued I fucking become. Selina is becoming a fucking obsession. Her mind draws me in like a drug I want a hit off of. Everything about her, the different faces for the right occasion, not to mention how sexy she is. This morning, I had to beat off to thoughts of her in the shower. I woke up hard as fuck with the dreams I had of her coming on my cock, basically, reliving the moments in her office. “You can’t have her, because we don’t know what this shit is. I’ve made it crystal fucking clear my intentions with her. No one lays a finger on her.” Why am I being possessive of her? Why don’t I throw Indio at her since I’ve already had her? I touched her and, the sick, possessive dick that I am, claimed her cryptic, smart, and sexy as fuck ass as mine when I fucked her. Hard to tell, but no one can take what’s mine until I let her go. As of right now, I ain’t going fucking nowhere. 
 
    “I hate to say this, but this is above our level of understanding for two reasons. One, we don’t understand how the business works. Two, the flow of cash is streamlined before it’s in her books. If she’s doing it that way, it’s almost a perfect system.” 
 
    “Almost perfect? I would say perfect. If we can find a way to get in on her list to wash our cash, we could start to track how she does it, and then we do it ourselves.” 
 
    “Think about that one before you pull the trigger. You know what they say about mixing business with pleasure.” 
 
    “Ask for forgiveness, not permission is what I always go by.” 
 
    “If you say so, Snake. Like I said, think about this one real carefully, brother. She did only ask you for help for her friend, and here you are plotting to scam her secrets out from under her.” 
 
    I’m taking more than her secrets. I’m taking it all and I’m not holding back. “Hey, what just popped up on her calendar?” 
 
    “She’s going to a fundraiser event.” Coyote searched the name on the internet and my eyes widened. 
 
    “Is she working this event to mingle for more clients? Why would a real estate agent go?” 
 
    “Because it's her mom’s event?” But I know deep in my gut that’s not the only reason. Is she really hustling at a place where women go for help? My insides recoil and I want to snap. How can she? I think of what Jazz went through and it sickens me, how her man beat her, and all I want is to kill him all over again. The thought takes me back to a promise I made but failed to keep. 
 
    “There you go.” Diablo Negro, the club’s Road Captain and tattoo artist, and my uncle, gives me my patch tattoo. It’s taken months to finish the piece. My entire back is one giant snake wrapped around the Battle Born MC logo. “I have to say, it’s a favorite of mine. I’m gonna take a picture.” 
 
    After he’s done wrapping it and I’m dressed, he hands me a beer. “I got a run and I need a brother to watch over my girls while I’m away.” 
 
    “Hell, yes, Diablo. I’m there.” I clink my bottle with his. 
 
    “Snake, we are all we have in this world. My woman and my daughter, Jazmine, are my treasures. There is no higher value than family. Your brothers, too, this club, we protect what is ours. Temptation draws in men like us to chase after poison. You remember that snake on your back, the patch, what the fuck it means to be a man and protect what is ours.” 
 
    The words sink in like the ink into my skin. 
 
    He asked me one thing… 
 
    Protect what is ours… 
 
    I flinch and suck in a breath, coming back to the now. The pain is like a sucker punch to my nuts. I failed Diablo. I promised I would protect his treasures, but I didn’t keep his daughter, Jazzy, safe. She became mine to protect that day. I owed him for the man he was. 
 
    But I failed. 
 
    There is no going back. 
 
    But I can watch over my family now, and protect those women at the shelter from monsters of the world. I can do that. I rein it in and concentrate on what I have in front of me now. 
 
    Clearing my throat of the knot there, I answer, “It’s more than that. Leo and Selina have a strained relationship. You know like I do how these things work. It’s where the real players meet up to make the big deals. Is Selina working with her stepdad?” 
 
    My head spins as I play the scenarios out. My next plan is simple—stay close to her and watch. The cop issue was a distraction from what she’s aiming for. Because I can’t place the pieces of her puzzle together, it makes me cautious. I’m using her to get what I want in the long run, but what is our relationship doing for her? 
 
    Those who wait to get what they want will reap the rewards. I have some doubt of where I’m headed, but this could change everything for the club. If I find out how she works, I can build the business for the MC, make even stronger contacts and I can protect them, my Prez and my brothers. Someday, Fuego will retire, and I will be ready to support us. Could Coyote be right though, that I’m taking this too far? It’s possible, but I also suspected Selina is doing the same to me. 
 
    If she is at war with her stepdad, she could be using us as an angle to take the fall. Or to kill him off. I’m not completely convinced what she’s up to, but I’ll find out. 
 
    Is all fair in love and war? 
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    Coyote looks up her social media pages and finds her location within seconds. “Ese, I have to say one more time, I have a bad feeling about this.” Since I’ve known him, he has always been the most cautious but a fool when it comes to women. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m not leaving it up to her to screw us in the end,” I argue. I get where he’s coming from, but I’ve also seen the many sides of her. Which one is real? Why is she a fucking chameleon? What is she really hiding? Those questions are what’s fueling me and I need to find out the answers. 
 
    I take my truck downtown and find her, and her mom, in the mall shopping and laughing, looking through dresses. This woman, with her black sunglasses on top of her head, ripped jeans, a ratty concert t-shirt, and a ponytail is the contradiction I can’t seem to pin down. Here, she looks natural, happy, and carefree. You could even say innocent. What will it take to get to the depths of her? 
 
    For a few hours, I stay back and observe her. While doing so, I catch myself smiling when she does. I could be growing an attachment to the woman I’m stalking. She’s become my fucking obsession. I’m trying to figure out who Selina really is and why I feel this pull toward her. Yeah, the sex is fucking great, but which mask was she wearing while I was fucking her? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 10 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    I’ve gone about my week reprimanding myself to not think about the man who has starred in my dirtiest fantasies. A few trips for a solo orgasm, thoughts of his dark desires are a temptation I can’t shake. The man is the definition of temptation and sin. I’m Eve in the Garden and he’s tempting me to take a bite, to eat the apple. Sin tastes delicious. In his case, it’s him, he’s tempting me to follow him, sin is delicious. Snake has awakened my body to pleasure I never knew possible. Sure, I’ve had good men in the sack, but not this explosive. 
 
    Time is money, so I remind myself to get my ass back on track. It’s the end of the week and I’m right on schedule. I’ve worked hard to finish the deals I started. It all seems too good to be true until… 
 
    I hear the roar of his motorcycle. 
 
    At least, I hope it’s Snake. My skin tingles in anticipation which side of the man I will see. Who will he be today? It’s a game we’re playing, and I can’t pinpoint the how or why. This time, I’m dressed as comfortably as possible. My hair is knotted on my head and I’m wearing my favorite shorts, tennis shoes, and a tank. As much as I want to seduce Snake, I can’t. I’ve thought a lot about what Leo has done to my mom, and I hated to think I was doing the same to him. Reeling him in, promising money and passion. In truth, I can’t do it. I want to find real love someday and with a man I can tell all my secrets too. 
 
    Snake’s heavy boots echo down the hallway and he stops at my door. “Hey there, got your shit, boss lady. You up for a ride?” He raises a brow and gives me a salacious grin, although I could argue it’s more trouble than anything else. I love his black hair and his freshly trimmed goatee. Those eyes promise a trip of a lifetime. 
 
    ‘Take a bite, Selina,’ the snake whispers, ‘it's delicious…’ 
 
    “Why would we go for a ride if you have my information? Hand it over, sweet cheeks, and our deal is complete.” God, I try to push, to stay on the good side, the straight and narrow for once. 
 
    “No. I think you need to go for a ride. I want for us to be more than business associates or friends who fuck. There needs to be a trust established, and to do that, you need to see me. This is an offer I don’t hand out lightly. So, I’ll ask again, come with me. Get on the back of my bike, and I’ll take you to it.” 
 
    Can I trust he’s real? I go to war, who is this man behind the games? “Are you going to kill me and throw me into a ditch along the way? I’ll have to warn you, if you do, then Ava will come looking, and eventually, so will the rest of my family.” 
 
    “Ava,” he hollers down the hall. “Can I take Selina out for a ride to the clubhouse? You can come too. Hawk came with me. You can ride with him.” 
 
    Ava comes screeching to a stop in front of my door and out of breath. “Woman, we could use some fun. I say we go. I’m locking up and getting my purse. Meet you outside.” She darts away, leaving my mouth hanging open and no choice. She is the worst person to listen to, but I desperately want something normal and fun. 
 
    I point in the direction she just ran to. “You know this is how she constantly ends up in trouble, right?” Shaking my head, I gather my stuff and log off from my work. “You better make this worth my time, or I’m deducting it from your cut.” 
 
    As I approach Snake, I attempt to walk past, but he darts an arm out and captures my waist with his palm. Just for a split second, I let his presence seep into me. His warmth creeps inside a place I reserve for myself and picture a man who loves me. No games—just a normal life of finding solace in us. 
 
    “Where did you go?” he rasps into my ear. 
 
    “Your cologne reminds me of a memory, but I couldn’t quite capture when or who… it's still so fuzzy,” I lie, because in my experience, the truth hurts like a son of a bitch. 
 
    He maneuvers behind me and pulls me in tight. “I remember just fine, and I think you do too, Selina.” He swats my ass. “No time, chica, move.” He’s light and fun and it draws me in. I want it. 
 
    Outside of the building, Hawk is flirting with my best friend in the whole world. This girl is gonna kill me, but I have to do this. “Ava, I swear to fuck, I haven’t fixed your last situation, so calm your tits.” 
 
    She waves me off and touches his cut. “She’s only kidding.” Hawk laughs at me, dismissing the facts. He’s been helping watch her this week, and she has no idea. “Woman, you need a firm hand.” She takes the helmet from him and sets it onto her head. 
 
    Ava grips his cut with both hands and holds on tight. “Maybe. You would need to find out for yourself.” 
 
    “Oh my God, I’m never helping you again,” I murmur, shaking my head. Either she doesn’t hear me or she pretends not to. Ava is completely lost in the deep sea that is Hawk. A warm hand captures mine and tugs. I glance up to Snake. 
 
    “I promise he won’t hurt her. I won’t let him. He’ll take care of her. Let’s go have some fun, yeah?” My chest flutters at this version of the man Snake is today. I could get lost in him. Snake could set me free, and we could run away on his bike. 
 
    Something happened to me. You know when they say a girl melted? I just did. I scold my stupid heart and tell my brain to get into action. This isn’t a game, no matter how sweet it all seems. It’s all too good to be true and I need to remember that. Even when I wrap my arms around his waist, and he places one hand over mine. It feels powerful, as if it’s a reassurance or promise. I’m his and he protects what belongs to him. 
 
    On the ride, I watch the world zoom by like I never have before. From here, there are no problems. It all seems to have an enchanting look. The sun in the distance draws you in like a siren and the wind tears away the fears. On the back of Snake’s bike, I feel free and invincible. 
 
    I rein in the sadness when we stop at the clubhouse. I didn’t want the ride to ever end, and I hear Ava begging for another ride. “That was amazing! Can you take me again?” 
 
    I wish I was her, free to be open. 
 
    “We’ll see, but tonight, we party.” Hawk chases her inside and her joyful laughter makes me smile. 
 
    “What did you think?” Snake asks. 
 
    “I think I need to get my own bike. How do you ever get in a truck again? Who taught you to ride?” 
 
    “My Pops. He’s the Prez here. Have you ever been to a club before?” 
 
    “No. Can’t say I’ve had many opportunities in the past.” 
 
    “Smartass. Tonight, everyone is here. Including my Abuela.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    It’s Snake who looks like he’s won. “Oh, my grandmother. And my mom, Cindy. It’s Indio’s birthday and we’re having a party..” 
 
    “Are you shitting me right now? I’m wearing this.” I point my hand up and down my body. 
 
    “Well, you're wearing more than the club pussy, so you have that going for you.” 
 
    “Did you just say you have club pussy here, as in you have fuck buddies on call?” 
 
    “Yes.” He grins like the devil’s little brother. 
 
    “This just got better. Let's go meet your family and all the bitches you’ve had suck your dick.” Again, I reprimand myself for going along with this. “Fan-fuckin-tastic.” I give him my best sarcastic smile. “I can’t imagine how you’re still running around unclaimed.” 
 
    “Never said I was a saint. I’m pretty sure it says the opposite right here.” Snake points at his patch and, sure enough, it’s a clear sign he is in fact a snake. He loops his arm around my shoulders and draws me in. “After a few shots with Abuela and you're full of food, you won't care about the rest.” 
 
    “I still need the file,” I argue as we walk inside. The door opens and music, along with shouting and laughter, rings throughout the air. His non-commitment to the plan should have me running away, but the draw to the people inside sucks me in. It could be how they all are together or the happiness pouring out and drowning me. Do I walk in as a willing participant to what I’m sure will be a shitshow at some point? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 11 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
      
 
    She wants more. 
 
    The hardness leaves her eyes and in its place is humor. The same as when she was with her mom. For a split second, I wonder if Selina is just as lost as me. I hold her close because the guys need to know she’s off limits. The difference is in the way Hawk walked in with Ava. Yeah, they know they came together and anytime we bring a guest, they’re our responsibility until they leave. As Ava bounces around meeting everyone, the brothers have unheard conversations. Hawk isn’t telling them to lay off—he sits back and watches her enjoy the attention. 
 
    Me, on the other hand, I keep Selina at my side with my body touching hers at all times. This says ‘mine’. Selina is polite when she meets my brothers and goes ramrod straight meeting my mom. 
 
    “Hey, Momma, this is Selina. She has a real estate company down by the river. Selina, this is Cindy, and my father, Fuego.” 
 
    She holds her hands out and takes first my mom’s hand into both of hers. “Thank you for having me here. So nice to meet you.” She lets go and shakes my Pops’s hand briefly. “Fuego, thank you, sir.” 
 
    Mom laughs and Pops rubs his goatee, “It’s the gray hair making me look like a viejito, but mi esposa likes it. Tell me, Selina, how are things running for you in your business?” 
 
    “Very good, sir. I’ve loved building it and working for myself.” 
 
    “No sir, call me Fuego.” Pops doesn’t say it, but he watches her body language with her answers. She doesn’t fidget or look away. Satisfied, he sits back, and my mom takes the signal that she’s passed the first round with the old man. 
 
    “I would love to look at homes and see their potential. How did you pick this as a job?” 
 
    “The money. I make enough to take care of myself. It’s fast past and I can pick my own hours.” For the first time in a long time my mom is speechless. “She needs to meet your sister. Lord knows what they could do together.” 
 
    “She sounds like she has kept you on your toes,” Selina counters. My Pops smirks and gives me that look like I’m in for a round of trouble. I know it. But I'm seeing this through, and he knows it. 
 
    “Miiiijo,” Abuela calls. “¿Quien es esta mujer? No importa, ya lo sé.” 
 
    First, she asks me who she is, then never mind because she already knows? “¿Qué sabes, Abuela?” 
 
    She ignores me and takes Selina into her arms. “Es so good to meet you, mijita. Este…” she backs away and points at me with her thumb, “is this man-child being good or no?” 
 
    Selina laughs and her whole body shakes. “You tell me, is he ever good?” 
 
    “Okay, you know. Comes, you eat, sí?” Abuela drags her along to the kitchen. The urge to chase after them takes me into its grip, but I ignore the feeling and push it aside. What could possibly go wrong with Abuela? A lot, but Selina can handle it. I’ll give them a few moments to get to know each other. 
 
    “This is the woman that we have been helping?” Pops questions, and he already knows the answer, but he wants the words to come from me. “What have you found?” 
 
    “She runs a good business. It’s clean and I haven’t figured out the details yet.” He gets what I’m saying—I haven’t figured out how she runs her side projects. 
 
    “I talked to Coyote, and then Indio. Indio agrees and he wants you to pull out.” 
 
    “Surprising when he's sticking his in everything he can.” 
 
    Mom snickers, “True.” 
 
    Fuego smacks the back of my head. “Mijo, no habla así con tu madre, pinche cabrón.” 
 
    “It’s still in the works,” I amend and rub the sting away from my head. 
 
    “Snake, weigh and measure all aspects. You could miss a greater opportunity than the money…” It’s not often my father is sentimental. When he is, there is usually more to the story only he sees, and I’ve had a hard time accepting that. Like now, it grates on my nerves. I’m not weak and will do what needs to be done. I brush it off to his mentality of wanting to retire. Fuego may be able to hide it from the others, but I see what his long game is. He forgets what it’s like to be here, wanting to achieve a higher success. I’ll take care of him and the club even when he can’t. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    On the way to the kitchen, I snag Ava around the waist and bring her with Abuela and me. The aroma of spice and hot tortillas floods my senses. My mouth waters just looking at the kitchen full of homemade food. 
 
    “Abuela, did you make all of this?” I ask while trying not to sound too in awe. 
 
    “Sí, and some of the ol’ ladies help, like Cindy, Fuego’s esposa.” 
 
    Ava’s eyes scrunch and I help to fill her in. “Fuego and Cindy are Snake’s parents. Fuego is the Prez of the MC.” 
 
    “I think I need to adopt Abuela and take her home. Seriously, I’m starving and this smells ah-mazing.” 
 
    Abuela grips her arm and beams at her. “Grab a plate, then we have tequila and Corona outside.” 
 
    Ava and I load our plates full of meat, beans, rice, and salsa. Abuela grabs a little basket on our way out of the kitchen and leads us to the backyard. There is a band playing Mexican music and the dance floor, a concrete pad, is full of men and women celebrating. We find a spot off into the corner left untouched, waiting for Abuela to sit and rest. It warms my heart they have a special place for her here and she invited us into it. She opens the basket, filled with hot tortillas, and passes it to us. 
 
    “How did you meet, Snake?” Abuela inquires with a glint in her eye and smiles as she tries to hide it but fails. I give her the details of Ava’s predicament and how I took a chance and asked him for help. “Mijita, there are no roads that cross by chance. Snake should have come to you and offered you help. But it was you who extended a relationship. He needs patience, you see. He is still finding himself, and at times, he still doesn’t see himself as whole. This creates a doubt of trust in others.” 
 
    I just blink. 
 
    A few seconds pass before I swallow the lump in my throat. It feels like she just pushed me into a situation I can relate to, but there are also too many layers to decipher. Which one is she is talking about? Is it about us being alike, us as a couple, or just Snake? 
 
    “You will see in time, it will work out, mijita. You will see for the first time the truth and feel at peace. That is all you need today.” From the cooler next to her chair, she pulls out three beers and a bottle of tequila. Next to it are shot glasses made of clay with bright flowers painted on them. She pours the shots and passes them to Ava and me. “To your vida, may it be as beautiful as tu corazón.” We take a shot and then the offered beers to chase away the burn. “Pretty soon tu vida is nothing but a dream, un sueño, and tu cara, your face, is old and your life is gone.” Her fingers sway through the air as if she could grasp onto the memories flying past her. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Ava whispers. “I just love her.” 
 
    On a whisper, I agree, “Me too.” It’s like sitting with my grandma and I don’t know why. I’ve never met her or even knew she existed. Her presence, though, is one of kind. In an instant, she has my respect and loyalty. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
  
 
  
   
    Snake 
 
      
 
    From afar, I watch Selina and Ava eat and drink with Abuela. It’s a sight because Abuela doesn’t mix with those she doesn’t want to. She has an agenda and one she won't share until she is ready. It doesn’t matter, because I have my own plans, so I patiently wait. After a few more shots and their plates are cleared, I swoop in. 
 
    “You ready for a dance?” I request with an extended a hand. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m drunk enough to do whatever that is.” Selina looks around the backyard and cringes. It looks intimidating because the dancers on the floor have been dancing to Mexican Banda since birth. The men hold the women close to their hip and together they rock their hips to the swift music. Every so often, he twirls her around and right back to him, they grind to the beat. Boots hit the concrete in time with the bass. “Nope, I’ll pass. Go ahead and find one of your other available ladies of the night to join you.” She bats me away and takes a bite of her food. 
 
    I’m not one to give up and I won’t start now. I take her plate away from her lap and set it aside. Then I tug her up and out of her chair. She can’t stop the momentum I’ve created as I move us toward the loud Banda music. 
 
    Abuela claps to the beat and belts out, “Puro bailando.” 
 
    “You’re going to regret this,” she threatens, dragging her feet. 
 
    With a quick tug, she jolts forward, falling into my body. “I’m going to enjoy your agony.” The group on the dance floor makes room for us as I approach with her. 
 
    Pulling her in close, I have her hips aligned to settle against my leg. Wrapping my arm tightly across her lower back and holding one hand up with mine, I move. My hip brushes against her sex and she follows my lead naturally. Even if her mind tells her no, her body wants it. With every move, I keep her with me. It’s a deadly game I’m playing because this creates friction and excitement. Every brush of our bodies, her chest against mine, or the grind of her hips, is a dance of seduction. 
 
    Selina’s eyes shine that bright gold and pure ecstasy eludes from them and into mine. Our arousal permeates between us and I crave the taste of her lips, skin, and pussy. She’s a goddess in my dreams. If only it was different. If she didn’t do what she does, and I wasn’t the man I am. 
 
    The song ends and I spin her out once, then back to me, to whisper into her ear, “I don’t dance with just anyone.” Selina falls back on her heels to find the honesty in my expression in a rare moment of vulnerability. Maybe I open up because I know we’re doomed, and I want to steal what I can while I have her with me. There is another truth. She wouldn’t be here if I didn’t need her, for now. She keeps the anxiety and anger away. Somehow, the chase with her keeps me in line. 
 
    Selina’s mouth opens and then closes with confusion and she swallows her words. I steal the opportunity and with gentle fingers, I guide in close and kiss her on the dance floor. The brothers cheer us on, and when the hollering becomes too much, I let her sweet lips go. I let the truth become a reality—one day, I will have to let her go, forever. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 12 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    I think I may be near death. I have no idea where I am. My head is going to explode from the migraine, and I may puke at any moment. Keeping my body completely still, I start to pray, “Dear lord, I know I don't deserve this, but please help me.” 
 
    “God had nothing to do with what we did last night.” 
 
    “Ava,” I gurgle. 
 
    “Yes,” she groans. 
 
    “We didn’t have sex did we? Why are we in the same bed, and where are we?” 
 
    “Hell no, I would never, ever touch you. I mean, we did dance at some point. But naked? Hell no, that would be like having sex with my sister and… just no.” 
 
    “Just checking. You said God had nothing to do with last night. I’m going to need more details then.” 
 
    “Shh, not before coffee. It hurts.” 
 
    A voice clears and I crack an eye open to see Snake sitting in a chair with his coffee in hand and two on the side table. “If you want to have some girl-on-girl action before coffee, I’ll wait.” He takes a loud sip and waits for our reaction. 
 
    “You know, Ava, maybe we should take this show on the road. I think it's time we head out. After I get my information, Snake. No more distractions.” With slow movement, I sit up and swallow back the urge to gag. My head pounds harder and I wince. Snake hands me and then Ava a cup of coffee. 
 
    Finally, he gives he in. “Alright. Your information is out there. In the kitchen. Let’s go get it.” 
 
    Ava snarls, “Don’t be fucking with us.” And I chuckle at her unusual aggressive approach. 
 
    “You’re about as scary as a bunny, Ava.” Snake smirks and holds the door open for us to pass through. 
 
    “Who’s room is this?” I ask, looking around on my way out. 
 
    Snake looks back with a nostalgic look on his face. “My room, when I stay here.” 
 
    “And not the first time two chicks have walked out of there either,” Indio snickers from the hallway. 
 
    I snort. “Charming.” Back to reality it is. Snake would never love me or any woman for that matter. I let myself believe last night, but Indio did me a favor by reminding me who I was dealing with. There is no room for love here. My heart sinks and skips a bit. If I knew this already, I don’t why it’s disappointing now. Why him, and how did this happen? 
 
    Indio grins and keeps us moving. “Follow me, I have your folder and your cure.” If only he could erase the burning disappointment I feel in my throat. 
 
    “I don’t want your dick,” Ava deadpans. 
 
    He turns and winks at her. “But you are thinking about it…” 
 
    “No. I would puke. Seriously, talk about something else because the thought is gagging me right now.” She starts to gag, and I look away as the bile rises in my throat. Pain washes away the happy and I put on a brave face and march on. 
 
    “It is that big, sweetheart, but maybe another time.” 
 
    In the kitchen, Indio sits next to me as Snake scoops up some soup into a bowl. He catches my concerned glance at the food and clarifies, “Menudo, a soup my Abuela makes on Sundays and for hangovers. “Eat it, all of it, and I promise you’ll feel better, and then we chug a beer.” 
 
    “Selectively, all I heard was eat.” I can’t fathom chugging a beer now. 
 
    Indio passes me a thumb drive and a file. “There are copies on the stick, but I printed out what we found. Ryan Miller has an ex-wife and a kid he doesn’t pay child support to. He gets a cut of drug deals, naps during patrol, and my personal favorite, he hooked up with female officer while on duty. That was all this week. Is this enough for what you’re going to do?” 
 
    Skimming through the file, my stomach drops at what an asshole this guy is. “This should work, thank you.” I’m thankful they don’t bring up the money, Ava doesn’t know how much this has cost me and it saves me the fight we would have about her paying it back. 
 
    Ava looks around and checks her pockets. “Where’s my phone?” I start to pat my pockets and my phone is missing too. 
 
    “I’ll go check my room.” Snake hands us our food and comes back shortly, passing us our phones. I tap the screen, but my phone is dead. Figures. Surprisingly, after I finish the bowl of food, I do start to feel marginally better, but still decline chugging a beer. After some animated conversations of how drunk Ava and I were, and promises for us to return, we head home, this time in a car. I wish I could turn back time. Maybe in another life, Snake and I could have been, but by what I’ve seen and heard, he’s the furthest from a boyfriend. Keeping us as fuck buddies is off limits. It can’t work now that I know his family and friends. Snake and I are over, and this road has ended. 
 
    At my office, Snake opens my door and helps me out. “Steer clear of me. I can smell the booze oozing from my pours.” He keeps his distance with his hands in his pockets to tease me. Except I’m in no mood to play along. Snake walks with me into my office, where I hand him the rest of the money I owe. 
 
    “What are your plans?” Slowly, he takes the money from me and slides it into his pocket. 
 
    “Ava has a court date later this week. I’m going to wait until the last minute to hand him this file and see if he doesn’t show up. If he doesn’t, the charges against Ava will be dropped and then she and I will celebrate.” 
 
    “There’s nothing else? Are you going after his badge?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. There’s no sense in making unnecessary enemies. The only good one is a dead one. I’ll keep tabs on him and play it out.” My heart hurts. I’ll never get another ride on his bike, or see the man inside of Snake that he hides, or feel the comfort of his arms. I’m the girl who is used to being alone and taking care of what needs done. Something is amiss and I hate that I don’t know why there is a pit my stomach the size of a canyon. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 13 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    “What did you find on her phone?” I question Coyote and Indio. 
 
    “You would not believe the contacts Selina has in here. Big wallets she’s working with. An encrypted email with files on people. This was a goldmine. We have everything she has. It’s going to take some time today to work through it though.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Let me know when you’re done, sí?” Leaving them to it, I grab my coffee and go to check on the paperwork in the garage. I’m not surprised to find my old man behind the desk. How many weekends did I nurse a hangover while he worked? This is his legacy he built with his father, who passed it down to him, and now, he’s giving it to me. 
 
    “You should be at home with Mom,” I reprimand and take the seat next to him. 
 
    “You think I came here only to work? No. Tell me, mijo, was it smart to bring her to a celebration last night?” He sits back in his old worn leather chair. The wrinkles around his eyes are more pronounced than ever. Somehow, he’s even smarter than a year ago. 
 
    “Why not? She was off guard and I got what I needed.” 
 
    “This place, to keep it, isn’t worth ruining her over. If you expose her, it could end any chance you have with her.” 
 
    “I’m not settling down and you know that. This place is worth it,” I argue, because how could he even think it wasn’t? 
 
    “I’m going to tell you a story and I want you to fucking listen to me, Diego.” Pops leans forward and holds my gaze until I relent with a nod. It’s looking into a mirror, we look so much alike, only our age separating us. “When I was un niño, a small boy, mi padre was the best car painter in California. He won awards when the streets were filled with lowriders. The art and winning was an honor among men. I idolized him.” Pops takes a photo from his desk and hands it to me. 
 
    It’s the man my parents named me after, my abuelo, Diego, in a zoot suit. He wears straight black pants, black and white shoes, black suspenders, and a tie with a crisp white shirt. The sleeves are rolled up his forearms and his jet-black hair is slicked back. He never shaved his goatee, neither does my old man, and I haven’t either. My Pops is right next to him in the picture with the same zoot suit but in his size. He was about fifteen in this picture. Mi abuelo has one arm slung around my old man. The pride in their faces is prominent with their chins tilted high. 
 
    “Mijo, it is different times now. Yes, there are lowriders, but the legacy, the art and the pride, is dying. It’s not going to keep paying the bills. The interest in the cars has changed. I want you to take this place and rebuild it. For you and, hopefully, one day, your son. Don’t live in the past, mijo, live in the now, sí? We still have our memories working in here. Those are what is importante en tu vida. You make your life yours, because I have lived mine.” 
 
    “What if I can have both?” It hurts to even think of shutting this place down. We don’t paint as many lowriders, but we are still the top. We may paint more regular cars now, but we’re still in the game. 
 
    “You would drag down Selina for this place and the MC? How do you know the outcome?” 
 
    “I don’t know the outcome. I know the possibilities and I can change your mind. I’ll show you.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Mijo, I know that you can do anything. That’s not what I’m asking you. What are you doing for you? Some things we can’t undo once they are done. I think you brought her to the clubhouse because you’re still trying to figure out how you feel about her. You can tell yourself that you are testing her and gaining information. Sure, you’re doing that, but you’re testing yourself. Weighing the sides until you figure it out. The problem is, she started to fall for you. Because she stayed, sat with your abuelita, and ate with her. A girl who wants a man for the night would have blown her off.” 
 
    “I think she was just having a good time.” 
 
    “Oh sí? Is a good time when you were dancing and touching? Did you take her back to your room? Or did you tuck her and her friend in safely?” 
 
    “Yeah, I tucked them into my room and stole their phones.” What the fuck is with his questioning? Heat spreads up my spine and my fists clench. 
 
    “Okay, mijo. You can tell yourself that shit all you want. Don’t come crying to me when you fuck up.” 
 
    “I’m looking at getting contacts for us. We can launder money through the business, and she knows how to do it.” 
 
    “Why not make a partnership? Why do it behind her back then? Is the pinche drogas not enough? Why risk more, mijo?” 
 
    “You’re getting old, Pops. You don’t see the future anymore.” 
 
    “No? I see shit just fine. I see you taking this place and more. It’s you who doesn’t see, or is hiding from me. You can’t run from the past, mijo. What has you fucked in the head?” He leans back and the deep set of his dark brown eyes holds me captive. The asshole baited me to find the truth and he knows how to do it like a puppet master. 
 
    “There isn’t shit to say, Pops.” My teeth grind and I school my features to relax one breath at a time. What does he want me to say? That my friend and brother, Kilo, got so fucked up on drugs, he changed and we had to kill him. He beat my cousin and she lost her baby. If I had paid attention to her, I could have stopped it all, but I didn’t. It’s these events that have led me to want to fight for the next best thing… because I can’t fail again. 
 
    “If you say so, let's get this done then.” My father is replaced with the Prez, Fuego. His road name is ‘fire’ in Spanish, and he got it because he knows how to control the heat at all times. Me? I’m struggling to remember how to do that anymore. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 14 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    My lungs burn. Every step, my heart beats, and the road becomes one with me. It’s like the cars and the world become a blur around me. I can think. Or I get lost to the words playing in my earphones. 
 
    Each stride, my muscles flex and my cheeks burn. I’m almost there, to the end of the road, and I feel free. Except this road leads to the end of the game with Leo. I’m so close, it’s finally within my grasp. Nothing and no one can stop me now. 
 
    Turning the corner, I find the building my mother loves, her shelter for battered women. It’s a fairly nondescript brick building. My sneakers come to a screeching halt and I want to yell. Full-on let it lose. All the anger, pain, and resentment from inside, I want it out. 
 
    With my fists at my side, I yell at the top of my lungs, “Fuuuuck youuuu!” A hysterical laugh bubbles up inside and erupts from my throat as the passersby watch me have a mini self-explosion. It's therapeutic and hilarious when they look around for the man or person I’m screaming at. It’s the world. All the ugly and hurt it casts us on a journey of growth. 
 
    At a nearby bench, I sit and think about all it has taken to get me to this point. All I am going to do to free myself from it. Memories are a fool’s errand at times, and I can’t escape mine just like the next person can’t. 
 
    A motorcycle rumbles up the road and my heart feels like it does a zigzag in my chest when I see Snake head straight for me. He parks just a few feet from me and holds out his hand without saying a word, wearing a sexy smirk. 
 
    My own crawls up my face and I step closer. He grabs a helmet from his saddle bag and I snap it on, then swing a leg over his bike. I snuggle in close, wrapping my arms around his waist. His spicy cologne wafts into my lungs and entices me to think about what he looked like naked, the tattoos across his arms and the one on his chest that reads ‘Rely on yourself and you will not be disappointed’. 
 
    He hits the gas, and we lunge forward. Holding on tight, I watch the streets pass us by. Each mile, I feel free and invincible. I shouldn’t be so willing, but it’s a question I don’t have the strength to face today. It’s all too good to be true, the sun on my face and the freedom on my back, but I soak it all in anyway, saving it for when I will need it. 
 
    Snake’s hand drifts over to my knee and it rests there. It’s so small, but at the same time, it's so intimate. Does he do this with every girl who rides his bike? I don’t know much about the rules or the normal things when it comes to his club world. So many questions start to form. I also remind myself he is here on a journey, and one day it will end, just as all roads do. For now, I soak in the experiences before he too walks out of my life. 
 
    Excitement captures me when he drives through old Sacramento. The area is full of bars, restaurants, tourist traps, and candy shops. I expect him to stop by a bar, but we don’t. We find a place at a small ice cream shop. We leave the helmets in the saddle bags. As he looks up, he catches me staring at his eyes. The deep, dark pools of brown are almost black. 
 
    At some point during the ride, he covered his face with a black bandana. It's beyond hot and I’m stuck at the spot. Tentatively, he takes a step closer and I reach up and gently pull down the mask covering the rest of his gorgeous face. 
 
    “I never noticed your eyes before today. Or how perfectly tanned your skin is.” My fingers graze across his jaw and the scruff there feels like sandpaper on my skin. 
 
    Snake captures my hand before he pulls me closer with his other. “Did the ride turn you on?” He rasps, “You’re a different woman today than you were yesterday. What has changed, fiera?” 
 
    Fiera, he called me that the first day at the police station. It sets me on fire, smoldering only he could start deep inside. My heart lurches, wanting to attach to him. With a gulp, I answer, “Almost everything, Snake. Everything changes all the time.” 
 
    He nods once and leans in, his lips gently touching the corner of mine. It’s so tender, it’s more than any salacious kiss he could give me. Snake made me believe he sees and hears me. It meant everything to a girl like me, who feels lost in the world. If today is all I get, I’ll steal it all and not look back. “What does fiera mean?” 
 
    Snake holds my gaze, and with his palms, he cups my jaw and smirks before he answers, “It’s Spanish for fierce. I remember thinking you had the heart of a champion the way you were defending yourself the first day we met.” Too soon his touch leaves my face, and he takes my hand to lead me. We walk across the boards on the sidewalk and into the shop. My stomach is full of that old saying, butterflies. 
 
    After we order our ice cream and find a seat outside at a small table, we devour our treat. “I never pictured you to like strawberry.” I laugh. “Maybe more like a chocolate type of guy.” 
 
    “I’m not sweet enough for you?” Snake almost sounds offended with the way he growls at me. He takes a spoonful of ice cream into his mouth and leans into me. Hot and cold invade my senses while he uses his tongue to guide the cold across my neck. The heat is his breath fanning across my neck. My own bowl clatters to the side of me. Snake sucks my skin into his hot mouth and tingles run down my spine. He places kisses up my neck to my ear. “I’m not sweet, fiera, you are right, and never forget it.” 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    Selina doesn’t understand the man she’s playing this game with. Today, I could see me taking her to the clubhouse worked at breaking down her walls. She’s open and carefree, the same woman I saw at the police station. I’m guilty on all accounts and she doesn’t even realize it yet. I’ll take it all and I won’t back away until it's all over. 
 
    After my old man pissed me the fuck off, I needed a fix, a high. I got through the work at the shop, but I knew what I wanted—her. I made Coyote ping her phone. When she kept bouncing around on the screen, he laughed and wished me good luck. I jumped on my bike and took off, and my hunch was correct. My dick was at half-staff the whole way to her. When I found her, I wanted to take her to bed and fuck her like an animal, ravish her body and destroy her. But is the journey to the end where I leave her broken and destroyed? 
 
    No, I’m not sweet at all. 
 
    Selina is my possession and my new obsession until I say it’s over. She will fall in love with me. I’ve never wanted to dominate a woman in this way. Red flags are everywhere, but I’ve never been reasonable and I’m not starting today. She draws me in a way I can’t deny or stay away from. 
 
    She’s mine until it’s over. 
 
    “No woman would think you are sweet, Snake. Sexy, all-consuming, and mysterious, but not sweet.” She says these words with absolute confidence. 
 
    “Sexy, all-consuming, and mysterious would describe you,” I poke back at her, and her full tooth smile says I hit her sweet spot. “Tell me about your dad. What is he like?” 
 
    Her smile falters a bit. “Dad? He was an investor. Made money helping others with theirs. He lived in southern California. He passed away years ago.” 
 
    “Your mom?” 
 
    “She runs a women’s shelter and is married to Leo.” The cold way she brings him up and the sudden ice in her voice tells me she hates her stepfather. There’s bad business between the two, and now I know where to dig more. “Mom found her passion in helping women beat the odds, you could say. She helps to get them back on their feet. Her work is never done because there’s always another or one more she can reach. I used to go to work with her and my dad. I got to help them as a kid, and I loved it. Until they split. They were friends who married and stayed that way. I never once saw them fight.” Picking up her spoon, she takes a bite of her mint chocolate chip and story time is over. 
 
    “My parents are rare. Not many have what they do. But then again, my Pops, he’s fucking rare. Knows how to balance his life and go after what makes him happy. Not many live like him. Mom has always stayed home. She had her hands full with us all.” That’s putting it lightly. My sister, Vegas, and I were always into some shit. Pops was busy and she had her focus on keeping us in line. 
 
    “What’s your sister like?” 
 
    “Vegas is settled down, married to Blade, the Prez in Reno. Has three kids now and a business. She’s a bit like me, independent, and was wild as fuck growing up. She still has that fire deep down but is more responsible now. Her twin boys are the fucking devil’s spawn.” An unexpected pain in my chest creeps up. I haven’t been there as much as I should for those kids. I know Vegas is strong and has her man, but those kids need family. She left here and never looked back, and that is when shit slowly started to take a dive and Jazzy, our cousin, paid for it. 
 
    Anger rolls around in my chest. I should have protected her, but I failed. It was under my nose and I didn’t help Jazz. She is the other baby sister that needed help, needed me. Now that she moved, I don’t see her, and until this moment, I didn’t see how much I needed her around. She was a distraction from myself. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Selina questions and places a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I explain, “Miss her and those kids.” I don’t say what I’m thinking. I hate myself for not protecting Jazz and now she’s gone. Sure, she’s only a phone call away, but it’s not the same and it pisses me off. Selina talking about her mom’s shelter must be stirring up shit. 
 
    The fog wants to take me under with the pain and bury the truth. Instead, I look to her, Selina, to be my vice to block it. Ditching my food, I brush my fingers across her jaw. The color of gold rims, her pupils enlarge the closer I bring my face to hers. Brushing my nose against hers, I hear her sharp inhale. 
 
    “Snake,” she pleads while gripping my cut. “What are we doing?” 
 
    “I need you, want you to chase the world away.” Our lips crash and our tongues take the lead. We wrestle to control the spark of desire as our hands bring us closer together. Every stroke of her tongue on mine fans the flames of what I need. Selina naked and underneath me, calling my name. Pulling away, I rest my forehead on hers. “Why don’t we get back on the road?” 
 
    My skin feels like it’s shedding. Selina finds a way to dig in and my life changes and transforms. Like a snake shedding its skin. I just don’t know who the man will be when I come out of this. Will I be reborn a sinner, full of poison, or a saint and healed? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 15 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    In the doorway of her modern brick home, I slam the door shut and lock the deadbolt. Selina stands facing me just feet away. She kicks off her sneakers and peels her tank up and over her head, tossing it somewhere into her living room. Her thumbs hook her leggings and she rocks her hips side to side until the pants fall to floor. Wearing a black sports bra and thong, she crooks her finger at me. 
 
    In two strides, I have my cut in my hand and I rest it over the back of the couch. I reach behind me and tug my t-shirt up and toss it in the direction I left my cut. I memorize every line and curve of her body. Perfect size tits, a slim waist, and lean figure. She’s close to my height with her long legs. Selina is my very own dream come true. Our bodies collide and the air is filled with anticipation. 
 
    Selina wraps her legs and arms around me. She takes my mouth for her own and I give it all. With my hands on her ass, I bump us off the walls, going down the hall until I find her room. Gently, I lie her back on the large master bed. Peeling her panties off, followed by her bra, she lies before me bare and exposed. I’ve consumed almost all of her—her secrets, her life, but can I make her love me? Make her want me as much as I want her? 
 
    My chest brushes against hers. I want it all, not just her secrets, and I vow to keep her as mine. I’m not sure were the surge of possession comes from, but I can’t stop it either. With every kiss along her neck down to her tits, I make a silent promise to keep her. There is no me without her, that’s all I do know. Her nipples are sucked into my mouth and my tongue caresses each one. She is mine. 
 
    Every part of her was made for me. 
 
    I continue my journey down her body. She writhes and gasps beneath me. My palms caress her fair skin as I drift, marking her flesh with my teeth, lips, and tongue. Her salty skin and the smell of her arousal poisons me. I spread her legs wide and kneel on the floor before her. Selina inhales when I reach her perfect pussy and blow hot air. 
 
    There’s no stopping what we’ve started. Leaning in, I take her pussy into my mouth. Starving for her, I fuck her most sensitive part of her body with my mouth. She rocks her hips and moans while I make love to her pussy, sucking and licking her clit. He back bows and her hands grip the sheets as she hangs on. I should ask but I won’t. I stroke one finger inside of her pussy before I rim it around her tight puckered asshole. 
 
    Slowly, I coax my finger inside her. At first, she’s tense but after a few short gentle strokes, Selina relaxes and then moans. Applying more pressure on her clit, her entire body clenches before her orgasm washes through her. Stroke by stroke of my tongue on her clit and with my finger in her ass, she comes down with an exhale. 
 
    Standing, I pull a condom out of my pants and toss it onto the bed next to her. I strip and palm my cock in my hand, jacking myself off to the sight of her glistening skin and wet pussy. I need her hot heat wrapped so tight around my aching dick, I want it to choke it. Releasing myself, I crawl up the bed and she follows me. For the first time, I want to feel her raw, with nothing between us… but not yet. 
 
    Selina has me cradled between her legs and rips open the condom. My cock rests against her glistening sex, and the urge to slide in and break the barrier between us is overwhelming. Before I make the choice, she wraps my dick with the condom, her hands stroking me while she rolls it down. Every caress down, my cock jumps. My hips want to buck into her palms and come over her. She lies back, wraps her legs around my ass, and drags me inside of her body. With a groan, my head falls forward at her neck. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    I recall the small details of the other night when we were together. Snake completely naked is a sight to behold. He isn’t bulky muscle, but lean and in shape. My fingers run over his six-pack and up to his pecs. Every line I trace, a wonderment takes hold of me—this man is as addicted to me as I am to him. 
 
    Snake takes his time fucking me with purpose. Every time he slides in, he has the right amount of pressure. He’s not in a hurry and makes every stroke a hit to my G-spot. Our chests heave and our hearts beat the same, wild and fast. While he builds me back up, he plays with my breasts, caressing my nipples at first with his fingers. He rolls them and then pulls. My nails scrape down his back and he hammers into me in response. Snake moans and starts to fall with me over the edge. “Milk me, fiera. Come for me.” 
 
    My walls clench him even tighter. He hooks my legs with his arms and powerfully fucks my pussy. His head falls back as I break apart and come around his cock this time. Sweat beads down my skin and our breathing is ragged and hard. “Fuck me, Snake,” I holler while the waves inside become stronger. 
 
    My vision is blurry and I close my eyes briefly. Suddenly, Snake pulls out and I snap my eyes open to see him ripping the condom off, his hand pumping his cock, and he shoots his load onto my stomach. 
 
    Trying to catch my breath, my arms fall above my head. Snake rolls to my side and rests on his back. For seconds, we lie there while our blood pressure comes down. I get up and clean myself off in the bathroom. 
 
    Opening the door again, I hear the bedroom door shut followed by the front door. Snake left me here. Being surprised doesn’t chase away the devastation in my gut. I thought there was more to what today was. Not a booty call. I was wrong. The connection we had was all a lie. He wanted someone to fuck, and I was his first choice for today. 
 
    I can’t be mad at him. I can only be mad at myself for expecting a different reaction. This is on me, and once again, lesson learned. My walls go back up and I build more around them. Sometimes you try, and in the end, it doesn’t work out. Sure, it stings, but I wasn’t wrong for trying. Love is hard, but that’s not what this was. I’ll erase it all. There is no me and Snake… there is just me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 16 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    Today is the day. The day I tell myself to get over the shit with Snake. I have bigger fish to fry and today, the lucky asshole is Officer Ryan Miller, a.k.a. Super Sick a.k.a. Super Trooper Douche. With his duplicated file in my hand, I charge into the bar he frequents. Lucky me, he’s here hanging off some poor waitress. 
 
    Ava doesn’t know the suicide mission I’m on. If this goes sideways, I’m pretty sure there is a charge for corrupting justice and blackmailing an officer of the law… blah, blah, and blah. Fuck him and the law. 
 
    Today, I dressed the part of an uptight badass-ness in heels. These stilettos scream ‘fuck off’ with each clack on the wood floor. I’m creating a scene in my black pencil skirt and red silk top. When I get to my target, I say over Ryan’s head to the waitress, “Glass of red, please.” 
 
    His back straightens and he turns in time to see me stride to his right and sit next to him. “Hello, Ryan. How are you doing these days?” My smile says friendly, but my stomach is turning. The sour taste in my mouth is nothing new. It’s one I have experienced several times working with these bastards. 
 
    “I think I picked the wrong girl.” The lust in his tone makes my skin crawl. 
 
    “You definitely did. I want to ask if you can drop the charges against Ava. We both know you took things a little too far. All’s fair in love and war, so let it go, and we can all go about our lives unscathed.” 
 
    This is the moment the waitress slides my drink across the tabletop. “Thank you.” She politely nods and rolls her eyes at Ryan. I have to hide my smirk and take a small sip from my glass. 
 
    “We could arrange a deal. I could say it was misunderstanding. I’m sure you can find a way to please me…” 
 
    I fight an eyeroll of my own. “I’m not a prostitute and I don’t do favors for men.” 
 
    “Is that true? What about Snake? Did you fuck him to get him to watch over Ava? Don’t think I don’t know the two of you have been fucking those dicks to get what you want. Again, what will you give me?” 
 
    Biting the inside of my cheek, I keep myself from saying too much. He can’t control the conversation with my emotions. “I can see how you could think that. I assure you, it was not the case. I have many clients I sell real estate to. Now, I can see you may not be agreeable—” 
 
    “Honey,” he cuts me off. Just the use of that word causes me to take a drink before I puke. “I’m more than agreeable to help you. If you help me out. I’ll be waiting for you in the bathroom.” 
 
    Not only no, but fuck no. I slide the envelope across the table. “There’s enough in here to get you in quite a bit of trouble. Fucking a prostitute, taking money for drug deals, napping on the job. The list goes on, but those are just my favorite, and there is no way I’ll touch your rotten dick. Here’s how it’s going to play out, Ryan. I can add to that envelope in ways you won’t see coming. Federal charges. You want to do time with the real criminals? Keep running your mouth or bow out gracefully.” 
 
    He sits back and picks up the file. His jaw clenches at the information I have. What he doesn’t know is I’ve been running dirty cash through his bank accounts all week. One tip and he’s in for major jail time. Sure, it’s an account I made and he owns, but the Feds will never see it that way. 
 
    Tossing the file onto the table, he grits out, “What do you want?” 
 
    “Don’t show up tomorrow to the hearing. Have your lawyer say it was a bad breakup and you want the two of you to start over and clean up any misunderstandings. You had time to cool off, and it’s the right thing to do. I’m sure you can find the right way to word it better than me.” 
 
    With a scowl, he’s up and out of the chair. “I don’t ever want to see you again, we clear? This all goes away.” 
 
    “Crystal.” He begins to leave and gives me back. “And Ryan,” I call after him. He stops and turns slightly. “Don’t push me on this. You’re not the only one who can sway things in their favor.” I lift my glass and take a sip while glaring back at him. 
 
    He doesn’t acknowledge my threat but leaves in silence. I know why he comes here. There are no cameras, no one knows he’s an officer. It’s an easy way for him to get his rocks off. Sipping on my drink, I think about everything, from the start to all of this. Ava just walked into a situation that thrust Snake right into my lap. I don’t believe in coincidences and never have. 
 
    More importantly, I think about myself and what I want. I need to get out of this world and live a life free of these games. If I learned anything from Snake, I learned freedom doesn’t have a dollar sign. As soon as I can get my mom’s business cleared of any debt and I pay off my wrongdoing to her, I’m walking away. Maybe I’ll move to a completely new place and start over, one where I don’t have to look into the face of the men who have taken from me, the pieces of heart they stole. Leo taught me how the numbers worked and how to turn a buck. Snake taught me there is more in life than stealing numbers, that I’m worth more than any amount of money. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 17 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    “Why do you look like a bitch? ¿Eres un puto?” Indio has no remorse for talking shit. He holds his beer up to his lips and I have half of a mind to punch the bottle down his throat. 
 
    “No me jodas. Fuck off, Indio.” It’s been forty-eight hours since I walked out on Selina. I freaked the fucked out with how I felt. When I finished on her, I snapped. She dragged me in so deep, I wanted her and felt things I didn’t know I could. I ran like my pants were on fire. Feeling anything for her would not only fuck up my plans but fuck up my head. She wrapped herself around me like an anaconda, slowly choking me to where I didn’t know where she started and I ended. 
 
    Stealing her process of washing cash was to help the club and the shop, a way to give us more and to show my Prez I could do it. I can still fix it and get the information I want. Nothing is ever the same and is always changing. I run a hand over my head. 
 
    “Hey, papi,” Isa croons into my ear. Her hand slides across my back and she presses her tits into my arm. “If you’re stressed, you know who you can ask for help with that, sí? Cojeme. Fuck me,” she taunts. 
 
    Isa is a knockout of a woman. I’ve been with her more times than I can count. She’s curvy as hell and has long dark hair you can wrap your hand in several times, but it does nothing for me today. 
 
    “Isa, me encanta tu culo, I love your ass, but not today. I have shit to do, ya?” My palm connects with her ass, giving it a playful slap, and I watch it jiggle. She laughs and I throw a wink at her while she walks away in her short-shorts. 
 
    “Snake, we’ve been more than brothers here but friends, so at some point, you gotta tell someone what the fuck is going on. This have to do with Selina, or ¿qué pasa?” 
 
    “I was with her the other day and then bolted out of there right after.” I sigh and run my hands through my hair. “Pops wants me to take over the shop. It’s not the same—we aren’t making as much money like in the past. Lowriders are thing of the past. The shop is mainly doing insurance repairs. I have some fabrication work for transport, but it’s not making money like it was. If you aren’t changing and growing with the times, you fall behind.” 
 
    “Ah, I’m starting to see now. You want to get the details on Selina to rip off her scams and use it in the shop. Have you ever thought you could rebuild the brand of the shop? Start doing custom work for this generation? You know we’re behind you. Not everything has to be a scam or game, brother. Sounds like you also might like this girl, if you pumped and dumped her like one of the perras, club bitches here, and it’s on your mind.” 
 
    “I guess. Point is, I need to keep my focus on the club and what’s coming next.” 
 
    “What’s coming next?” 
 
    “Fuego isn’t going to be Prez forever, Indio. He’s slowing down and we both know only the strongest hold the seat. Who will take it?” 
 
    Indio shakes his head at me. “I don’t know about that. He is the strongest still. Many hold the seat until the end. I’m not so sure you’re right about that one. I know you always think ahead, but lately you’ve been off, ese. You gotta let that shit go with Jazz and Kilo. That hijo de puta, that son of a bitch dug his own grave with what happened. Why you are stuck on that shit, I don’t understand. Jazz is married and happy. Let that shit go already.” 
 
    But he doesn’t know. Kilo beat her so hard, she lost her baby, and I was just down the hall. I was the only one who knew how bad it was between them. Indio just knows about him being an asshole to her and his drug habit. His selling and using is what finally put him down. Indio wasn’t there when she was on the floor falling apart and bleeding. Then for months after, she went so dark, I didn’t know if she would come out of it. So, Indio knows shit about what happened, and I couldn’t touch Kilo. 
 
    Taking a long pull from my beer, I plaster on one of many masks, shrugging a shoulder and holding up my beer. “You’re right, I should let it all go. There isn’t shit to worry over. Let’s play pool.” I nod to the pool tables and he follows me over. 
 
    If I don’t get my hands on something, they’re going to end up hitting his face. I push myself to concentrate on the balls and the sound of them hitting the pockets, not the sizzle of pain and anger just beneath the surface. 
 
    Gringo saunters in with a shot in one hand and una perra in the other. He’s never without a drink or a bitch on him. The club girls who like to party are the ones who go along with it. This one, Misty, we acquired because she caused problems for my brothers in Reno. We traded and so far, she’s been okay because the Prez laid it out—next time there will be no trades, just banned. 
 
    He’s loud and obnoxiously drunk. Gringo turns up the music louder and starts dancing around like a fool, bumping into tables and people. The brothers laugh and ping-pong him around until he ends up in Misty’s arms. 
 
    “Take him to bed,” I bark over the noise. 
 
    The chatter stops and all eyes are on me. 
 
    “Heyyy, es okay, esssse. It’s a party. Saca el palo de tu culo.” Gringo chuckles and shoots back his tequila after telling me to pull the stick out from my ass. 
 
    “Ven y sácalo.” I growled at him to come pull it out for me. Misty is confused and her eyes round, but she knows it’s not good. 
 
    “Come on, baby,” she coos. “Let’s take this to your room.” 
 
    “Fucking pinche puta,” Gringo spits at her, calling her a stupid bitch. He grips her jaw and shoves her. She stumbles back onto a brother who catches her from falling on her ass. 
 
    The bomb underneath the surface ticks and explodes. Red is all I see, and the frustration is pouring out. I’m out of time and patience. Gringo just bought himself a ticket to my shitshow. 
 
    Quickly, I’m through the group and the pool stick in my hand becomes my weapon. I whip it around and it breaks in half once it hits the side of Gringo’s head. He’s too stunned to know what happened and I take advantage. Dropping the other half of the stick, I go to work with my fists. 
 
    First, I throw a right and then a left. Red invades my vision and the tunnel to darkness starts to call me inside. Gringo stumbles back and then is knocked against the wall with a right uppercut. His body slams, knocking the air out of him. As he falls forward, my boot catches his head with a fierce snap. 
 
    He rolls onto his back and my boot connects with his ribs. The crackle and Pops would startle most, but it calls to me. There’s nothing in the room besides me and the beasts in my head. I need his life. All I see is the face of Kilo, his hands wrapped around Jazzy’s throat. 
 
    He gurgles and I kneel on the floor next to him, ready with shaking hands to wrap them around his throat. I’m lost in myself, even though there is screaming around me. Hands pull me back, but I can’t stop. 
 
    Until her, the voice of Selina, calls to me in the distance. She is calling me over, to where? I blink once and then twice before the room comes back into focus. The voices around me can be heard and I’m pulled up to my feet. 
 
    I rip myself from their hold and spit. “Take this pinche puta to his room,” I demand on my way out. Out of control and out of time, I go to find anything on my bike that will calm the blaze rolling through me. The past whirls around me like a storm, and only one thing stays on repeat. 
 
    Protect what is ours. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 18 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    “Cheers!” Ava and I clink champagne glasses in my living room. Ryan never showed up to the hearing and the lawyer told us his legal jargon on how he got us out of this mess. 
 
    “Ava, please, for the love of God, stay out of trouble from here on out. I don’t know how many lives I have left. I think I’ve used up half already just on you.” 
 
    She pats her pointer finger on her chin. “I think we both need a reprieve from the crazy. Deal. What are you wearing to your mom’s big fundraiser tomorrow night?” 
 
    “I got a blood red dress with a sweetheart neckline. It’s beautiful. Too bad I have to waste it on tomorrow night.” 
 
    She raises a brow for me to continue. “You know I’ll do anything for my mom to help. It’s because I feel cornered into it by Leo. He’s set me up with Marco, an associate of his, and that has me worried.” 
 
    “And why is he bad? Can you judge the guy? He makes good money working for Leo. You did until you figured out he wasn’t a good guy. Maybe Marco isn’t mixed in as much as you think. So, two questions. Why not give him a chance? And what happened between you and Snake, sister? You are wearing bitter very well these days, so spill, what gives?” 
 
    “You know everyone who works with Leo is in deep. I won’t romanticize him being a good guy. Marco is that classic Greek god of a man. In a different time or circumstance, maybe we could have been something. As for Snake, there is this deep, dark desire I have never felt. I thought maybe the other day when he picked me up there was something there. Afterward, he was gone before I was even out of the bathroom.” 
 
    “Isn’t that your thing though, hook-ups only? Why is it bad?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain. When we’re together, there’s more shared between us than just our bodies. Some men, you can fuck every day of the week, share your orgasms with, and when they leave, it’s a relief. Thank God, they left, and I don’t have to host a cliffhanger. Snake is different in that we connect. We feel more, and I wonder if he felt it too and took off. Or it’s just all in my head and I’m the cliffhanger. One thing is for sure, I’m not going to run after a man who doesn’t want me the same. It’s best to let it go now.” 
 
    She bobs her head. “It was pretty deep for you then.” 
 
    “Yeah, he is pretty deep under the playboy act. There is a whole lot going on. Whichever girl snags his loyalty will be special. His family though, how cute is his mom and Abuela? I would stick around just for them.” What I don’t say is Snake hides. I’ve thought a lot about him. He isn’t ready for anything real. I can see the person he is. Snake only shows the world what they want to see. With me, I can feel the real Snake, the man under all his machismo. What he has hidden is his alone. There’s no amount of digging I can do to uncover it. It stings like a motherfucker though. If only he was a man who could share the rest of him. I’m no one to talk, though, because  my secrets are a mile wide. 
 
    “There were a lot of hotties there. But I am a reformed bad girl. I swear to stay out of trouble from here on out. If not for my own sanity, then yours.” 
 
    “Well, thank you. I didn’t plan on having a sister, but here I am, cleaning up and covering for you.” 
 
    “You would have been bored if it wasn’t for me. We’ve had some good times, been through the worst together. Really, I’m happy I have you and you can never get rid of me.” 
 
    Holding up my glass, I solute her, “To best friends. Forever…” 
 
    “And ever.” 
 
    “I’m getting close, Ava. I almost have the exact amount I need to pay off Leo’s debt. Once I have the money, I can give it to my mom and I’m free. I’m fucking scared. What if she doesn’t forgive me for what I’ve done?” 
 
    “That’s bullshit, Selina. Leo saw your gift for numbers and took advantage of you as a kid. He saw your dad teaching you how to invest and used your mind to his benefit. You didn’t know what you were doing when you started working. You were still a kid, and it was hell for you to get out from under that asshole. Trust me, your mom isn’t going to be mad at you.” 
 
    “I can’t do this anymore. My dad would be so disappointed and upset that he didn’t protect me better. The worst part is after I figured out how Leo was washing the money through my mom’s business, I liked the game. I played in it for a while just to see how much money I could make. I made Leo millions of dollars. My dad was struggling with his investments, so I came in and changed his portfolio and business model around. He would never have to work again because he didn’t know what I actually did, launder money. At the time, I thought I was helping, but at what cost? At some point, it could all go away. I want to be out. There is no higher level, the hunger is never satisfied. It took me some time to see it.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Ava threatens. “Don’t make yourself out to be a criminal. Life is hard and twisted and I can’t even start to understand what you have done. Do what you need to and get out. We’ll run a legit business and have missionary sex with P.E. teachers to repent for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    I snort into my glass. “Missionary sex with P.E. teachers?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re usually chubby, leftover athletes with beer bellies. You know how annoying those types are. From here on out, we go to every bake sale and we’ll hit sports stores on the weekends. I’m sure they’re out there. We just gotta find them.” 
 
    I would be deeply concerned of where this idea came from, but it’s Ava. “What show have you been binge watching?” 
 
    “None,” she squeaks. 
 
    This girl. I glare at her as if I could read her mind. She keeps my heart light and my life on track. I could have been lost in a world full of corrupt men and dangerous lifestyles. How does my mom not know what’s going on? I’m almost free, and once I get there, I am never looking back. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 19 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    For an hour, I have ridden all over Sacramento. I’ve driven the freeways searching for an answer, how to deal with what is broken inside of me. Why the pain is threatening to free itself and why I can’t let the shit go. I went after Gringo at the clubhouse. I’ve never laid a hand on my brothers before. Not like this. Usually, I’m cool and get my point across another way. 
 
    I fucking lost it when I saw his hands on Misty. All I could see was flashbacks of what had happened with Jazz. How she looked beaten, bloodied, and left for dead on the floor. Then I could picture how Kilo must have hurt her, but worse, so much worse. It all came bubbling to the surface and Gringo paid the price for another man’s sins. Yeah, his ass deserved an ass kicking, but there was more to it. I could have killed him. 
 
    I’m losing my shit and I haven’t felt this out of sorts since I was kid and was throwing fists. Pops is going to be all over my shit when he hears about this fucking shit with Gringo. I have to find a way to calm the noise. Selina has been in my head on a constant replay. All of this makes me feel like my feet can’t touch the ground. I’m drowning and only one woman can give me air to breathe above and below water. The only time my world was calm and complete was when I was with her, but I ran out of there. Ran out on her. I have no idea how she will react if I show up. 
 
    I can’t not see the next steps anymore. Did I fuck us up for good, or do I have a chance to see if I was right? Did walking out on her have anything to do with why I’m so pissed at myself now? I had something sweet, and I blew it up before it had a chance. Did my brother, Diablo, have it right, his girls were his life? The pride he had while giving me his last tattoo is something I will never forget. I was one of the last to see him, the last one he gave a tattoo. I owe him because he died. 
 
    Diablo never made it home. 
 
    He was hit by a drunk driver while I was nursing a hangover after celebrating until the early morning hours while he died. I was the last man he gave a tattoo. 
 
    I was the last brother he talked to. 
 
    He asked me one thing… 
 
    Protect what is ours… 
 
    I’ve punished myself because he never could do it. I punished myself and pushed Selina away and then protected myself before she could see the ugly, the killer and the man full of rage. I couldn’t let her see the real me. I didn’t want her to ask the hard questions, because then I would have to give the answers to her. Only for her to, in the end, walk away and take me with her. Isn’t that exactly what I have been doing to her? Not looking out for her, but only myself? 
 
    My Pops told me time and again that I needed someone to fight for. This whole damn time, I have been fighting my feelings for her. These men had the secret to life, and I was lucky enough to have it. In turn, I understand, Diablo’s treasures, his love for his girls. I hit the throttle and charge ahead, speeding toward her this time instead of away. I can’t know how she feels for sure. There is only one way to find out what her reaction would be and to trust her. She may walk away and take with her what is rightfully hers—my secrets. 
 
    I hit the gas and head toward her home. My heart furiously pounds in my chest and it aches. Can I really give her what she needs? 
 
    I don’t allow myself to fail and walk away. Staying on course, I fight myself to not turn my bike in the opposite direction. On the drive, I think of all the things I want to say. Nothing seems good enough. It’s confusing because what are we really to each other? We just met. I’ve never had a girlfriend and always played the role of the joker. 
 
    Outside of her home, I look at the windows and see her get up from the couch with her friend. Selina gives her a hug on her way out. The door swings open and I shoot off my bike and stride up to her. 
 
    Ava watches me walk straight past her without saying a word. Stunned, she stays on the sidewalk. Selina’s eyes round, and when her mouth opens. I take her face into my hands and kiss her lips. Her sweet, tender lips meld to mine and the world fades. It never felt more right than this moment here with her in my life. My fingers dig into her sweater and I hold her tightly to my body. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I rasp. She jerks free from my hold and her gaze sharpens. 
 
    “For what, Snake?” Selina snaps and in the distance, I hear a car start and leave her driveway. 
 
    “I’m not good at this. I don’t know how to do this.” 
 
    “That was pretty obvious when you walked out on me like a spineless dick.” 
 
    I shake my head and sigh. “I should never have walked out on you. Hear me out, I know you’re pissed the fuck off, but you don’t know everything…” 
 
    “Snake, we don’t know shit about each other. I don’t have time for your games. You meant more to me than a hook-up. I refuse to be one in the line of the many used bitches in your life.” She turns her back to me and her hand rests on the doorknob.   
 
    “I fucked up tonight,” I confess, and Selina continues to push forward and turn the handle.  
 
    “Fuck you, asshole.” She spits at me with distaste. 
 
    My hand captures hers in a tight hold and I wrap my other around her waist, holding her back to my front. In her ear, I whisper, “It’s not what you think. I could never touch anyone after you. Can we go inside?” 
 
    She stalls and hesitates. “No bullshit, Snake,” Selina warns with a tone I heard her use at the police station. My stomach twists in knots because she’s using it with me. Mi fiera is pissed, and I can’t blame her. 
 
    “No bullshit,” I agree, and even though I haven’t told her everything, I feel lighter. It feels like I can breathe. I release her from my hold and follow her inside. 
 
    In her kitchen, she gets out a couple of beers and hands one to me. Selina then leads us into her living room to sit on the large couch. From here, I can see the woman she is. It’s soft colors and comfortable, like the woman she is on the inside. “Tell me what happened tonight, start there.” 
 
    After a long pull, I confess, “I don’t confide in many. I almost killed a brother at the club.” I tell her what happened with the club girl and how Gringo treated her. 
 
    It hangs in the air between us. Her head falls to the side before she asks, “Why is that bad?” 
 
    “When I lose my temper, I tend to black out. It gets lethal. When I say I almost killed him, I was ready to put my hands around his neck. I was doing good, and have for a long time, but with what happened to my cousin, I’m not dealing with it well.” I tell her most of the story of what happened. Not the vacant, dead look in Jazzy’s eyes, the look of someone who wished they had died. How she sobbed in my arms when I picked her up. How it felt to fail when I never fail. 
 
    “It’s okay that you defended her, Snake. It’s okay you had that reaction after what happened with your cousin. She’s okay now. Why did you stop?” 
 
    “You. I heard your voice and it stopped me.” I run a hand through my hair. “I’ve been afraid of finding the darkness. It was you who ultimately pulled me out. There’s been more. My dad is going to retire from the club, I can see it coming. He’s already given me the garage. I don’t have a single memory without him being there. I guess it’s all piled up on me, and I never found a way to get it off my chest, so I spiraled.” 
 
    “You need to go talk with your dad. Work this out with him. Then call or go see your cousin. Say you’re sorry and then forgive yourself, Snake. You are a man, not a superhero.” 
 
    “I’m not?” I try for a joke, but even I can hear the rawness in my throat. 
 
    “No, you are very much flawed under your very suave moves. It’s time you realize you have a family and a club that will help you.” At every turn, she keeps pushing me away.  
 
    “I didn’t treat you right the other night. You scare the shit out of me, fiera. I froze and then bolted. I won’t do that again.” 
 
    She bites her lip and sits back on the couch. “Snake, I have a whole lot of my own baggage I’m working through. Until I get it resolved, I can’t be in a relationship. You can’t afford to be distracted just like I can’t. Also, if you ask me certain questions, I likely won’t tell you the answers and maybe never will. It’s the way it is. It wasn’t right for us.” 
 
    “There’s club business I will never tell. That’s the truth. I don’t need to know what you do, only if it concerns me or your safety. I already get you’re into some illegal as fuck shit. I know that much.” 
 
    “And you’re not into illegal as fuck shit?” she challenges with her eyebrows. 
 
    I don’t answer because we both know the truth. “You’re wrong about us though. It is right. Tell me you’re not angry at me because you wanted more.” 
 
    Selina glares over her beer as she takes a drink, so I continue. “Tell me you don’t need to hear one thing, and it’s that I want you. Because I want to see what we are together, and I won’t stop coming for you.” 
 
    Her breaths pick up and she glances away. The pain she won’t share with me because I created it and lost her trust. 
 
    “You’re cute as fuck with your messy hair and sweatpants.” I set our beers down onto her coffee table and drag her body on top of me. “I’m sorry, Selina.” My lips trail soft kisses up her neck. “I fuckin’ missed you.” I hug her tight and my hands run over her back until her muscles start to relax. Selina wants to have me, but her mind hasn’t given in. Holding her jaw in my hand, I stare into her hazel eyes and give her the truth in mine.  
 
    I need you. 
 
    “Are you going to kiss me, Diego?” Selina asks, but she needs more. 
 
    “Every fucking time I see you.” Tickling her sides, I threaten, “Who told you my real name?” 
 
    Between breaths and laughter, she manages to confess, “Your Abuela. And you mentioned it the other day in my office.” 
 
    “She’s a pain in my ass.” I stop my assault and pull her in for a hot kiss. All her squirming got my dick hard, and I want to feel my woman ride me. That’s right, I figured out that there is no me without her and she makes this world that much sweeter. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 20 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    I keep my smile concealed. Ava is dying to know more about our conversation last night. Sure, I’m going to tell her, but watching her wilt is fun too. “Come on!” she groans. “What the hell happened last night with you and Snake? I want all the details. What did he say first, okay, start there. Did he feel really bad?” Ava walks with her arms swinging widely with every step. I swear, the harder she makes an effort, the more calories she burns. I just idly sway with my water bottle and catch the rays. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” I sigh. “I don’t know how to explain it. We don’t know each other well. He has a boat load of problems, while I have a yacht worth of problems. It’s weird. I don’t even know for sure what we are or if you can even label it. He told me about himself and why he reacted the way he did the other night. He stayed for a bit and then he had to go to the clubhouse.” 
 
    “Annnd you, what? Make-up sex happened, right? You can’t have a fight and make up without dick. Why make up, you know what I’m saying? The orgasm seals the deal to let it go, like a truce,” she explains. That’s life according to Ava. 
 
    “Of course, we had a truce, on the couch. He has this lean but strong body… lines and lines of muscles. His tanned skin is mouthwatering. The tattoos… generous-sized cock… I didn’t waist it, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Good, good, so, are you two going to keep seeing each other?” She wiggles her eyebrows. 
 
    “I guess we are. We both can’t have a relationship right now, but yeah, we’ll see how it goes. Once I get my mom free from Leo, I can quit the jobs I do and move forward.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Selina. Leo is stubborn as hell. Just be careful with whatever it is you have planned, okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s definitely stubborn. I have to save enough for her to stabilize her debt that Leo launders his deeds through. Then I’m going to leave her a trail, she’ll get it, and what she decides with him is up to her. I can’t pull her away from him, but I can clean up my part and walk away.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Selina. You didn’t know what accounts he was having you work with. When you figured it out, you walked, and he’s still blackmailing you to get his way. I say you tell your mom and walk away now.” 
 
    “If I do that, then she could go to prison and those women she helps are left alone. Leo has her fucked ten ways to Sunday. Say she turned him in, it would all point to her and she wouldn’t even know it. I have no choice but to clean it up for both of us.” 
 
    “You’re still going to the dinner to be auctioned off? I have a really bad feeling about all of this. It’s like walking into the lion’s den.” 
 
    “It’s always a bad idea to be anywhere around Leo. But I have to go. I pluck one of his associates off at a time, and I cripple him a little more each time. Brick-by-brick, I’ll take him down if I have to.” Maybe then, I won’t feel like the worst daughter in the world. The guilt for what I have done feels worse than if I did betray her. I just pray she will accept my apology and forgive me for what I did in the past. Then I can move on and find the life I desperately need. 
 
    “What if I told Snake? I mean, let him know what was going on?” I ask Ava, because her opinion means a lot to me. 
 
    She hums, “I think you’re falling for this guy. I know it’s huge for you to give a man the driver’s seat after it all. This is a big step because the consequences are great. You’ll know when to tell him.” 
 
    “It scares me, Ava. I don’t want to hurt my mom, and if anything went wrong… shit, I don’t even want to think about it.” I’m going to tell him what I’ve done, and what I’m doing. If he is the man I believe, he will help cover myself from the blows I’m sure will come afterward, and we’ll all survive. 
 
    I’ve lasted this long, and I will always fight for what is right and, most of all, protecting what I want, a life full of love and a future. There must be more to this world than betrayal from those who should protect you. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 21 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    “I’m fucked,” I whisper to Indio as we pull into the clubhouse parking lot. I thought spending last night with Selina after the shit that went down would cleanse my soul and remove the blood from my hands, but I didn’t even finish my train of thought or explain why. Fuego sure as hell looks mad as fuck standing on the porch with Locs on. His thick, black sunglasses frame his expressionless face as he smokes a fat cigar. He smokes when he needs to think or calm down. Ah fuck, shit is about to go down. 
 
    We shut our bikes down and Indio warns me, “Sorry, bro, not even you can escape his wrath. Even if Gringo deserved the beatdown, you almost killed the asshole. You know better than anyone else that the Prez ain’t gonna let that shit slide.” 
 
    I set my helmet on the handlebars and drag my body up from my bike. A few strides and I meet him on the deck. “Morning, Pops. We got cars to work on this morning, or what brings you in so early?” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. Get your ass into the office, it’s club business.” He tosses his cigar onto his ashtray and leaves me in a thick cloak of smoke. 
 
    Indio slaps me on the back on his way past. “Get back on the road of redemption, brother. You took a left turn somewhere.” 
 
    “Yeah, can you tell me where? I can’t seem to figure out exactly where the fuck that was, if you haven’t noticed.” For the love of Santa Maria, is it that noticeable? Here I thought I was being cool and handling my shit on the downlow. I don’t want to have this conversation with the old man, let alone the entire club. I never had to air my dirty ass laundry to the club. I was good at handling what needed to be done and hiding what the others didn’t need to see. 
 
    Inside the Prez’s office, he stands by his desk with an open bottle of tequila. He takes one scathing look at me and holds his shot, hesitating. A second passes and then he shoots it back before slamming the glass on the desk. With his Locs off, I can read the thoughts warring inside of him. 
 
    If I can read him, I know he can read me just as well. He is the only one who can. He has to see the dread crawling over me. Not for punishing Gringo, but for not having control of myself. The Prez takes in my appearance and adjusts quickly. Instead of being ready to spew his anger, he fills two old shot glasses from Jalisco, Mexico, with Patrón Silver. The shot glasses are made of clay, old school shit he bought when he was a teenager. 
 
    He pushes one toward me and flips on his old as shit CD player. Pops refuses to use his phone to buy music. His old CD player still works from when I was a kid running around here. His favorite music, Banda Machos, plays, and Prez doesn’t say a word. He sits back at his desk and watches me, waiting for me to get comfortable. 
 
    The music drowns out the darkness from the hard shit suffocating my soul. We drink and listen to the story being told in the songs. The tequila warms me from the inside out and relaxes the intensity of the words I need to spill. If not for him, for myself. 
 
    “I am so fucking angry, Pops, confused how I got here and how to fix it. I snapped when I saw what Gringo did. It brought back that shit with Jazz when Kilo fucked her up. I thought I got past it, but I haven’t. I blacked out, like I did when I was a kid.” I croak out the words through a clenched jaw. “Pissed about not protecting our familia, and the brothers. I want nothing more than to make Abuelo proud and closing or changing the shop makes me think I’m losing him again, and losing you. I’m losing my cool like I’m losing control, straight out.” 
 
    Another shot is taken and the burn erases the words from my tongue. One truth is out, one ghost from my own closet free. The Prez doesn’t flinch, just nods and takes a shot himself. 
 
    “Mijo, you won’t ever lose me. We all die someday. That we can’t stop. But our teachings, or doings, they live in those we leave behind. Our family will go beyond what we can live, and that is what’s important to men like us. It’s the legacy of our name, not our stuff. Tu abuelito loved cars. You learned it from him. He lives in you. He would want you to be happy, mijo. He would be pissed you didn’t give him a great-grandson to spoil. Those are the real things he taught you. Why do you fight it?” 
 
    There is no good explanation I can think of. Nothing makes sense to me of why I push away the possibilities. “I wanted to take care of you and this club, and to do that, I needed to be strong and ready.” 
 
    “No, you wanna be indestructible. You would take a bullet and die first to prove it. ¿Estas loco? Are you crazy? NO! Let’s get one fucking thing straight. I am tu padre, el presidente. Not you, me!” The tequila and anger brings out his Spanish in a thick accent, forgetting his English. I fucking love to see my Pops raw and unfiltered. “You will not take my place, cabrón. Remember who el jefe is… the boss soy yo.” He thumps his chest with a fist. “I’ve fought wars you have never seen, and I still breathe. I’ve been shot and stabbed more times than you know. Don’t be a fucking pussy and think I’m weak enough for you to take care of. You forget who tu padre is… yo soy Fuego de los Battle Born MC… motherfucking fire.” His hellfire face begs me to tell him otherwise. He wants to challenge me to a fight. He wants me to see he’s still a man and not a viejito, the old man I claim to believe him to be. “You saw me shot… and so fucking what? I am fucking alive and stronger than ever!” 
 
    “Sí, Prez Fuego, con permiso. Eres el presidente mas fuerte del Battle Born MC.” He is the strong president of the Battle MC. He’s fought a lifetime when I am just beginning. “I never meant any disrespect. Forgive me, Prez.” 
 
    “I will need you, Snake. I need tu mente sea fuerte to fight the war that’s coming. To set the motion in tu vida, mijo. Your war is coming, and one day, you will be the Prez.” 
 
    Your war is coming. 
 
    “¿Que pasa con Gringo?” he asks, wanting to know what happened with Gringo. For my Prez, my old man, I tell him the details of what happened with Jazzy, which I never told a soul before. Yes, he knew a lot, but he didn’t hear what happened to me because of it. He nods along with me, never missing a detail. 
 
    I tell him about cleaning her up and taking her home, about the vacant look in her eyes, how I heard her cry while her baby died inside of her. All of it. I purge the pain and my Pops listens to me and gives me grace. I must have been punished enough. 
 
    I’ll never speak the words again. They’ll die between the two of us. I can move on and get stronger from the circumstances I’ve been dealt. Only one person comes to mind—Selina. I need her, to feel her soft skin. I love her healing touch. I love her, she is my ground in the unstable world. 
 
    I need to go home. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 22 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    This red silk dress is beautiful. I stopped believing in fairytales when I was young, choosing to believe in things I could touch and see instead. Today, I feel like a goddamn queen in this long silk gown and high black stilettos with an ankle wrap. I don’t love money and greed. It’s deeply rooted in what is wrong with men—the power of who possesses more, using it to control the less fortunate, killing and losing lives over nothing. 
 
    Luxury is something different. It’s the feel and not the cost. I can feel comfortable and loved in a sweatshirt just as much as I can in this dress because I feel it. I believe in what it is, not the cost. It’s beautiful and so are the people who create and bring these things into the world. That is what is important—creating beauty among the ugliness and oppression. 
 
    I parted my hair down the middle and secured it in a loose, stylish bun at the back of my head. In this dress, I believe in the potential of where I am going, to be the woman strong enough to wear this dress alongside my mother. She is a true beauty at her age, with slight laugh lines beside her eyes and smile lines around her mouth. I want to be her, to make her proud of me. 
 
    Before I leave, I toss my lipstick and a few more essentials into my clutch. My phone alerts me that Marco is downstairs, waiting for me to join him on the date I agreed to, a date I regret because I have a feeling Snake would kill him. As much anxiety as it gives me, it also warms me. I’m almost there—just a little further and I can be free. It’s not as if I am a fool. We never made an arrangement not to see other people, and I don’t know who he sleeps with when I’m not around. For now, we focus on our work, and maybe at some point, we can be more together. As much as I deny it, Snake is not mine, I am not his, and we are not in love. I am in love with him. 
 
    Marco knocks on my front door, and I grab a black shawl on my way to the door. He stands on the other side in a black tux with a red bow tie and vest. He openly scans my body from head to toe. “Hola bella. You are a goddess in this dress.” He moves in to place a tender kiss to my lips, but I can’t allow it. He’s beyond handsome, but he is not the man my heart craves. Another time, another life, maybe. 
 
    He doesn’t send my body into overdrive and make me dream. He’s not my Diego. I turn my head and recover quickly with simple words. “You are very handsome tonight yourself, Marco.” His lips press into my cheek. 
 
    “Let’s not keep your father waiting, shall we?” He holds his arm out for me, and I take it, biting my tongue. Leo is not my father. 
 
    “I’m ready. It should be a good night for Mom. I hope she raises more this year.” Oh, I know she will because Leo always helps with it. 
 
    Marco holds open the car door for me, and I graciously fold in. The long slit raises up high on my thigh. He leans in and tucks in the fabric left hanging over the side. His fingers drift up from the outside of my calf and his featherlight touch leaves when he reaches my knee. The door shuts and I clench my eyes shut. This is much worse than I thought, only because I didn’t anticipate how bad I would feel. I didn’t think I would fall so helplessly in love with Snake so fast. 
 
    I’ve had open relationships for years, but five minutes into Marco’s presence is five minutes too long. My heartrate picks up and I can’t swallow. Suddenly, the car feels like a coffin and everything is wrong. I wring my hands together in my lap. 
 
    “Shit,” I whisper and take deep pulls of air into my lungs. “Get it together, Selina, it’s one night.” 
 
    Marco’s door opens and then he slides into his seat. Pinching my hand, I let the pain calm me and I smile tentatively to hide the drowning sensation in my chest. My heart wasn’t supposed to tangle so soon, I wasn’t going to fall for a man that wasn’t in love with me. More than ever, I know what I talked about with Ava to be right. Second guessing what I am doing is putting myself at risk.  He has the music playing in the background and I’m thankful for it. Marco aims for idle chit chat and I do my best to be polite, that is until he drops a bomb. 
 
    “Tell me, Selina, are you ever planning on working with Leo again?” Marco’s question stuns me and shoves my bad mood away. 
 
    “Never. Now, you can tell me why you asked.” Could Marco be the next brick I take from Leo’s fortress? I didn’t think I could snag him. In all honesty, I thought they were friends. 
 
    “I’m not interested in partnering with Leo. With you, on the other hand, I would. It didn’t take me long to figure out who pulled off what he’s done in the past. He’s growing desperate to get you back.” 
 
    “Or he loses more of his business. Why is Leo pushing you on me?” 
 
    Marco nods once, and answers, “I have money and connections on my side. It would be a marriage of convenience for him. He gets you back and my connections. He’s said as much.” 
 
    “But you don’t want to work with Leo because then you have to share the profits…” 
 
    “And you. I want it all.” 
 
    A laugh falls free between us. “Marco, I’m not in it to merge my assets with anyone to make money. We should get one thing straight—I’m working to get my assets clear. Fuck these games. I will help you, though, but only if you do what I say.” 
 
    Marco plays along and gives me a wolfish grin. “Selina, please tell me what you want me to do with my assets. I’m all ears.” 
 
    “First, you will bid on me for the date, but there will be no date. It will count toward your buy-in. You do that, and by Monday, I start giving you the contacts I’ve taken already one by one.  I’ll help you get the rest until he’s dry. I don’t want to be the boss. I want nothing but my freedom.” 
 
    “And if you don’t succeed, what do I get? What reassurances?” 
 
    “I won’t tell Leo you tried to steal me out from underneath him. I won’t tell him about the gambling debt you have or a few other notes I know about you. You’ll walk away when this is done and never talk to me again.” 
 
    Normally, the shocked face and jerk of his head would have been a touchdown. Not this time. I just want this done. As soon as I can, I’m telling Snake about all of it. Any wrong move and this could blow back on not only me but everyone around me. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    After my Pops and I hashed out the past and what happened with Gringo, I left for the garage. Being in here, I feel close to Abuelo and it’s how I make my peace with him too. I needed to let it mellow. Get some space and get my head on straight. It is a step, sure, but I’m far from the balance I need. I’m starting to believe Pops, that Mom gave him something to fight for. 
 
    When I’m around Selina, she effortlessly gives me a place to find peace. How she does it, I’m still a little confused about. Is this what love is? A natural desire to be around your person? To feel possessive over them? It’s hard for me to know, but I have the time to figure us out. We need the time alone to explore what these things mean. Especially now, when so much is in question. 
 
    With my Pops settled, I can concentrate on the car and the sound of the grinder against metal. I can pour out my aggression on the car we’re fixing and repainting. He wants me to take over not just the garage but the club someday. When he decides to step down, he wants me to lead our MC. My mind is left reeling just by the idea of it. 
 
    I never thought it would be me. In my head, I pictured maybe Ghost, his VP, or one of the older members, but he said it was mine. This changes nothing and almost everything. So, with every second that goes by, while I sweat and put my muscles to work, I plot and plan. How can I get myself to where I need to be for my club? 
 
    Hours go by and the afternoon sun starts to beam in through the windows before my phone blares from across the room. Picking it up, I answer, “Indio, what’s up, brother?” 
 
    “Yo, Snake, get in here.” Indio’s voice sounds hurried and anxious. I drop the call and dart across the parking lot to the clubhouse. In the office, Indio and Coyote are in front of the screen. 
 
    An old picture of me in a bar from another member’s social media post is on the screen. “What the hell is going on?” He minimizes the screen and shows me information gathered on me—the house I bought, where I bank, my family tree, and so on. “What the fuck is this?” I growl. 
 
    “It was in Selina’s drive,” Indio confirms. “We don’t know what this means yet, Snake, so calm down.” He holds his hands up, but the damage is done. Selina lost my trust and changed everything in seconds. The carefully controlled afternoon I worked so hard to create is blown. My chest feels like shattered brittle glass. The pieces pierce me like an agony I never felt befpre. 
 
    This won’t take me. I won’t be taken down by a broken heart. With a sharp inhale, I bury it all in the deepest parts of me no one can touch and I replace the hurt with anger. Not only will I take everything she has, but I will ruin her with my wrath. She will never work again. 
 
    “What else?” I demand. 
 
    “She has an account in the name of her mom’s nonprofit.” Indio adds, “Her stepdad is Leo Morelli, and his cousin was the late Thomas Sala.” The man I killed to avenge Abuelo? Was Selina sent to take us out for what I did? How did Leo find out it was me? Did they always suspect it was Battle Born and she just got lucky with me? 
 
    “Are you fucking telling me she steals money from them? I’ll kill her if she tries to come for us,” I roar. The blood pressure behind my eyes intensifies and my vision becomes blurry. 
 
    Coyote growls back, “We haven’t had enough time to look through it all. We don’t know if this is linked to your grandfather’s death or not. Don’t go in halfcocked on this one.” 
 
    “Dig deeper. Pull any accounts she had large amounts of cash in and tuck it away where she can’t find it. Take it all.” 
 
    “Snake, you don’t want to touch anything yet.” Coyote tries to talk me down. 
 
    My glare pierces him to his spot. “I didn’t fucking ask what you think I should do. Take it all now, move my accounts to new ones, wipe it all. Everything there is of me on the internet, gone. Now.” The deathly calm is what scares me most. It’s the storm before the war. I turn my back on them to leave and get ready. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Indio asks as he stands to leave with me. 
 
    From over my shoulder, I answer, “To dance with the devil.” 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    The ball is perfect. It’s a sea of twinkling lights and pretty people dressed up for what they know to be a worthy cause. For most, it absolutely is. For me, it is everything it’s not. With what I negotiated with Marco in the car, he will bid on me for a price. He agreed, naturally, because I offered him a piece of the pie. One where he helps me take Leo out and he becomes the king of the empire. And we will never talk again. He does as I say and the keys to the kingdom will he his. 
 
    Greed is a motivator. He has nothing to lose, or so he thinks. Of course, I recorded the conversation, and followed up with my homework. He only thinks I know about his gambling debts. No, I know it all and I have a file on Marco to be delivered to the Feds if he crosses me. No one is an angel, and Marco has worked a long time in the business. I found his cash bribes, located all his accounts, even in the Caymans, plus took stock in all his leftover assets. I know what he did for them and I will use it against him if I need to. If he doesn’t play things my way, I will make sure he loses it all. With just a click of a button, everything he has will be gone. 
 
    Together, we make our way inside. “I still can’t decide, Selina, if I should kill you or tie you to my side forever for the well-executed blackmail.” His Cheshire smile tells me he would rather fuck me and make me his Stepford housewife or sex slave. “The things we could do together,” he hums and strokes my arm. 
 
    “Marco, I have my own plans.” Disgust rolls through my stomach from his touch. 
 
    “What are those?” The waiter swings by and he hands me a glass of champagne. 
 
    Clinking my glass to his, I toast, “To my future, may it be filled with happiness.” The sweet bubbly alcohol tastes bitter. The lies and games have lost their luster. 
 
    “To us,” he adds with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    I nod and take another sip, forcing it to go down. My stomach turns in disgust from this man. Such a beautiful man but devastatingly ugly on the inside. Money isn’t everything. I want the arms of a man who would die to protect me. That is Snake. The announcer comes on and asks for all participants in the auction to go behind the stage. Marco takes the glass from me and pecks my cheek. It’s cold, empty, and it makes me want to run out of this hellhole of an evening and curl up to Snake, the man who can protect me, who I want. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 23 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    That’s not the woman I know in red up on stage, the woman who was naked and laughing with me the other night. On the stage is a cold and heartless cunt. She is the only one who’s ever played me. What fucking game is she playing and why the fuck does she think I’ll be a pawn on her board? This is different from any other time I wanted to get lost in a fight. This one can’t be won with my fists. Selina stole from me what I willingly gave… me. What I planned all along for her, she executed against me flawlessly. Long live the queen of the viper pit. I snatch my shot from the bar and salute the cunt. The liquor tastes a lot like her love, like fire and hell. From the shadows, I’ve watched the auction and waited for the moment when I could show her the face of the man she fucked over… or tried to fuck over. 
 
    She wants to hustle me, I’ll give her a lesson on how it’s done. Class is in session, bitch, so watch and learn. In her accounts, it showed her stealing money from her mom, taking money away from these women who need it most. I’m here to give it all back to them. If I couldn’t save Jazz, I can help save them. I can do something here and protect my MC from this evil bitch. 
 
    “For the lovely Selina Hart,” the emcee starts and the crowd claps for her. They fucking clap for this puta, but I snort. Dressed in a black button-up and slacks, I play the part of the man in a room full of deadly sharks. I’m the deadliest one, because unlike them, I will die to make this right. 
 
    A man in a red vest and bow tie holds up his hand and bids against another cocksucker at the bar. For a date with the bitch with no heart, they go at each other and raise the amount surprisingly high. When fifty thousand is reached, I put these fuckers out of their misery and come out from the shadows of the bar and announce in a deafening tone, “A hundred fifty thousand dollars.” It’s everything she had in one account that we confiscated. It was all I was able to pull together in cash at short notice. 
 
    My once beautiful fiera, eyes locked on mine, her face goes ashen, looking like she could faint on the spot. To the astonished crowd, I wave and walk up to the stage to collect my prize. Each stride I get closer, my hand flexes as my blood boils. I feel the overwhelming urge to put my hands around her throat and squeeze. She’s smart enough to figure out by now that I wiped her out. The look on her face is priceless when it all clicks together in her mind, a mind that I once thought was brilliant as much as she is beautiful. Selina knows I’m on to her and she turns slightly to wipe a tear from her eye. If I had felt anything, it would have killed me to see her upset. But not today, and never again. 
 
    When I reach her side, I rasp, “You look stunning and stunned, worth every penny.” She tries to pull her arm free, but my claws are dug in and there is no escaping me… not now or ever. The emcee gives us directions to handle matters through the back of the stage. I stay glued to her side and sign a note to be contacted for my very generous donation. 
 
    She fights me the best she can as I force her away from the crowd. Once we are free of the eyes of the stage and the next auction has started, I have her pinned in the hallway. Her hand flies and a loud smack rips across my face. “Snake, what the fuck have you done?” Selina’s face is bright red and malice seeps out through her gritted teeth. 
 
    The slap is a searing pain, permanently embedded in my soul. I turn my face back toward her and just smirk with the fire in my eyes on full display. The divide has been set and the first battle of this war is won. By my own hand. Check. My insides have died where my feelings were for her. I was ready to give her everything until there was nothing left. The hatred has taken its toll and wraps around us. I get when lovers fight to the end, because how I feel now, I would kill us both. She broke me and the trust I had in her. Selina made me a fool, and now, the emptiness is raw and bitter. Anything I felt, I used like poison with my words and my fangs to bite. “What I should have done weeks ago instead of sticking my dick in you. You’re a smart girl. If you concentrate really hard, I think you know.” 
 
    She vehemently shakes her head and grits out, “No, it’s you who has no clue. You ruined—” 
 
    “Selina,” Leo calls from the open entryway we just came through. “Now that you are done, we are ready to go home. I’m sure you can meet up with your suiter for your date. Come, it’s time to go.” 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    Out of the frying pan and into the fire I go. My head replays the evening. I scramble internally to find a way out. My mom stands at his side and her happiness is an illusion. She has no idea what is coming. The worst part is, I don’t either, only that it’s not good. I never defied Leo to this extent, and it terrifies me what he will do. “Meet you in the car.” She waves and leaves me alone with them. My heart hammers in my chest like a drum. I steel my spine, choke back any pleas, and find the strength. I can finish this. I will not fall at their feet. 
 
    “Goodnight, Diego. Thank you for all you have done. It was too much, really.” His grip is snapped away from me. The glare in his eyes is one I never thought I would see trained on me. With my chin high, I walk toward Leo to face the music of what I’ve done. I can only remain brave, and keep my mouth shut until I have no other options. My insides shake with anger and fear. I’m pissed at Snake for what he’s done. He has no idea how hard I worked to get myself here. 
 
    Betrayed, he tossed me to the side like trash. 
 
    My chest burns in anguish and my hands shake. 
 
    Snake is what he is—a snake. 
 
    Ready to poison and cheat. A predator. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch very soon,” he threatens, and I don’t doubt the man I loved, whom I trusted, wants me dead. No more than Leo, so he will need to get in line. Or behind Marco, who glares and watches from afar. He slips away into the darkness before the others see him. I’m beyond fucked. And I thought Ava was a problem. Nope, I have taken trouble to a whole new level, one I will not likely survive. If I can get away, I have a chance if I run and take Ava with me. 
 
    Instead of panicking and crying, I start to plan. I twist the scenario, how he knew, and how Snake paid for the auction. Snake dug my trust out of my chest with a damn dull spoon. I think of all the times he was around me. He used his body like a weapon to subdue me. I was seduced into submission and I loved him for it. 
 
    “Tell me, Selina,” Leo sneers. “What has my adoring little step-bitch been up to? Definitely something with that little show. Doesn’t matter now. Your mother is in the car, and you’ll keep your mouth shut.” Or he tells her all the money I helped him to steal, launder, and all the shit I have done to make him millions. 
 
    He opens first the door to the back alleyway and then the car that idles. I slide inside, and Mom beams at me from the front seat. “That was so amazing! Sweety, you looked so beautiful up there and the auction raised so much money…” 
 
    I can’t hear a word. 
 
    I’m lost in my own world and nod along as she talks and yammers the whole way to their house. All I can think of is damage control. How can I get out? What do I have left? And Ava’s words ring true—tell the truth. I have no cards to play, just the truth… and let the cards fall where they may. 
 
    We pull into their gated property and move up the driveway to the garage. Together, we walk into the kitchen while Mom continues her stories of the evening, oblivious to silence from us. Leo doesn’t shift his focus from me, waiting for an opening. Mom slides out of her heels and grabs a glass of water, all the while she’s still talking about the additional programs she can fund this year. 
 
    Leo glares at me over the scotch he’s pouring himself. 
 
    “Mom,” I interrupt and she pauses, “I need to tell you something.” Turning away from Leo, I face her. “It’s a long story, but you need to know the truth.” My eyes tell her the guilt and pain I’ve carried. In this moment, only she matters to me. 
 
    “Honey, what is it?” She sets her glass on the counter and comes closer. 
 
    “Selina, don’t worry your mom on such a big night,” Leo warns me, but I don’t acknowledge him. 
 
    “I never ever meant to hurt you ever, okay, please remember this.” Leo’s glass thuds as it hits the bar top, and she looks at him momentarily. “When I was a kid, you know I could understand numbers exceptionally well.” I tell her everything and pour my heart out with it all. How I didn’t know what I was doing with what Leo taught me. How I used her banks to launder money for men. Again, I didn’t know until it was too late. Then, how I was trying to save her and myself. “I was taking some of your money and saving it—so Leo couldn’t touch it—laundering what I could from other accounts to pay off Leo’s teeth in your business. I was going to show you, but I failed and some of the money was stolen from me.” 
 
    My mom stands stalk still and blinks. She’s stunned to complete silence, only to open her mouth and then flinch with Leo’s outburst. 
 
    “You bitch!” Leo chucks his glass into the fireplace. “You little ungrateful cunt!” 
 
    Mom whips around, snapping out of it. “Did you do all those things to my little girl?” Her voice is quiet, as if she can’t believe the story. What mother would? The wild in her eyes is grief. In moments, I blew up the life we both had. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her. I would bet you she’s been stealing money all along and is confessing before she’s caught.” 
 
    “It's true, I have been taking your money. I was saving it, for you, without him knowing. Leo, if I’m lying, why am I here and not at the party?” 
 
    “Why is she here?” Mom questions. 
 
    Leo’s face turns red and he rests his hands against the kitchen bar. “It’s not something we’ll discuss tonight. Selina just misunderstood. We’ll get some sleep and talk tomorrow.” 
 
    My mom flinches. “Are you kidding me?” She shrieks and hammers him with questions. Leo loses control and backhands her across the cheek. She holds her face and backs away. “Get out!” 
 
    “It’s my home and you are my wife. If I leave out that door, your precious little girl goes to prison for laundering and stealing money. She’ll never see you or anyone again.” 
 
    Mom screams, punches, and kicks at him. Leo raises his hand to strike her again, but I jump in, shielding her body with mine. My mom falls to the floor, and Leo has his hand wrapped around my throat. He charges forward and the momentum causes me to bang my head against the wall once. “I should have killed you years ago.” His grip gets tight, and I claw at his arms. I start to see stars. 
 
    My face feels like a balloon and it’s about to pop. The pressure behind my eyes aches. I gurgle and fear sneaks up my spine. I feel paralyzed by his grip, but I fight. My nails claw at his hands around my throat. 
 
    His face holds an evil smirk of accomplishment. “I should have killed you the day you walked out on me—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The room echoes with a shot. 
 
    It’s deafening. 
 
    The blurry room spins. 
 
    I fall to the floor, heaving for air and holding my throat. Water comes out of my eyes. My knees burn from hitting the tile. I blink once, twice, to see the eyes of Leo staring at me. Blood pools around his chest. Where’s Mom? Panic laces my veins until I find her. Mom’s hands shake and she drops the black handgun to the floor. She shot him to save me. 
 
    “I shot Leo.” Her lip quivers. 
 
    “Where did you get the gun?” I croak. 
 
    “He… he had it tucked into his pants. Selina, I shot him!” she cries while her body begins to break with her mind. My mom shakes like a leaf, and I take her into my arms. “Selina, call an ambulance, call the police,” she begs. “We have to save him.” Her hysteria is palpable. 
 
    I hold her face in my palms. “No, Mom, we can’t. We’ll go to jail. But… I will make a call.” To the devil himself. Snake ruined my life and my mom’s. If I go to jail, I’ll gladly take him with me. An eye for an eye. If he thinks he can screw me over, he’s dead wrong. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 24 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    You would think Selina would be scared and running for the hills. Nothing she has done has been predictable. Not her. A hysterical laugh blooms from my chest when my cell phone rings and her name pops up. “Ready to get this over with already, puta?” I hiss into the phone. 
 
    Selina hisses right back, “Fuck you, Snake. We have a problem, and since you fucked this up royally for me, you need to get your ass here. Clean this shit up ASAP or I’m dropping it off to your clubhouse, your prick asshole.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” I growl. 
 
    “Bring your cleaning crew. You have a body to take care of, you stupid son of a bitch.” 
 
    What in the fuck did she do in the last thirty minutes? “Who and where would that be?” 
 
    “Oh, I think you know, asshole. I’m at my mom’s. I’m sure the information you stole will have the address. See you soon, lover,” she taunts and then hangs up the call. I stare at the screen. Confused as hell, I call one of the men I trust the most. Spider is the IT guy and Sergeant-in-Arms of the Reno chapter. Man is crazy smart, and also a friend. He ran off with my cousin, Jazz. 
 
    Spider picks up with distaste, “What?” Just like the puto he always is. 
 
    “Spider, shit went sideways. I need you to check some shit out.” I explain as much as I can to him in the short amount of time I have. 
 
    “You are correct, shit went sideways. I’m calling Coyote. Don’t fucking touch anything until you hear from me. You’re fucked, from what it sounds like. You rookie motherfuckers.” He hangs up and my hand tries to break the phone in my grip. 
 
    Next, I call my Prez, and he cusses me out then hangs up on me too. At least, he is going to meet me at Selina’s mom’s house with the MC to back me up. Quickly, I gather the shit I need around the house, my gun, keys, and wallet, before I’m on my bike and hauling ass down the freeway. 
 
    By the time I get there, the Prez, Ghost, the VP, and the brothers and cleaning crew are standing by. Shit, we’re all here. Fuego hits the call button on the gate, but there is no sound other than the clank and pull of the gate opening. The driveway is lighted up to the house, and one by one, we drive the bikes and van up to the eerily silent and dark house. 
 
    The garage door is closed, and Fuego gets off his bike first, followed by Ghost and me. Selina walks out and into the dim light of the garage as the door raises. First, you see her feet, still dressed in what she wore earlier to the event, those black heels and long legs. I choke on a breath when her slit is torn higher up her leg to her hip. The door keeps raising and I see the strap is torn on her dress and there are matching red handprints around her throat. Her bloodshot eyes showcase pain, and there is animosity shining in them framed by her streaked black makeup. 
 
    Fuego stands tall without walking in. “Why are we here, Selina? What does the MC have to do with your business?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She sounds hollow. “Just Snake. I called him to clean up the mess he’s made. He started it, he can finish it. You all can be on your way.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work like that. You call one, you call out all.” Ghost uses his height and weight to intimidate her. 
 
    She chuckles lightly. “Snake has taken it all. You can ask him what he did to me. Go ahead.” Her hand waves in my general vicinity and waits for an answer. All eyes are casted on me. Fuego’s stare burns with the weight of his patch. 
 
    “She stole from her own mother and used her business to launder the money. I stole it and donated it back. All’s fair in love and war.” 
 
    “Except it’s not. You had no right to fuck with me. I have done nothing to you, your MC, no one.” 
 
    “Then why did you have a file on me?” I roar back. “Did Leo have you come and pay us back for what his uncle did?” 
 
    “Are you that dumb, Snake? You don’t do a general background on people you work with? Doubtful. I would bet you took yours a bit further on me, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Fuego snarls, “both of you. Why the fuck are we here?” 
 
    Selina takes one step closer. “My mom shot her husband to stop him from killing me in front of her. All because of what that piece of shit did. He’s inside on the dining room floor.” 
 
    Claws scratch at my insides. The guilt from her words provoke the past to come back and play havoc. It nags at me. I shake my head and hold strong. No, she’s lying. About all of it. 
 
    Ghost turns and the look of pure death emanates from his glacial stare. “We’ll clean this up.” He believes her? 
 
    “Selina,” Fuego calls. “Gather what you need, and I’ll have Hawk drive you and your mom to the clubhouse. I’m sorting this shit out, one way or another.” 
 
    “She’s taking a shower. I’ll go get her. I’m sure she has the blood and gun residue washed off by now.” The bitterness in her tone tells me she would love nothing more than to put a bullet in my back. 
 
    Hawk follows her inside and the door shuts behind them. The Prez rears back and I’m punched across in the cheek. My head snaps back and I take a step to balance myself. The blow stings worse than ever. My Pops has never laid a hand on me until today. 
 
    “Cabrón, she did you a favor not calling the cops after her mom shot him. Give her twenty-four hours and she’d have her dirty accounts cleaned up. Then who do you think the cops would arrest? They would claim self-defense and you would take to fall. You, Snake! she could find a way, the money you stole, wrote your name down as a donor… you would be in some hot fucking water. It’s enough for the cops to crawl up all of our asses. Probable cause, cabrón. Get your ass in the house and get rid of the body while I take a look around. Go to the clubhouse when you’re done.” 
 
    I’ve never been this much in doubt. I thought I knew what I was doing. In this case, I knew nothing at all. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 25 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    My mom’s sniffles rip my heart apart. While her life is in shreds, I take the blame for it all. I ruined her life. I should have never got involved with Snake. In her closet, she packs clothes between racking sobs. “Mom, we have to go, just a for a bit. Then you can stay at my place, and we’ll figure this all out. I promise, I will be by your side the whole time.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Selina. What happened?” She shakes as the tears fall. 
 
    I pull her into me and hold on tight, “I’m so sorry, Momma. I know you don’t understand. I’ll show you and I’ll explain everything in detail. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” There is nothing I can do to help take away the pain and confusion. I wanted to protect her and make her get away as painlessly as possible. 
 
    “Ladies,” Hawk tentatively calls, “we need to get you to the clubhouse.” 
 
    “Okay.” I choke back the tears and wipe my eyes, then I lift her bag. Taking Mom with one arm around her shoulders, she holds my waist and we trail out of her home together. 
 
    “I can’t see him, Selina.” Her mourning pours out as a plea when we approach the room where Leo’s dead body lies. “He tried to kill you. He hit me. I shot him, I shot him!” Her chest heaves. 
 
    “I know, Momma. I know. It’s not your fault.” I try to soothe her. “Just a few steps to the garage. You don’t have to look, Momma. Just don’t look.” Her face is buried into my neck. Without her heels, she’s a few inches shorter than me. Her golden-brown hair now has a few flecks of gray and I stroke it while she clutches onto me. 
 
    “Here.” Hawk pulls her from me, and cradles her into his chest, facing her away from the aftermath. I follow closely behind, and I dare to see the bastard who ruined her, us. Leo is wrapped in plastic. The blood still coats the floor, and there are boots by his feet. I drag my gaze up to find the man I felt love for with a dagger of a stare pointed at me. 
 
    “Fucking asshole,” I spit. 
 
    In my ripped dress and broken spirit, I strut out with my spine straight. I may be wounded, but I’m still the boss of me and I control what happens next. I won’t fall at any man’s feet. I will never give my heart to a man again. Never, ever again. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    At their clubhouse, I sit at the bar in my ruined party dress. Hawk helped me to drug my mom to go to sleep. Their club doctor came and looked her over. He gave her medicine to help her relax, hence her passing out in Hawk’s bed. She was hysterical, not that I could blame her. Hawk sits with me now in their main room while I’m nursing a vodka on the rocks. Anything to drown out the misery. 
 
    I appreciate his silence. The soft rock music in the background mellows out the rage in my veins. Thoughts of vengeance wrap me up like a tornado to wreak havoc on Snake for what he did. I could do it too. It would be simple. I could just as easily steal his world right out from underneath him. 
 
    Somehow, we made it here as enemies. I never saw the man right in front of me. I was ready to give Snake more than any riches in the world. I was ready to give him me. With the crash of my strength, the adrenaline dwindles like ice in my veins. I’m fucking cold and my heart is frozen meat. My chest burns with regret. I thought he loved me. It doesn’t feel possible I will make it through the night. 
 
    I learned to love once. 
 
    I wish for what I believed in with Snake more than wanting to hurt him. I would give anything to make the pain stop. The man I dreamed would be mine is gone. I want my future and dreams back. It was beautiful until it was… tragic. It’s fire and brimstone and now I know I loved him with all my heart because it’s the only way to explain why I want to hurt him as much as he did me. I’ll never give another what I gave Snake. I take the tornado swirling inside with my regret and emotions in my chest and I lock it all away. I push it aside to save myself from him. 
 
    Absently, I let the words free. “You ever feel like someone stole your world and stabbed you in the back?” Lifting the glass, I drain the contents down my throat. 
 
    He lightly chuckles. “Baby, I don’t think there is a man in this club who hasn’t been through the shit. I will tell you it never ends good. For either party. When you start, there is no end… until you both are ruined. Stay away from guns and knives for the next week, okay?” 
 
    Hawk is cute, especially when he winks. I follow his lead and the laugh that escapes is full, and my tense muscles start to relax. “I’m afraid I wouldn’t be any good with those. My tactics are a bit more subtle than that.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Hawk’s hand squeezes my knee. It’s not overly flirty but somehow comforting. Like a friend being there, just sitting there. It’s a break from the tournament, because I desperately want to cry, anything to take the sting away. With a lift of my hand, I pick up the bottle and pour more into my glass. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    In the main room, I find Hawk touching her. He must have a death wish if he’s touching my woman. She is mine to touch and now to destroy. Our war is far from over, and until I release her, she is mine. From my view, the slit in her dress exposes Selina’s entire right leg. Hawk reaches for her leg and grips her knee. Selina leans to her right and bumps his shoulder while they exchange words. 
 
    Does this asshole have no boundaries? Years back, he fucked over my sister and here he is touching Selina? Oh, hell fuckin’ no. Like a bull, the built-up tension and rage explode. I charge from behind and grip his cut to drag him from his stool. It falls with the force I take him from it and bounces off the floor. 
 
    Hawk’s beer is next and shatters at our feet. Selina gasps, “Snake! What are you doing?” She darts up from her seat and backs up in time to watch me beat her new boyfriend’s ass. He isn’t even a match for me, which just makes my blood pump faster and our fists fly. “I said no one touches her,” I roar with red spit spraying from my mouth. Blood is spilt, and the taste on my tongue makes me feel high. The need for more takes hold and captures me in its chains. I feel the familiar tingle of blacking out creeping in. 
 
    Hawk has my cut in his hands and he headbutts me, using the momentum to push me back into someone’s arms. “Fuck you, Snake,” he growls back and spits blood at my feet. “You abandoned her alone and another man wrapped his hands around her neck and almost killed her.” 
 
    A thick arm wraps around my neck like an anaconda and squeezes. I kick and pull, trying to get out. Selina stands off in the corner alone with her arms around her body. Hawk goes to check on her, and I fight even harder. The hold on me is too tight and I can’t get out. I start to see stars, losing oxygen, and just before my body goes completely limp, I’m let go enough so I can breathe. “Calm the fuck down, cabróncito,” fucking Ghost taunts me, calling me a little asshole. 
 
    Now that my vision is back, Prez is directly in front of me. Fuego stands an inch from my face with his arms crossed. His face is a deep red from the anger he keeps trapped. “¿Estás loco? ¡Me cago en la hostia!” Fucking shit, he yells at me in Spanish, asking if I’m crazy. It’s then that Ghost releases me completely, but Fuego keeps his burning glare trained on me. Daring me to act out of line in his presence or suffer the beatdown he or Ghost will deliver. When I don’t move, he concedes. 
 
    “You two, my office,” Prez demands, and Ghost shoves me in that direction. I take the first seat and Selina takes the one to my left. “Start from the beginning, Snake, now.” Ghost shuts the door and stays right behind us, creepy asshole that he is. 
 
    “Ask the princess here about the shit she has been up to. Ask about Thomas Sala, Pops.” I expect him to flinch, to grow enraged and kill her on the spot. No, the Prez doesn’t even blink. 
 
    “Who is that, and mind explaining to me why I would care? Snake, you are as delusional as you are stupid,” Selina smarts off and her face scrunches, seeing the blood pour from my nose. 
 
    Prez tosses a t-shirt at me, and I hold it to my nose. He rubs a hand down his face and addresses me. “Snake, she doesn’t know who he is, and Leo has no idea about you either. You’re wrong. Leo and his men believe they killed Thomas’s murderer years ago. They didn’t send Selina here to fish you out for them.” He shakes his head. “After Thomas died, while you were off being a teenager, getting drunk, and fucking pussy, who do your think cleaned up the loose ends? Me, the Prez, and Ghost. We set someone up to take the fall. No one is after you or us for his death.” 
 
    Shit, that changes a lot about what I thought. It’s still not enough though. Why did she do what she did to her mom and those women? 
 
    Fuego slams his bottle of tequila on his desk and takes a shot. “Selina, tell me your side of this bullshit.” 
 
    She crosses her arms over her chest and tells a story I will never fucking forget in my life. 
 
    “I was taught by my real dad how to analyze data. I’m good… too good. My mom was struggling for years to keep her nonprofit going, a shelter for battered women. She was having a party, a lot like tonight, when she met Leo, an investor. He took an interest in her and an even bigger one in me. He taught me the other side of business, except I was young, and I didn’t know whose accounts I was touching. 
 
    As I got better, I got bigger accounts, and by that time, I figured out exactly what Leo was teaching me—to launder big money through my mom’s business. I was using her, but I didn’t know. When I got older, I got out, but Leo has always kept me at arm’s reach, trying to blackmail me into coming back. I refused, saving up enough doing what he taught me to in order to take him out and prove to her and fix what I did. Then this asshole stole my money and tipped off Leo. Here we are now, in this gigantic mess. I was a couple of weeks short of getting free and clear. I had Marco ready to take over as their boss and I would walk free.” 
 
    “No one ever walks free, Selina,” my Pops informs her. “Marco would have been your new Leo. You need a team to pull off a heist like that. Strength in numbers, ¿sabes?” She nods and swallows hard. “Mi esposa, Cindy, has brought you clothes. Change and go to bed. If all checks out, we will get you out of here tomorrow.” 
 
    Ghost sees her out, and I’m left with the one man I didn’t want to disappoint. “¿Qué debo hacer? What should I do?” I ask. 
 
    “Mijo, I’m not cleaning up your mess this time, not as your padre or your Prez. Lo resolverás por tu cuenta. You’ll have to figure this one out on your own.” 
 
    There is no clear direction or road to take. I’m left with accusations and what I believe to be the truth. If I’m wrong, I basically threw myself on the grenade pulled the pin myself… 
 
    I betrayed and destroyed the woman I loved. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 26 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for the Prez to confirm my story to be true. 
 
    I never went after their club. 
 
    I never tried to ruin Snake. 
 
    But he did ruin me. 
 
    My life has undoubtably changed. It hurts to believe I once cared for his arms and strength. I trusted him to protect me. 
 
    My head feels groggy and disoriented from the events of the night before. I could hardly believe it when I woke up. I had to be in a bad dream. Except I was living it. I need fresh air and space to breathe. I grab a cup of coffee from the kitchen and make my way to the backyard alone. I push back the memories of the last time we were here and close my eyes, daydreaming what a year from now will be like. 
 
    “Hey.” A gorgeous woman strolls in through the back door, and I glance her way. She has long brunette hair with dark purple peeking through and tattoos covering her arms. 
 
    I hold my coffee. “Morning… or afternoon. I’m not sure what time it is.” 
 
    “You won’t know what’s up for a few days. I’m Jazz.” Her smile is bright and warm. “I was told you had a hell of a night. I wanted to check on you. Do you need anything? This offer includes kicking Snake’s ass.” 
 
    “I’m shocked you’re standing here right now, to be honest. And even more struck that you’re on my side.” 
 
    “I’ve been on the receiving end of your story. I’m here for Snake too. He went off the deep end. Not defending him to you, but he has been there for me. You want to tell me about it?” 
 
    “No, not really. It feels like a blur. I haven’t been able to wrap my emotions to land on anything long enough to understand how I even feel. I feel fucked.” I sway from wanting to cry to wanting to throw this damn mug against the wall. 
 
    “Do them all, Selina. Feel them all and then release them back into the world.” 
 
    “What?” I croak with a hoarse tone. 
 
    She places a hand on my forearm and murmurs, “If you want to cry, cry. Scream until your throat hurts. You want to fight? I’ll find a prospect, and the Prez will order him to take your hits. I can make it happen. What do you need?” 
 
    Suddenly, it gets harder to breathe. My eyes sting and the anger pushes me to yell. “Snake used me like a fucking ragdoll. He fucked me, made me feel like he cared, that he actually loved me. Only in the end, he tossed me to the fucking wolves to be killed. All for what, Jazz? So he could get off knowing he got me? I haven’t done anything wrong.” The mug in my hand goes sailing across the porch and shatters against the wall. 
 
    I whisper, “I ruined my mom’s life. I was so close… so close to being free.” Out of time, options, and strength, my body folds in. 
 
    Jazzy wraps her arms around me and my head falls onto her shoulder. The tears pour from my eyes. They release the disappointment and regret wrapped around me like a rope, tying my hands and my life. I failed her. 
 
    “You didn’t fail, Selina. Not by a long shot.” She pulls me back and the determination in her grip seeps into me. “Get showered and put on some clothes. We are taking it all back. Whatever you feel he took, we are getting it back. Starting with your mom.” 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    I jolt awake from the freezing cold water being poured over my head. I gasp through the water and jump out of bed. A pissed-off Jazz stands at the foot of my bed with a large plastic cup in her hand. 
 
    “You dumbass motherfucker. Don’t even get me started how the fuck Selina has hand marks on her throat. I’m pissed you put any woman in a position like that.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here and talking about?” I growl, “She lied to me, Jazz. I was ready for her. In. My. Life.” 
 
    “She didn’t lie to you at all. What she was going through was none. Of. Your. Business. If you, wanted to know more, you ask. You don’t engage in games and start manipulating her to win. What kind of shit is that? You expect trust when you gave none? How long were you lying, not only to her but to me? If you needed help, you didn’t call. I would have been there for you. What the hell is wrong with you that your world is ten-kinds-of-fucked-up fifty-shades-of-gray?” 
 
    “She could have told me—” 
 
    “What, personal shit, like you share with the rest of us?” 
 
    My jaw ticks and my teeth grind at every turn in this situation. “I’m the bad guy here? Fuck that. No.” 
 
    “Yeah, keep your stubborn ass ideas. Just get your shit together and don’t spend years like me and Spider before we figured it out. By then, the woman who is meant to be yours may be someone else’s. Get your pants on and get in the office. Spider is waiting, and he isn’t happy with you, pendejo.” 
 
    “Fuck!” I roar, and Jazz flips me off on her way out. 
 
    “I’m going to Abuela’s, so get ready for your shitstorm.” 
 
    “I’m living it already!” 
 
    “Good!” She slams the door shut and stomps down the hallway. I snatch my pants off the floor and shove my legs through them to go find the others. 
 
    In Coyote’s office, I find Spider, Ghost, and Fuego. Spider clicks through several pages, then tuns around. “It all checks out. All of what Selina said. How she did it and why, I can’t prove otherwise. She never took a withdrawal, deposits only. The account is in both her and her mom’s name. I hacked her phone and Leo was constantly harassing her. She’s been putting her own money that she makes off selling houses into the account. I’m not looking any further, because it’s none of our business what she did.” 
 
    “Did you hear that, Snake?” Coyote scowls. “I told you to wait. You never stole her money.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Fuego stands and confirms. “It was your money. I told Coyote he doesn’t do anything without talking to me first. You don’t make decisions around here, I fucking do. You want your money back? You can ask Selina yourself. See if she’ll cut you a check.” 
 
    “How did you know?” I ask Prez. 
 
    “I asked Spider to keep tabs on her the first day her name was mentioned. Then he watched you. I’ve been a step ahead of this shitshow since day one. I’m the Prez, the fucking boss. When I tell you to do something, you fucking do it and how I want it done, Snake.” 
 
    “I don’t want his money.” Selina steps in through the door. Head high, she holds her ground. “If we’re done here, I’m leaving. Spider, I’ll contact you when I get home and you can transfer his money into his account. Jazz is giving us a ride home. Fuego, thank you.” 
 
    The fierceness in her is back and she takes control. Through the chaos, she broke and then put it all back together like the strong fucking woman I know her to be. My fiera doesn’t look back my way. She strides out of here reborn and determined. Is that what being a boss is all about, feeling without the emotions controlling you? Watching and preparing, not for vengeance but to minimize the damage? 
 
    I’ve been a fool, believing if I showed my loyalty with mercilessness, Fuego would see my strength. To prove I would and could protect us, and in the end, I didn’t. The part I completely missed was how much it tore me apart to see her walk out. Seeing Selina turn her back on me, I knew in my gut and heart I would never be the same. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 27 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    The urge to run and flee from this hellhole is great. I feel the anxiety rise in my chest with each beat of my heart. If I’m going to lose my shit, there’s no way I’m going to do it anywhere near Snake. I wrap my arms around myself and roll my head around. At least Cindy, Fuego’s wife, gave me some decent clothes, a t-shirt and leggings. I tossed my dress in the trash without a second thought as I hold my clutch and heels in my hand. Even if the dress wasn’t ruined, the memories of that night will be front and center in my nightmares without the dress as a reminder. These damn flip flops won’t get me very far, but the simple thoughts are a good distraction. I already let go once, and I’m not going to happen again any time soon. 
 
    I can cry or let hatred war inside of me. All these thoughts and feelings are so extreme, I can barely hold myself together. Not to mention the pictures playing in my mind of Leo’s dead eyes and blood flowing from his body. It all has me swept up and twisted in this hell. 
 
    Jazzy said she had to grab the keys and would meet me outside. I look over my shoulder and hold my breath. Seeing Snake like this drives me to near insanity. This time, it’s his lookalike… Fuego. He is so confident with how he presents himself, much like his son. I blink and turn away, looking for distractions. Everything here is a constant reminder. “Your mom?” Fuego inquires. 
 
    “She’s not good. She’s in the car waiting to go home.” 
 
    He nods once. “She’ll need you to push her. You’ll know what to do and when. You’re a smart girl.” 
 
    “Why are you here, Fuego?” 
 
    He cants his head. “Like I was saying… smart. We need to discuss matters of Leo leaving the country permanently. When she is ready, but it needs to be soon, ¿sabes? You understand? The other thing, his partners are going to come asking questions. You come here. When you need me, you come.” 
 
    “Fuego, I won’t lead them to you. I can cover my own story. I can move his life around. No one will know—” 
 
    “Mijita, you will need me. It’s not just you. Snake inserted himself and it pulled us all in. I’m sending Spider, Jazzy’s husband, over to your office en una hora to get to work. He will meet you there, and the two of you will work together to cover the bank end. I got the rest. I need to know who else was in on your plan.” 
 
    Shit, I think over my plan and I’m so screwed. “I was going to give Marco his business when I took it out from under him. He’s going to know I did something. He also knows about the problem we had with Ava’s cop ex-boyfriend. After last night, he could go to him to screw me over.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to Marco. I’ll be in touch. You okay?” 
 
    “I’m not.” The question breaks me so much that I can’t even say ‘okay’. It’s so not fucking okay. My head shakes and the tears fall freely. I don’t know why or how, but Fuego feels real and has that comfort I’ve been missing. My dad. 
 
    He pulls me to his chest and tenderly tells me, “It’s going to be okay, mijita, you’ll see. I’m here and my club will get you through. And the rest, you got. You know the thing about a woman is their hearts are like tigers, fearless. Use it as your strength and not your weakness, sí?” 
 
    I nod and wipe my tears. “Fight for me.” 
 
    “That’s it. Now, go rebuild, get stronger, be Battle Born.” 
 
    I ugly cry right in front of the Prez. “Battle Born. Got it. What doesn’t kill me…” 
 
    “Kills them.” He gives me a two-finger salute and walks away, his back tall and his chin up. I straighten my spine and look up to the sun. 
 
    Always look up, I remind myself. Jazzy walks up and watches me. “There is only a handful of people who actually touch let alone hug the Prez, girl. You are fucking special. Let that sink in.” She shakes her head, mumbling, “That was some shit to see.” She gets in and starts the car, and I slide in the passenger side and check on Mom. She’s gone in her own world, staring out the window. 
 
    “I’m going to stay with you while you and Spider get your business dealt with. Someone needs to help out.” Jazzy informs me she will be watching my mom. I’m glad it’s her and not Ava. I don’t want to involve her in any of this mess. Ave knows everything there is to know about me, but she’s innocent in her own way. I want to keep it that way. I don’t want to taint her life if it’s not necessary. 
 
    Once we get to my place, Mom engages with Jazzy in some conversation, almost as if nothing has happened in the past twenty-four hours. Sighing to myself for strength, I head to the bathroom, feeling comfortable enough to clean up knowing that Mom is in good hands. I shower and pull on clean clothes. Before I leave, Jazzy gives me her phone number as well as Fuego’s and Spider’s. “She’ll be okay. I’m going to get her to eat and maybe watch some TV. I got her, don’t worry.” 
 
    “She is awake, but she doesn’t talk about anything important. I’m waiting for her to fall apart, and it scares the shit out of me. When her mind finally catches up to reality, it’s going to be intense.” 
 
    “When she’s ready, she will. Just know that eventually she will be okay,” Jazzy offers, and I wonder how she knows, but I don’t have time to pry. I have to go to work, and I’ll do just about anything to get rid of this nightmare. As scary as it is, Fuego and Jazz helped me to believe the end is closing in. After this is all done, where does it leave me? How long can I live feeling like my heart has been gutted? Regardless, there is no other choice but through, one moment at a time. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 28 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    I’ve been pacing across the floor in my room, for how long I can’t even begin to tell you. It feels like my heart is doing time for what I did. She loved me and I tossed it aside. It’s eating me alive, because she was my match. I didn’t want to admit it, not even to myself, but she was the woman who could see through my bullshit. Not only did I let her go, but I could also have killed her. I took her life in my hands and squeezed with all my strength. For once, the rage and venom coursing through my veins has turned against me and is now torturing my own heart slowly. Even my own mind and body know I deserve nothing less. Now that I know the truth, I can see her and not the story I wanted to see. I took advantage and got lazy. I thought I was playing the game that I’d mastered to perfection. But I was wrong. The worst mistake of my life is laid before me. 
 
    I sabotaged myself and ruined my father’s respect for me. Lacing my hands behind my head, I pull in an unsteady breath. I want to puke at how pissed-off and disgusted with myself I am. If there was an award for being an asshole, I won it, hands down. 
 
    My door flies open and it hits the wall. Fuego stands there and growls, “We have shit to clean up, and not fucking cry like a pussy. Man up and get your shit together. You have your woman to protect.” 
 
    “What?” My chest beats for the first time in hours. “Did something happen?” 
 
    “Marco is going to go after her. Get your head in this and clean it up. That’s what being a man is, Snake, not fucking and fighting. Taking care of the hard shit. Let’s go, now.” 
 
    My Pops’s grit grabs my attention like a kick to my balls. I dress in my cut and boots. I’ve got to clean this up once and for all. This time, I’m going to end it the right way. 
 
    Fuego yells, “Church, five minutes!” 
 
    The brothers are all here still from the night before, and one by one we file in. The heavy door is closed and locked behind the last man. My nerves skyrocket. They’re all crammed in the room, the retired brothers in the back and all the officers sitting around the table. 
 
    The Prez swings the gavel and starts the meeting. “First off, we need to update you on what happened.” He doesn’t leave out any details. He puts every transgression and mistake I’ve made out there. I hold my head high, not showing any weakness or I’ll get my patched stripped. “It’s time Snake is held to the standards of the club. His future is in your hands.” He waits for the brothers to collectively take in his words. 
 
    Ghost, the VP, scowls before he tells me what’s on his mind. “Snake, you’ve been a son to us all being who you are. Until now, you’ve been spotless, and that saves you from your patch being stripped by me.” 
 
    The Sergeant-in-Arms, Tito, nods. “These boys need us to start stepping aside. It’s time we make them leaders, keep ‘em accountable for not only themselves but the responsibilities. I won’t strip his patch.” 
 
    Cruz, the Road Captain, agrees and amends, “It’s time. Snake needs a seat at the table. I vote for Snake as our new Enforcer.” 
 
    Stone, the current Enforcer, gets up from his seat. I’ve known him since I was a boy and always knew him as a stone-cold mean motherfucker. He holds my gaze and pointedly says, “Aye.” 
 
    Gringo clears his throat and the room quiets. His face is still bruised and healing from the night I exploded. “I was an asshole for the shit I pulled with Misty. Snake put me on my ass, and I deserved it. We don’t hurt women or disrespect them. Thank you, brother, for upholding what should be done.”  
 
    “Anytime you need that reminder, I have no problem giving you that lesson—again.” I know Gringo is making his way in life, but we all have lines and some we will not cross. 
 
    “It’s why you should be the Enforcer. I won’t let you down because you are one mean motherfucker when you strike. I’m glad you’re on our side. I vote aye.” 
 
    The room unanimously says the same and votes me in as the new Enforcer. Stone glares at me and grins. “Don’t think my seat is easy. It’s going to be harder because I’ll be right behind you, telling you how much of a pussy you are. Your dick stroking days are over, Snake. Take the seat I kept, and don’t make me remind you what an ass kicking feels like.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about Marco?” Fuego asks me. 
 
    “Check his phone records and whereabouts, see who he’s talking to first, and come back for a plan after that.” 
 
    “Then?” Fuego demands. 
 
    “We kill him and anyone else who comes after us. We protect what’s ours at all costs.” 
 
    He agrees and reminds me, “You stay on the job until it is finished, and you don’t do shit without talking to me or Ghost first. There will be no more problems.” 
 
    I haven’t earned this from them, their loyalty, but here we are. It’s not believable. It was always expected of me to take over as the Prez, and from what my Pops has said, I thought I was shooting straight to the top. Ugly words whisper at me that this is a demotion. He doesn’t believe in me, that I was ready. 
 
    In a split second, I see my problem. The way I see myself. I’ve been good in the past, too good, and I think about Selina, being a boss with her head and not seeing her emotions. They are giving me more and what I do with it makes me the boss I am, no matter the seat I hold. We are in this together. This shit is not about me. Just like fire to ashes to dust, it’s time I raise up and be the man they see, the man I know they helped to build me to be. 
 
    “Bueno, I don’t want one fucking hair on Selina’s head touched or her mother’s. This belongs to all of us and I want it buried. Deep. Hawk,” the Prez calls, “I want you to watch Selina. If she allows you in her business and home, better. Stay with her. We need to earn her trust back and not make an enemy of her. Just the opposite.” 
 
    What the motherfucking fuck fuck! I don’t want Hawk in her presence. So that horny fucking asshole can do what? Exactly what the fuck I did? I don’t erupt and cause a scene, because Fuego and Ghost watch me. They’ve trained their laser focus on me to catch me slip. They want to test my patience. Oh, I have it, and there is no way Hawk can touch what I already claimed. I’m getting her back, consider it done. Also, the reason Prez would do this to me is to push me to go and claim her. Smart, Pops, I fucking hear you. 
 
    “Snake, you stay. The rest of you, get to work.” Fuego ends the meeting, slamming the gavel on the wood block. After the room clears, the Prez lights a cigar. “You and I need to get this shit straight. You weren’t given that road name because you are a snake and will be some kind of poisonous, sneaky, dark enemy. No, the animal itself is misunderstood, much like people and you. They can be good and evil, depending on the circumstance. They are power and strength, both enticing and dangerous by nature. Mijo, they also need to be reborn, shedding their skin. You need to heal from your wrongs and come back anew, stronger, and wiser. One day, you will be the Prez, but not until you’re ready. The problema is things come naturally for you, and when they don’t, you fight yourself. You go against the good in you. Until you find the balance, you cannot lead, not with darkness, but with wisdom, strength, heart, and power. You being the Enforcer, it is what we decided is the best course, not only for the club but for you. Enforce our rules, protect the members, handle conflicts, and when necessary, fight.” 
 
    The sarcasm rests on my tongue and I bite it back. I want to argue what I can do. If I want change, if I want better, I not only have to show my Prez, but most importantly, my Pops better. “I’ve only known the world and myself to be one way. It’s hard to picture it differently.” 
 
    “Start to learn, because your war with yourself has just begun. I’ll give you one other gift today because I’m generous. Selina is yours, and if you don’t get her back, you will always be in your own war. She is what will ground you and teach you when you need it. I won’t be around forever, but she will teach you when I cannot.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Abuela knows. We saw the way you two danced. Some relationships snap into place. She came to give you light in your dark at the right time. Start to believe in it or she will pass you by. She may love you, but she also loves herself. Selina will share it with you, and it’s what you need. Sure, she needs you in ways to protect her, but the real strength is when you freely give respect and love back.” 
 
    I’m struck dumb with this information. Just mindfucked. You could say there is nothing wrong and at the same time, it’s all wrong. I’ve always done what I want and when I want. I didn’t give a damn of what others thought of me. Now, my club is calling me to raise the bar, for them to walk beside me and me beside them. Be the man who can change when it’s time. I’m not running from what comes next—if anything, I’m fighting for it. Then there is my woman. With my own two hands, I ripped her apart. I didn’t give a fuck if it was fucked up, I did it for me, to teach her a lesson. To feed the darkness that walks beside me. 
 
    I either learn to adapt and take this on, or I will always walk alone. A snake can be what it chooses to be, a sinner or reborn a saint with strength. Either one will walk in line with the darkest of shadows. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 29 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    Spider and I got the accounts situated at my office. He is a smart guy. I haven’t met a person quite like him. I did tell him all my secrets and we worked for hours cleaning things up. He also taught me a lot on the security systems I didn’t know. It was a relief to get lost in a world I felt control in. I did something to clean up the mess my life is in. He ordered me to head straight home when we were done. I had no arguments on my part. It scares me what can happen next. My priority is keeping my mom safe. Jazzy is lucky to have found him. 
 
    When I drive around the corner, my heart hits the asphalt. I’m not ready to see Snake, and I don’t know if I will ever be again. It wasn’t his bike though, and the idiot in me wishes he would run after me like some lovesick fool. So I could what? Tell him off again and again because I would feel better for just a bit? I could see him. Why doesn’t he care? It’s what eats me up the most. I wish he was hurting just as much, if not more than me. The pain I feel in my heart and soul at this moment… I’m a fool and a complete contradiction. My heart needs him, and yet it’s broken by distrust. In truth, I don’t know what I want, just that I can’t be with him. 
 
    Jazzy sits with Mom on the couch and one other man, Hawk. “What’s going on here?” I slide onto the couch next to her, giving her a tight embrace. 
 
    “Fuego.” Her eyebrows rise. She doesn’t remember half of what has happened since we gave her meds and she was knocked out for hours. “He sent Hawk to look after us for the interim, and Jazzy too.” 
 
    Hawk clears his throat. “Prez was adamant to say, only if I was invited in, he wants to help make this right, Selina. He wants me here to look after you in case Marco bothers you. Just until all of this is resolved.” 
 
    Mom’s body clenches in my grip. “What is going on, Selina? Where is Leo?” 
 
    I swallow because the answers are bitter and ugly. “You remember what I told you about the past between me and Leo?” She nods, and I keep going. “Well, Leo had a debt on your business with his investors. To get him out of the picture, I needed enough cash to pay them off. And with his business, there needed to be a new boss to run the cash. You can’t just up and run, Leo made you accountable. To do that, new deals need to be made with a new boss. It's what I talked to Marco about, that when I got rid of Leo, he would take over the business. Except…” 
 
    “Snake cut in and Marco was cut out?” 
 
    “Yes. Marco will be pissed and looking for Leo, so are others. Leo is gone, Mom, buried. I don’t know how, but I helped to make it look like he ran off with your cash, except he didn’t. We have a plan, and it should work, but we need you to agree that Leo left. Whatever story you want as to why, but with some truth is always the best.” 
 
    Her eyes water and she covers her face. “This is all my fault. I should have never—” 
 
    “Momma, no, it’s mine.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I knew Leo did some dark and undesirable things, Selina. In Brazil, it’s not uncommon. Men do what they need to take care of their family. I just didn’t know you were included in his work this whole time.” 
 
    “Are you saying you knew about what he did with your shelter?” 
 
    “Yes. I didn’t care as long as it didn’t affect what I did to help them. I turned my back to it. You understand?” Holy shit, this changes everything. What I thought I was protecting her from, she already knew. “I… I saw his hands around your throat and the gun at his waist. Oh my God, I killed him. All of this is because of greed. He grew distant, and in the end, he didn’t care what I did or about us anymore. Selina, please forgive me. If I would have known, I would have never…” 
 
    “Mom, no, I’m okay. We will be okay. I’m not upset with you. Not at all.” I don’t let her go. I let her tears and regret wash over us. Finally, all our secrets are out, and for the first time, I don’t feel the unbearable weight from them. I don’t feel so alone carrying this burden. 
 
    “Still, Marcella, we need you to stick to the story, for life. It needs to be concrete, set in stone. You can never change it nor can you ever tell another person. If you do, it’s life or death. If you see Marco, get rid of him without acting out. It’s vital,” Hawk tells her, and by the look of fear on her face, I know she gets it. “All you know is that you and Leo have been fighting and growing distant, like you said for years. He up and left one day with no word, taking his money with him, and you have no idea where to. Be sad or angry about it, but be consistent.” 
 
    “We’ll file the divorce papers and his body will be found eventually. It’ll be cleaned up, just be patient with us. Sell the house as soon as you can. We don’t want the cops looking for evidence.” 
 
    I’m tempted to go burn that house to the ground. If we wouldn’t look suspicious with the insurance claims, I would go light the match myself. Anything to erase the feel of his hands around my throat, cutting off my air supply. His hatred for me will stick to me for the rest of my life. Absently, a shiver runs through me as I run my hands over my throat. 
 
    Hawk sits next to me and wraps an arm around my shoulder. “I would have killed him for you, if I could. The memory will fade, I promise. You need to stay out of sight until those bruises heal. Not even Ava can know.” 
 
    “You’ll need to kidnap me to make that happen. Ava will not give up easily.” 
 
    He chuckles and grips me a bit tighter. “I can imagine. Put makeup on or wear a scarf. You girls know what you’re doing—just do it.” 
 
    “Does that chuckle mean you like Ava, Hawk?” 
 
    “If I did?” 
 
    “Then I will become your worst nightmare, because I will crawl over your backside if you hurt her.” 
 
    “Woman, I wouldn’t argue.” Hawk kisses my forehead and moves back over to the loveseat. 
 
    Marcella grins and questions, “You’ve been married before, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, a long time ago. What tipped you off?” 
 
    “The ‘I wouldn’t argue’ part. What happened?” 
 
    “Mom, you can’t ask that. Stop being nosy,” I reprimand. 
 
    “Yes, I can. What happened?” 
 
    “It was a long time ago. I married too young, and then we grew apart.” 
 
    Jazzy snorts. “He fucked her friend’s sister behind her back. Don’t sugarcoat it.” 
 
    “I remember, Jazz. I did the fucking,” Hawk growls. Jazzy throws her hands up and glares back. “Get over it already. Like I said, we grew apart and now Vegas lives in Reno with her husband, Blade, has three kids, is still a knockout, and is happy.” 
 
    My mouth drops open before I can utter, “Vegas is your ex-wife? As in Snake’s sister? How the hell are you alive?” 
 
    Hawk smirks. “Snake gave me a good beating for it. Vegas is happy where she is, and in the end, even after I did what I did, she’s happy. End of story.” 
 
    Marcella frowns. “But, Hawk, you’re not.” 
 
    “I don’t know that I’m unhappy. Shit is settled, and you’ll see, even in your chaos now, it works out for the best. You may have not wanted it this way, but it did happen and for a reason.” 
 
    How can I picture this differently? The way I had it planned out, everyone would have lived. If what Fuego said was true, I was betting on Marco and Leo letting me walk away. Was I just too naïve to think otherwise? All the planning in the world can never prepare you for every different scenario. If that’s the case, maybe all of this did happen for a reason. Except Snake. His part hurts too damn much to understand. Snake was the wild card that was dealt, and that I wasn’t prepared for. How could anyone be prepared to lose their heart to another person? 
 
    Jazzy hands me a beer and taps the top. “To new beginnings.” 
 
    “I just don't feel the ‘new’. How about a toast to ‘ran-over train wreck love affair to new beginnings’?” 
 
    “My cousin is a dumbass. Give him time to learn. To some, it’s not always black and white. Snake is one of those who lives where there are shades of gray,” Jazzy recommends. Snake is complex and I saw that from the beginning. It’s hard for me to believe what I meant to him. I could feel him seeping in. He wrapped his essence around me. He was my man. I had everything in my grasp, and he ripped it away from me. Why, if he loves me like she claims, would he do it? I get it, she will always champion for him and not for me. There are some lessons you don’t need to learn twice. I want to be loved and protected at all costs, even if I must do it myself, I will. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 30 
 
    Spider 
 
      
 
    There isn’t enough miles or roads long enough to give me the answers I need. Never had to ask for redemption or forgiveness from my club or from a woman… my woman. Shit, never had someone I called mine before either. All this is new and it’s giving me a fucking headache. Selina is still on my mind and is cracking open the armor I didn’t realize she’d made. She was at the wrong place, at the wrong time in her life. I had no choice but to do what I do best—play to win. But I was wrong. I expected the worst and I lost not only her but the entire game. My Pops, Indio, and even Coyote, they all tried to warn me, but my pride was bigger than all of it. It shadowed over even her. 
 
    My ego poisoned the best thing I’d ever found. Never would have thought I would find a woman who would complete and complement who I am all wrapped up in a single person. Selina’s intelligence, strength, beauty—she’s the whole fucking package and then some. The woman of my dreams come to life and within my grasp, she slipped right through my fucking fingers. I have no one to blame but myself. When my actions changed the woman who was sweet on my tongue to bitter, I had to recalculate my expectations of myself and my actions. How do I convince and prove to her that she’s meant to belong to me and only me? I am a prisoner, held by her rules, revealed by her intentions, and the only way out is through her and by her hands. I’ll die before I leave this world without the taste of her on my lips again. 
 
    I roll around the words my Pops said to me—to lead with wisdom, strength, heart, and power. With her, I didn’t give my heart or wisdom. I cut her so deep, it made me bleed. Fuck, I would torture any man who did what I did, but instead, I wielded the knife that created the wound. She’s everything. If what Fuego says is true, she is mine and I have no choice but to win her back. The view of the world becomes clear and my purpose has more focus. His words take on a new meaning with clarity. Suddenly, the anger that usually trails me isn’t so dark. It starts to fade away to the point of control. 
 
    Selina is my world, my salvation, and it would be bitter and chaotic without her. I redirect my path, not only in life but on this road, and head back to her, for her, to be with her. My soul pulls me in the direction I know will lead me to where my heart already resides. To the woman who has had it all along and where our future is laid at her feet. The miles seem long, and they torture the predator inside of me. It’s late, but I had to get eyes on Marco and get that part of the problem situated first. Selina is mine and, along with my club and my family, her love, safety and wellbeing will always be priority. 
 
    Her house is shrouded in darkness except for a light somewhere upstairs. I send Hawk a text since I know the bastard is here. He comes to the door and creaks it open, quietly and slowly. His smug face says he knows why I’m here. 
 
    “Knock your shit off, fucker.” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “I’ll fuck you up again like I did awhile back, in case you forgot.” 
 
    “If you didn’t know this, I’m telling you now, I didn’t fight back because I knew then that you were right. Why don’t you save your fight for the woman upstairs.” The fucker issues a statement, not a question. 
 
    If I had more time, I would beat his ass for good, but this time, he’s right. Quietly, I walk up the stairs. In her darkened room, half her body is out of the blankets. Sitting next to her, I run a hand up her exposed leg. She rolls and snuggles under the blanket. “Selina,” I whisper and kiss her forehead. 
 
    Her golden eyes open slowly but no words escape her parted lips. No sound can be heard in the darkness except for the rapid beating of both our hearts. Our eyes lock for a moment until a single tear runs down her flawless cheek and hits the pillow. “I’m sorry for what I did. I thought wrong. It was fucked up and I’ll make it right.” She watches me closely, the barrier between us thick. The heaviness wears me down like nothing I have ever felt before. 
 
    “You don’t have to feel guilt,” she croaks. “I'll be okay.” She says the words, but there is no heart behind them as the pain blankets her words. Placing my hand on her shoulder, it slides over to her throat and my thumb rubs and down. I can barely make out the bruising in the moonlight. 
 
    I rasp, “This is my fault. I want to fix it.” 
 
    Selina captures my hand and holds it to her chest. I can feel her deep breaths and pounding of her heart. It makes my own heart race with a strange mixture of agony and need. The need to make it better and right, to touch her and heal what I have caused. 
 
    “Goodnight, Snake.” She moves to turn away from me. “See yourself out.” Capturing her shoulder, I pin her to the mattress and press my lips to hers. At first, the shock prevents her from accepting and opening up to me. But she does, and I moan into her mouth, savoring her tongue and lips. 
 
    Bitter, sweet, and fucking mine. Fiera. 
 
    Selina slowly gets up on her knees and then her teeth dig into my lip. Blood explodes and the bitter taste is a hint of what is to come next. “Leave,” she demands. My hands pull her back into me as we fight. 
 
    “Never,” I promise between biting kisses. I hurt her and she wants to fight me, to make me feel her pain. I broke her and she needs to heal the pain inside of her. I’ll take it… I’ll take all. Her hands push at my shoulders and I cradle her body like the precious treasure it is. “I’ll protect you. Never again.” 
 
    Selina stills for a moment before she becomes fierce with need. This time, she pulls my cut and shirt off. I rip hers over her head, exposing her breasts to me. I shred her panties as she undoes my jeans. Within seconds, we are bare and Selina is on her back while my cock is aligned with her pussy. 
 
    Before I connect, Selina has a condom between her fingers. Effortlessly, she sheathes my shaft, and each stroke of her hands is torture. With easy strides, I glide into her. My forehead rests on hers. What if you had it all and you threw it away over pride? I did that to her, and I need to expel the guilt from my soul and make it up to her, starting now. 
 
    I worship her body and praise her with easy, soft strokes. For the first time, I make love to a woman. I memorize her body, the way it reacts to mine. Every sound leaving her, and the way her face looks beautiful in the moonlight. 
 
    Selina wraps her legs around me, cradling me with her body. She reaches down and strokes her clit. Enjoying the moment to its fullest, she takes my cock greedily, groaning and panting. Her tits sway, mesmerizing me. 
 
    “More, Snake.” I deliver, giving her anything she wants. Her pleasure becomes mine, and it makes me greedier for her in return. With quicker strides and strokes, Selina’s coming cunt squeezes my cock. My eyes close, and she makes my world go black. The explosion behind my eyelids creates another world entirely—ours. 
 
    I pour into the latex, and I promise myself I am going to claim her. Mark her body not only with my cum, but as my old lady. Forever. After the last few shocks leave my body, I pull out and find her bathroom. When I come back, she’s pulling her t-shirt back over her head. 
 
    “Remember how you fucked and dumped me? Consider this your walking papers without notice. We are done here, Snake. I may love you, but I don't need you.” Selina shoves my clothes into my chest. It’s time to bow out and fight another day. Quickly, I put my pants on and walk out her bedroom door. The lock engages behind me and my stomach hits the floor. 
 
    I’m Snake, born and raised to be a member of the Battle Born MC, where there are no rules, until I broke only one… 
 
    I betrayed the woman that I love. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 31 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    Last night felt surreal. I fucked Snake, then kicked him out of my room. My body ached for him, and knowing I would never be with him again, I wanted to selfishly take a parting gift. I also wanted to teach him a lesson. I may hurt because Snake stole from me, and in my book, that’s unforgiveable, but regardless of the circumstance, I won’t be a pawn in his life. 
 
    In the mirror of the bathroom, the red and bruising marks around my throat are starting to get an ugly orange healing color. My hair is up in a knot on my head and a bath towel is wrapped around my body. I fight past the flashbacks of Leo’s hands constricting the air to my lungs, the feeling of death coming to claim me. But I lived, and he died. For a moment, I am able to close my eyes and push past the darkness. 
 
    “One, two, three,” I whisper, then open my eyes. “I survived and he will not take anything else from me.” I take out my makeup from the drawer and dump it on the counter. With a concealer stick, I cover the worst. The odd color of green makeup marks my throat as I cover the little red dots freckled around my eyes. It will heal. Just as my love for Snake, my heart will heal and I can move on. 
 
    After several heavy layers of concealer and eyeshadow, I’m ready. I find leather leggings and a light beige sweeter. With my favorite heels on, and my confidence in place, I make my way downstairs. I told Ava I would meet her this morning at work. I’m running behind, but coffee is calling my name. 
 
    In the kitchen, I fill my to-go mug and as I pop on the lid, arms wrap around my hips. The heat of his hands seeps through the material and reaches my skin. I can smell Snake—smoke, leather, and cologne. I tense and my body betrays me, but logic warns me of danger. 
 
    “Mornin’, fiera.” He places a kiss behind my ear. “I’m not running away. You can fight me until you get the anger out, but I’ll keep pushing.” His rasped words wisp across my neck. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I use words to protect myself. “You aren’t supposed to be here. In fact, you aren’t welcome.” 
 
    “I was welcome in your bed last night. I’ll get there again. Keep talking, because your morning voice is raspy and sexy as fuck. Maybe tomorrow morning, you can come on my cock and talk dirty to me.” 
 
    “Maybe. Or it will be another man’s dick I have inside me.” 
 
    Fire lights up my ass as Snake’s hand leaves a reminder of who I’m playing with. “Gotta go.” He spins me around and pins me against the counter. “Hawk is staying with you all day. I’ll be back tonight.” His mouth takes mine in a deep, searing kiss. Snake then turns and walks out again, leaving me breathless and broken. His touch is poison. I feel bruised inside and out, and when he touches me, it is painful. I don’t know where I’m going or how I’m getting there. My bleeding heart is begging me to take time to heal. 
 
    As much as I want to pull away, I bend just enough for him to sink his fangs back in. Snake has been my poison from day one. He wraps me up with lust and promises. I just never know if or when he will strike. With him gone, I pull myself back together and put the guards in place to protect myself, the ones he obliterates so easily. I never thought there could be a man walking this earth who could break my heart just to reel me back in over and over. 
 
    It makes me think of my mom. I never understood the draw Leo had to her. Especially after she confessed that she knew he did questionable work. All that mattered to her was their love. In one night, he tried to take my life and she took his instead. Could I pull the trigger on Snake if I knew he was about to kill someone I loved, and what it would be like for me now? I take a small sip of my coffee and wash his remanence away. My fingers float over my lips. 
 
    I picture if I were in my mother’s place. Snake is my Leo, and despite his illegal activities, I fell in love. I fell for his sinful desires. I loved him for them and I craved the excitement. I can see how it’s easy to compartmentalize one’s life and live another. I am another version of the people in my life, surviving the next hit and doing questionable things in order for it to get better. 
 
    Is it what he did to me that bothers me so much, or if I had to, I would I have done the same to him? “You’ve been staring out the window for a while now. You need some help?” Hawk asks, strutting into the kitchen. He has no shirt on, showing off his six-pack, tattoos, and muscular arms, and his pants hang low on his hips He yawns and gets himself a cup of coffee. 
 
    Turning my gaze away from the male in front of me, I contemplate how to answer his question. “I need so much help, I don’t even know where to start. You know how sometimes you know what you want, and when you do get it, it wasn’t what you expected? Now, I have no clue what the hell to do with it.” 
 
    Hawk’s eyes squint. “It’s still pretty early, but I’m going to take a stab at it. You ladies love and know how to spin words into riddles. If it’s your stepdad we’re talking about, when you engage in the criminal life and gain power, you expect and plan for the unexpected. When it comes to relationships, expect the same. The difference between the two is you should be on the same side in a relationship and fight together. If I would have done that with my first wife, I would be the one with her and have three kids by now. With Snake, he’s always been a loner in a way. He works alone, and when he thought you were a threat, he took you out. He was scared and reacted like a dick. You had an opportunity to work with him and you also chose to work alone. A lot like my marriage, or any marriage actually. You both fucked up, Selina. Suck it up, buttercup, and face it instead of trying to run from it.” 
 
    My mouth falls open and I’m ready to argue, but he holds his hand up. “Shut up, let me finish.” Snapping shut, I cross my arms and raise a brow. “He should have never, as a man, left you alone to get hurt. He was pissed and felt you betrayed him. In our world, you get what you give. His reaction was careless but fueled by emotions. I can promise you this—Snake hardly ever makes a mistake and never makes the same one twice.” He pushes up from the counter. “Let me grab a shower and I’ll get ready to take you to work.” 
 
    For me and my sanity, I need to let Hawk’s words and everything settle. It all feels like a muddy mess. Inside, I’m torn, hurt, and confused. All of this has changed me. Snake and I have a savage love. We were in a race to the end. What we won was a boatload of mistrust at the expense of not being truly open. It scares me, what we have left after the lust and chemistry dies off. Does he love me? Would I really love him, if I could get past it all? I don’t want to beat him at anything. That was never my intention. At the end of the day, I needed and wanted him. Only time will tell what Snake’s intentions are from and for me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 32 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    Hiding in the building where Marco works, I watch him closely, cataloguing who comes in and out, when he takes breaks, including when he calls his secretary in for a quick fuck. I time everything. Wow, she must be very unsatisfied because a whole three minutes later, she’s sashaying out, fixing her skirt. 
 
    He has to die. 
 
    Selina made a mistake. She offered him something she didn’t yet have. In this business, that is exactly what gets a man, or woman, killed. As soon as he figures out Leo is missing, he will smell an opportunity to gain leverage over her, an advantage that will never end. 
 
    When that happens, he will call the cop her friend, Ava, was mixed up with, and both of them will end up entangled in a mess. What I’m doing now is what I do best—watching and finding the right time to strike, how I can kill him and wash it all away. I send a text to Indio and Coyote to start digging into the secretary. I would hate for her to end up in ashes over these assholes. But if I have a choice between her and my fiera, Selina wins every fucking time. 
 
    Pride surges in my chest. I always thought of myself as cold and alone. Selina changed the man in me to feel differently. She made me view the world like a different place. She gave me a reason and the will to be better. My old man was right—I don’t know what he was like before my mom, but he needed her. He didn’t get the name Fuego because he was easygoing. It’s her who tampered and tamed the beast. 
 
    I should have led by example instead of thinking I knew all there was to know already. I used Selina’s heart against her to gain her trust. I took her to my family to show her she could trust me. Except I was wrong. She saw the real parts of me and into my soul. I gained her trust, and she gave me the keys to her heart and love. Family, the real life… Selina, as strong and independent as she is, wants to be cared for and protected, to be truly and utterly loved. 
 
    Marco distracts my thoughts as he walks through his office. I stick close behind him and follow in a borrowed car from the parking garage. He makes a stop at Leo’s office. What he doesn’t know, though, is Leo took a leave of absence. He’s gone on a family emergency. At least, that is what his email said to his employees and associates. 
 
    We want Marco wild and reckless. If he is out of sorts, he’ll be distracted. We’re all working without our cuts and in nondescript vehicles. This asshole knows my face, but he hasn’t figured out who I am or about my brothers yet. This morning, a brother took Selina’s mom, Marcella, to work and he’s camped out there, where she is supposed to go about her day as normal as possible. Marcella’s a wildcard, but we’re hoping she wants to keep Selina safe and won’t fall apart. 
 
    Marco storms out with his phone to his ear. My guess is he’s calling Selina. Hawk took her phone away to control any incoming calls. No slip-ups. I call him to let him know Marco is hunting for information and Hawk confirms he did call Selina. 
 
    “Take Selina to my house. Have a brother watch Ava. Tell Selina to tell Ava she has an unexpected showing, then take her and Marcella to my house.” 
 
    “What is your plan?” 
 
    “Marco is going to be pissed he can’t find her. He’ll wait till nightfall to go to her house. We’ll follow him home and kill him with Leo’s gun. Leo is on the run, right? Cops will be looking for him.” 
 
    Hawk whistles into the phone. “You got this after following him around for half the day?” 
 
    “He’s made it easy. Already walked into Leo’s business and made a scene before he left. Cops will follow the lead. I gotta call Prez. Unless you hear from me, keep on track.” 
 
    I hang up the phone and let Fuego know my plan. He hums and thinks for a moment before he replies, “Call me when it’s done.” His determination and thirst for blood laces his words. 
 
    I called in Gringo to cover detail on Marco while I look around his neighborhood, carefully planning the details each step of the way. Spider and Coyote already exchanged emails between Leo and Marco indicating Leo owes him for a debt, which creates the motive. Marco did the rest by harassing him with phone calls and showing up at his work. 
 
    Selina is going to have to clear up her role as his date to the auction. The cops are going to want to know any and all details, which will work in our favor. She can feed them the information we want. I gave the auction a money order and signed with an anonymous name. I wasn’t on their guest register, so I don’t think it will come back to bite me in the ass. If it does, I can say I was there supporting my friend, Selina. The only two witnesses will be dead. 
 
    Leo’s been cremated and his ashes are long gone in the city landfill. After Marcella left, I cleaned the gun of her handprints and found his box of ammo. I replaced the bullet, wrapped his hand around the gun, then kept it for safekeeping. 
 
    Marco’s place is downtown, around several bars and restaurants. I walk the fire escape to his apartment first. Coyote stills the security feed as I walk through the complex to his apartment. I time my walk down the backway and through the alley, then around to the sidewalks. It’s not dark enough to walk in, they’ll remember my face. Instead, I take a drive and pick up the gun from the safe at the clubhouse. I change my clothes to sneakers, jeans, and a ballcap. 
 
    I check in with Spider and Coyote and find nothing is out of place, including Selina and Marcella. Driving back to the bars I just left, the adrenaline of the night starts to take its toll. It rolls through my veins, giving me an extreme high. I push back the urge and wait in the car around the block. 
 
    I get a text from Indio that Marco left Selina’s work after Ava told him she was out for the day. 
 
    Me: Good. 
 
    Next, I call Azul. “Heads up, brother, he’s likely on the way to Selina’s house now.” 
 
    “Got it, brother, we’re watching.” He’s been parked outside her house, waiting. Marco runs around looking for answers, and when he doesn’t find them, he heads to the bar to get a drink. The dark provides cover as I slink into the back and order a beer. 
 
    My insides howl in excitement when he leaves. I take the back exit through the alley and alert Coyote and Spider that I’m on my way. Keeping my head down, I race up the stairs since he took the elevator. I hit the landing for his floor and listen for the telling ping of the elevator. 
 
    The doors open and I count to five. Emerging from around the corner, I take purposeful strides. At his door, Marco keys in the code and walks through. I shove him forward, and he reacts quickly, swinging a fist as he faces me. I pull back, and his fist just grazes my chin. 
 
    I slam the door shut and let him look me in the eyes. “Where is she?” He snarls, “That conniving cunt, Selina.” A sick and twisted part of me wants him to see me and know who has come for him. 
 
    “You do remember my face. Then you know she belongs to me. It’s time you pay.” 
 
    “For what? I haven’t done shit.” 
 
    “Touching her.” 
 
    His face looks puzzled until it dawns on him—I saw all the small touches when they danced. A laugh erupts from his throat. “I did, and I will again, when I find her.” 
 
    “No. She’s mine and no one will get close to her again.” To antagonize him, I feed him lies to watch his own mind betray him. “She was slowly playing you, draining your bank accounts. She knows all of your secrets. How you fuck your secretary for a whole sixty seconds of dissatisfaction. Where do you think Leo is? Hiding from you. They’re both laughing their asses off at how stupid you are. You were losing this whole time and had no idea. Sad, isn’t it? You’ve been their little bitch, running around in circles.” 
 
    Marco’s face erupts into a flash of rage. Lost and out of control, he charges. Just what I wanted—a rush of life or death. He aims to pin me to the door, but I duck and throw him over my back. He hits the door then the floor with a loud grunt. 
 
    I remember the pain in Selina’s eyes, the torn dress, the bruises on her throat. I almost lost her. It lights my blood on fire. I promised her that I would protect her. The fire builds stronger on the precipice of darkness and deliverance. Because of her, I now know the difference. 
 
    My body becomes a weapon of destruction. I use his body to repay the world for the wrongs and to make them right. Gripping his suit jacket, I hold on while my fist rears back. It aches from the blow to his face, the pain rippling up into my arm. I hit him again with dull thud. Red paints his skin as blood oozes from his nose and mouth. 
 
    Holding the hair on his head, I hiss, “Tell Leo hello for me.” I slam his head to the floor and his eyes roll to the back of his head. I stand and pull the gun from my back, then squeeze the trigger twice, one in each lung. No one touches her and lives without suffering the consequences. I’ll die myself before she is ever mistreated again. As long as I live, Selina will be my woman to take care of. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 33 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    I would have never guessed Snake had such a gorgeous home in the suburbs. It’s a dream house, the kind you wait all your life for. It’s not huge, but just the right size and comfortable. The big windows facing the backyard are picturesque. It contradicts what I know of the man so far. 
 
    With the large kitchen and the grill in the back, I decided to make dinner, something simple and relaxing. While inside, I’m a bundle of nerves. Hawk wouldn’t tell me why we are here, but I know we’re in the “getting your hands dirty” part. I’ve only ever dealt with the online scams, but I’ve more than learned my lesson and I don’t want any part of it in the future. I’m keeping my nose clean. 
 
    Mom is setting the table in the backyard while I plate the steaks. Hawk has been nursing a beer, but has been glued to his phone. Whatever he is working on, he’s not sharing any details. “Come on, ass, it’s time to eat.” 
 
    He mockingly glares over his beer at me, then settles into a chair at the table. “I’ll let it slide this one time because you’re feeding me. I’m more interested in eating steak than your attitude.” 
 
    “I would just like to know something. Why are we here and not my home?” 
 
    “Just be grateful it’s not the clubhouse. Snake never brings anyone here, so that just means, princess, he’s working on something big. That’s it. Not saying shit more. Club business and you know all about keeping secrets, so drop the drama.” Hawk digs in and plates his food. 
 
    Meanwhile, the front door opens and in walks Jazzy with Snake’s mother, Cindy. She is the upscale version of a biker mom in her tight jeans and leather jacket. Jazzy spots us in the backyard and they join us outside. Cindy wraps me up in a hug that encircles me with an air of strength. It’s a quiet but palpable confidence. Her knowing eyes hold mine for a moment. 
 
    “Can I join you for dinner?” 
 
    “Most definitely.” 
 
    Jazzy glances around. “I’ve always loved this house. Coming back here brings good memories.” She tells us Spider came here for her and bought this house for them. Except in the end, she knew his heart was in Reno, with his brothers there. “I made the scariest move of my life. I packed us up and moved him home. It was hard, but we made it.” 
 
    “How did you know what was right?” 
 
    “In the end, it was harder apart than together. We all make mistakes. We both have a past and it’s never perfect. What is important is we do our best and learn to trust.” 
 
    Cindy beams at her, then she finds Hawk in the other seat eating his food and drinking. I hold my breath, wondering how she will treat Hawk. “Looks good, Hawk. Did you cook?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, these nice ladies did. Let me get you a plate.” She declines and plates her own. It’s comfortable with the conversation and catching up. It makes me respect her that much more that she isn’t bitter or resentful of what he did in the past. They seem to still have a good relationship and their interactions are refreshing. I’ve always had a good relationship with my parents, but never with Leo. Actually, I never considered him a parent, just my mom’s husband. There was always a tug of war over whom had the upper hand. He influenced our lives in ways I hadn’t had a chance to measure until now. 
 
    After dinner, we clear our plates and clean up the kitchen. With glasses of wine, we sit in the back around the patio furniture and Hawk helps us light a fire in the pit. “I’ll let you ladies enjoy yourselves.” He graciously bows out of having wine with us, I’m sure to go and find something to watch on TV. I watch the flames flicker as the ladies chatter along. The flames are comparable to my life. I had a fire to put out, and the change of direction was like the change in wind, fanning the flames into an inferno. A blaze roared and all that was left in its path was charred bits, like a wildfire swept through and took us all out. 
 
    Cindy spins her glass, and the glint catches my eye. The corner of her mouth rises slightly, “Marcella,” she directs to Mom, “how are you doing, honey, after everything?” 
 
    Mom looks away from us and across the dark yard. She wipes her tears on her sleeve. “I-I can’t,” she stutters for a moment. “I feel the fear from that night and the pressure of the trigger, the weight of the gun, and the blood. I see his body on the floor.” She chokes. “I had to. He was hurting Selina, but it feels so wrong at the same time. I miss him. I love him, but I also hate him. I don’t understand any of this.” 
 
    Cindy nods and takes a small sip. “Never feel guilty for any of it. We do what is necessary to survive, especially for our children. It’s okay to love the man too. You should. It’s fucked up what happened. The choices made put you all in a spiral. I don’t believe Leo ever planned to hurt Selina in the long run. Life is a series of decisions, and in the end, we hope we made the right ones. It’s unfortunate, but I’m here for you, to have someone to talk to. Marcella, mourn the man you lost.” 
 
    Mom gasps. “I killed him, he didn’t just die.” 
 
    Jazzy leans forward and grasps her hands for a moment. “I was with a man for a long time who I believed would never hurt me. It was a step at a time when he started to change, then he hurt me for the last time. We change over the course of our lives. What I think my tia is telling you is we need to keep changing for the better. Leo didn’t. He took advantage of your love, even while loving you. Relationships are twisted and messy. He put you and Selina in a difficult position. Forgive him when you are ready, and most importantly, forgive yourself for what you had to do.” 
 
    “Mom,” I whisper, and her glassy eyes meet mine. “You want to tell us stories about him? We’ll listen. If you want to talk about anything, we’ll listen.” 
 
    She dips her chin to her chest. “I’m sorry, Selina. As your mom, I should have protected you. I knew he did questionable things, but I missed that he was using you. I hate myself for it the most. He took advantage of you right under my nose.” She swipes her fingers under her eyes. “I run a shelter for battered and abused women, so this makes me feel like a complete idiot.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I liked it, Mom. All the things he taught me, it was fun and exciting. Until I found out whose accounts we were using and what was really going on. That’s when I tried to get out. I made him a lot of money. But Leo didn’t care about me, he only cared about the money I made him. Then I learned that the businessman and the business, they don’t just let you go. You become a tool, an important piece of their craft. I wanted to fix what I did to you, so you wouldn’t think less of me. I just wanted to fix it all.” 
 
    “No, Selina. I’m your mom, your home. I would never think that about you. I would have helped you no matter what. Don’t keep secrets from your family, especially your mom. We could have fixed it together. I could have made Leo let you out.” 
 
    “No.” Cindy shakes her head. “Marcella, I want to be clear because I don’t want you getting off track. You were always his bargaining chip to Selina. He would have soothed you and found another angle to get his business back and running the way he wanted. This would have happened at some point. It happened. Move forward. Don’t keep secrets, ever, from your family.” 
 
    Her face pales and her stunned silence speaks volumes. She is starting to understand the world we played in before I figured out the rules. She sits back, cradling her glass, and folds her legs underneath her. “I just am shocked, hurt, so confused and lost,” she rasps and clenches her eyes shut. 
 
    Jazzy’s voice is soothing. “Let the world settle. You don’t have to understand it today. Each day, it will start to make sense, and you will pick the parts you want to work on, and you’ll heal. The pain becomes bearable, and you live. You find new things to make you happy again. While you get there, you have us to keep you on track.” 
 
    Mom shudders a breath and gives them a hug. After she finishes her wine, she excuses herself to bed. Jazzy helps her get settled into the guest room while Cindy stays relaxing outside with me. You could call it relaxing, but she has business to finish. 
 
    “I’ve been accused of being the boss, but that is not the case here.” 
 
    The smirk on her face raises again. “You are so much like my daughter. I’m here for you too, Selina. I understand you better than you think. I have no angles. I only care about you and Snake. Yes, he is my son. Yes, he will get his ass talked to. Tonight, it’s just you. Leo taught you harsh realities with the twisted disfunction you two got caught up in. You trusted him and were in some ways close to him. You looked up to him and it messed up your working relationship. He took advantage of everyone. You learned how to protect yourself from the games. Did you do that with Snake to some degree? Not to deceive or hurt, but you protected yourself from telling him the truth, only telling him the pieces that needed to be told. If you shared too much, then he would use it against you.” 
 
    I like Cindy… like I really like her. “Yes, I thought that. I know I did. Problem is, I don’t know how to fix what’s been broken.” 
 
    “You make the choice to forgive Leo for his weakness. Forgive Snake for his part and his own broken pieces he’s learning to fix. Talk to him and ask him the hard questions. Be open with your heart and be okay with the results. You may find a common ground. From there, you rebuild the trust you never gave him in the first place.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I love Snake, or him me, after all of this.” 
 
    “Sure, you know, or you wouldn’t have asked that question. You wouldn’t be so mad at what he did and want to punish him. He wouldn’t be out there right now doing for you what you did for your own mom, making it right at the cost of his future and his life.” 
 
    She stands from her chair, taking her glass with her. On her way, she squeezes my shoulder. “I’m here for you too. You’re family.” Surely and easily, she knows the future with the confidence of a woman walking toward her life, facing the flames without fear or doubt. I love her. 
 
    I pour another glass and try to convince the rage to dissipate from my chest, to forgive Leo and Snake, two totally different men. I want to. I want to see better days, to leave the past where it belongs, behind me and to see what the future has in store for me. If I’m being honest with myself and my heart, I picture Snake beside me. Leo is dead and has no place in my family or my life anymore. He’s buried along with my mistakes. Lessons were learned and I’m growing from it all. There is no changing what’s left from the ashes of our choices, but I can choose to understand and move on, releasing what I can’t control with no remorse. 
 
    Minutes tick by and a shiver runs up my spine. I pull my sweater tighter around me and scoot closer to the flames. Waiting for what? Answers? I’m not sure, but my eyelids grow tired and heavy… 
 
    A creak startles me awake and at the back door stands a man in an orange silhouette. His muscles are well defined in the way he holds his arms up, holding onto the doorway. The glow from the light behind him is a magnificent display. 
 
    Snake watches me and my blood thunders through my veins at the sight of him. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 34 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    I hold on to the doorway, watching the flames of the fire flicker across her beautiful face. I fucking fell in love with her, the fierce woman who fights for what she wants and who she is. Her love is deep and loyal. I played with fire, got burned, and almost lost her. I have the scars to prove it. She’s here, which tells me she needs a connection to me even though it hurts. I need her, need her safe and at home, my home. I’m going to make it hard for her to ever leave. 
 
    The flames glint in her eyes, painting a perfect picture of mi fiera. Releasing the frame, I take purposeful strides and pick her up from the chair. I drop in the chair and place her in my lap. Selina’s head falls into my crook of my neck, and I take in a deep inhale of her—smoke, vanilla, and just her. 
 
    “Where were you so late?” she asks on a yawn. 
 
    “Taking care of you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Marco won’t be a problem anymore, fiera.” I kiss the top of her head, feeling her warm and pliant body against mine. It’s what I need the rest of my days. The shock of realizing my mistake made all the difference. What I need for life is Selina. Having her in my life gives me a reason to work and fight when I need. 
 
    She hums and her hand runs under my cut and rests on my chest. She doesn’t say thank you because she doesn’t need to. Selina and I understand actions. Her touch is her words, and I speak the same language. I know how to help her heal and let go of the anger. I was the man who walked in the shadows with my demons, and I’ll help her get past it while I wait for her on the other side. 
 
    “I was angry when I was a kid, a real fuckin’ scrapper, and had the balls to back up my mouth. I looked for fights. Since birth, I was raised in the clubhouse. My sister and I were either with my mom or Abuela. I loved going with Abuela. Vegas and I would help her with chores and cooking. She would be at the clubhouse a lot, and that was where I wanted to be. The prospects would be in charge of watching me and Vegas.” I laugh, thinking of the things we got into and the beatdowns Pops would give them. 
 
    “If the prospects fucked up and Vegas and I got one over on them, the Prez would beat their asses. Then when we got home, he would beat ours. As I got older, I got bored easily and got into a lot of trouble. One prospect watching us was a boxer. He was a smart dude. He bought us boxing gloves and trained us every day. We fucking loved beating the shit out of each other. Vegas has a mean streak and got a few on me. As I got bigger, I got cockier, and I started to spar with the guys. They didn’t take it easy on me, kicking my ass and making me eat dirt until they made me strong. 
 
    “It also really helped me later on. About the time I hit middle school, my temper flared and ran extremely hot, much like my Pops. His road name, Fuego, means fire. He had a fucking temper too growing up, or so I was told. Pops knew he had to keep me around the MC for my own good, and gave me an honorary prospect patch. It helped to keep me accountable and focused. If I got into a fight, then I had to be prepared to watch out for what it meant for the club. 
 
    “Until my grandfather, Abuelo, was shot in the shop by a man named Thomas Sala. He was shot in the back and bled out. Thomas shot him because the car he brought in to have repainted, it was a car the cops were looking for. Abuelo refused to do the work, and he killed him. That was the kind of man he was.” 
 
    It fucking hurts, like a dagger of words in my chest. We lost Abuelo because he was a good man. The very best. Selina’s fingers tighten around my shirt. Staring into the flames of the dying fire, I concentrate on the embers, red-hot and angry. I can relate to them. The past feels an awful like those, still burning and ready to reignite. In my family, when something is done, it’s done. We didn’t talk about what happened to him. 
 
    “I was prospecting by then and I earned my membership by killing Thomas.” Selina’s body tenses and even though she’s tucked into my arms, she’s hearing every word. 
 
    “I made it my mission in life to protect my family and the MC. I didn’t want to lose anyone again to something so stupid. Truth is, we can’t.” The words are hard to say and barely make it out my throat. 
 
    “Vegas and Jazz?” Selina questions. 
 
    “Them and others. After I got my patch, I needed my brand, or logo, to declare my membership with a tattoo. At that time, Jazzy’s father, Diablo Negro, he was the Road Captain, and he gave me my first tattoo on my back of a snake and the MC logo. I was the last man he gave a tattoo to. I remember like it was just yesterday, the last words he said to me. ‘Snake, we are all we have in this world. My woman and my daughter, Jazmine, are my treasures. There is no higher value than family. Your brothers too, this club, we protect what is ours. Temptation draws in men like us to chase after poison. You remember that snake on your back, the patch, what the fuck it means to be a man and protect what is ours.’ I failed at protecting Jazz, Selina. I owed it to Diablo. She was so hurt, and I will regret it to my last breath.” 
 
    “You tried, Snake. None of us can prevent all things in the word. It’s impossible.” 
 
    I grunt because I could have done things differently. I could have snuck into his house and slit his throat. Kilo, Jazzy’s ex-boyfriend, died at the hands of her man, Spider, and rightfully so because I failed. It’s not the point of why I’m baring shit I would rather leave in the past. Selina needs to connect the story to why I did what I did on her own. Without it, she will always wonder why, and we need unconditional trust between us. In my life, that means the difference between life or death. 
 
    “When Diablo died, I vowed to protect her as he would, for him. My family and MC are my treasures too, Selina. If they’re threatened, I will protect them at all costs, even if it hurts me.” Even if I didn’t know the consequences would be a betrayal to her, I did it and I can’t take it back. There’s a long pause as she processes the story I told. It’s over a decade old, almost two. It seems she fell asleep and I’m about ready to take her to bed, but she sits up in my lap to face me. 
 
    “I know there has to be so many more layers to this, Snake. I just have to ask, are you okay with all of this? What has this done to you?” 
 
    My fingers push her brown hair back out of her eyes. “In truth, I don’t know where I end and where this all began. It has twisted and shaped me. I like to think for the better, because if I didn’t have these experiences, then where would I be? I’m right where I’m supposed to be and so are you, Selina.” She is going to figure out, literally, as in right here in my arms, in my house, that she belongs to me, period. 
 
    Abuela has taught me several myths of the snake. One is for rebirth and healing. Under the stars, with the fire next to us, I chose to believe in the sign. I’m on the right path to enter a new era in my life with her by my side. The past is in the flames, gone and charred, and the sky lays open wide above us, our endless journey. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 35 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    Ava stops in the middle of the bike path we walk in the mornings. “You slept with Snake after he outed you to Leo, then your mom…” she whispers impossibly low, “shot him.” Okay, so she mouthed it. “He’s gone and no one knows where he is.” Meaning, I don’t know where they hid, destroyed, or buried the body. I shake my head. “Holy fuckin’ A. Wow. And you’re fucking him one night, and the next you have a snuggle party after he bared his secrets, which I protest not knowing those details because I bet they are newsworthy. Why, Selina?” 
 
    I tried to lie to Ava, like I really tried, but she kept giving me these looks like I was so full of shit. It tugged at my heart because we’ve never kept secrets from each other. I need her advice like I need air. Snake will be pissed if he ever finds out. I would bet there is one person in this world that he tells everything too. His club, for instance. Yep, they will be my argument. I’m the President and Ava is my VP. 
 
    “I can’t even understand fully the pull to him. I’m addicted to all the things he does. He’s real and raw, even with all the fucked-up shit. If it were me, I would have done the same to him, if I had to. I know I would have. Where I’m stuck is where do we go from this point? We can’t live separately and be together. We each have too many secrets for that, and now that we know, we are either all in or all out.” 
 
    “What is it you want?” 
 
    “Snake. I wish it were different. I knew the man behind the MC and the drama. Did he want me outside of the mess? When he’s around, I can’t say no. He snakes around me with his words and emotions and constricts until I relent. The scary part is my mom knew Leo was into some bad shit and looked the other way. I thought she was clueless. With me, she was but not about him. She loved him regardless. What if I end up like her ten years from now?” 
 
    “You won’t. Leo and Snake are not the same man. Don’t go there. Erase the thought. His family is real and, yeah, he fucked up big, huge. But you know they’re right—it would have been a mess if he hadn’t involved himself in the long run. Just maybe it was meant to be, you know. Like Snake was supposed to come and rescue you from a much worse fate. This is what binds your lives together. Why can’t it happen? He told you the truth afterwards. Can you grow trust? Think about it.” Ava loops her arm through mine and rests her head on my shoulder. “I wish I was you.” 
 
    “What did you just say?” 
 
    She pops her head back up and waves her other hand in front of her. “An epic fairytale… of a forbidden love. Betrayal and heartache, and he wins you over.” She sighs dramatically. 
 
    “If he loves me. If.” I shake my head at her. “This is why you’re always in trouble, girl. Good lord, love always wins with you.” 
 
    “As it should. I’m a romantic at heart. I have a Ph.D. in romance therapy and I have the books to prove my years of extensive studies.” 
 
    “And practiced all your theories, which have gone unfounded, I regretfully add.” 
 
    “Pshh, you’re my comeback.” 
 
    I have no words for her somedays. But I am grateful for my whimsically optimistic best friend. While we finish our walk, I think about it from her point of view, as if all of this is a simple solution in a twisted fairytale of sorts. Although the story Snake told me last night was about him, he wanted me to see more. It stuck with me, and even as I sit in my chair at work, I can’t place the importance of his grandfather’s story. What piece am I missing? I know it’s right at the surface, but I’m not able to connect it. Why? 
 
    Down the hallway, I hear Hawk and Ava laugh. He’s been charged with tailing us still. Why? Does Snake think we are in danger? I would ask Hawk, but every time, the smart ass says, “Call him and ask him your damn self, woman. Talk to your man.” He’s right there! 
 
    I tap my phone with my finger, trying to decide if I’m brave enough to open the door. Sure, last night helped a lot to have him open up to me. I didn’t ask and wasn’t expecting that side from Snake. It surprised me, so much so, it swept away the anger I was feeling. And enough so, I could listen to what he wanted to tell me. This is so complicated and there’s no rules. There’s no normal way for me to understand how this is supposed to go. 
 
    Instead of calling him, I wonder if I can find the answers for myself. Except I never get the chance. 
 
    “Is Selina Hart here?” a deep voice calls and chills run up my arms. Oh hell no. 
 
    Crossing my arms over my chest, I stomp down the hallway to find Officers Miller and Harris. Ryan Miller is the cop I blackmailed for Ava. Shit! Hawk stands between Ava and him. They are in a silent standoff while Officer Harris rakes over my body with lust. Gross. 
 
    “I’m here. What are you doing here, Ryan?” 
 
    “It’s Officer Miller, Miss Hart. You’re wanted for questioning. Seems your stepdad is missing and we found his gun. You won’t believe who died last night. You remember Marco? You went on a date with him last weekend. It smells fishy in here. I can’t wait to see how this one plays out. Let’s go, Selina. Your mom is already at the precinct. I’m your ride.” 
 
    Fuckity-double-fuck-fuck. A cold sweat coats my body. Did Snake ultimately screw me over? What if he plants this whole thing on me? I want to panic and run for the hills. Fuck that, run across the world and start over. Hawk lands a hand on my shoulder. “There is no reason she has to go with you, Officer Dick. I’ll take her down there. She’s not under arrest, and you’re not getting her pinned with some bullshit while in your custody.” 
 
    Motorcycles roar from the outside. Our heads turn to see Fuego, along with Ghost, Snake, and so many more… my mouth goes unhinged. Snake storms inside and protectively stands in front of me. “There something you wanna say to my ol’ lady?” 
 
    “Didn’t know you were the branding kind, Snake,” Ryan hisses. “Seen you around the ladies at the strip clubs. Didn’t know you were tapping on that one too. This just got so much more interesting. She better show up in thirty minutes, or I will pick her up and take her in.” 
 
    Snake’s hand reaches back and squeezes my hip. A claim. 
 
    Officer Asshole Ryan Miller scowls and leaves, slamming the door in his wake. My tense muscles relax and my blood thunders in my ears as my body starts to shake. I’m going to prison. 
 
    Snake turns and pulls me into his chest, wrapping himself around me. Except this time, his body gives me his strength and my shaking gradually subsides. Pulling back, he cradles my face in his palms. “I planted the gun, so Leo looks like he killed Marco. The fucking pigs will think Leo ran away. It will all work out. I won’t let anything happen to you. Trust me, fiera.” 
 
    “I thought you sold me out,” I croak low on a whisper. 
 
    His lips press a kiss to my temple, then another next to my ear before he growls, “You get this one, Selina, this one time to doubt me, then never again. We walk in each other’s shadows. I’m always right fucking behind you. Always.” 
 
      
 
    My hands grip on to his cut. Holding onto his words, I hope with everything in me to be the truth. Snake’s mouth crashes to mine, taking me, owning me, whether I’m ready or not. I feel it deep inside like a boom of truth—Snake belongs to me just as much as I belong to him. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 36 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    Fuego slams the gavel on the table. He gives all my MC brothers a breakdown on the last twenty-four hours. Selina went in and gave her statement. They couldn’t hold her or her mom, so Hawk took them back to my house. Selina will never leave. Each time, she’ll bring more and more until eventually she is where she was always meant to be. 
 
    Pops told me before that there was a war coming. I took it literally, as in guns and fights. I didn’t see it would be with myself and finding my way back to my woman, the war to make her mine and what the fuck it means to take care of her. I’m making it my mission to feel her chest against mine between us every day I breathe on this earth. 
 
    One of the old timers, Loco, presses his weight forward. “Hazla tu vieja, la policía no puede tocarte.” 
 
    “He has a point, Snake,” Ghost agrees. “If she’s married to you, the cops can’t touch you.” He adds, “Or her.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about being busted. They won’t find a trace of me in any of their investigation. When I make Selina mine, it’ll be on my terms, when I’ve fully gained her trust back and we’re both on the same page. I won’t be forced into marrying my woman because of a possible fucking threat.” 
 
    “No,” Fuego argues, “you claimed her in public, Snake. Soon your enemies will find out, making Selina a target. It’s not just our rules you need to follow, but those of the streets. Make it official and soon, or there will be some pinche cabrón who will challenge your truth. With no brand, she is without protection…” 
 
    If she’s alone, and I’m not there, anything can happen. There is an old story from back in the day about Loco losing his girlfriend. She was raped and tossed aside, left for dead, to prove a point, a reasoning they made sure was heard loud and fucking clear. Anger flickers across Loco’s scowl. “Si quiere algo, protégela o muere sin ella.” If she means something, protect her, or die without her. 
 
    “Sí, Loco.” 
 
    “About the cop, este Officer Ryan Miller?” Fuego is questioning what I’m going to do. “If she is yours, her mess becomes ours.” 
 
    “I’ll clean it up. No traces.” Another soul to take and attach to my own. I don’t let the guilt weigh on me at all though. I’ve always done what needed to be done… and I always will. Selina was walking slowly into the darkness, one step at a time, skirting around the edges. I don’t blame her for fighting on her own. I admire her will. But she’s not like the rest of us, and I don’t want her to be either. This time, I’m seeing this through with no mistakes. 
 
    After the weekly business is discussed and arranged, church is over and the doors open. In the bar, I find Spider, our brother from the Reno MC, with Jazz at his side. She waits for me to join them. 
 
    “You’re leaving in the morning?” 
 
    “First thing,” Spider answers. 
 
    “Your tattoo of that spider, fucking gross, bro.” It’s creepy as hell when he takes a drink and the legs move on his throat. 
 
    “I’m going to miss being around your prissy ass,” he adds and flips me off. 
 
    Jazzy places a hand on my arm. “Snake, you realize I’m okay, right? Spider is mine, he’s watching over me now.” 
 
    “I’m never going to stop worrying about you, Jazz. Never.” 
 
    “Dad would be grateful for what you have done, regardless of what happened. We’ve lived, and you tried for years to get me to leave him for good. It’s my own fault for where my road lead. Not even my dad could have stopped what happened.” 
 
    I wanted to argue, but the look on Spider’s face needs no further explanation—he’s basically telling me to shut the fuck up. “Okay, Jazz, but you always call if you need help, deal?” It’s shit letting her believe she got her way. Spider approves and sits back. Maybe she just needed to hear I’m okay too. Sometimes we mask the pain of the past in order to move on. There are some moments that change our lives, the tragedy too great for it not to happen. I carry and wear what happened to her as a reminder that shit can always go wrong, and I’m okay with that. 
 
    She wraps her arms around my waist. “Love you like the brother I always wanted.” 
 
    “You too, Jazz. Always family first.” I pat her back and maneuver her back to Spider. 
 
    Even though my circumstances with her pushed me to make a rash decision with Selina, it happened, and I’m glad it did. It could have been worse, more complicated. It wasn’t fair to hurt her in the process, but she was going to be hurt in the long run anyway. 
 
    My focus now is making her mine, permanently, with ink. 
 
    With a plan brewing in my mind, I shift my thoughts elsewhere. I’m behind on business with the shop and decide to put in a few hours before going home. Indio lifts his chin to me, a signal that he’s following. “What are we going to do about that fucking cop?” 
 
    “I want to say if we could get the pigs off our back, he would sink into the background. It’s not going to be that easy since that fucker is looking for anything. Selina sank her claws into him when she threatened him to go away for Ava. He’s never going to leave us alone.” 
 
    Indio rubs his jaw. “We could use this in our favor. We know he’s dirty, so he’ll be easy to get into the game. Selina is our bait. Him going away now would be suspicious. He’s tied to Selina and Ava, so we gotta spin it differently.” 
 
    “Indio, I hear you, brother. There are two dead assholes already. A third is going to be a fucking magic trick to disappear with how entangled our history is. Paying off one of his dirty friends is messy. The only way out is the long game. We exploit his weakness, set him up, and allow the Sac underworld to take their souls.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    “We get to work. Follow him again, find what deals he has in the works and fuck him over. Let’s have a bit of fun, brother, and show him how the game is played.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 37 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    Chills run up and down my spine. Thomas Sala. I ran a search on my laptop since after I left the precinct. It’s twice I’ve heard the name in the last twenty-four hours. Snake said he killed his grabdfather. Then, while I was being questioned, the detective asked me if I knew the name, just threw it out there hoping for it to stick. 
 
    I squinted my eyes and asked him what he had to do with any of this, did he hurt my stepdad? The detective dismissed my question and kept on dragging out the interview. I know I did really well. I said Marco was pissed because Snake, or Diego, showed up and bid on me. I agreed to go as his plus one for Leo, and Marco read too much into the situation, explaining the frantic behavior, the day following. It was all I knew about why a lawyer would be upset with me. 
 
    The only favor Leo ever did was keep me a secret, all to himself, and no one knew I was behind the keyboard. I’ve spent the last year cleaning up his mess in my mom’s business accounts, moving money of my own to keep her nose clean. If a forensic accountant ever did an audit, there is always a chance they could figure it out, but like I said, I’m really good. Leo never figured out what I did, and never knew about the money I moved with his name on it. Mom should be okay—she has to be. 
 
    As I scroll through the names in front of me, I’m sure I found the Thomas Sala I’m looking for—cousin to Leo Morelli, deceased. 
 
    Leo is related to Thomas. Thomas killed Snake’s grandfather. Snake killed Thomas in revenge. My cursor blinks in the search bar along with my brain. All movement has stopped and the air from my lungs disappeared. Seconds turn into minutes. The shock is like nothing I ever felt before. It’s stolen my emotions and any response. My next thought will dictate my future. 
 
    I refuse to open myself up to the pestering tap of my thoughts. 
 
    Now, I know why there are women out there who find something so earth shattering, they lock it away and stay within their ignorant bliss. I get it, because this could be the final straw to make me change the course of my future and what I want. It’s always been Snake, my poison apple in the Garden of Eden. My temptation. 
 
    Rubbing my temples and the back of my neck, I take one slow exhale and I choose the side I’m going to live on. I choose Snake. In this case, I hope it’s a rebirth and new beginning and not my end. Snake said he protects his family. He doesn’t say unnecessary words or give useless actions. He told me about Thomas so I would understand. 
 
    “What are you doing, fiera?” Snake hisses into my ear. His hands glide up the exposed flesh on my arms and his teeth nip at my neck. My head falls to the side. When it comes to him, he is my weakness and my strength. 
 
    “I was confused by the whole story from yesterday. I was missing a piece. But I found it.” I gasp when he sucks the skin behind my ear. I shut the laptop and it falls to the side when Snake sits on the other side of me on the couch. He takes my hand into his and laces our fingers together, waiting for me to continue. 
 
    “Leo worked for Thomas, and you thought I targeted you when you figured it out. So, you came to get me back, take me down before I could hurt you.” My eyes well and a tear falls. The crazy train of emotions races out of my chest. He was hurt and betrayed by me, only he was so very wrong. 
 
    His thumb wipes away the tear. I have to know the truth. “Were you going to kill me?” 
 
    “Possibly,” he answers without hesitation. I choke back a sob, because how could he? My eyes dart between his and he remains steady. “I may have felt for you, but in the end, had you truly betrayed me, I would sacrifice what I love to protect my family. In this case, that’s you. That is the truth.” 
 
    On instinct, my hand tugs, trying to free itself, but Snake’s nails dig in along with his grip. “I would have poisoned myself, Selina. My death would have been much worse than yours.” 
 
    “Why?” I choke out. 
 
    “Because my soul would have been bound to living in hell knowing I was wrong, that I failed and murdered my love. I would beg for death in order to find you in the next life, because you would have been my greatest regret. I love you.” His biting hold loosens, and he kisses my hand. “I won’t lose you. I promise to never fail you. I will always tell you the truth and protect you at all costs with my life. I made a claim, and in my world, that has to be verified.” 
 
    My head whips back, feeling slapped. “What needs to be verified?” My blood thunders in my ears. Snake told me he loves me. 
 
    “You,” he states so simply. “I’m not going to play games. The MC wants me to make good on what I said earlier. Make you my ol’ lady, and have you wear my name on your skin and become protected by our name.” Any doubt is gone in an instant. I needed the truth of how he really felt, and he has laid out his world at my feet. 
 
    This is more than the girlfriend nuance. In their world, this is… “Marriage,” I blurt out. He has taken my world and whipped me around in his tornado, only this time, I don’t want out. I want to toss caution out and see us through. This time, we are doing things together. 
 
    Snake doesn’t waver. In fact, he trails his kisses up my arms. “It’s more than in the legal world. It will protect you from the dark world. I want my brand on you, my ink binding you to me. There is nothing I want more than to have you as mine.” He cups my cheeks and whispers, “I’ll protect you for always, no matter what.” 
 
    It’s impossible to move or flinch. The words float past my teeth and lips. “Yes.” It’s me this time who surges forward and steals his lips, sealing a vow so powerful, it sears my soul and wipes away all doubt. To the end of my days, I promise to protect him with my life. 
 
    With a grunt from him, I pull back. “Snake, the cops asked me about Thomas. They know something.” He makes me repeat every word, then one more time as he paces the floor. Snake runs a hand over his goatee before he pulls out his phone. 
 
    “Jazzy, before you leave, I need you to brand Selina.” His evil smirk gives away his next comment. “She couldn’t say no.” Then he hangs up the phone before calling his dad. “Pops, I need you to come over. I have good news and I want to share it.” He hangs up and drags me along to his office, where he starts setting up chairs. 
 
    “You have good news to tell your dad?” 
 
    “No, Selina, just the opposite. It’s a code for ‘we have shit to talk about others can’t hear’. Normally, I go to him, but he’s coming here.” He must read the confused look on my face with the chair he set up by his desk. “It’s for you and Jazz. She’s coming by tonight before she leaves back to Reno.” 
 
    Just what the hell? “Now? We’re branding my body… permanently… now?” 
 
    Snake stalks toward me but stops just a foot away. He picks up my arm to suck on the underside of my wrist. “Right here, fiera, where no man has a chance to miss it.” Thank God my mom is asleep already and will miss this. And the moan escaping my mouth as Snake starts to undress me in his office. For better or for worse, I take one huge bite of the juicy red apple and bet on my love. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 38 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    It doesn’t take long for my Pops and Jazzy to pop in. I suspect Jazz was at their home eating dinner because they arrive at the exact same time. “Well, I would say this surprise me, but not really.” Jazzy smirks and elbows me in the gut on her way past. “Vegas is on her way down, expect a houseguest,” she warns with a smirk close to the one I’ve mastered. 
 
    “Mom,” I holler, “the kids are staying with you, right?” She glares at me before hugging Selina. 
 
    “No comment, Snake. You need to get used to the idea.” Her eyes bug out. What? Selina looks like she’s about to faint herself at the idea. I don’t think having my sister and her little shits running around here would make her any more comfortable either. 
 
    Jazzy sets her box on the desk and starts pulling out her tattoo gun and ink. “Did you bring this from Reno?” 
 
    “No. I have this at your parents’, stored there for when I’m here. It was easier than packing and unpacking.” Jazzy now runs Battle Born Tattoo in Reno. She smiles more, especially now since her best friend moved up there with her. 
 
    Spider glides in through the front door and hovers around the entryway on his phone. After Jazz is set up, I give her my idea for what I wanted—a snake on one wrist and the Battle Born logo on the other. I don’t want a man to miss that the woman is Property of Snake. 
 
    If I was nervous at all, I didn’t need to be. Selina gazes at me with hope in her eyes. Jazz prints the logo out to size, but wants to do the snake custom. “Let me see your back.” 
 
    I tug off my cut and shirt and turn, giving them both my back for a few minutes while she sketches a miniature version of the snake her dad had handdrawn. My chest surges with pride. I have come full circle to where this all started. Years in the making, and Selina and I made it, together. Jazzy knows how much the tattoo on my back means. For her to draw it for Selina is the closest I have ever felt to Diablo Negro since his passing. I give my respect to the heavens and thank the man for what he did for me. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    I made a commitment with all my heart to be his woman. No idea he would move this fast, and with any other man on this earth, it would have sent me running. 
 
    Not with Snake. 
 
    Not my temptation. 
 
    He lights my chest on fire with desire for a new beginning. To live with him. For the first time in my life, I feel free. It’s the same feeling I had on the back of his motorcycle, but better. I got him. Snake picking my tattoos was the same to me as picking a ring. It felt like forever. My own dreams have come true today. 
 
    We’ve been together naked, but he has never given me his sexy, well-defined, muscular back. A gasp escapes me when he turns around. I’ve never had the opportunity to memorize his flesh. Every dip and curve is perfect, a dream I never thought I would find. The most impressive part of him is the full back tattoo of his club logo and the snake behind it. The head is just at the base of his neck and the tail is down by his hips in the center of his back. 
 
    I cannot stop staring. 
 
    Heat rushes my body and my chest feels tight. He picked me. Snake loves me if he gave me the same design on his body that the man he looked up to give to him., the last tattoo of the man he pledged to protect his family. My eyes burn because it’s something left of him in the world, and Snake is sharing himself with me in ways he would never with anyone else. 
 
    “That is a masterpiece,” I murmur. 
 
    “Dad was a real artist. I love being around the guys. I can point out his work on all of them. It was his mark on the world, his pride. It’s what I do every time I ink, leave behind a legacy. My dad would be fucking proud of Snake and to give you this himself. I’m going to do it for him.” Jazzy’s voice sounds a little hoarse and I feel it too, the connection and closure this gives us all. A bond in blood and ink. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    Jazzy is quick at getting the stencils on and the machine going. The buzz fills the air and I excuse myself to get Spider and the Prez caught up to speed. I review with them what Selina told me about the cops asking about Thomas. “I’m wondering if they were digging for a connection to us. If they had something, I don’t think they would bother at all. They’ll never know the truth of who killed Thomas. But at the same time, I don’t want this to get any more complicated. We don’t want them snooping around us either. It’ll slow down shipments or worse.” 
 
    Spider listens carefully. “You have anything connecting you to Thomas? Other than him killing your grandfather? No transactions or paper trail?” 
 
    The Prez gives a sinister smile. “Just his car, La Rubia. It’s been reported missing for over a decade. The cops were looking for a black ‘82 Camaro. Snake stole his car and we kept it hidden. Thomas reported it stolen. We chopped her up, stripped her down, and the vin was replaced with another one we junked after he died. We made her Battle Born.” 
 
    Did we have to? No. Was it a risk? Hell yes, and I would do it again. I wasn’t going to let the car free that took my Abuelo’s life. The car belonged to us, and so did Thomas’s life. “Best I can get is they’re throwing together a puzzle, trying to make the pieces fit. Abuelo died, then Thomas, and lastly Leo. They’re assuming there was bad blood between us. They’re looking to reel in a big fish. It’s time to bury all of this for good.” 
 
    “Selina’s mom is cooperating?” Spider doesn’t say it, but the meaning is there. If she gets out of line, she won’t be breathing long. I would be the one to do it. I brought this on my club, so she’s my responsibility. 
 
    “Marcella has kept her mouth shut. It will be okay. If not, I’ll take care of it.” To keep Selina and my family safe, I would dig a grave and she would be resting in it. It would be a burden to keep it a secret from my woman. It would destroy us as a couple, but to keep her and my brothers safe, I would do it. No questions asked. We take our time discussing the scenarios and how to get past this. 
 
    The moment the gun stops buzzing, I meet the girls in my office. Selina’s wrists are done and an ointment covers the fresh ink. They are exactly what I wanted, a reflection of me, for her to carry always. Selina stands and I pull her into my body, kissing her temple, and whisper, “I promise you, fiera, forever.” 
 
    “Forever,” she rasps back. 
 
    My parents walk into the room along with Spider. My Pops claps me on my back, and for a second time today, my mom hugs Selina. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to have you, too.  Another girl in our family.” 
 
    Selina blushes slightly and promises, “You may regret it.” 
 
    “No, you have no idea what my kids have done. I think you fit perfectly with Snake’s pain in the ass.” Mom winks and leaves me with a big hug, “Thank you, son, for letting me be here tonight.” 
 
    Kissing the top of her head, I pass her back to my Pops’s open arms. “There will be more, Mom. Promise.” She dips her chin once and leaves with a smile on her face. She wasn’t kidding—my sister, Vegas, and I have put her patience to the test. 
 
    It doesn’t take Jazzy too long to clean up, and they all give their congratulations and clear out. I lead my woman to bed. I want to taste her, all of her sweetness. With slow and steady hands, I remove her clothing, and she helps me to remove mine. It’s like a first for us, with nothing between us, sealing a bond we both crave. Our hands memorize the feel of our flesh. 
 
    I bend forward and take her mouth with mine. She is sweet and giving. Selina opens not only her body but her heart to me, for us and our future. My chest burns with an ache of her faith in me to be the man for her. I hold her jaw in my palms, “I’ll love you like I should and I’ll protect your life with my own. Selina, I will never give you a reason to doubt me. I’ll be the man to carry you when you need me to, watch you fly when you need it.” 
 
    Her nails dig into my shoulders. “Diego, you are one of the good ones. I promise to love you even when you don’t think you need it. I’ll trust with all my heart. I’ll never walk alone because I know… I believe you are there even when we are apart.” 
 
    With a press of my lips to hers, I hold us here. Just to soak in it, a promise of my fealty forever. Together, we are bound by our own laws and vows. She gasps when I pick her up by her thighs and walk us to the bed and lay her on her back, bare and beautiful. The truth in her eyes glistens with happiness as I place kisses up her the inside of her leg. 
 
    Her pussy before me and I take advantage. With a flat tongue I run it over her folds. Taking in her taste and I groan. My hard as fuck cock is ready to claim her and my future. I pay special attention to her clit, giving her smooth glides until she is panting and ready to come for me. With a kiss to her cunt, I torment her but don’t let her finish. This time, we are coming together. She moans and her body arches toward me, unsated. 
 
    I climb up, hovering over her. With one hand on her hip, I line my swollen cock up to her and slide in. Slowly, I experience what it is to feel a woman for the first time with no protection. “Oh, fuck,” I growl into her ear. “I’ve never…” 
 
    “Me either,” she rasps and her legs wrap me. I make love to her, with aspirations of us and a family, Selina’s body carrying my baby. I fuck her slow and soft, wanting it to last and wishing for a baby to be made. 
 
    I not only give Selina my love and devotion, but I also hand over my future and my soul. Like the tattoos on our bodies, what we share is beyond this lifetime. It’s permanent… for lifetimes. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    It was hard to get away from the sexy fiera sleeping in my bed, but I had to get to work. I took my bike to the garage and the world was a different place. My ride settled the changes my mind was reeling from. For once, all is fucking in place, and I aim to keep this shit just like this for as long as possible. 
 
    The garage door bell sounds and Abuela walks in carrying something small in her hand. Her face is pensive and her posture tighter than it normally is. Her visits here aren’t many and walking in the doors for her is reliving the moment she lost her love. For me, it brings an understanding I didn’t have before. What would it feel like to hold Selina while she died in my arms? That’s not even something I want to entertain with my imagination. I would never be the same, but neither would this world because I would destroy it without my woman in my life. Yet somehow, Abuela lived through it and is stronger with him gone. If at all possible, I respect her more for it. 
 
    “Buenos días, guapo.” Her light shines past her inner turmoil. Wrapping my arms around her, I give her a hug so tight, I know she can feel my emotions. 
 
    “Buenos días, guapa.” I flipped her scrip and told her, ‘good morning, beautiful’. She releases me and pats my chest. 
 
    “You remind me so much of him.” 
 
    “Who, Abuela?” 
 
    “Mi Diego. You knew the older version of him, mijo. He had years to calm down and grow. As a young man, he was muy fuerte, obstinado y apasionado. Tu padre es el mismo.” She tells me he was strong, stubborn, and passionate, like my father is also. “Come, sit with me.” She leads us over to the workbench with stools. She places a small white box on the table and slides it over to me. “When I was a girl, about to marry tu abuelo, mi padre went to talk with him. He gave Diego a rosary he had since he was a young boy, one he got from his own madre.” She opens the small box and pulls out an old wooden rosary with black beads. Abuela hands it me, coiling it in my palm. “I’ve blessed this for you. You are the last man on Earth with your padre’s blood. It’s time, mijo, that you understand the importance of being a man of strength. To lead your own familia. Not the MC, but your life with Selina. She was always meant to be yours. Our lives are written before we are born. Every step we take is what is meant to be, and as a family, we are bounded by the fates.” 
 
    She pauses as the words sink in and the gift sears its meaning. My chest feels tight, and I fight the facts. Her truths are always painful, and Abuela is a master at bringing wisdom you need but may not be ready for. 
 
    “Mijo, what happened in the past was meant to bring you and Selina together, stronger. From you losing your abuelito, to your encounter with Jazzy’s father, to your pain and now your redemption. It is what is meant to be. Don’t look any further, because you’ve already been there, and without those times, you wouldn’t be ready for her now. Embrace your journey and be better for it. Praise, you have made it past the hard times because there will be more, but now you have the woman who is meant to be yours at your side who will help ease them. She is your gift for what you have accomplished. You have more to do, mijo, and you need her to be the man to do it.” 
 
    From the box, she takes a small leather pouch with strings at the top. In the center is a bright embroidered flower. “Mi madre made this.” She runs her fingers over every stitch like a loving memory. “She protects you now. I know she would want you to have this, a piece of her with you, my only pieces of her. I pass it along to you, para tus hijos.” For my kids. My hand unclenches and I rest the rosary on the table to hold the small pouch in my hand, except there is something inside. 
 
    Spreading the pouch open at the top, inside is a white cloth holding inside of it is a small gold band. “Your abuelito was gifted with working with his hands, and he made this wedding band for me in Mexico. We had no money, so he bartered and traded for pieces of gold until he had enough for this. We never could afford one for him, and as time went on, it didn’t matter. This was a gift of love, respect, and dedication. Now, I know Selina wears your brand. When you are ready, she needs to wear this. This is my piece for you, para tu familia.” 
 
    Holding the delicate gold band, you can see the small defects of his work and wearing over the years. It’s perfect. I want to refuse and tell her I can’t take this from her. It’s hers from mi abuelo. Her hand covers mine. “Tu abuelo would love to see your wife wearing it. It would make him so proud and happy. It does for me too. There is no point in waiting for death for you to get these things. I want to see your face and share the moment with you. I want to see the bindings it creates and to be happy, knowing I was a part of it while I’m here. ¿Sabes?” 
 
    She asks me if I understand. “Sí, Abuelita. I understand. I will take care of these.” I had some doubt dwelling in my head if what I have done in the past was right. Could I have done better or anything differently? Today, she gifted me with more than these items. She gave me direction and clarity. I did what I could and what was supposed to be done. If I keep fighting for what I believe in, I will get to where I need to be. Some failures are meant to happen to shape us. 
 
    “I’m proud of the man you are, mi otro Diego.” She touches my jaw with the palm of her hand. “Te quiero mucho.” 
 
    “Love you too, Abuelita.” 
 
    I have it all. Today, I’ll take it all and stow it away. The bad days can overshadow the good ones. Abuela is the foundation of our family, passing down her light to each of us that she loves. Sadly, the day will surely come when she won’t be here any longer. Her gifts of wisdom, I will always cherish more than what she gave me today. She gave me direction to focus on what is real and to build my happiness, something that is rare and completely priceless. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 39 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    Ava snickers from her seat on the bench in the park. “You’re moving into his place now?” 
 
    “I guess the answer to that is yes, although I don’t know when. I want him, Ava. I crave Snake on such a deep level, a level so intense that it’s soul touching. You would think I’d be scared, but I’m not. I just want to grab hold of him with both hands and never let go. He came home last night, and there was this moment where it was just right. This feeling was so overwhelming, it can’t be anything other than what we are together. Next thing I know, Jazzy is there and I have these tattoos, a commitment to him, to us, and his club.” 
 
    She sips her coffee. “And this what? Makes you happy, nervous…” 
 
    “I feel it all besides regret. It’s just different from how I understood the world. You meet a guy and date, there are some sleepovers, and then a ring. Then more sleepovers until it’s obvious you need to make a choice. Marriage and a family and you take those steps. Is it crazy I don’t care about them?” 
 
    “Screw the steps. If you’re happy, then keep being happy. Are we going home and packing up your house?” 
 
    “Snake said last night, right before we passed out, that he was helping me get moved in. Honestly, I’m wondering if he knows he said it. I’m waiting to see what will happen next, because every moment is like a flash and then it all changes.” 
 
    “Then see what happens after work. I bet you anything he has it all situated. Done.” She brings her hands, wiping them together, and emphasizes the moment—done, it will be a wash. 
 
    “Ava, I love how much you love him. It makes me happy.” 
 
    She sets her cup down. “Selina, I love him for you. Because you deserve someone to love you so fiercely.” Her face scrunches, and in an instant, the atmosphere changes with her pause. “Wait. Hold the hell on. How did we end up here anyway? Why is…” She holds the s, to make her point. “Why are Snake and Hawk around? I was too freaking blinded by their hotness and all of your drama to ask this. Selina Hart, you better explain right now. How did you meet them and why?” Ava is about as mean as a kitten, but she’s figured out that it all doesn’t quite make sense. Snake and his brothers were just here one day. “I always assumed he was a client of yours, but then Hawk was always there but never asking me out, what gives bitch?” 
 
    “Shit, the truth always does come out, doesn’t it?” I give her an apologetic smile. She shakes her head and I deflate a little. “I ran into them the day I bailed you out. I went to ask Leo for help for you, and he was being the asshole he normally was. I remembered this sexy as sin guy, and I thought, I need muscle, and went with my gut. I tracked him down and went to them and asked for their help.” I leave out how much I paid them. She will flip out and want to pay me back. I wouldn’t ever ask her to. I hold the air in my lungs, and when she moves on, I exhale. 
 
    “Well, good for you, but shit, I was wondering why Hawk was never into me. Just as well, though, we make really good friends.” She picks up her phone and starts texting someone. She laughs while doing so. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to torture the shit out of Hawk.” 
 
    “How so?” She makes me smile so much, I’m lucky I get to be a part of her crazy ways. 
 
    “Oh, I’m taking this friendship to another level. I’m going to make him crack and tell me the truth. I’m coming in hot with this text. He’s going to pay for lying to me. You can get away with a little bit of it, but he hasn’t earned it.” After she’s done, she holds her phone and waits patiently for him to take her bait. 
 
    “Hey, you want to help me at Mom’s today? She doesn’t want to live there anymore, so we’re going to find her a new house and start cleaning it. You want to come?” 
 
    She claps her hands together. “Move her into your place.” 
 
    I’m stunned. 
 
    “I could. She could move into my place, right? I mean, I need to talk to Snake about a timeline. I think we need to stop by his work. He’s bombarded my work countless times. Let’s go see what he’s up to.” 
 
    “Yesssss! Let’s go see what the man is up to.” 
 
    Arm-in-arm, my best friend and I walk back to work, then load into my car. On the drive to the garage, I feel a little nervous, although I shouldn’t be. It’s been a whirlwind, yes, but he is mine. I step on the gas and get us there without a ticket. 
 
    The shop sits in front, and behind the building is a gate and the clubhouse. I park out front and walk in. The receptionist is working on invoices and pops her gum before looking up. “You here for a pickup?” 
 
    She’s a pretty young girl with large silver hoops and maroon lipstick. “Hi, I’m Selina, and this Ava. Is Snake here? I’d like to see him.” 
 
    Her eyes narrow and she hesitates before answering. I wait for it, the snarky remark about me being one the girls he’s been with. Mean girl shit. 
 
    “Carly,” Snake pops in from the doorway. “This is my ol’ lady, Selina, and her friend, Ava. You get me, prima?” 
 
    “Well, shit, my bad.” 
 
    “Carly!” Snake growls. 
 
    “I’m taking a break. Nice to meet you, Selina, Ava. I’m his cousin and my dad is a member. I’ll be right outside if you need me.” 
 
    “Put my smokes back,” Snake says and Carly chuckles before sliding a cigarette out from behind her ear. I never saw it behind her thick hair. She tosses it on the desk and rolls her eyes at him before slamming the side door and taking off in Cortez sneakers. 
 
    “Cute kid.” I smirk. 
 
    “You here to check on me, woman?” He rounds the corner. 
 
    “A little bit. I also have some business to talk to you about.” I cross my arms over my chest and wait for him to get closer. 
 
    “My ol’ lady has business, huh? Is this a private conversation?” He raises his brows. I know what he wants. 
 
    “Baby,” I coo, “not that kind of business. Living arrangement type of business.” 
 
    “That’s done and non-negotiable, fiera. My house, our house, our bed. I thought I was clear last night.” His hands slide around my hips and to my ass. 
 
    Ava clears her throat. “I’m… uh… going for a walk.” 
 
    Snake’s eyes never leave mine. “Indio,” he yells, “Ava needs a drink.” 
 
    Indio steps in and takes her by the hand. “Hola preciosa.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Their voices taper off and then it’s just me and Snake. 
 
    My fingers trail up his jaw along the scruff that rubbed the inside of my thighs raw last night. He sees the lust pool in my eyes and draws me in. “Stop, or I’ll take you into the office.” 
 
    “I think that’s fair. You did fuck me hard in mine.” 
 
    Snake’s hard grip on my ass intensifies and he draws me to his hard cock. My nails dig in around the base of his neck at his hairline. Our mouths meet, our tongues tangle, and teeth nip. He leads me around the counter. Hands pull at clothes and zippers, and after a door is shut, my back is slammed against it. My shorts are torn away from me along with my thong. My sandals hit the floor and my legs wrap around his waist. 
 
    Snake slides inside in one powerful thrust. His belt bites into my thigh, and I help to push his pants further down his legs while he uses my body in such a dark and sinful way, he makes me thirsty for him all over again. 
 
    His teeth bite and suck at my neck, and I moan. The door rattles with every thrust. My core tightens and I explode in a hard and fast orgasm when his one hand reaches up to pinch my nipples. “Snake.” I gasp and hear his grunts before he stills and comes inside of me. The thought of him bare sends a thrill of intimacy through me with thoughts of forever and family. 
 
    “Stop looking at me like that, Selina. You won’t leave until it’s gone or you’re knocked up with my babies.” 
 
    My fingers brush his hair back. “Love you.” 
 
    Snake kisses up my neck and whispers in my ear, “Not as much as I love you and your wet pussy.” He pumps his softening dick in to prove he does. 
 
    It’s so crass, I swat at him while he gently sets me down. There is a bathroom in his office, and I pee and clean up before I come back and get my clothes on. Snake watches me the entire time. “It’s you who’s staring and giving me looks.” 
 
    “You’re walking around my shop naked. I was thinking how I could get you on top of a car just like that.” 
 
    Buttoning up my shorts, I’m tugged onto his lap. “What did you need?” 
 
    “You mentioned last night we were moving in together. My mom needs a new place. I’m wondering what your timeline is because I want to ask her if she wants to use my place.” 
 
    Snake’s hand runs up my exposed thighs. “You were never going home, is that an answer?” 
 
    “My stuff is still at my house.” 
 
    “Go get what you need, and over the weekend, we’ll get whatever you can’t bring tonight.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    Snake takes my hands into his and kisses the inside of each wrist. “You’re mine. Just like that.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 40 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    Indio and I were a step ahead with the file we gathered on dickhead Officer Ryan Miller. We’ve sent the prospects to watch the drug dealers who were paying him off to look the other way. It took us a week to get to this point, but I’m a patient man and it was worth the wait. Until today, he’s had a loyal alliance with them. 
 
    From afar, we watch him take a stack of cash and walk over to his cruiser. While we wait for the show to unfold, I can’t help to think how Abuela was right. All this had been set into motion a long time ago. Every action we’ve taken put us in the path we were meant to be on. 
 
    The pig barges out of his car and heads back over to the dealer. Their hands fly as the argue, and the setting is perfect. I couldn’t have plotted this any better myself. Earlier this week, we put a bug in the street dealer’s ear that he was moving more than he was and not paying Ryan his cut. We went in and delayed their shipment. Ryan was paid a splinter of what he normally gets. In his mind, he was expecting more when he probably got exactly what he was owed. 
 
    The dealer’s men pull their guns. Ryan panics and pulls his. Before he even has a chance to get one shot off, he’s down with several rounds in his body. He’ll never bother Selina or Ava ever again. And just like that, as Selina mentioned earlier, my job is done. 
 
    Indio is right at my side as we walk down the block of the industrial warehouse area to the SUV waiting where we left it. Inside the cab, I make a call to our Prez. 
 
    “Prez, it’s all clear now. No incidents.” 
 
    “Que bueno. Proud of you, Snake. Go grab your woman. Vegas is in town, and she’ll meet you at the clubhouse.” 
 
    Indio drives us back to the clubhouse and the pressure is released from my chest with my next exhale. Selina is safe and my world is in one piece, just how it needs to be. Selina gave me peace in my life when I needed it most. She took my walls down, so I could hear what I needed in order to be a better man for myself. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    A woman wanders into the clubhouse like royalty. That has to be Vegas. Her dark hair is down to her waist and the black leather she wears screams ‘biker bitch’. I watch her say hello like she has all the confidence of the world behind her. She literally does—the man behind her is tall, dark, and very handsome. His cut says ‘Blade’, and I know he’s President of the Reno Battle Born MC. I’m nervous because this lady could kick my ass about a hundred different ways. 
 
    We couldn’t be any different from each other. It makes me wonder why Snake wouldn’t pick a woman like her. Strong and independent. I hold in a breath as she approaches. Instead of making introductions, she wraps her arms around me. 
 
    “Hello,” she simply states, then holds me at an arm’s length to look me over. “Let’s grab a drink and get to know each other, Selina. Thanks, brother.” She hollers back at Snake and drags me along with her. Glancing back, his face holds no apologies, and his grin says he’s enjoying my discomfort. In the first minute of meeting his sister, she hasn’t allowed one word to pass my lips. In a way, it’s comforting. 
 
    She drags me behind the bar and my cheeks flush red. Behind the bar, all eyes are on us, almost like a stage. “Have you ever worked behind a bar?” Vegas yells over the music. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh, girl, I’m going to teach you. Hold tight, you’re going to have the best night of your life.” She clearly has done her homework on me and pulls out the bottle of red wine from under the bar. Instead of pouring it into a glass, she takes her time and mixes a soda and fruit juice with it. 
 
    She shakes the drink and pours it into a cold glass. The bar here is impressive. “Where did you learn to tend bar?” I take a sip and the fruit complements the wine along with the soda, the combination making it refreshing. 
 
    Vegas pours a round of shots and helps the prospects get the bar in order. While doing it, she shouts, “Here. The bar wasn’t this great when I first started, but the more time I spent here learning how to mix from Julio, one of the members, I loved it. Pops kept adding on to it. I learned everything right here from these guys. Some of the girls really knew their shit too. I learned from the best.” 
 
    She holds up a round of tequila as a group of ol’ ladies from around the club join us at the bar. Some of them groan and the others smirk, a telling sign of who the troublemaker is. Vegas introduces me to them all. Some are worn and rough around the edges, while others are showcase pieces. All of them, though, have each other’s backs. Cindy, Vegas and Snake’s mom, joins us and sits at the bar, chatting with the ladies. Not once have they made me feel like an outsider and I notice what his sister did—broke the ice. 
 
    When I walked in, they all gave me contemplative glances. The party really started when Vegas came in like a force and made the room relax. “Thank you.” 
 
    She winks. “Snake cares for you, I care for you. One thing you will learn around here, we are a family first.” She makes a round of shots for the girls and quiets down the bar. “To Selina. Welcome to the ol’ ladies, a club where the drinks are strong and so are the bitches who gather here.” 
 
    We all take our shot and I’m tossed around with hugs as the ladies gush over my tattoos. 
 
    Momma Rose, an older lady, claps my back. “Watch your back, sweetheart. Those girls,” she points over toward the pool table, “give you any shit, hold your ground and don’t back down. Let me tell you, they are pissed off that Snake is off the market.” 
 
    “And if they fuck with you,” says the one they call Red, “you call me and I’ll back you up. The guys will all play it off like it’s no big deal. But let me ask you, if some dude was throwing them disrespect, what would they do? Handle it, am I right?” 
 
    Cindy chuckles and sips her drinks, not engaging in their conversation. I suppose they wouldn’t mess with the Prez’s wife or they’d be cut from the club. I still have so much to learn about their club politics, and I soak in all the information I can. 
 
    “Girl,” Momma Rose comes back, “the day you rode in with Snake on his bike, we all knew.” 
 
    “Knew what?” 
 
    “You were his. Vegas would ride with her brother occasionally, but other than you or his momma, which was rare, no one has.” 
 
    “It’s a show of claiming,” Cindy finally chimes in. “Snake’s father taught him the meaning of taking a woman on the back of your back. In the club, they believe it’s a sign of respect to be given to the woman who has your back.” 
 
    Vegas laughs and snorts. She is a bit buzzed with how much she’s drinking while serving. “When I had just met Blade, I rode over to his clubhouse with Snake and my Pops. He didn’t know that Fuego was my old man, let alone that Snake was my brother. Blade was ready to beat his ass. That is, until my Pops threatened to kill him.” She and the girls laugh. “It was all fun and games, but Blade seriously punished me for that stunt. Pops reamed my ass, but it was so worth it.” She sighs and looks across the room to her husband and ol’ man. They have it all—a family and their lives. He looks up as if he can feel her stare. I wonder if he knows the story she’s talking about because he shakes his head. 
 
    Vegas claps her hands and declares, “Alright, ladies, who’s up for a little fun?” The group collectively groans and Cindy laughs. “Come on, we got life left in us old broads.” 
 
    “No guns, Vegas,” Cindy clarifies. 
 
    The shock on my face must say it all. “That’s fair, Momma. No guns, agreed. How far have the mighty fallen? Geez, I was going to say pool, but if ya’ll have other ideas?” 
 
    The women are up from the bar and scattering over to a pool table. “You scare them one time with strip poker and suddenly they’re running.” 
 
    “How did your dad like that game?” 
 
    She snickers. “I was banned from coming back for a month. They guys did not like their ladies stripping down to their chonies. Seriously, we’ve all seen them naked.” She shrugs and loops her arm with mine. I love her, and all the ladies here. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Snake 
 
      
 
    I spent the night watching Selina laugh and her face turn red from the stories the ladies were filling her head with. My sister, always the show, proving why her nickname, Vegas, fits. Because of her, Selina fell in with the ladies of the club. My Pops holds my mom in the corner, and I stroll over to them with my beer. 
 
    “Thank you, Momma.” 
 
    She turns out of his arms and places a hand on my shoulder. “For what, honey?” 
 
    “This… I know this party and Vegas being here is all you. Selina needed to meet her and have her here today.” These ladies can be persuaded early on and the first impression is important. Mom knew Vegas could pull a group together and make the night special for Selina. Whether Selina knows the party was for her or not, I love my mom. She sees the small things and turns them around for big results. 
 
    “I would do anything to see my kids happy.” 
 
    Pops kisses her forehead runs his hands over her back. Never before did I notice how they are together, the small touches and the reassurances. As a man, I get my Pops on a level I never did before, what a man does for the woman in his life. Suddenly, Selina is too far from me and my body aches without her by my side. It’s striking how much we grow in a lifetime, the little things that make big impacts in our lives. I’ll be forever grateful for my old man and my mom. They’ve led us all by their example. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 41 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    The door crashes open and I hold my head, groaning. “What’s going on?” I mumble and slide the pillow next to me over my head. Someone creeps into the room. Good, I hope they kill me. A way too happy voice greets me. “Morning,” Vegas singsongs. “I brought coffee and a hangover cure. Abuela and Mom are here for moving day. It’s time, kids, let’s go.” She shuts the door with a slam. 
 
    “What is wrong with her?” I question. “What if we were naked, or worse?” 
 
    Snake chuckles next to me. My brain engages and I croak, “It’s moving day? What’s going on, Snake?” 
 
    His palm glides up my leg and lands on my hip. “They’re helping us get you moved in.” He groans and rolls out of bed. I lift the pillow and toss it at him as he walks to the bathroom in his boxers. The pillow hits his sexy as hell back and falls to the floor. His glaring smile hits me in the gut before he turns around. His ass flexes with each step and I am lost. Lost in all that is Snake, a man so sexy, his back muscles move with his bossy strut and the tattoo becomes a work of art, made just for the man before me. 
 
    I kick off the covers and feel gratitude like I never have before in my life. Grateful that Snake never walked away from me, and how it has turned out. I pad into the bathroom and wrap my hands around his waist. I place a kiss to his back and rest my cheek against him. “Love you.”  
 
    Snake pulls me around to face him and holds my jaw in his hands. His lips feather across mine. Before I know it, we are stripped bare and he lifts me enough to slide into me. Every inch he pushes is agonizingly slow, and I feel the stretch. More importantly, I feel us and our bond. I would have never guessed in the beginning that we would have this.  
 
    He never stops his mouth from devouring mine. His hand roams over my heated skin to my breasts. Tugging and pulling on them causes my core to contract until my body detonates. Snake groans and releases himself into me in long, euphoric spurts, coating me, claiming my body and sealing our bond. He rests his forehead to mine and holds me to him. “Love you, Selina.”  
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
     Snake 
 
      
 
    It took a team to clear out Selina’s house and unload the things she wanted to bring to ours. It’s exactly how it should be. I can now look back and see that the struggles make sense, why I needed what I went through to get here. The sense of pride I have been given is immeasurable. My Pops carries in a box and rests it on the table.  
 
    I hand him a beer from the fridge and pull out one for myself. “Thanks, Pops, for all of it.” 
 
    “Mijo, you’ve done good. I’m happy for you, and tu madre, she loves her. Selina reminds me a lot of your mom. I was you, at one point, once upon a time. Watching you two come together has been fun and brings back memories. I knew, mijo, where this would go, and you made it happen, like you always do. You know where you’re headed. One day, you’ll be the Prez, and Selina will help you. Your madre and hermana will watch over her, teach her what she needs to know, but she already knows a lot. She’s a natural. She fits inro our world perfectly, just like she fits to you.” 
 
    It’s hard for me to respond. What he is saying is, one day, he wants me to take over his club as president. Letting go of the fear of what it means and the crippling responsibility, I trust my old man knows what I can do. One day, I will be ready for it. What I learned these past few months is to plan for the long-term but stay focused on what is in front of me. It will all work out when it is meant to, and I’m in no damn hurry for him to leave.  
 
    I clap him on the back and smart off, “Until then, old man, I’m going to party and celebrate while I have my youth.” 
 
    “You’re still a cabrón.” He shakes his head and sits his beer down to take a box from my mom. Abuela has been tearing up the kitchen and making food all afternoon. She doesn’t have the strength like she used to but does what she can, doing what she loves, cooking food and being with her family.  
 
    I shock her when I wrap an arm around her shoulders. “Love you, Abuelita.”  
 
    “Te siento, mijo.” It pinches my chest to watch her, because one day, she will be gone. Pulling out my phone, I turn on the camara.  
 
    “Hey, Abuela.” She turns and I snap a quick selfie of us. She takes her spoon and swats me in the arm.  
 
    “¿Que la chingada? Vamos cabrón.”  
 
    Laughing, I leave her to it. She hates modern technology. I have a picture of her and a memory, so she can yell all she wants. After we unload the boxes and Abuela stuffs us full of food, I pass out drinks to everyone—my parents, Blade, Vegas, Indio, Hawk, Ava, and so many others who helped today. Selina tilts her head back and a roaring laugh rips out of her from the stories Vegas has been telling her nonstop. I take her hand in mine and turn her toward me. Her face is alight with warmth and joy. Bending down on one knee, I take out Abuela’s ring and hold it up for her.  
 
    “Selina, would you be my wife?” She gasps and nods excitedly. Placing the ring on her finger, she holds it up before wrapping her arms around my neck. I can feel her deep intake of air. With my arms around her body, I hold her tight.  
 
    “My grandfather made it for Abuela. She wanted you to have it. I can buy you a diamond too, but I wanted to give you that one first.” 
 
    Selina lets me go and takes Abuela into a hug, thanking her. Abuela holds her back, and the lone tear that escapes Abuela’s eye soaks into her shirt. I would give anything to make these women in my life happy. My Pops nods at me from across the kitchen, and the pride in his eyes fills my heart. The room erupts into congratulations and we are lost. Lost into our lives and the moments that create a reassurance of who we are—a family.  
 
    Battle born. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Epilogue 
 
    About 9 months later… 
 
    Selina 
 
      
 
    I swear the night Snake gave me his brand was the night we conceived our little one. It took a month after to figure out I was pregnant. I was so sick and in swooped his family, my mom, and Ava to celebrate with me. My fingers run through Snake’s hair, his head lying in my lap in front of my large baby bump. He’s been exhausted from work and club business lately. He’s worked overtime to make sure he will have time with us when the baby is born. In these still moments of time, I can’t help but reflect. 
 
    After I announced the pregnancy, Fuego was just as adamant as Snake was that we marry right away. I didn’t dare say no, not that I would anyway. Vegas, Cindy, and my mom were my bridesmaids. Ava was my maid of honor. We all met in Lake Tahoe, where their family has a vacation home. I had on a white summer dress, and they wore similar dresses they picked out themselves. I walked barefoot in the sand to Snake, wearing his cut and jeans. 
 
    His father was his best man and Indio, Azul, and Spider were his groomsmen. Indio catered to my mom all night. He danced with her and was a perfect date. To see her smile was a perfect wedding gift and I told him as much. 
 
    We said our ‘I do’s in a shotgun wedding at sunset. It was perfect. I was expecting another ring from him, but Snake surprised me when he slid a diamond eternity band on my finger. Since I was already wearing the gold band, it fit perfectly. He asked Jazz to tattoo a ring on his finger. I love it. It has our initials with a cross connecting them. The script is so unique, at a glance it looks like a tiny snake on his finger. 
 
    We spent the week at the vacation home after everyone left. It was magic. 
 
    “I swear I can hear you thinking,” Snake comments with a raspy, sleepy voice. My hand stills in his hair a moment. 
 
    “I was thinking about the day I believe we conceived him, and then when we got married right after we found out.” 
 
    “I always thought it was the night you got your brand,” he admits. 
 
    My heart skips a beat at his confession. “Me too. Do you think we should name him Diego?” 
 
    Snake runs his nose across my belly and places a kiss there before he sits up. His large hand runs over our unborn baby. “I love you. I wanted to see if you would say it first.” 
 
    I nudge him with my elbow. “You could have told me.” 
 
    “There’s no fun in that. Now that I’ve had my nap, I want you all to myself before he gets here.” Snake has me on the floor and stripped naked. My hormones have made me insatiable for his dick. I moan when he slides in and cry out when he makes me come for him. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    A couple of weeks have passed since my due date and I disagree with the doctor—it’s not okay and I’m edgy and ready to get this baby free from my body already. “He’s just telling me that because he doesn’t want to deal with me anymore,” I complain to Ava over the phone as Snake and I walk out of the doctor’s office. All of a sudden, I feel wet. “I gotta go. Let me call you back.” I hang up on her even though she protests. “Snake, I think I just peed myself.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    I take a step to walk back into the building and feel more wetness run down my legs, “Oh my God, I either just peed myself or my water broke!” 
 
    “Fiera, calm down. I think your water broke.” He holds my face, “You ready to bring our son into the world?” 
 
    I nod and lunge forward, too upset to contain myself. I hold on because I am equally happy and terrified. A baby. It didn’t take long for my body to kick into gear and the contractions started to kick my ass. I was taken to the hospital and a whirlwind happened after that. It was hard and painful, but Snake was at my side the whole time.  Our son, Diego, was born. 
 
    As soon as Baby Diego was cleaned, the first person to hold him was his dad. He lifted him up and kissed his forehead gently. Snake looked up and our gazes met. The tears he has pooling in the depths of his brown eyes are ones I will never forget. The love emanating from a protective father is priceless and one that is engrained in my mind and heart. This man has given me so much. I will be forever grateful to him and the future we started making our own. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Bonus Epilogue 
 
    About 25 years later… 
 
    Snake  
 
      
 
    It’s been years since I first lost my Abuelita, and then my old man, Fuego. My Pops handed me the patch, cut from his vest the day I was voted in as President. It’s hard to believe he’s gone, along with Ghost and the older club members. At different times, I miss them, but today is the hardest.   
 
    Mi niña, Cassandra, stands in the doorway of the home our family used for years for vacation in Lake Tahoe. In the same dress her mother wore. In the same place where we exchanged vows and got married. She looks like a duplicate of her mother. She’s just turned twenty, and she’s wild like me and my sister. She has my blood through and through, while Diego, at twenty-five, is just like his mom, cool and collected. I could have used the advice from my family on how to deal with Cass. She scares the fuck out of her old man. 
 
    Today, she marries a man in the club. I hold back my grief of losing her to him. As much as things have changed over the years, I still don’t like anything changing. I fight them like hell because I want my baby girl back. The one I taught to throw a punch and shoot. I was there for all of her firsts. I don’t want to walk her down the aisle to him. No one will ever be good enough for her.   
 
    The words of wisdom from my family members now gone rattle around in my head. I want to ignore them. I want to hold onto her and keep her safe. It’s a biker’s wedding of royalty because my little girl fell in love with the son of Las Vegas President, Titan. 
 
    “Let her go,” Selina whispers into my ear, gripping my arm. “You will always be there when she needs her dad. Cass will always look up to you… always, love.” 
 
    “He took her.” 
 
    “She left with him.” 
 
    “Being a member, he knows better.” 
 
    Selina chuckles. “And so does she, Snake. What’s done is done. You remember what it was like to be them. Relax. You know your father and family watch over her too. Remember when we found out I was pregnant with her? We weren’t expecting her, and ever since, she’s been surprising us. She will be okay.” 
 
    “She’s too far away. I don’t want her in Las Vegas.” 
 
    “So, what is my sneaky man going to do about it?” 
 
    My head whips to her and I give her my classic smirk. She knows too well, “What have you done?” 
 
    “Wait, daddy, I always take care of you, don’t I?” 
 
    “Fuck, I love you woman. Let’s talk after this sham is over with.”  
 
    “Stop it!” she reprimands, and I take her mouth in an aggressive kiss. Before I leave her, I escort her to our son sitting up front with my brothers.  
 
    “Stay with your mom, Diego.” I don’t give a fuck how ridiculous it sounds, I always watch over her because there is nothing on this earth that can replace my woman, even after all these years. Diego is a member of our club and has been my right-hand man, just like I was with mine. He makes me damn proud, and one day, he’ll be the man who leads our club. Indio, my VP, is waiting for me around the side of the house. I light my smoke and round the corner. “I’m ready.” With my family distracted, I wait for Indio to return. Where I stand is a secluded section of the house and he brings the man I want to see—the man who is stealing my baby girl from me. 
 
    I take a long drag of smoke into my lungs. He’s doesn’t act surprised or spooked to see me waiting for him, almost as if he expected it. He stands tall in front of me. “Snake.” 
 
    I blow out the smoke and square my body to him. “Let’s get something straight between you and me. You do one thing to hurt my baby, I’ll be all over you. You’ll wish to fuck you didn’t. It pisses me the fuck off you never came to me, never asked to see her, sneaking off like some stupid ass kids behind my back. As a man, you come to me for my daughter. A play behind a Prez’s back could start a fucking war. I will die for my baby girl, you get me?” 
 
    Pride grinds his jaw and he bites his tongue. Fucker is too old for her… fifteen years older than her. I know what these assholes do at the club, and Cass deserves better than where he’s been. He did a few runs to Sacramento and took a liking to Cassandra. Before I knew it, she was gone and I had to track her down. I thought someone got to her. No, she ran away with this puke to Las Vegas. I went down there and raised hell. Yet here I am, about to give her away. If I don’t, I take the chance of losing her. Not an option. She raised her own hell and fought for her independence. 
 
    “You are right about one thing, Snake. I should have come to you. That’s it.” Cocky little fucker doesn’t realize how those words could set off a man like me. “I won’t hurt her. I never snuck off with her, but I can see how it wasn’t done right. You don’t have to like me, Snake. I love her and I am going to take care of her.” 
 
    “We’ll fucking see about it. It doesn’t matter if I like you, you just better be good enough, or I will take care of you.” 
 
    Indio clears his throat. “We better start. Cassandra is ready.” 
 
    “I hear you, Snake. You have my word.” 
 
    I nod and he leaves to get into place out front. Fuck, I want to punch the man taking her from me. I want to stop it. I’m about to walk through the back door to get Cassandra to walk her down the aisle. 
 
    Indio chuckles next to me. “How much older are you than your ol’ lady?” He’s been my best friend over the years, so when he smarts off, I don’t kill the asshole. 
 
    “Fuck you too, Indio. Do your job and keep that cabrón, pinche hijo de madre Pride the hell away from me, so I don’t break my promise to Cass.” 
 
    He slaps my back and laughs. Together, we find Cassandra standing by the glass doors. The sun radiates off her beautiful golden hair and skin like her mom’s. When she turns around, her face is pinched and she is pissed. 
 
    “You can yell at me later, mi fieracita. You look beautiful.” I wrap my arm around her and hug her. She relaxes enough to embrace me back. 
 
    “Papi, it will be okay. I love you. Quit fighting this so much, please.” 
 
    My throat feels like I have a boulder lodged in it. “I’m trying, baby girl. But I will never stop taking care of you. You’re my treasure, more precious than anything.” 
 
    She sniffles. “Hurry, make me mad again. I can’t cry.” I kiss her forehead and hold my little ill-tempered girl to my chest. 
 
    “I brought you La Rubia to drive away in after your ceremony. Te amo, mi fieracita.” Her body trembles and a tear pricks my eye. I look up and there is her mother with a hand over her heart. These are the moments I protect. Their future and happiness are my reward, and I will fight until I can no more. 
 
    Family is everything. 
 
    The End 
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