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      Dear Readers,

      

      First of all, I wanted to thank you so much for being so patient with me while I’ve been recovering from my brain injury. I’ve written about it in my newsletters, but there are a lot of you who have questioned why my publishing schedule has been a lot more tame than normal.

      

      In June of 2022 I was in a serious car accident. I am very lucky given the circumstances, and I know it could have been a lot worse. I’ve been slowly working to get myself back to normal and get on a new ‘normal’ writing schedule.

      

      I’m a long way from being able to publish books in the capacity and volume that I have through the years, but I am slowly working my way to get back to that point.

      

      I appreciate you guys so very much,

      Elizabeth
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        minn - mine

        kirkja - church 

        hóra - whore

        Sváss – Beloved

        kone – wife 

        skytsengel or hamingja  – guardian angel 

        cage - car/vehicle
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      Dag

      14 Years Old

      It’s the middle of summer and my mama is busting her butt making dinner for us, and our step-father, who’s going to be home any minute. His name is Loren and she met him at work. Mama is a secretary at a big law firm in the city. We live about an hour away, but she says she doesn’t mind the commute. She’s worked there since she was nineteen, still in the same position as she started in. I don’t really understand why she doesn’t want another job title, but she tells me she likes her job, so I don’t press her on it too much.

      “Mama, can’t we just order a pizza? You went in early today, and you came home late . . .” I say to her, trying to silently beg her to take a bit of a break.

      “No, baby,” Mama shakes her head adamantly. “Your step-father will be here soon and I want him to have a home cooked meal ready for him when he walks in through that door.”

      “Mama, I don’t mean any disrespect, but you’ve worked a really long day. Can’t we just order a pizza? You should relax a little bit. I can help fold laundry and make sure Rayna has everything she needs,” Rayna is my little sister, who’s ten years younger than me. When my father left, mama found out she was pregnant. She said she told my father, but he still left. I don’t understand how someone could do something like that. He worked at the law firm and when he abandoned our family, the other partners made sure that he knew he wasn’t welcome there. Basically, they pushed him out. Mama thinks I don’t know, but I know what happened. He had a secret family, hidden on the other side of the city.

      I was out with my best friend, Mason, and his family one day. I saw my father with his arm around another woman, with two little girls that looked just like him. Mason’s parents tried to get me to forget what I saw, but I didn’t. They even told me to not tell my mother, but how could I do that? I knew it would gut her, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I kept that sort of secret from her. I ended up telling her I saw him and I told her I never wanted to see him ever again. He chose that women and those two little girls over me, my mama, and my baby sister.

      “Sweetie, I know you’re trying to help me out, but it’s okay. I promise. I just want to have a hot meal ready for your step-father,”

      I slump my shoulders in defeat and walk over to where she is at the stove. “What are you making?” I smile, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Hamburger mac and cheese. I think it’s going to be delicious. I’ll whip up a salad with some strawberries in it and some goat cheese. That way we can get some fruit and veggies in our tummies too,” Mama smiles brightly, liking the plan she came up with, and I like it too. I bet it’s going to be damn good. Shoot, I shouldn’t even be thinking that word. If I happened to let that slip out, my mother would slap me half-way across our ten acre farm.

      “Mama! Help!” Rayna screams from the living room, and mama looks right at me.

      “I’ll be right back, but can you stir this every couple of minutes? I need to see what your sister wants,”

      “Sure thing,” I say to her and she hands the wooden spoon off to me. I wait a couple of minutes before I stir it like she asked, and the more I stare at the pan, the more my tummy rumbles. I don’t exactly know what kind of seasoning mama uses, but she tells me to season from the heart whenever I’m cooking. I do know she’s using garlic powder in this. She puts that seasoning in everything.

      “Okay, I think we’re all set.” Mama tells me, wiping her hands on the front of her jeans.

      “What happened?”

      “A commercial came on,” Mama laughs, and I smirk. Rayna is still very much a toddler some days. Sure, she’s not two or three anymore, but she doesn’t like it when things don’t go her way.

      “Well, well, are we going to have a decent dinner tonight, or what?” my step-father’s baritone voice fills the space, and he must’ve just come in through the garage door. I inhale deeply through my nose and look over at him. He’s about three hundred pounds, wearing jean overalls over a t-shirt. He has a beard that is unkempt, and it stops a few inches below his chin.

      “Any dinner Mama makes is decent.” There’s no better cook than my mother. At least, not in my eyes. I’m looking right into my step-father’s eyes as I say it, and he takes a few steps, then backhands the hell out of me. It’s so forceful I stumble back a few feet and hit the wall behind me.

      “Loren!” my mother snaps.

      “What? He needs to learn some fuckin’ manners. Who does he think he is speaking to me like that? Not in my house.”

      “It’s not your house,” I point out, seething every word slipping past my lips. Mama bought this with my father and she got it in their divorce settlement. He has to pay her child support and alimony too, but I’ll bet it’s not too much.

      “Oh, he’s a dead kid.” my step-father announces, and he comes rushing toward me, but my mother slides in between us, pushing at him to get away from me.

      “Loren! Stop it, you just got home. Why don’t we finish getting dinner ready and all eat as a family at the table? How does that sound?”

      “It sounds like you’re delusional, in a fuckin’ fantasy world. I’m teachin’ this boy some manners, and I’m doing it right now. His own deadbeat father didn’t want ‘em and I see why now! Backtalkin’ little bastard.” He snarls, shoving my mother out of the way. He shoves her so hard she hits the counter and then drops to the floor, but she’s quick to rise up and runs over to me, somehow managing to get in between us.

      “Get out of my fuckin’ way!” He’s screaming at the top of his lungs.

      “No. You need to go calm down, but you don’t go near my son right now. Not while you can’t see reason,”

      “I can’t see reason, huh?” He shoves my mother again, this time going after her instead of me.

      She glances over at me with bulging eyes. I know she’s trying to not look so scared, but it’s all I see right now–her terror. “Get your sister and keep her safe!”

      I run into the living room and Rayna is sitting in front of the television, watching her favorite cartoon. I scoop her up into my arms and run over to the closet in the living room, throwing the doors open. She’s furrowing her brows and I’m certain she’s about to give me an earful about moving her away from her show, but I look right into her chocolate brown eyes. “You stay in here, and you don’t come out until me or Mama comes to get you. Do you understand?”

      I know the tone of my voice is coming out really strong, and I’m likely scaring her, but maybe her fear will make her listen to me. She ends up nodding. I shut the doors in front of her and run back into the kitchen where I left my mother.

      Only, now my step-father has a bloody knife in his hand, looking down at my mother who’s grasping the counter. I think it’s the only thing keeping her standing upright, and I look at her, but she’s keeping her eyes on my step-father. “Look what you did. You could’ve just let me beat that boy’s hide and teach him right from wrong, but this is what it’s come to. Now I’m teachin’ you right from wrong. There’s a price to pay for going against me, darling,”

      I can’t let him hurt her anymore. Mama showed me where our gun is in case I ever needed to use it. She taught me how to shoot, and everything I know about guns. I run into the foyer, open the cabinet and grab the black box in the top of it. I take off the lid in record time and grab the gun, pull back the safety and go straight into the kitchen.

      “Hey!” I scream with all of my might, and he laughs as soon as he sees the gun in my hand.

      “You know you need to know how to use it, right?”

      “Leave her alone,” I grit.

      He takes a few steps toward me and before I know it he’s lunging at me. A sharp pain hits me in my right shoulder, and I realize the knife is half-way in my flesh. The shock of it all rocks me for a moment and the next thing I know his hands are around my neck. He didn’t go for the gun, which was stupid on his part, so I pull the trigger, shooting him right in the stomach.

      He ends up taking a couple of steps back, clutching his stomach in shock. Did he think I wasn’t going to? Did he think I was bluffing? I’m not. I’m not going to let him kill me, and I wasn’t going to give up easily. He might think I’m some scrawny teenager, but I’ll stick up for myself and my family whenever I need to.

      “Call the police!” My mother shouts at me as she takes the gun from my hand, pointing it at my step-father. “Then call the firm, get processed through the emergency line and tell them who you are. We’re going to need one of the partners with us tonight,” my mother says, and Rayna’s screaming in the background, crying her eyes out. I round the corner and see she hasn’t opened the closet doors. Good. She listened. Thank God.
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      Esperanza

      Present Day

      “Hey, Rosie,” I say to my secretary as I walk in my office. I’ve been at court all day and after dealing with the cases I have, I walked down the street and got a much needed cup of coffee. After that, I picked up a salmon salad with mandarin oranges, feta cheese, and a vinaigrette dressing. I can’t wait to stick my fork into it, but I need to get into the safety of my office first.

      “Hey. How did court go today?” Rosie questions as she rifles through some paperwork, eventually handing me some mail.

      “It went as well as could be expected. Judge Morrison didn’t offer bail for one of my clients, and then Judge Hanniby approved my motions for another client.”

      “Okay, so not too bad then.”

      “No, not too bad. I just wish some judges would see that not all of the people I’m defending are actual criminals.”

      Rosie offers me a soft smile. “You have a big heart, Esperanza, but not everyone else will choose to see that. Some will think your clients are getting one off on you, while others will just think you’re in it for the money. The point I’m trying to make is that you shouldn’t give a rats ass what those judges think. All you need to worry about is the jury if you get in front of them.”

      “I really needed your words of wisdom today,” I admit, and Rosie cackles.

      “Well, it’s always here for you whenever you need it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Any plans for the day after you leave?”

      “I’m going to meet my sister and we’re going shopping, but before I can get over to the mall I need to catch up on some emails.”

      Rosie shakes her head. “Esperanza, you bust your pretty little butt of here. Why not go now? You deserve the break, and you know it.”

      “I might deserve one, but it just means I’ll have that much more to do in the morning.”

      “I can’t with you, woman. You’re as stubborn and bull-headed as my kids,” Rosie might sound like she’s annoyed with me, but she’s really just annoyed. To be honest, when I hired her last year I thought I might get irritated with her. I . . . Lord knows this sounds bad, but I haven’t ever really gotten along with older people. I think I may just be meeting the wrong ones. Typically, they’re people who think they know everything about life, and it rubs me the wrong way. I don’t think any of us are experts, but I think we do a pretty damn good job.

      Rosie has quickly become one of my favorite people. She worked at another law firm for many, many years before relocating here to Tallahassee, and I gave her a chance. I’m glad I did. I don’t know if I would’ve found someone who’s willing to work so hard if I hired someone twenty years younger than her. She jokingly calls herself a classic, and I don’t think there’s a better word for what she is.

      “I might be, but you can’t say I’m fibbing about my workload.” I raise my brows at the older woman.

      “You aren’t, but you could choose to take a couple less cases. You’re always saying yes, to everyone,” Rosie’s pointing it out like she’s my mother, which only causes me to laugh. “And I know what you’re about to say, because ‘they need you’.”

      Yep, Rosie knows me like the back of her hand. “You’re right.”

      “You should look through those. One of them looks interesting,” Rosie motions to the stack of mail in my hand.

      “Oh?”

      “Yep. I put it near the top for you. I know sometimes you get tired and don’t want to go through everything,” Rosie sticks her tongue out at me playfully.

      “Okay,” I roll my eyes and peel back the first few envelopes, then see the cardboard colored envelope. I recognize the return address immediately. It’s from the Raiders of Valhalla MC. I use my acrylic nail to break the top of the envelope, and pull out the contents. Much to my surprise, it’s a wedding invitation. Rosie’s peering her eyes over the counter, trying to see what it is. She might be amazing, but she is nosey as hell some days.

      “I got a wedding invitation,”

      “Oh? Clients, or friends?”

      “A bit of both I guess. Kraken is a guy at that motorcycle club, Raiders of Valhalla, who are clients. I guess I’ve gotten kind of close to the club over the years. I’m kind of surprised they invited me to their wedding,” I admit, realizing when the wedding is. It’s a short eight days away. Damn, they’re cutting it close.

      “Do you think you’ll go?”

      I end up opening my salad up and dig my fork in it as I’m standing here, having a social hour with Rosie. “Yeah, I don’t think I have anything to do that day, and it’ll give me a reason to get out. I don’t really get invited to many weddings, and who doesn’t love going to a wedding, you know?”

      “Yes, you should go! I’m sure it’ll be a blast,” Rosie smiles from ear-to-ear.

      I continue digging into my salad and we chat for a while, until I’m finished with my meal completely. I end up throwing the plastic tin in the trash and Rosie’s shutting down her computer. “You should get out of here too. Didn’t you say you had to meet your sister?”

      “I do, but I need to go through those emails.”

      “They’ll be here in the morning. Go have a good time for once. You work your pretty little ass off. You deserve some fun, Esperanza.” Rosie throws her purse over her shoulder and walks out from around my small receptionist area.

      As much as I know I should go look through my emails, I do want to relax for a bit. “Fine, I’m leaving.”

      I leave with Rosie and we head in two separate directions. I text my sister and let Soledad know that I’m heading that way. Her wig shop isn’t too far away from the mall, so she might have to leave five minutes early. Soledad works in the completely opposite side of the workplace spectrum than I do. While I’m a lawyer, she owns a business creating custom made wigs. Her business does a really good job, both in the storefront and in online sales. We grew up in a really rough life, so the fact we’ve both come this far shows just how strong and dedicated we are as women. Sometimes I think that if we didn’t go through the shit we did in our childhood, that we wouldn’t have ever made it this far in life. I think that if we grew up in a better environment, we wouldn’t have had the drive to get out of our neighborhood.

      Hell, I’m a year older than Soledad, but I didn’t leave her in that fucking place. I stuck around for an extra year, saving up every last penny and dime until I could move.

      I arrive at the mall within fifteen minutes and as I’m finding a parking spot, Soledad walks right in my view. I park the car and get out, rushing up over to my sister. Her hair is different today, but it usually is. It must be the perks of owning a wig company. “You look amazing,” I tell her as I wrap my arms around her.

      “Thank you! You look beautiful.”

      “You might need to get me one of these,” I say, running my fingertips against her hair.

      “Oh, don’t worry. I already saved you one. I have black, or a deep red. I wasn’t sure which one you wanted.”

      “Black, but do you have other reds in stock right now?”

      “I have so many. We might have to stop by the shop after we finish up here. Speaking of, what are we shopping for today?”

      “I have a wedding I’m going to in a few days, so it might be nice to get something for that.” I say, and I really take in how lovely my sister’s looking. She’s always put together, but today she looks damn good. Her eyebrows are flawlessly done, and she has an almost violet lipstick on, which really makes her luscious lips pop. She and I inherited those from our father, and our almond-shaped eyes. We’re bi-racial, but most people would never be able to tell. Our father is Korean, while our mother is an African woman who immigrated to the United States when she was twenty-two. We’re originally from Atlanta, but the moment we could, we got the hell out of there.

      “Oh, okay, so we’re getting you something sexy to wear. Got it!”

      “Yep. I’m ready to shop until we drop,”

      Soledad and I head over to one of the newer boutiques that recently opened in the mall. It’s owned by women and we love to support women owned businesses. We rifle through the dress options in the store and even pick a few jumpsuits. I want to present myself in a good manner, but at the same time I also want to do something a little sexy.

      I haven’t been to a wedding in a couple of years and in my profession I have to dress very conservatively all the time. When I’m out of the courtroom I have the opportunity to dress however I want to.

      I go into the dressing room and try on a variety of different dresses and jumpsuits. Some of them are very stuffy and fancy, while others look a lot sluttier the moment I put them on. I get through all of the dresses, not satisfied with one of them. I have two more options, an all black dress that’s honestly suited better for a funeral, and a flowy floral dress.

      I take the floral dress off the hanger and slide it on. It’s a halter top where the fabric cinches over the piece of fabric that goes around my neck. My back is completely covered except for my shoulder blades which poke out the sides, and it stops a few inches below my ass. There’s even some cinching just below my breasts to show my curvy figure.

      It’s everything I’ve been looking for. Sexy and sweet, yet not too revealing. I think we found a winner here. It’s a combination of multiple colors and I planned on getting my nails painted yellow next week, so I might even be able to make it match the tone of the color on the dress.

      Rosie is right. I do need to take more breaks and take more time for myself. I’m only getting older and I need to make sure I have some semblance of a social life. A lot of women in my position are either working mothers or become slaves to their careers. I’m neither, but I do work all of the time. I have to make it a priority to take time for myself by going out and having fun like at this wedding.

      “Esperanza, let me see something!” Soledad groans on the other side of the changing rooms.

      I go to the door, open it, and show my sister the dress.

      “Holy shit that is a showstopper.”

      “I guess it’s a winner, then.” I smile brightly. I needed a dress for this wedding, but there isn’t any way we’re going to be done shopping for the day. I need some retail therapy, stat.
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      Dag

      It’s June ninth and while typically that doesn’t mean anything, today is a day that Kraken and Magnolia will remember for the rest of their lives. It’s their wedding day. These two have worked really fast to get everything done and as I’m walking around in my suit I’m surprised. I’m not any sort of wedding professional but this is the kind of shit that should be in those wedding magazines brides are always looking at.

      I already spotted Gwen earlier who’s the maid of honor and she’s wearing a rust colored chiffon dress with a halter top. I’m going to naturally assume that the rest of the ladies are wearing the same color, but maybe have different variations of the dress. I’ve been to a couple of weddings in my time and that seems to be the biggest thing that’s done.

      They’re having the wedding on the clubhouse property, in the back of it not too far away from the clubhouse. They wanted to make sure their guests could get to the bathroom and inside if they needed to.

      The entire area is completely transformed. It’s no longer just a plain area with a field and then some trees around it. Now it’s a magical oasis. Some of us guys had to move wooden tables and benches in the reception area, while others put some similar rustic wooden benches on either side of a burlap aisle. I can’t remember who, but one of the brothers made the arch for Kraken and Magnolia to stand in front of later today.

      There’s eucalyptus leaves hanging from the aisles and a mixture of white rose petals and orange sort of rose petals are scattered on either side of the aisle, mixing into the grass. They’ve all done a good job at pulling this thing together.

      Kraken comes walking up beside me and stops to look at the scene before him. “It’s hard to believe we’re actually doin’ the damn thing.”

      “I bet. You know, if you’re going to change your mind now would be the time.” I’m totally fucking with Kraken and he bursts out into a fit of laughter.

      “Yeah, I’ll hop right on that.” he replies sarcastically.

      Everyone knows damn well that Magnolia is the one for him. She and him butted heats for a while, but they worked those sorts of issues out early in their relationship. Magnolia is the best woman for him and she treats Everly like the little girl could be her daughter.

      Guests start pouring in and everyone slowly begins filling up the benches. Kraken and I stand beside each other, not needing to make our way up to the head of the aisle yet. Runes, Logi, and Rati are all groomsmen too, all of which we’re waiting for.

      “Did you bring a plus one?” Kraken asks, searching through the crowd.

      I shake my head. “No, I didn’t.”

      Kraken raises a brow. “Really? You wanted to be at the wedding by yourself?”

      “I didn’t really want to, but the last time I was at a wedding and brought a date it was a woman I didn’t know very well. She got drunk and fell face first into the cake, then decided to get into a fight with the bride.”

      “Gods. So, she ruined you wanting to bring dates then, right?”

      “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “Well, I’m sure you could always find someone to spend the evening with if you play your cards right.”

      “Play my cards right, pfft.” I chuckle and Kraken does the same. More and more people continue to pass us by and finally the rest of the groomsmen show up.

      “What the hell took you all so long?” Kraken barks at the rest of the guys, one of which is our club President.

      “The photographer Magnolia hired wanted to get solo shots of us all too.” Rati comments and Kraken shakes his head in disbelief.

      “Fine, let’s make our way up there. It’s going to be showtime in a couple of minutes.” Kraken states and we all take our places at the end of the aisle. Kraken stands in the middle, while I’m behind him, and then it’s Runes, Rati, and Logi.

      After a few minutes of silence the music begins playing in the background and slowly but surely the women begin walking down the aisle. First it’s Ziza, who is one of Magnolia’s dearest friends. She’s a baker from what I understand and really helps her a lot with her bigger events, particularly the desserts and making sure their clients are satisfied. It makes me wonder if Ziza is the one who baked the wedding cake.

      Charm follows Ziza, then it’s Fern, and lastly it’s Gwen. All of the ladies look absolutely breathtaking. I can’t miss the way Fern stares at Runes, or the way Gwen barely takes her eyes away from Rati’s. They’re looks of pure love and adornment and these are the sorts of moments where I hate the fact that I’m by myself. By myself meaning I don’t have a good woman by my side. I haven’t been as fortunate enough as some of my brothers. Eventually I’ll find the woman that’s right for me, although I’m not sure if that’s going to happen anytime soon. I’m not holding my breath.

      Oskar who is Fenrir’s son from a previous marriage, is the ring bearer. He walks up the aisle and all of the guests have their eyes on him, smiling at Fenrir’s little boy. He has a forced dorky smile on his face and walks directly in front of me, standing at my side slightly.

      Everly is next. She comes walking down the aisle in a cute, white poofy dress with a basket. She’s throwing big globs of rose petals onto the ground and the guests smiles and say ‘awe’. She’s trying her best and Kraken is smiling brightly at her.

      The music changes to another song which isn’t the traditional song you hear at a lot of American weddings. This one is a bit different, one I think Magnolia and Kraken chose together. Nordic flutes, horns, and harps play in the background and Magnolia walks slowly down the aisle to the beat of the music.

      Magnolia’s wearing a long ballgown sort of thing with a train that goes two lengths behind her. She’s really pulling off the head bitch in charge vibes and as she gets closer to her almost husband I spot him spreading a few tears. Damn, I didn’t think he’d be one of those guys.

      The minister takes over the service and we’re all standing up here for about twenty minutes or so. Magnolia and Kraken both wrote their own vows which I think is the coolest most sincere thing you can do at a wedding. If you ask me, people who read that normal shit are lazy as fuck. Why not make it special and truly speak from the heart, you know?

      After the wedding I’m one of the few who are taken around for the next hour for group photographs with everyone. We head to the forest for most of them since Magnolia wanted the lush green color to really pop in her photos. The photos were actually a little bit fun, but Runes was bitching about how long it was taking. Magnolia overheard him and glared at him one time which really whipped him into shape. He didn’t say another word after that.

      Once we were done being models we could finally go get some food and my stomach is grumbling. Magnolia’s company is catering the whole thing and Gods they brought a spread for us. Anything and everything you can think of is here. If you want Mexican, Southern, Asian, or traditional American food they’ve got it all. I get them to load up my plate with a bit of everything and know I’m going to end up heading back for seconds and probably thirds. I need that damn protein as soon as I can get it.

      I sit down at my table and notice a few tables away sits a woman who I’ve seen many times at the courthouse—Esperanza.

      I begin eating my plate and when I’m practically done I have a gut feeling to look up. Esperanza is staring right at me and I think I might just have to go over and say hello. I’ve seen her at court so many times, but I had no idea she looked this damn good outside of her courthouse attire.

      Yeah, I think I’m going to have to take a break before I get my second plate.

      I can’t keep my eyes off her. Esperanza has been part of my life for a while now, especially after moving here to Tallahassee with the club a couple of years back. She’s the club lawyer and any time there’s any sort of issue, she represents us. I practice law for a living as well and have made a small name for myself while living here, but I can’t defend the club. It’s a huge conflict of interest since I’m part of it.

      When we were always on the road I worked for one of those websites where I could give legal advice and make a fee from that, plus look over contracts to make sure they were adequate and would protect clients within the State they resided in. It was simple, easy work.

      Since officially moving to Tallahassee I had to take state licensure tests, but otherwise I obviously already passed the bar exam years ago. It wasn’t overly difficult to get licensed here and once I did, it’s only helped me make a decent living. I mainly do contractual law, wills, prenups, those sorts of things. I find that there’s enough drama going on with the clubhouse that I don’t exactly want to deal with that bullshit in my professional life.

      Esperanza takes a sip of her champagne and her eyes lock onto mine. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid my eyes on. She has this deep umber skin and the darkest black hair with some brown highlights coming down through it. I’m not sure if it’s her natural hair or if it’s a wig. Regardless, it looks phenomenal.

      Esperanza waves me over and there’s no stopping me now. The lady wants to have a chat and what kind of man would I be if I denied her of that?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Esperanza

      This has to be my fourth drink of the night and I’m really feeling the alcohol settle into my body. I wasn’t really sure what to expect when it came to attending a Raiders of Valhalla MC wedding. I know they’re known for throwing complete ragers from time to time, but never did I think that they were going to turn this wedding into a rager. Now, I’m not complaining in the least bit. Soledad tells me all the time I need to loosen up more, go out, let my hair down and have a good time. Most days I’m so invested in work that I don’t get the opportunity, but I’m so glad I came out tonight.

      The wedding was gorgeous and now we’re all sitting around shoving this amazing food into our faces. I’ve slowly been drinking at my table, noticing Dag a couple of tables away. I know him as someone who’s part of the club, sure, however I also know him to be a lawyer. He mainly does contractual law from what I understand.

      Out of all the people in his clubhouse he’s one of the most attractive. He has a pale sandy skin with curly hair as brown as a bison’s fur. It’s only curly on the top bit since that’s where his length is. On both sides of his head it’s kept a little shorter. He has a muscular body type which most lawyers don’t. Typically, it’s either they have a small frame or it looks like they drink too much beer when they’re off the clock. Dag on the other hand looks like he’s a lumberjack under the confines of his clothes. I can’t say I’ve ever had the opportunity to witness it firsthand, but I do believe if I’m ever given the chance I’ll be right on the money.

      Dag finishes his food and moseys his way on over here. I’ve been staring at him for the last twenty minutes or so, and wanted him to come on over. He takes the open seat beside me and has his drink in hand. “You look lovely, Esperanza.” Dag makes it a point to rake his eyes up and down my dress. I’ve noticed him doing it every now and again from where he was sitting before, but I have to admit it’s nice to see him admiring me from up close.

      “Thank you. You clean up nice as well,” I’m used to seeing Dag in suits, but nothing of this caliber. I honestly didn’t really expect anyone to be wearing suits except for Kraken, given the fact he’s the groom. Most of the parties and events the club have thrown haven’t been formal at all, so I didn’t expect anything different today. I even made sure my dress wasn’t too over the top.

      I take the last sip of my drink and Dag notices. “Want to go grab another?” he suggests.

      Normally I wouldn’t, I’d say I’m reaching my limit but we’re at a wedding for goodness sake. It’s time I cut back a little bit. “Yeah,”

      Dag gets up from the white plastic chair he’s sitting in and I follow his lead. We walk side-by-side across the yard and head right over to the bartender. I can’t remember if this bar has always been here or not. They’ve made it out of wooden pallets and have an old tin metal top on it.

      There’s a couple of people in front of us. They’re an older couple having a great time. The woman throws her head back and laughs at the jokes the older man is telling her and I think they must have been invited by Magnolia.

      “Did you bring a date with you tonight?” Dag questions me and I want to start laughing at him.

      “If I did, I would’ve been the worst date ever, leaving him to go hang out with another man.” I point out, keeping my eyes pinned on Dag’s. I’ve never really looked at him the way I am right now. I’ve never seen the lines that surround his beard which show his age. He has to be in his early forties at the oldest, maybe late thirties at the youngest. He’s lived a stressful life, and I know our profession can be a bit much sometimes.

      “Good point.”

      “You’re glad I didn’t bring a date, aren’t you?” I arch a brow while the bartender hands the older couple their drinks.

      “I am,” Dag confirms.

      The older couple walks away and we step up to the bar. There’s a younger guy behind it. He has dark hair and might be in his early twenties. I believe his name is Aesir, but I can’t be too positive. There are so many people in the club. Sometimes it can be a lot to keep track of. “Hey there Esperanza. How are you tonight?” He looks me up and down for a second before the music gets louder. All of our eyes drift to the dance floor and Ziza, one of Magnolia’s bridesmaids, is on the floor with a drink in her hand having the time of her life.

      I look right back at Aesir and his eyes are still glued on the dance floor. “She’s single you know.”

      Aesir’s head whips around to look right at me. “How do you know that?”

      “I’m friends with Ziza online. She’s also part of the local Chamber of Commerce since she owns her own business, so I see her at a few events from time to time.”

      “Cool, cool. You know her well?”

      “No, you’re not doin’ this shit.” Dag interjects before I can answer Aesir.

      “Do what?” Aesir asks.

      “You know what. You’re tryin’ to get an in with Esperanza so she can say something to that girl about you. Aren’t ya?”

      Aesir yanks his head back slightly. “No, brother. I was just askin’ her a couple of questions.”

      “Doubt it. All you do is stay in your room and play video games unless the club needs you for something or there’s a medical emergency. You’re a damn hermit and you know it, Aesir.”

      There’s an intense silence between the two men for a few solid moments. Neither of them choose to say anything so I butt in. “I’m being a bit of a basic bitch tonight and I’m drinking vodka crans, with a splash of Sprite on the top please.”

      “You got it.” Aesir grabs a plastic cup and proceeds to pour a hefty serving of Absolut, a splash of cranberry and then a bit of Sprite. He swirls it around with a little red straw and then hands it to me.

      “Thank you so much,” I say as I take a sip of my drink. The mixture is perfect and I could seriously go for a few more of these. Now I know why the drinks have been this good every night. Aesir knows his way around a bar.

      “What’re you drinkin’?” He’s less than friendly with Dag, but they’re having some weird rift between them at the moment.

      “Scotch on the rocks,” Dag grumbles out, not daring to tear his eyes away from Aesir. Aesir proceeds to make his drink and hands it over to Dag. The two of us leave the bar and head to an area with small circular tables. Some of them have barstools, while others just have the table. Some wedding guests are standing around a couple of them, but Dag leads us over to an area where there aren’t many people. He wants a little bit of privacy and I’m grateful for it. I don’t mind going to large events like this, although they can become extremely overwhelming after a while. Especially when you don’t bring anyone with you, and of course I had this grand idea to come here by myself.

      “What was that about?” I allow my curiosity to get the best of me. If anyone else was close to us they would have seen that it was intense. They’d probably be curious about the issues between the two of them as well.

      Dag clears his throat. “It was nothing.”

      “It didn’t look like nothing.” I point out.

      Dag’s quiet for a few moments and takes a sip of his drink. “Aesir is young and has a habit of stepping on people’s toes. He is incorrigible most days and does things that he knows is only going to end up pissing you off. Then he spends all of his free time in his room playing fuckin’ video games when he could be doin’ something more productive like cleaning up around the house, working on his bike, shit like that.”

      I can’t help but stifle a laugh.

      Dag’s eyes go wide and he looks at me like I’ve just offended him. “What?” he grumbles out at me.

      “He only sounds like a bratty little brother, and you’re here pitching a fit about it. I find it hysterical because I know how tedious and demanding our career is. You should be able to handle him, no matter how much he gets on your nerves. Instead, I see that you’re letting him get under your skin.”

      “If you lived with him you’d be annoyed with his antics too,” Dag states, taking yet another sip of his drink. I take my first sip of my fresh one.

      “I might get annoyed, sure, but I wouldn’t ever let it show. All it’s doing is showing him how much of a rise he’s getting out of you and he’s going to continue doing that as long as he sees a reaction.” I don’t know Aesir well. If I’m being honest I barely know him, but I do know what it was like having a younger sibling. Soledad would constantly get on my nerves, and while I don’t believe Dag and Aesir are actually related, it’s the same sort of thing going on.

      “Look at you, giving me advice.” There’s a playfulness in Dag’s eyes that tells me he isn’t so bothered by what I’m saying anymore.

      “Yeah, well, we all need it sometimes. Even if you are a hotshot lawyer.”

      Dag raises his brows and a shit-eating grin crosses over his face. “Ah, so you think I’m a hotshot lawyer, huh?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “You’re all right in my book.”

      I find myself standing here chatting with Dag for the next couple of hours. We end up going to the bar where Aesir is replaced by Regnor at some point and have a couple more drinks. Dag gets progressively flirtier over the night and I’m not looking for anything serious right now, but I don’t think he is either. He seems like the kind of guy who barrels through women. Aren’t all bikers those kind of guys?

      I hope so. I want him to run right through me and then leave me be.

      I end up asking Dag if he wants to go with me back to my place. We’re both too drunk to drive, so I call an Uber after he accepts and once it arrives the Uber drives me back to my apartment. I don’t live anywhere too luxurious. It has a gate at the front where we have to enter a keycode to get in, but millionaires don’t live here. It’s mostly working professionals like me. Lawyers, doctors, stock brokers, professors, etc which make for great neighbors.

      Once we get on my floor, we head into my apartment through the door and walk into my open concept living room, dining room combination. I have a galley style kitchen behind the dining area, and on the right if you pass my living room there’s a small office along the wall that leads to the hallway. My apartment isn’t overly large, about a thousand square feet. It’s probably why I have a really decent sized bathroom and a vast bedroom.

      “Your place looks really nice,” Dag compliments.

      I remember I bought an apartment in the building because I wanted to live in an updated unit. The place I had been living at before wasn’t exactly the nicest and every part of it looked like it was directly from the nineties. This unit is beautiful. A mixture of contemporary and rustic. All of the walls are white, but there are deep brown wooden beams taken across the living room and dining room, up until the kitchen.

      The only thing I don’t really like about my apartment is the lack of cabinet space. I have bottom cabinets and a very small pantry, but the top cabinets are all open shelving. They’re the same deep brown as the beams which really tie in the whole unit very well. It’s a lot different than the usual sort of apartment units you have here in Florida. Most of them stick with the light and coastal theme, but not this one.

      “Thank you, I did the decorating but this was a fresh blank canvas for me to work with.” I explain as I kick off my heels on the small carpet I have by the door. I hang my purse up on my coat rack and Dag takes off his suit jacket. I don’t know how he’s kept that thing on him all night. How is he not sweating profusely?

      “Must be nice. We personalize our rooms a little bit at the club, but the ladies mainly decorate the clubhouse. The hóras tried doing it for a while but Charlee put a stop to that.”

      I furrow my brows, not understanding what the word he said means. “What’s a hóra?”

      “Ah, uh, how do I explain it. They’re women who live at the club. In exchange for our protection they provide services to some of the club members. The ones who want them at least.”

      I lick my lips and ponder what Dag is trying to tell me. “So, they’re sluts?” I mean it in the most non judgemental way ever, though I know it’s not coming across that way.

      “Hóra translates in English to whore. The best way I can explain it is that they’re whores for the club members.” Dag is treading very carefully with me, but he has no reason to. I’m not looking for anything more than one night with him. If his club has whores at their clubhouse then I’m sure he wants something casual like I do.

      “Interesting. Do you want another drink?” I ask as he shuts the door to my place and I head into the kitchen. On the left of my sink I have a wine fridge. The top fits eight bottles of wine while the lower part has a few smaller bottles of liquor, canned cranberry juice, pineapple juice and orange juice.

      “Sure. What do you have?”

      “A plethora of concoctions yours truly can make. What are you in the mood for?” I turn and look at Dag who’s leaning on my cabinet looking down at me.

      “I’ve had a lot of scotch tonight. How about you make me something fruity and sweet?”

      “I have something fruity and sweet for you in the bedroom,” I tease as I grab a can of pineapple juice, a bottle of vodka, a lime, and some grenadine. I’m keeping it simple with a pineapple vodka concoction.

      “Oh, do you now?” Dag chuckles.

      “Mhm,” I confirm as I begin making the drinks. Within a couple of minutes I have our drinks made with a couple of cubes of ice in them. I hand Dag his glass and he takes a sip, smirking as he finishes tasting it.

      “This is damn good. Were you a bartender before?”

      I giggle at that. “Yeah, it’s how I got through law school.”

      “Now it makes a lot of sense. I was too. Only way I could afford to eat, honestly.” Dag states.

      “Same. It’s funny how a lot of us go through the same trials and tribulations.” I take a sip of my drink, loving the sweetness flooding over my tastebuds.

      Dag finishes off his drink and places it on my white quartz counters. They compliment the black backsplash so well. There’s white grout that runs through the black subway tiles.

      He runs his finger along the stone and I finish off the rest of my drink too. There’s a promiscuousness in the way he’s looking right at me. I know what he wants. I want it too.

      Dag closes in on the distance between us. He towers over me by at least a foot and his eyes search for something in my own. He brings a hand and places it on my hips, tracing the outline of the lace panties I’m wearing under this new dress.
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      Dag

      Esperanza has one of the nicest apartments I’ve ever been to, but I shouldn’t be so surprised. She’s a professional woman who always has her shit together in the courtroom. I didn’t expect her to live in a dump, yet at the same time I didn’t expect her to live in an apartment that looks like it belongs in an HGTV show either.

      I’ve been admiring her place all night in between chatting and flirting with her. I’ve just finished the drink she made for me and while I’d love to stand around and chat it up with her for the next couple hours, I have a very specific need right now. A need that’s about to burst right through my zipper.

      I have my hand on her hip while I’m bringing the other up to her neck. I’m delicate with her, unsure what she enjoys. Does she want me to be gentle, or does she want me to be rough? Typically, women don’t go for men like me if they want someone who’s a passionate love maker.

      Esperanza is looking up at me waiting for me to make a move. Her lips begin to curl upward and I’m starting to believe the proper, well put-together woman I’ve seen at the courthouse likes things a bit dirty.

      Fuck it.

      I snake my hand around to the back of her neck and pull her close, tilting her neck upward in the process. I collide my lips with hers. There’s a faint taste of her pineapple drink lingering on her lips. It only makes me want to ravage her even more. Esperanza meets my ferocious kiss. Our lips tangle with one another’s and she presses her body closer into mine.

      Her enormous breasts brush against my chest and while they’re concealed under the fabric of her dress, I can only imagine how large they are. I’m going to guess double ds.

      With the hand on her hip I pull her closer against me, so close that I know she can feel my hard cock pressing into her stomach. She gasps and pulls away from my lips for a second. I take the opportunity to scoop her up into my arms and place her on the kitchen counter.

      We quickly reunite our lips and continue the pace we were just going at. Esperanza grabs me by my tie and pulls me close, then starts unbuttoning my dress shirt like we’re being timed. In what feels like a matter of seconds she has my shirt unbuttoned and she’s pushing it over my arms. I take my hands away from her and let the shirt slide down onto the floor.

      Esperanza pulls her lips away from mine and smiles widely. “God damn,”

      “What?” I say with a snicker.

      “You, the chest hair, the muscles . . . the whole thing,” Esperanza makes it a point to look up and down my body like a starved dog, and I’m the best meal she’s seen in weeks.

      I take a hand and slide it around her back, fumbling with the top of her zipper which is right around the back of her neck. I drag the zipper down until I can’t pull it down any farther. Esperanza takes her arms out of the holes of her dress and reveals a strapless lace piece. I’ve never seen a bra like the one before me. There aren’t any straps and it doesn’t look like there’s that underwire that women always complain about. It’s just fabric and it barely holds back her huge tits.

      She takes her hands and pulls up at the bottom fabric, revealing her gorgeous breasts. Her nipples are a couple of shades darker than her skin. I lean down and place my mouth over one of them sucking hard while I use my other hand to fondle the other. I want to make sure they both get the same amount of attention.

      Esperanza leans back against her cabinets and begins rubbing her leg against my thigh. Warmth floods through my cock and I know he wants to be deep inside her just as badly as I do. It will happen soon enough, but I want to ravage her slowly for a little bit.

      She moans lightly and runs her hand through my thick hair. Her long acrylic nails get caught in my tangles and as she pulls them away they rip a bit. I try not to wince but they hurt like a bitch.

      I switch up which nipple I’m suckling on and go to the opposite, twisting the alternate between my fingers. They grow harder under my touch and I begin nibbling on the one even more. Damn, this woman is mesmerizing. Everything from her soft moans to the way she smells like cocoa butter and vanilla, even the pineapple lingering on her lips. I love every bit of it.

      I remove my mouth and hand from her breasts and take a good hard look at her. God damn, I never knew she was hiding such huge knockers under all of those blouses and pantsuits.

      “Come with me,” I tell her and offer her my hand as she slides off the kitchen counter. When her feet hit the ground the rest of her dress slides off and falls into a pile on her floor. I lead her into her living room and take her over to her couch. “Lay down,”

      Esperanza does as I say and I hook my thumb under her lace panties and pull them down until I’m yanking them off her ankles. I drop it on the floor and proceed to unfasten my belt.

      I position myself over her face and my cock points right down to her lips while I take my mouth and drag my lips over her pussy. It’s cleanly waxed without even one stray hair showing. I dart my tongue out and drag it along her pussy lips slowly and she arches her back. “You like that?”

      “God, yes.” Esperanza mews.

      I continue dragging my tongue along her lips and use two fingers to spread them wide as I play with her clit. Esperanza grabs my balls and fondles them with one hand while she takes my hard cock into her mouth. With her other hand she presses down on my ass cheek, almost like she wants me to go deeper, so I do. She swirls her tongue around my cock and bobs up and down with more speed than I’m expecting.

      I pick up my pace as well and bring her right on the edge of coming undone. I don’t want her to come to the edge yet, though. I just need her to last a little bit longer, so I slow down and rise up as my balls begin to tighten. All I want to be is deep inside her, so I get off the couch and stand up.

      Esperanza is still laying down on the L-shaped couch, so I scoop her up into my arms and walk toward the small hallway. I push open the door that goes straight and head right into her bedroom, placing her down on the bed. There are two bedside tables on either side of the bed and one of the lamps is on, slightly illuminating the room. Her bedroom smells of vanilla mixed with lavender and I notice there’s a diffuser on her dresser and it’s on.

      She has a large window on the other side of her bed and lights from the street come in. I walk over to the curtains and draw them closed, not necessarily wanting anyone to be privy to what we’re going to be doing tonight.

      There’s a modern styled carpet below her bed with black and white designs, while her walls are white and she has mustard colored pillows on top of her bed. Her duvet is a mixture of a gray background with white vines going throughout it, where mustard colored flowers are at the other end. She puts a lot of thought into what she does, into everything she does and that much is evident based on what I’m seeing. I’ve always found it interesting going into people’s homes. It’s your first way to tell if they’re really as good as the persona they display for everyone else, and Esperanza’s place isn’t shocking. She’s just as put together as she makes it seem in the courtroom, but why would I ever think otherwise?

      “What’s taking you so long, handsome?” Esperanza toys with me and I lick my lips as I turn to face her.

      “I’m just savoring this. I hope you have enough energy to handle me tonight, Esperanza. I’m going to tire you out in ways you’ve never been before.”

      I take a step toward her.

      “You are, huh?”

      “I am. If you thought my mouth was amazing you have no idea how good my cock is,”

      “You’re doing a lot of talking when we should be doing something else,” Esperanza scoots up on her bed and I jump on, slowly climbing up her massive king sized bed until I’m hovering over her. I capture her lips in my mouth and hook one of her legs over my hip until I’m anchored right at her entrance.

      I take it slow, forcing myself inside of her and while I do so she gasps into our kiss. Easing in and out of her I decide not to go hard right now. I need to give her time for her body to adjust to my size and soon enough I’ll be able to have my way with her.

      I meant what I said.

      I’m going to exhaust her tonight and I doubt she even realizes it.
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      Esperanza

      The sun comes in through the tops and sides of my curtains. I stretch my arms out and pull them, turn my neck to the right and the left until they both crack. God, the popping feeling is always so delightful. I do this every morning and I’m in desperate need to go see a chiropractor. Eventually I’ll go see one, although I’m not the best when it comes to putting my own self-care first. I tend to put the needs of others before me time and time again.

      I turn over and much to my surprise Dag is still here. He’s shirtless and I take this moment to ogle over his extremely muscular body. His dark chest hairs curl slightly. They’re not too long, but they aren’t short and hard either. My duvet is jumbled up near his V and every single one of his abs shows perfectly.

      I gnaw on my bottom lip and stare for a minute in utter bliss. I don’t typically sleep around a lot, but it’s a rare joy that a man of Dag’s physical appearance is in my bed. He could be a model in one of those lumberjack magazines with how perfect his body is.

      I scoot up against my cushioned headboard and stretch my arms again. I do this every single morning and it’s very much a ritual for me. I finally scoot out of bed and head over to my closet where I throw on a matching red silk pajama set on. As I’m sliding my top on as the distinctive sound of bare feet against my wood floors can be heard from under the door. It’s always so quiet here first thing in the morning and I’m lucky enough to have neighbors who aren’t noisy. Why would I hear someone in my apartment? I think about it long and hard for a second until I realize it’s Sunday.

      To be more specific, it’s Sunday morning.

      What happens on Sunday mornings? Well, my sister Soledad comes over and we always have brunch with mimosas. I always cook while she brings the drinks and whatever fruit options we’re having.

      I make it a point to get out of my bedroom and shut the door as quietly yet as quickly as possible. I walk out into the hallway, turn into the kitchen and lean on the counter. Soledad is cutting up some fresh pineapple and she has mangos, passionfruit, and dragonfruit all laid out on the counter as well.

      “Morning. You’re up later than normal. I rarely ever have to use my key to get in here,” Soledad giggles lightly and continues slicing up the pineapple into bite size chunks. She tosses them in a bowl she’s already gotten down from one of the open shelves.

      “Yeah, I stayed up a little late because of that wedding last night.”

      “Oh, I totally forgot about that. Did you have a good time?”

      “Yeah, it was a lot of fun. The food was phenomenal and the company was great.”

      “Awesome. I’m glad you had a good time. You don’t really get out and do much. I think it’s high time you change that, Esperanza. If anyone deserves to cut loose a little bit, it’s you. Ever since I was a little girl you’ve been far more mature than your age. Even when you were a kid you were thinking and acting like an adult.”

      Our childhood was complicated. Our parents were great, although they had their own issues. They’ve stuck it out through the years and have always made sure to never give up on each other or their marriage, even if sometimes divorce might have seemed like the best option for them. They really took their commitment to each other seriously, more serious than a lot of people I see getting married these days. Divorce rates are at an all time high and there are very few marriages that I think are going to end up lasting. Kraken and Magnolia’s marriage is one of them. The way the two of them look at each other, how they are there to support each other no matter what. That is what love is about.

      “Yeah, I’m trying to find more time for myself and doing the things I enjoy. Being a little more social is one of them. Do you need any help?” I head over to where I keep my coffee pot and take out yesterday’s coffee filter and grounds. I open one of the cupboards below and grab a new filter, then go to the fridge to pull out my coffee grounds. Soledad always used to give me crap for keeping them in the fridge, but they keep the grounds much more fresh if you ask me.

      I’m not sure if Dag is going to want a cup so I make eight. Typically, I make a little over six for my sister and I. Soledad notices there’s more coffee than normal and arches a single brow. “Who’s here?”

      I turn to face her and look her right in the eyes. “I had a nightcap from the wedding. I’m not sure if he drinks coffee or not, but I figure it’ll at least be nice to offer him a cup.”

      Soledad smirks as she scoops up the skin of the pineapple and tosses it in the trash, as well as the top and bottom that she cut off. Now she’s moving onto the dragon fruit. “Wow. Really?”

      “Yes, really. What do you think? I’m not fuckable?” I crack up.

      Immediately she’s shaking her head. “No, no. I didn’t say that. I just . . . I know you’re more of a relationship kind of woman so the fact you slept with a random guy blows my mind.” My sister isn’t wrong. I’ve always been a relationship kind of woman.

      I dated a guy named Jamal from the point I was twenty to twenty-eight, but he never wanted to level up our relationship and I have always wanted to be married at some point. I wanted to know that our relationship was eventually going to go to the next step and it never did. I even discussed it with him and he didn’t know if he wanted to ever get married, or have kids. That’s when we decided it was best for us to split up.

      I took a six month break and focused on myself after my break up with Jamal. I was out with some friends on my twenty-ninth birthday when I met Will. He was nice enough and we dated for four years. I actually left him about a year ago. I caught Will lying to me over and over again. It wasn’t even about anything super crazy, but after a while they all began adding up. For example, we shared locations at the time since we were both iPhone users. He told me he was across town and he wasn’t. Instead, he was at a coffee shop in the middle of downtown Tallahassee, when he told me he was doing something else. Situations like that happened again and again. Over time I became suspicious although I never was able to get any sort of solid proof. My suspicions were that he was cheating on me, but I don’t think I’ll ever really know. If he was, Will was good at hiding it, but he didn’t do a good enough job to make me feel like everything was great.

      “I know, but I think that after my last two boyfriends I’m not really looking for anything. I’m content with my life and all I want to do is have a little fun.” At thirty-four I always envisioned my life would be different by the time I reached this age. I thought I’d be married and have two or three kids by now. In a way I’m glad I didn’t have kids with Jamal or Will because it never would have worked in the long term between us. I’m not opposed to people splitting up if they have kids, simply because sometimes the kids are raised in a better environment, but, I personally want the father of my children to be my partner. Now I don’t even know if I’ll ever have children, or even a partner. I’m tired of the dating game and all that comes with it. Casual sex is something I think I can do, and Dag has been my first test.

      “Hey, that’s all right.” Soledad smirks.

      She’s always been the partier, the one who cuts loose and has no problem doing it. Over the years I’ve taught her a lot, yet at the same time she’s taught me a lot as well.

      “Yeah, I know it’s out of character for me but I think it’s for the best.” Soledad is a year younger than me and while she’s been the party girl her entire life she’s never messed around with any bad guys. The boyfriends she did have in her life she was super happy with. Her last boyfriend moved out of State and wanted her to leave with him, but her business was doing amazing at the time and she wasn’t going to move away from everything she’s ever known for a man who wasn’t putting a ring on it. I don’t blame her. I probably would have made the same choice as well.

      Soledad now moves onto the passionfruit and the two of us continue talking. My coffee pot beeps indicating it’s ready so I grab three mugs and begin making Soledad her cup. She likes her coffee the same way I do, with a little bit of creamer, one packet of natural raw sugar and a pump of vanilla. I give it a stir and hand her coffee to her and then stir my own.

      It’s only half a second later when Soledad’s full cup crashes into the ground and the ceramic cup shatters. I instantly look at her and she’s staring in the entryway of the kitchen. Sure enough I turn and I am mind blown. Dag is there butt ass naked, now putting his hands over his length to shield himself before going around the corner like a bashful girl.

      “I am terribly sorry, I didn’t realize you had company over.”

      Soledad starts bursting out into a fit of laughter.

      “Yeah, sorry I should have left you a note or something.” I dart around the corner and shove the clothes in Dag’s hands. He picks his out and places the rest on a small desk I have in the hallway, which is where I do some of my work whenever I’m home.

      “I am so so sorry,” I reiterate, really feeling bad he just showed my sister his goods.

      Dag flashes me that fully-grinning smile. His teeth are so white that I wonder if they’re veneers, though I don’t believe they are. “Your sister isn’t the first random woman to see my cock and I’m sure she won’t be the last. This one time when I was younger and the club was on the road a lot we would tend to get plastered from time to time. There was this one motel that had a bar attached to it. Probably one or two in the morning on a Friday night and I was about half a bottle down in some Gin. Well, I walked right into the bar and showed everyone my goods. One of the bartenders had to lead me back to my room.”

      “Oh my God,” I cover my hand over my mouth so I don’t laugh too hard. As Dag was telling me it’s like I could visualize what happened.

      “Yeah, so no worries.”

      “Okay, good.”

      “I’m gonna get going. I had a great time last night. I’ll make sure your car is brought back here and your keys are brought up to your apartment. If I’m not the one doing it, it’ll be one of the prospects for the club.”

      I shake my head, not wanting him to go to the trouble. “I can come get it after I have brunch with my sister, really. Oh, and I made some coffee if you’d like a cup.”

      “One to-go would be nice,” Dag admits.

      “Okay, come on.” I say and we both head back into the kitchen.

      I have a brand new sleeve of to-go cups underneath the countertops so I pull one out with a lid and place the ceramic mug back up on the open shelving where I got it. I ask Dag how he likes his coffee and he tells me he drinks it black. How on Earth he does that is beyond me.

      “I’m Dag. Apologies for my first impression,” he chuckles lightly and I smile as I pour the coffee into his cup.

      “I’m Soledad, and no worries. Now I know what my sis was working with last night,”

      I almost choke at my sister’s words and as I turn and hand him his coffee. There’s an amused glimmer in his eyes. “Thank you for the coffee. I’m gonna head back home now. You ladies have a great rest of the weekend,”

      Soledad and I both say our goodbyes.

      Dag leaves my apartment and I lock the door behind him. By the time I’m walking back into my kitchen Soledad has both of her eyebrows raised. “Holy crap, girl! You said you slept with someone, not that you slept with a dude who looks like he should be shooting porn for a living.”

      “He’s easy on the eyes, that’s for sure.” I head to my small pantry and grab out my electric griddle. We’re going to have pancakes and bacon today I’m pretty sure.

      “He seems nice too,” The tone in my sister’s voice changes and I’m not sure what she’s getting at right now.

      I ignore what she says and grab out a carton of eggs and a pack of bacon from the fridge. I plug the griddle in and switch it on, giving it a couple of minutes to warm up. “Did you hear me?” my sister asks.

      “Yes, I heard you.”

      “I know I just said that it’s okay to take your time and sleep around. Those might not have been my exact words but I alluded to them . . . but I think I know why you want to sleep around. Mom and Dad were dysfunctional as all hell growing up, yet they stayed together. They’re still together today which is totally mind boggling, but whatever. I want you to find someone who treats you nice, and that first impression of him shows me he’s kind. Most men wouldn’t have even introduced themselves to me after a nightcap, and then he offers to get your car back here. Hello, Esp. That’s unheard of!” Soledad doesn’t call me by my nickname too often, but she does it a lot when she’s trying to get her point across.

      “I get what you’re saying, I really do. I just don’t want to look for anything anymore after the last couple of guys I’ve dated.”

      “Don’t let your past have power over your future. If you really write men like Dag off before you even get a chance to know them then you might miss out on the best thing that could ever happen to you.”

      I get what my sister is saying, but I do want to be alone for a while. Maybe that will change at some point, however it won’t be right now.

      I’ve just learned to be okay without a man. I’ve eliminated every bit of codependence I’ve had. The last thing I want to do is rely on one again, especially when all they do is let me down.
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      Dag

      Over a week has passed since Kraken and Magnolia got hitched. I’ve stayed pretty busy with shit at the club, but I kind of expected I’d hear from Esperanza by now. I haven’t and that isn’t typical for me. Usually whoever I sleep with tries to text or call me within three days. I even left one of my business cards on her bedside table. It has my cell on it, so she could have reached out to me at any time. I wonder why she hasn’t.

      I saw her in passing yesterday when I was at the courthouse. She had her eyes glued to her phone and I’m not sure if she even noticed me. Women usually fawn over me and since she isn’t, it’s making me wonder if I did something wrong. Did she not like the way I ate her pussy? Was she not satisfied with the way I fucked her? I don’t get it.

      I’m sitting in my bedroom on my laptop, looking over a few emails from new prospective clients. Two of them need someone to create a will for them, and one is buying their family home from their uncle. The one who’s buying the home wants to keep a mortgage company and realtor out of it, so they’re getting everything drawn up with lawyers. It’s a good way to give a royal fuck you to the normal order of things, and it saves them both a lot of money in the long run.

      There’s a knock on my door as I’m finishing up an email to the client who’s buying the home. I inform them of the retainer they’ll have to place with me and how much getting this done will cost them. Once the retainer is paid I’ll get started on the contract and make sure I have all of the information from the client.

      “Yeah?” I call out to whoever’s on the other end of the door.

      “Runes just called kirkja. He wants everyone there in ten minutes,” Kraken states clearly through the door.

      “All right. Thanks for letting me know.” I tell him.

      His heavy footsteps begin going down the hall, letting the next person know who might be in their room. I finish up my email, proofread it, and then send it. I leave my room and shut the door behind me. The clubhouse seems fairly busy as I make my way down the stairs and head toward the room where we hold church. We’ve done a good job at renovating and making this old warehouse our home. It’s massive and I don’t believe there will ever come a day where there isn’t enough room for the group of us.

      Hell, if some of the brothers decided they wanted to have their families live with them it would be possible. I know some brothers like to have space away from the club, like Fenrir who has a few kids. His ol’ lady Charm is pregnant right now with their first child together. He has three children from a previous marriage. We have a lot of space here, more space than I thought we’d have. Our rooms are even very spacious, which is nice after making our homes in motels for so long.

      We might have all decided to settle down because Fenrir’s ex-wife died, but I’m glad we did. I was getting too old to keep staying on the road all of the time anyway. In some ways it was nice to go from place to place, to see tourist attractions and ride across the States. I think it was good for a short time and now that time is up. I don’t mind going on runs every once in a while, but I don’t want to be on the road like we were for so many years.

      I make it to the room where we hold kirkja and find my seat. The table we sit at was built and designed by Magnus, who has an unnatural talent for any sort of woodwork. He’s created wooden sculptures that we have placed around the room of Odin, Thor, Freyja, and many other Norse Gods and Goddesses. He even designed the gavel, which is shaped like an axe and has runes engraved along the handle.

      Runes is already at the head of the table and Fenrir is in his seat as well. The only brothers allowed to attend kirkja are the fully patched ones. Prospects aren’t privy to the conversations we have here.

      Slowly but surely, every other fully patched brother comes into the room. My seat is located in the center since I’m an officer for the club, being the treasurer. Everyone takes their seats and once everyone is settled, Runes slams the gavel down on the table.

      “Thank you all for getting here so quickly. There’s been a lot going on in our lives lately. Some good, some not so great,” Runes pauses to lick his lips. “Even with life being so busy we can’t forget about the things that were done to us and our club, or the wrongs others tried to do to hurt us. Mord and Roque are our biggest issues right now and I have some new information. I’ve reached out to some allies, and they’ve reached out to some of theirs. I was sent these,” Runes reaches on his laps and has a stack of photographs, then slides them across the table.

      One slides directly in front of me so I pick it up and look at the timestamp on the right side. “Are these from a surveillance camera?”

      “Yes, a marina in Miami. These were taken three days ago. I had Vanir work with one of the Steele’s hackers. Together they were able to obtain these.” Vanir is the club’s designated tech man, the best hacker we have. Whenever we fuck up something with our phones or laptops we always take it to Vanir. Usually within a few hours he has it fixed, functioning better than it was when we gave it to him. I don’t understand any of what he does, though I can say he doesn’t understand what I do either.

      “When did you get these?” Logi questions.

      “This morning. Roque owns the marina that they were at. We know he has a lot of resources and surprisingly he’s paid someone very well to make sure everything he has is safe. Fortunate for us, the Toad isn’t as good as me.” Vanir smirks at the end.

      The Toad is the hacker who works for Roque, and he’s arguably one of the best hackers in the world. He’s the man who’s behind hiding Roque’s true identity and his nefarious activities.

      “You can’t be that good if you had to get help from the Steele family’s hacker,” Kraken points out and every brother around the table smirks. We can’t help but humble Vanir from time to time. While he’s talented with what he does, there’s no time for his cockiness right now.

      “If you had to do my job I can guarantee it wouldn’t get done. None of you realize the great lengths I have to go to from time to time when it comes to finding shit out for the betterment of the club. Roque fooled us all, and only recently have we discovered what kind of person he really is.”

      “If I had the ability to do your job I wouldn’t need to ask others for their help.” Kraken snaps.

      Runes slams the gavel down on the table. “Enough. I don’t care how we’re making headway on this as long as it’s happening. I’m sure that the group of you want us to find out whatever we can about Mord and Roque as much as I do. It’s why I’ve authorized Vanir to go to whatever lengths he needs to, even looking on the dark web.”

      “Fuck, you think the two of them could be that deep? You think they might be somewhere on there?” I don’t know jack shit about the dark web so I have no other choice but to ask this question.

      “I think I can find out more information about them on the dark web, yes. You have to understand everything you do leaves an electronic footprint. All of those apps on your phone that you allow to track your location at all times do just that. They track the ever loving shit out of you. Sometimes I can gain access to your phone carrier’s GPS information, but there are some people like Mord and Roque who know how to hide and do it well. However, everything is obtainable on the dark web for a price. My guess is that Roque sells the children on the dark web and I’ll be able to discover a lot more about him on there.”

      “Do you think you’ll be able to find them?” Fenrir questions, leaning back in his chair a bit more. He’s been very quiet for this meeting, likely analyzing everything that’s been said thus far.

      “You’re speakin’ to the man who managed to find Hillary. I’m sure I can find them both as long as I have some time to do it. Nothing happens overnight, only with hard work and dedication.” Vanir replies.

      “I for one am calling dibs on Mord,” Logi speaks up, rage thick in his voice. If I were in his shoes I’d want Mord too. That man ruined his life. He took Skadi away from him for many years and if that wasn’t bad enough he’s the reason she got kidnapped. It’s a fucked situation all around.

      “None of us have a problem with that.” Runes speaks up. “I brought you all here to give you an update on what’s been going on, and to inform you about the changes I’ve made to ensure we find both of these bastards. Good things are happening for us personally, but we can’t let that distract us from the business that needs to be finished.”

      Runes is likely speaking about Kraken and Magnolia’s recent wedding, as well as all of the babies that are due here in November. Charm and Fenrir, Vanir and Vail, and Gwen and Rati are all having additions being made into their small families.

      No one says anything in response to what Runes recently stated, so he slams the gavel down to end kirkja. “We will meet again when I have another update. Until then, keep your eyes peeled. We don’t know if either of them could be back or right under our noses.” It’s best to be safe than sorry, especially when it comes to our families and those we love.

      All of us begin pouring out of the room where we hold kirkja and head out to the main area. I figure it’s time for a beer so I head over to the bar and grab a clean glass from underneath. I pull down on the tap and a locally crafted ale called Skald comes out. I don’t know how Runes found a Viking inspired beer, but more power to him. It’s light and buttery while a lot of the other beers we have on tap are harsh.

      “I noticed you didn’t leave alone the other night,” Logi’s taking a seat on the other side of the bar. There’s an amusement in his tone which tells me he’s playing around.

      “No, I did not.” I confirm with a smile.

      “I’m glad. I thought the two of you would be a good match. It’s about damn time you two made something of it.”

      “I don’t know if we are,” Esperanza hasn’t reached out and she has the ability to. If she’s still quiet for a couple more days I’ll end up biting the bullet and reaching out to her.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Logi questions.

      “Brother, she hasn’t called or texted me once. I made it a point to leave my card so she could reach me and nothing. Complete radio silence. I’m used to women like the horas coming up and crawling all over me. Esperanza hasn’t.”

      Logi raises both of his brows and chuckles. “A woman like Esperanza isn’t like the horas. They have standards. They want to be wined and dined.”

      I roll my eyes. “I know that, brother. I’m not stupid.”

      “You mean you’re not that stupid.”

      “If I was stupid I wouldn’t have a law degree.”

      “Yeah you would, they’ve set the bar really low.” Logi cracks up at his own joke and I stare at him wondering when his jokes got so corny. “Get it, they set the bar low.”

      “I got it,” I shut my eyes and shake my head, not able to believe him. Who knew he’d settle down and turn into the pun-king?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Esperanza

      It’s just past five o’clock in the morning and I’m starting my day. I pulled my hair up in a tight ponytail and have just changed into a matching sports bra and legging set from Savage X Fenty by Rihanna. It’s one of her newer releases, called the Wildcat. It’s a cropped strappy tank with a halter and V-neck silhouette that has elastic criss cross bands on the back, giving me the support I really need. I’m wearing the matching high-waisted leggings. It has a lace-up keyhole on the hips which add to the elastic criss cross my top has. There are beiges, nudes, black, and yellow running throughout the fabric in something similar to tiger stripes.

      I work out every single day, only taking a day off every weekend or so. I’ve tried a lot of brands for workout wear, but my favorite designer is Rihanna. Her and her team really knows what women need as far as support and sweat absorption.

      I threw on a lightweight black workout jacket and brought my umbrella when I walked over here a few minutes ago. I’m lucky enough to have my gym right across the street from my condominium complex. The weathermen have been calling for scattered thunderstorms throughout the day which isn’t unusual for this time of year. The last thing I want to be is soaked when I’m done with my workout so I came prepared.

      I’m currently on the treadmill after doing some exercises with the kettlebell for upper arm strength and doing a little bit of work with the leg press. I’ll be on the treadmill for at least another forty minutes. By five after six I’ll be back in my condo stripping out of these sweaty clothes and getting a shower before I head into the office.

      I have my noise canceling headphones on while listening to Megan Thee Stallion. I love any sort of upbeat music whenever I’m working out and all of Megan’s songs are great to run to. I’m on my second mile and keep up my pace. I usually don’t start feeling sore until around my fifth mile, so I keep going and push through.

      Eventually, I hit my fifth mile and right after I cross over into it I get an eerie feeling. I’m unsure as to why, although there’s been a few times in my life where a gut feeling has just settled over me. I take in a deep breath and the sudden urge to look behind me strikes over my body. I slow down my pace on the machine and go from running into a walk. I look behind me and am surprised at who I’m looking at.

      Jamal.

      My ex-boyfriend from years ago who never wanted to level up our relationship. What is he doing back in Tallahassee? I thought he moved away.

      I slide my headphones down over my neck. “I can hardly believe what I’m seeing right now,”

      “Likewise. I figured you’d moved away and started some hotshot firm by now.” I don’t know if I should take what Jamal is saying as a dig or not.

      “I didn’t need to move away to start a firm. I have one and I do very well for myself. You might have left to upgrade your career, but some people work harder to ensure their success in the city they’re living in.” He got a little bit crappy with me so I’m only throwing it right back at him.

      Jamal smirks and laughs at me. He’s in a neon yellow tank top and a pair of black basketball shorts with new Jordan’s from what I can tell. “I can see you haven’t changed a bit.”

      “Quite the contrary, I’ve done a lot of changing. Have you?” Our break-up wasn’t exactly the best. I went through a long phase of anger for him choosing to leave and give up on us. I wasn’t going to go with him, especially if we weren’t engaged. There was a time where I felt like I wasn’t enough for him, but only after being on my own for a little while did I realize I wasn’t the problem. I might not have been the perfect partner, but I was a damn good one.

      “I have, actually. I’ve done a lot of growing up, so much so that I went out of my way to try and find a job in Tallahassee. I saw you had a law firm here online and I hoped you weren’t tied down with anyone else. I made a mistake all those years ago and I want to try and undo it.”

      So, he lied when he said he figured I moved away. Obviously, he knew I was still here. “You can’t Uno reverse your past, Jamal. You made choices. I made choices. We can’t change them.”

      “Maybe not, but we can change the future. Why don’t we go out for coffee, or maybe dinner? Whichever you want.”

      Jamal might not seem like the best partner right now, but he was. We were good at keeping each other level headed, bouncing ideas off one another, and we’ve always been respectful whenever we’ve debated on an issue or even bickered about something. It’s not like I’m dating anyone, so why not go out and see what he has to say?

      “Friday night, Mexican. We can head to Santa Maria’s. It’s a new joint since you left and the food is amazing. The drinks are really good too.”

      Jamal smiles so widely that it almost looks like his cheekbones are raising up. “Perfect. Where’s your phone? I’ll put in my new number.”

      I pull my phone out of the pocket in my leggings and go to my contacts, creating a new one for Jamal. I deleted his number years ago and since then my phone number has changed. I hand the phone over to him and he inputs his information, then hands me the phone back a few seconds later.

      I slide my phone back into my pocket and turn the treadmill off, get off the side and start doing a couple of stretches. I always stretch before and after my workouts.

      “I’ll see you on Friday. Seven work for you?” Jamal questions.

      “Yeah, that should work.” I reply and he walks off toward the bench press. I take notice at the work he’s done to his body. He used to have an athletic sort of build before, more like a swimmer or someone on track. It used to be lanky, there was muscle definition but never anything crazy. Now it looks like he eats a lot of more protein, takes more vitamins, and more specifically works on other parts of his body. He isn’t huge by any means, though his muscles are protruding a lot more than they used to. Basically, he’s gotten hotter.

      After I finish stretching I go to my locker and put on my lightweight jacket, grab my umbrella and open it the second I get outside. It’s raining like cats and dogs so I rush back to my apartment building and sigh in relief once I’ve gotten under the safety of the parking garage. I close up my umbrella and get back to my condo in no time. The first thing I do is put my phone on my kitchen counter and head into the bathroom, stripping my clothes off one by one. I take a look at my hair in the mirror, thankful not a bit of it got wet and put on my bonnet so my wig doesn’t get soaked. This is one of the newer ones I got from Soledad’s store.

      I turn my shower on, wanting the water to be warm but not too hot. I recently purchased some new epsom salt scrubs so I rub those along my body and get every speck of dead skin to go down the drain. Once I feel like I’m clean enough I get out, grab a towel off of the heated towel rack I had installed not too long ago and dry myself off. Every time I get out of the shower I rub cocoa butter all over my skin. It’s one of the few things I do for my own self-care and keeps my skin glowing and hydrated. There’s nothing worse than looking ashy.

      It’s not too long before I’m unlocking the front door to my office. It’s so crazy to me that I happened to run into Jamal this morning. It’s been years since the two of us have seen each other and I don’t think anything will come out of us going to dinner, but it will be nice to catch up and see how he’s been doing. I never harbor any ill will toward my exes, even if they did hurt me pretty bad at the time. My mother always says if you wish bad things to others it will bring negative karma to your life. So, I guess that’s why I don’t.

      I push open the firm’s front door, flick on the lights and make my way back to my office. Rosie should be here within the next twenty minutes and knowing her she’s going to stop by the breakfast truck around the corner to grab us both some goodies. The only thing I’ve had this morning is my pre-workout shake and I’m starving. My stomach has been grumbling the last twenty minutes.

      I’m placing my purse on the hook under my desk when my cell starts going off. I figure it’s Rosie. Whenever she’s grabbing breakfast she’ll call me to see what I want to order. I tap the green button without even looking to see who it is. “Hello,”

      “Hey. I know it’s early but I’m about to have a truck delivered with new products. What are you doing Friday night? I’m in desperate need of a girl’s night.” Soledad tells me.

      “Morning. Um, Friday night I already have plans. Want to do Saturday instead?” I sit down in my desk chair and turn on my desktop.

      “What do you mean you already have plans? You can’t ever be too busy to see me.”

      I wasn’t planning on telling my sister about running into Jamal, but it looks like I have no other option. “Remember Jamal?”

      There’s a long pause on her end before she replies. “You mean your ex?”

      “Yeah. I ran into him at the gym this morning. It turns out he moved back into town. He asked me to go out to dinner and I said yes.”

      “Why? I’m not trying to be a bitch, but why would you say yes? Jamal’s always been an arrogant prick, and one who never saw your worth. Even when it was right in front of him for so many years.”

      “He wasn’t a prick. Jamal’s always been determined and ambitious.”

      “Sure, okay, and I’m not a bitch when I’m PMSing. Now we’ve both said blatant lies. He’s a prick, Esp. He’s always spoken down on people and that hasn’t ever helped my opinion of him. I went out to dinner with you guys so many times and he constantly treated the people serving us like they personally worked for him, or like a bug stuck on the bottom of his shoe.”

      Jamal was a little bit rough around the edges sometimes. It wasn’t ever anything I thought was a dealbreaker. “So many years have passed. I’m going out to dinner with him. It’s not a date, it’s just to catch up.”

      “You’re making a huge mistake and you don’t even realize it. Jamal didn’t even treat you well. You’re trying to move on from your past, not repeat the same bullshit.”

      “Soledad,” I’m trying to calm my sister down, but I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t some emotion in her voice.

      “Don’t. You told me you weren’t giving that nice guy Dag a real shot with you because you wanted to sleep around and have your freedom. Now you’re going out with Jamal. You can say it isn’t a date, but I know you. It’s a fucking date. Why won’t you give Dag a chance if you’re willing to give the first man who tore your heart into pieces one? It’s super fucked up, Esp.” Soledad has never been one to hide her true feelings. Especially from me. If my sister is thinking something about someone, she’s going to make sure you know how she feels about it.

      “What about next weekend? I have a few really intense cases right now so I’ll be working the rest of the weekend.”

      “I guess. My truck’s here. Gotta go,” The phone call ends before I have time to process it and I set my phone down on my desk.

      Soledad is right in some circumstances, though I don’t believe she is in this one. Jamal is familiar to me and I do want to catch up with him. I’m going to on Friday night. All we’re doing is going to get some food. That’s all it is. It’s dinner.
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      Dag

      I’m sitting out on the back deck area with Runes drinking a cold Pepsi. When we bought the place we did a couple of renovations. One of which was using this glorified sunroom as an open-concept porch area that we could use in the summer months. It wasn’t really a sunroom, but the back part of this wall was already halfway taken down so we did the rest of the work to give it an indoor outdoor sort of feel. When we have barbecues outside we can come under here to get away from the sun, or escape the occasional storm that passes through. It’s completely shaded and the door behind us leads right into the clubhouse.

      There are about six picnic tables scattered around the area. There’s even a couple of those hanging chairs secured to the ceiling. Fern wanted those added so she convinced Runes to get them installed.

      “Things are about to really change here,” Runes starts off. “So many brothers are settling down and having families. I remember the days where we’d ride from city to city, turning up as much trouble as we could.” Runes throws his head back and laughs.

      “I don’t think we’re going to be doing much of that anymore. Our priorities are shifting as time passes. We’re going to protect our families now, our club, our brothers, and whatever else we need to.”

      Runes gives me a curt nod. “I doubt we’ll be as wild as before, but I know we have a lot of life left to live. You know what I mean?”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “Have you heard he’s getting released in three weeks?” Runes doesn’t even have to say his name. I know exactly who he’s talking about. My step-father.

      “I have. You know a few weeks ago I went to his appeal.” He had his legal team essentially beg to let him have an early release, stating he’s had nothing but good behavior and isn’t the same man that he was all of those years ago. I don’t believe it. Men like my step-father don’t ever change.

      “How’d that go?”

      I take in a deep breath before I respond. “It went as well as it could. I made my statement, my sister made hers, but our mother didn’t show up.”

      Runes draws his brows together. “Wasn’t she supposed to show up?”

      “Yes, she was supposed to. We were counting on her statement to make sure he stayed there another five years. Hell, we were all hoping that he’d rot and die in prison before he ever got the chance to be released, but here we are.”

      “Dammit, that’s got to be rough.”

      “Let’s just say I wasn’t happy about it. I called my mom after we left and she said she didn’t want to have to face him again. I could have had it arranged for her to record her statement. She wouldn’t have had to see him then.” There was a time where my mother loved my step-father, but I think that was before he did everything he did to her. I don’t think she knew the type of man he really was when she got involved with him.

      “I can imagine you weren’t. Does your mom know he’s getting out so soon?”

      I shake my head. “No, I haven’t told her. I’m going to call her. Just have to figure out what to say. He almost killed her and I highly doubt he’s this God loving man that his lawyer claims.”

      Runes scoffs. “Yeah, they use that trick every time they want anyone released.”

      “I know,” I do. I know all too well what lawyers will do to get their clients out of jail as early as they can. Loren isn’t sorry about what he did. In fact, he never once apologized to my mother for what he put her through. I don’t think he ever, ever will. What I hope is that when he’s released he’ll go off and start a new life far away from my mother, though I’m not entirely convinced he’s going to do it. I think he wants revenge and I think he’s going to do anything he can to get it.

      Vanir comes out through the clubhouse door and walks up to where Runes and I are sitting. “Mind if I take a seat?”

      Runes shakes his head. “No, not at all.”

      Vanir takes a seat beside me and takes a deep breath. “I have news.”

      “What kind of news?” I ask.

      “Together with the help of the Steele’s hacker, we were able to find documentation of Roque leaving Tallahassee. We found a paper trail of him traveling to Miami, and then from there he got a boat to Cuba.”

      “I can’t say I’m surprised. He knew we were on to him and he’ll do anything to save his own ass.” Runes grumbles, obviously disappointed that we’ve lost Roque.

      “We were able to find more information than just him fleeing the country.” Vanir adds.

      “Oh, like what?” This time I’m asking the question.

      “The Steele’s hacker is a good one. He’s been doing it for the last forty years or so. Well, he taught me a couple of tricks I didn’t know about so I looked into Roque a bit more. I found an electronic footprint on him. Specifically, a phone he had a few months ago going back to three years ago. Roque was in very specific areas, where there were later bodies found of missing women.”

      “Based on what you’re saying you have more details and I want them.” Runes states.

      “Fair enough,” Vanir sits up a little straighter. “A lot of them were missing women’s cases, but two of them stood out to me more than the rest. I remembered the locations because their bodies were torn apart, made to look like an animal had done it and then dumped in very desolate areas. By the time the police had actually found them their bodies were already decomposing. Both of them in Florida, do you remember?”

      I think about it for a second and can think of two women off the bat. I only remember because the murders were so violent. “Ana Chambers and Jasmine Saldara, correct?”

      “Yeah, and we all know that isn’t a coincidence.” Vanir is right. I’m glad he was able to get more information about Roque. Hopefully, he can keep getting more information. The one thing that’s really fucking us here is how the Toad is working for Roque. If he didn’t have such a well known hacker on his payroll I’m certain we might have caught him by now.

      “What about Mord? Do you have anything on him?” Runes asks.

      “No, not yet. I’m still looking. The last thing I have is that he was driving North. Nothing after that, but I’m still looking.” Vanir explains.

      “Okay, keep looking. I want to find both of them. They’ve fucked our club too much and they’re going to pay for what they’ve done.”

      “Bet, Prez.” Vanir says and gets up from the picnic table, heading back into the clubhouse.

      My stomach grumbles and I could really go for some food right now. Runes starts chuckling. “You better go get some food. I know how you get when you’re hungry.”

      “Yeah, me and everyone else.” I don’t know anyone who’s decent when they’re hungry.

      I get up from the picnic table and look at Runes. “I’m thinking about Mexican. You care to join?”

      Runes shakes his head. “No, I have some shit I need to get done around here. Go ask my ol’ lady, though. She’s been going on and on about a damn chimichanga.”

      I crack up and smile. “Sure thing,”

      I head back into the clubhouse and find Fern sitting on one of the couches chatting it up with Charm. Emil, Oskar, and Astrid are running around the pool tables having the time of their life. Once I get within earshot I call over to the two ladies. “You hungry by chance?”

      Charm is pregnant so I think I already know the answer. “Yes! What are you thinking?” Fern is quick to reply.

      “Mexican. Probably Santa Maria’s.” I really want Mexican food so I hope Runes is right about his ol’ lady’s cravings.

      Fern’s eyes go wide and she looks right at Charm. “You want Mexican too, right?”

      “Yes, I’m in. Kids, you wanna go with uncle Dag and auntie Fern to get some dinner?” Charm calls over to Fenrir’s kids, who are practically her own. She never tries to replace their mother, but if you ask me she does a damn good job.

      All of the kids nod their heads and say how hungry they are. It doesn’t take long before Fern and Charm are getting into an SUV with the kids in tow and I’m on my bike. We all ride out to Santa Maria’s together. The ladies are driving behind me and I make sure to look in my mirrors and make sure they’re still right behind me.

      We arrive at the restaurant within fifteen minutes and once I’m parked I help the ladies get the kids out. We all go inside the busy restaurant together, requesting a table for the six of us. The hostess is kind and takes us to a slower part of the restaurant and sits us in a booth. Oskar and Emil slide into the booth and I sit on the aisle next to them, while Astrid sits in between the ladies.

      Our waiter comes up to us fairly quickly and our entire table is busy ordering our drinks, some nachos for an appetizer and we of course get the complimentary chips and salsa. The ladies are talking about Charm’s pregnancy and what they’re naming the baby. Charm tells Fern they’ve chosen the name Ingrid. It has Norse origins, and it sounds good next to Astrid’s name. Fern agrees with her and the kids get into their own conversation.

      I glance around the restaurant and am caught staring at the booth right across from us. There’s the woman I’ve been wanting to hear from sitting across from a man. He has a stockier athletic build much like my own, a shaved head, and is practically the same skin tone as Esperanza. For a second I think maybe they might be related, but I’m naive if I’m really trying to convince myself of that. Could she be dating him? Is he a friend? Maybe he’s gay. There’s a ton of thoughts that are running through my mind right now.

      I can’t help but stare right at her, wondering when she’s going to notice me right here.

      The ladies and kids are still having their conversations amongst each other, and I’m looking at the woman I’m somehow hung up on.

      Our waiter comes back with my beer, Fern’s margarita, and the rest of the table’s Jarritos. He even has our appetizer and we all dig in. The moment I look right back at Esperanza her eyes are glued onto mine. She offers a slight wave of the hand and I do the same in return.

      The man she’s with turns when he notices she’s waving at me and narrows his eyes. He doesn’t like that she knows me. I’m not a professional lip reader, but I’m damn certain he’s asking her who I am. She tells him a good friend.

      The man takes in a deep breath and slides out of his booth, making it a point to walk over to me. “Hey there. I’m Jamal.” He extends a hand to me, though I don’t feel like shaking it.

      “Dag,” I state, leaving him empty handed.

      “Well, I’m sure you’ve heard about me. I was the one who dated Esperanza for all those years.”

      “She’s never even mentioned your name. I am curious though. Why’d you fumble a woman like her?” I look past Jamal and stare right at the beautiful woman who seems a bit worried, still sitting in the booth.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “How’d you manage to lose a woman like Esperanza? She’s the whole package, man.”

      I know I’ve achieved exactly what I’ve wanted to when his forced fakeness turns into a look of frustration. Jamal avoids eye contact with me and straightens up his tie. “I’m curious, are the two of you dating again, or merely having a friendly dinner?”

      “I just moved back to the area. Surprisingly, I ran into Esperanza the other day at the gym. It’s such a small world.”

      Esperanza comes walking over right as Jamal is finishing speaking. “It’s a friendly dinner, nothing more.”

      I take notice how she’s making it a point that I know there’s nothing romantic going on between the two of them. It’s like she’s trying to keep my feelings guarded.

      I look at Jamal and then back at Esperanza. “Great, then give me a call later. You have my number.”

      Jamal seems visibly annoyed and Esperanza grabs onto his arm, pulling him back to their booth.

      “What the hell was that about?” Charm’s raising her brows and Fern seems to want to know the details too.

      “Marking my territory is all,”
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      I barely manage to get Jamal back at the table. The rest of our dinner is entirely too awkward. We eat in silence and he’s so rigid with his movements. The next time our waiter comes around Jamal asks for the check and we get a couple of take out containers.

      Jamal ends up paying for dinner, even though I offer to pay for my meal and drink. I don’t want him thinking this was a date and if he pays I feel as though things might be a bit confusing. Up until I noticed Dag, Jamal and I were having a good time. We both caught up, telling the other about what we’ve been doing since the last time we saw each other. Jamal even said that he regretted moving away, but the one thing he regretted more than that was not proposing to me when he had the chance. He said our lives would have been different, and I told him they probably would have been . . . but none of it mattered now. We chose our own life paths years ago and there’s nothing that can be done to change them.

      That was when I noticed Dag was here and at that point Jamal had already gotten up to go speak to him. He had a bit of a conversation with him before I got up and went over, and then the rest of our dinner went to shit.

      We leave the restaurant and make our way out to his car. He picked me up from my place since I knew I was going to be having a drink or two. Now I really wish I had called an Uber to bring me here and take me back, especially with the awkward silence filling his car and how the latter half of our dinner went.

      “Did you date him or something?” Jamal asks out of nowhere.

      “No, it was nothing like that.” I put up my hand and laugh at the assumption. Dag was only a one-night stand, but I know I don’t owe Jamal any sort of explanation.

      Jamal’s features tighten and he keeps his eyes on the road ahead of us. “It didn’t seem like it. He wanted you to call him later.”

      “A lot of people want me to call them later, it doesn’t mean I do.” I don’t even need to be defending myself. Jamal isn’t my boyfriend. He’s my ex and all we did was go to dinner together. A friendly dinner I might add. Just because he confessed that he made a mistake years ago, it doesn’t mean I want to give our romance another shot.

      Jamal doesn’t respond at all to what I’ve said. My purse is sitting on my lap so I place my hands over it and focus on the coolness of the leather against my fingers as he continues to drive. We get back to my building in about ten minutes and Jamal parks on the street. He gets out of the car first and I’m still unbuckling when he’s opening my door for me. He’s acting like this is a date and I know I don’t have another choice. I have to tell him this isn’t a date. I don’t have another option. Otherwise I think he’s going to think it is.

      “I had a really good time with you tonight. It was good to catch up,” I start off saying, waiting to see what kind of response he’s going to have to that.

      “I did too. Do you mind if I come in and get a drink of water? My mouth is so dry.”

      “Uh, sure. Come on,” I wave my hand and we head up to the front entrance of the building. I wave my electronic key in front of the sensor and the doors open. We walk through the lobby and head to the elevator. It doesn’t take long for the elevator to get down to the lobby, then we head inside and head up.

      I pull my keys out for my apartment once we exit the elevator and unlock my door, flicking my lights on as soon as we walk into my place. “Do you want ice in it? My fridge keeps the water pretty cold.”

      “Ice would be great, thanks.” Jamal says as he shuts the door to my apartment behind him.

      I head into the kitchen and grab a glass from one of my open concept shelves. I go over to my fridge and push the glass against my icemaker, waiting until four or five pieces of ice are in the glass. I then push it on the water dispenser and fill it until it’s about half a centimeter away from the top.

      Jamal is sitting on my L-shaped couch so I walk over and hand him the glass. “It looks pretty feminine in here.”

      “It should. I live alone and decorated it myself,” I laugh.

      Jamal takes a sip of the water and closes his eyes firmly. “Do you really expect me to believe that man isn’t living with you? He was possessive of you, Esperanza.” Jamal opens his eyes and looks directly into mine. His nostrils are flaring with each breath that he’s taking. It’s obvious he’s angry, but why? Why is he so angry?

      “I own this condo, Jamal. I live by myself and yeah I did decorate it so that’s why it looks feminine. Not that I owe you an explanation at all. You’re my ex. We’re not dating. Fuck, we’re not even anything and you’re in my house, sitting on my couch, practically scolding me for another man who chose to give me some attention. Do you realize how ridiculous that is? Fuck, I was having a good time until you turned into a green-eyed beast.”

      Jamal shakes his head and laughs, though it’s not in the amusing manner. “You’re shitting me right now. Me asking you out was me asking you out on a date, and if you have other men who you’re obviously entertaining I deserve to know.”

      “I never agreed to a date, Jamal. We were going out to dinner to catch up and that’s all this was, catching up. I’m not trying to rehash the past with you. We didn’t work out then and we sure as hell won’t work out now. We’re two totally different people.”

      “I doubt we’re much different,” Jamal stands up and keeps his eyes glued on me. There’s a darkness in them that makes my stomach drop. “You need to give me a chance. We didn’t work out all those years ago because I wasn’t ready for the level of commitment you wanted. I was married to my career in a sense, but now things are different. I’m ready for what you’ve been ready for.”

      “Who says I’m ready for anything? After you I was in another long-term relationship and since then I haven’t been in any. Relationships aren’t for me. They’re not my thing, okay?”

      “Life doesn’t fucking work like that!” Jamal screams, throwing the glass against the nearest wall. I startle at the bomb exploding in front of me. Water splatters everywhere and the glass shatters.

      “Life doesn’t always work out the way you’re expecting it to, either. You need to calm down, Jamal. God, calm down!” I’m going to do anything to get him to chill out and then I’m getting him the hell out of my house.

      “Calm down? You really expect me to calm down right now?!” Jamal’s nostrils are flaring even worse than they were before.

      “Yes, I do. You’re acting like a child and—” I can’t even finish what I’m trying to say. Jamal shoves me hard. So hard that I fall right onto my back. Startled, I manage to get up quickly and scream at him while my heart is beating so intensely out of my chest. “Your anger is out of fucking control. You’re borderline dangerous, Jamal. How dare you push me down like that. How dare you even touch me!”

      Jamal snickers and looks right into my eyes. “I’m not borderline anything, dear. I am dangerous and that’s something you should probably remember.”

      I take a step back, only wanting to put more distance between the two of us. The fact he had the audacity to do this completely shakes me to my core. “Your mother would be rolling around in her grave right now if she could see you.”

      “It’s a good thing she’s dead because I’m not the same boy she raised. I’ve grown into a man, and life has changed me.”

      “Man? You’re not a fucking man if you think it’s appropriate to shove around women whenever you see fit. You talk about your emotions, you don’t turn them into fucking actions. Do you realize you could have hurt me? Your mom would be losing it regardless.”

      “Stop speaking about my fucking mother!” Jamal charges at me as he does I notice he turns his hand into a fist. Before I can react he’s slamming it into my face and it jostles me completely. I’m hit so hard that I fall back against the wall, thankful I didn’t hit the floor again. At least with me hitting the wall I can guard myself a little bit.

      “Fuck you!” I scream at him and try to get away. I rush back toward my bedroom but there’s a sudden tug at the back of my sewn in hair and I’m being yanked. He’s able to stop me for long enough until he can grab my waist and pull me back. He throws me down on the ground and begins kicking me over and over again in the ribs. He kicks me so hard it knocks the air out of my lungs.

      I try to get up, but he grabs my arms and pins me down, using his body weight to keep me on the ground. He hits me once, twice, and then a third time. My head is pounding by this point and I find it hard to keep my eyes open. I know I need to, though. I know if I close my eyes and drift away I probably won’t wake up.

      “I could have given you the best life. You just had to start talking some shit and set me off.” Jamal’s nostrils are flaring like a raging bull and his eyes are wide. He wraps a hand around my throat and presses down on my windpipe making it incredibly hard to breathe.

      I push back with my arms as hard as I can, but even with as much force as I’m using it’s no use. I haven’t even moved his arms an inch. He presses down harder and I’m trying to breathe, but I’m struggling. I keep trying to breathe and then my heart starts racing uncontrollably. The more I struggle, the more I feel like this isn’t going to end well for me at all.

      Everything goes black as my vision darkens and I have no idea what’s next.

      When I awake my head is pounding worse than it ever has in the past. I’ve had some killer migraines before in my life, though this is the absolute worst. My throat hurts and my legs are sore, but I don’t understand why. I glance down and see my dress is up over my stomach and my panties are cut off, leaving myself bare and open.

      There’s only one thing I can think just happened.

      The reality hits me like a ton of bricks and I don’t know what to do.

      I guess all I can do is sit up and cry.
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      Over the past couple of days my Facebook ads must have been doing very well. I’ve gotten a lot of contact forms filled out for potential clients who might need to use my legal services. It’s almost midnight at this point and I’m going to wrap up here in thirty minutes or so. I can schedule some more emails tomorrow morning for Monday at eight a.m. I never send emails on the weekends unless it’s an urgent matter. The last thing I want is for my clients to think that I am working around the clock. If they know I reply to some of these emails late at night then they might expect an answer sooner and I don’t want that. I do want some semblance of a schedule.

      My phone starts ringing out of nowhere and I look down at it. It’s a local number, but it isn’t saved in my contacts. It could be a client, but why would a client be calling me this late? I debate whether or not I should answer it for a few seconds and ultimately end up doing it.

      “Hello?” Please don’t be a client.

      “D-dag,” a woman’s raspy voice speaks so quietly on the other end of the line.

      “Yes. Who is this?”

      “Esperanza,” her voice is so raspy that it’s almost unrecognizable.

      Why would she be calling me this late? She was out with her ex earlier, so I take it that might not have gone well and maybe she wants a nightcap? “Hey, uh, what’s up?”

      “Can you p-please come over? I . . . something h-happened and I need you t-to come o-over,” her voice is still very raspy and she begins stuttering, almost like she’s crying.

      In my gut I know I need to get over there. “Yeah, of course. I can be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “O-okay,” she murmurs quietly.

      “Are you all right?” I know she isn’t. The way she’s speaking to me tells me that much.

      “I’ll explain w-when you get h-here,”

      “Okay, fair enough. I’ll be there soon.” I hang up the phone with Esperanza and grab my wallet. It doesn’t take me long before I’m on my bike riding over to her place. I remember the keycode to get in her parking garage so I enter it and the gate opens. Once I’m inside the garage I find an open parking spot and head up to her condo.

      Once I’m outside of her door I rap my knuckles against it a couple of times. It takes a couple of minutes but then the door slowly comes open. On the other side is Esperanza wearing a fluffy black cotton robe. She only has a tableside lamp on in her living room so I can’t see her very well.

      “Hey. What’s going on?”

      Esperanza swallows hard and grimaces immediately after, slowly making her way over to her couch. She winces as she sits down on the couch and I notice the shallow breath that escapes her mouth. Not to mention her hair is tangled and messy, which isn’t like her. Esperanza is always so pristine so I know something has happened. Call it intuition, or a gut feeling, it doesn’t matter. All I know is that there’s something about her.

      “Jamal d-drove me home and things escalated from there. He was angry about you, jealous that I knew you. He asked to come inside b-because he wanted a drink of water. It turned out to be a lie. He came inside and everything went haywire. He started grilling me about you and I told him he had no right because he and I aren’t dating, then he lost it. It . . . it got . . .” Esperanza’s words trail off and I give her a moment to speak up but she doesn’t say anything more.

      “It got what?” At this point I take a seat on the couch next to her and turn to face her. I want to know what happened.

      “It got violent, Dag. He shoved me to the ground and then when I got back up he came at me again. He kicked me, punched me, choked me. I t-thought . . . I thought I was going to die when he had his hand around my n-neck. I couldn’t b-breathe and then everything w-went dark. T-then I woke u-up and . . .”

      Rage is running through my body like an out of control wildfire. He got physical with her. Anyone who gets violent with a woman isn’t a man in my eyes. Instead they’re a pathetic piece of shit.

      “And what, Esperanza?” I need to know what happened to the fullest extent. I understand she wants to take her time telling me, but I do worry if I let more time pass she won’t end up saying it.

      “He raped me. At least I think he did. I wasn’t awake, but my panties were torn off and the insides of my legs are sore.” She looks away from me as she speaks and it’s the first time I notice the cut on her cheek and the dried blood.

      I’ve never had to deal with something like this before. “What do you want me to do?” What should I do?

      Do I leave her here and go search for him? Do I stay here in case she doesn’t want to be alone?

      “I d-don’t know,” Esperanza begins sobbing uncontrollably. I leave her sitting there for a moment, but not for too long. I wrap my arms around her and hold her close, careful not to hurt her or scare her.

      “Ssssh, you’re safe with me. There’s no need to worry.”

      “I’m s-sorry I’m bothering y-you with this mess. We’re n-not even d-dating. I should have c-called my s-sister, not you.”

      “No, it’s fine. You called me because I make you feel safe and that’s okay. I’m glad you called me, Esperanza. I really am. I’m so sorry this happened to you and we’re going to get through this together. Is there anything you need me to do? Do you want to go to the hospital?” I’ve been stuck at the clubhouse when Fern and Charm are binging Law and Order: SVU, so I know that rape kits are typically done to women after they’ve been assaulted. They’re so they have evidence and DNA to go after the accused assailant.

      “No. I don’t want to go anywhere,” Esperanza’s voice gets even more raspy and drier. I keep holding her for a couple of more minutes and then let her go.

      “I’m going to get you a glass of ice water,” I walk into her kitchen and grab a cup from the open shelving up top, then grab some ice out of her automatic ice maker and get some cold water from her fridge as well.

      I take it over to her and sit back down, handing her the glass of water. She takes it and brings the glass up to her lips, taking a small sip. “Thank you,”

      We sit on her couch for what feels like a century and then she asks me to help her get up. I stand up first and offer her my hand, then she takes it and groans as she rises. She winces through the pain and I can tell she’s trying not to show me how badly she’s hurting.

      She walks down the hallway toward the bathroom and opens the door. I follow her closely just in case she needs me and she flicks on the light switch, grabs a brush and tries to drag the bristles through her hair. She groans from the pain of moving her arm and I walk in behind her. I take the brush from her hand and slowly drag the bristles against the bottom part of her hair. I remember when my sister was little she couldn’t brush her hair very well, so while our mother was still at work I’d end up helping her.

      I look in the mirror and Esperanza has closed her eyes. I continue to brush her hair until it’s completely straight again and as I’m finishing up I notice there are tears streaming down her face. Fuck, I can’t stand this. I cannot stand the man who did this to her. The one who’s making her feel this much mental and physical pain.

      I’m going to see Jamal again and I will make him pay for what he’s done here tonight. She went out to catch up with him and came home to a fight, was beat and raped.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?”

      “I’m sure,” Esperanza is adamant.

      “If you want to go after him legally wouldn’t it be better to?”

      “I’m not going after him, Dag. It won’t do any good. Trust me. I’m a criminal defense attorney. I know the statistics. I know what the opposition’s defense would say if this went to trial. They’d say we went out on a date, that I had too many margaritas and that I was so drunk I didn’t know what happened.”

      “But none of that is true.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t matter.” Esperanza opens her eyes and looks right at me while staring into the mirror.

      “Okay, I’m sorry. I thought you’d . . . I just thought you’d want to make him pay.”

      Esperanza doesn’t say anything and we walk into her bedroom. She goes over to her dresser and grabs out some loose cotton pajamas. She pauses for a moment and looks back at me. “Can you turn around, please?”

      “Sure thing,” I tell her and turn around so I’m not facing her.

      She grimaces and groans as I can only assume she’s taking off her robe and putting on her new clothes. “Okay,” she tells me and I turn to see her in a matching magenta pajama set. “Thank you for coming when I called, Dag. I . . . I know you probably need to get back to the club. I’m sorry I disturbed your evening.”

      “No, don’t be. I’m glad you called me.” Esperanza seems nervous as all hell and I don’t know if she’s trying to kick me to the curb of what. “Did you want me to stay the night? Non-sexually. I’m sure you’re a bit rattled and want to feel like you’re safe. I can do that for you so you can get some rest.”

      “Would you mind?” Esperanza asks, tears sliding from the corner of her eyes once more.

      “Not at all. Whatever you need I’m here.”
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      It’s been nearly a week since I was attacked by Jamal. I stayed home that entire weekend afterward and Dag ended up staying Friday night and Saturday night. He even offered to stay on Sunday night too, but I told him I was fine and that I doubted Jamal would come back. The truth is I wasn’t sure if he’d end up showing his face again. If anything, him attacking me showed me the man I fell in love with all of those years ago wasn’t the man who I went to dinner with. Jamal changed and it wasn’t in a good way.

      By Monday I knew I needed to keep myself busy with work so that’s what I’ve been doing all week. I’m sticking to the same schedule for the most part, however I haven’t gone back to the gym yet. My sides are still sore from being kicked so much and there is a bruise around my neck. I’ve been wearing outfits where I can put sashes or gaudy accessories around my neck to cover it up. I pray within the next few days the bruising will go away.

      The day after I was assaulted I had Dag drive me out to the pharmacy and I picked up a Plan B pill. I’m not on birth control and I haven’t been for a couple of years now. The hormones in the daily pills were wreaking havoc on my body and made me feel borderline insane some days. I knew I needed to grab an emergency contraceptive so I did. Dag walked in the pharmacy with me and the woman behind the counter looked so confused. I guess a lot of women asking for the pill are younger, not women in their thirties. He even walked me back out to my car and drove for me.

      I took the pill and we went to get some drive thru food. I was craving Bojangles so I got my usual a three piece chicken meal with a biscuit, green beans, and their famous macaroni and cheese. Their sweet tea is the best and Dag ended up getting a meal as well. He got an eight piece chicken meal just to himself, which is typically marketed as a family meal. I had a hard time not laughing at him when we got back to my place and he tore into his food. He ate every single bit of what he ordered like it was nothing. All I could think was how does he eat that much and still look as good as he does?

      Now it’s Wednesday and I’m finishing up my work day. A large portion of my job is responding back and forth to client emails. Rosie handles a large portion of that although there are some days where she has to forward the emails over to me to answer. I am lucky to have her. Without Rosie, I know I’d be working myself into an early grave.

      Earlier this week she noticed the shaw I wore around my neck and every day since she’s been noticing it as well, though has not mentioned it. I feel no need to tell her about the horrors I experienced last Friday night and won’t bring it up unless she directly asks me about it.

      My desktop beeps to let me know I’ve received a new email so I click on it just as there is a knock on the other side of my office door. “Come in,”

      Rosie appears on the other side. “I’m finished for the day so I’m going to head on out.”

      “All right. Have a good night and I’ll see you tomorrow,”

      “Actually, there is something I’d like to speak with you about.” Rosie comes in my office and takes a seat in one of the chairs across from me.

      She’s about to ask me about these sashes and I know it. We’re in the middle of summer and she’s never seen me wear anything like this before. “All right. What is it?” I grab my bottle of water and take a sip just as she starts to speak.

      “As you know I’ve worked in the legal field my entire life. It’s all I’ve ever known and even when I put my twenty-five years in at my last firm and then moved here. I took six weeks off in that time and then applied here to work for you. I think I’m nearing the point in my life where I want to retire completely, Esperanza. That’s what I want to discuss with you, me leaving the firm and you hiring a replacement that I can train thoroughly before I go. I don’t want to leave you empty handed, and I want you to have someone who is knowledgeable and confident when I’m gone.”

      Wow. I knew eventually Rosie would want to retire, but I was foolish in thinking it wouldn’t be for a few more years. She’s always told me she’s wanted to stay busy. How as you get older an active body keeps you in motion. However, maybe she’s ready to rest. Maybe she wants to spend the rest of her years traveling, going on cruises around the world, that sort of thing.

      “I’m not going to lie. I’m sad to hear you want to leave but I understand why. You’ve worked your entire life and deserve a break. I’ll go online and post a job listing for a new paralegal slash secretary.” Rosie is both which has helped me on numerous occasions.

      Rosie offers me a somber smile. “I’ve been trying to figure out a way to tell you all week. I’m so sorry if I blindsided you in any way.”

      I shake my head and force a smile. “You took me by surprise is all.” I don’t want her to go, but I understand why she wants to retire. It’s time. She’s put in her years working.

      “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow morning. I’m going to grab some breakfast so I’ll call you ahead of time like normal.”

      “Sounds good. See you in the morning,” I reply and Rosie gets up out of the chair and leaves my office. As soon as the door shuts my phone is ringing so I glance over at the screen and see it’s my mother.

      I take in a deep breath before I slide the green button and put it on speaker. “Mom, how are you?”

      “I am good, very good.” My mother has been living in the United States since she was a small child but still speaks in some broken English. I think it might be because a lot of her family in Malawi speaks this way. She goes back two times a year as well and spends two weeks there roughly each time. “I was calling to remind you that we will be in Tallahassee this weekend to see you and your sister. Last time you forgot we were coming to visit, so I thought it best to remind you.”

      To be honest, it completely slipped my mind. Given everything that’s happened this week I’m not surprised. “No, I didn’t forget.”

      “Ah, well that is a pleasant surprise. How are things going with your work?”

      “They’re good. I’m actually about to leave the office for the day here in a few minutes.”

      “Oh, you are working this late? I thought since you work for yourself that you would leave the office around three or so.” That’s a common misconception with anyone who works from home. Family and friends seem to think that we work the least amount of hours that we possibly can. I think what they fail to remember is that the less hours you work, the less money you make.

      “Yeah, I have an eight hour day every day Monday through Friday,”

      “Hmm, and you have time to date and all while working so much? I have not asked you this lately, but have you found a decent boyfriend?” My mother is constantly grilling me about my love life. I don’t think my father really gives two shits. He tried to get me to date a nice Korean boy when I was a teenager but I wasn’t going to have it. He was borderline forcing me into it and I will never have a man force me to do anything.

      As much as I want to tell her I’m not dating anyone, I don’t want to deal with her judgment so I lie. “Yeah, I am. It’s new, but he’s nice.” I keep it vague and as I’m speaking I think about Dag. We haven’t even gone out on an official date. I slept with him one time and called him in my darkest hour of need. That still baffles me because it sounds insane. I called my one-night stand when I was terrified. Is it because I feel safe with him, or is it because I find myself trusting him on some cellular level? Regardless, it’s scary. I told myself I wasn’t going to give men another chance, that I’d use them the same way they use women and yet I’m forging something with this guy. Something I never wanted in the first place. I don’t even think I’m ready for a relationship.

      “Oh good, good. Your father and I are staying at a hotel a couple of miles away from your condo. I will text you when we are in Tallahassee on Friday. We are staying until Monday morning. I need to go, your father will be home soon and the kimchi I made for him should be ready for tonight’s dinner.”

      “Okay, talk to you later. Bye.” I hang up the phone and immediately text my sister.

      To: Soledad

      Dinner?

      While I wait on a reply I finish up my last email for the day and send it. She’s working at the store so it might take her a little bit to respond. I finish what I’m doing and shut down my desktop just as I get a reply back.

      From: Soledad

      Sure, but come to the store. I’ll order delivery. I’m working late tonight.

      To: Soledad

      Sounds good. I’ll be there in twenty.

      I grab all of my things, head outside and lock the front door to the office, then get in my car. I lean my head back against the headrest for just a moment. I’m in a little bit of disbelief about Rosie wanting to retire, but that’s just life. Things are constantly changing and I need to roll with the punches.

      I start up my car and head over to my sister’s wig shop, luckily able to park right in front. Once I’m there I get out of the car and head right into her store. The inside is pink, purple, and black. She has accent walls with cool designs on them and all of her shelving in here is matte black. She really wants the only color to be the accent walls and the hair, as well as hair products she offers.

      “Soledad?” I call out.

      “Back here!” I walk to the back of her store and she’s opening a large cardboard box. She pulls out some styrofoam and then begins pulling out bags of wigs.

      “New shipment?”

      “Yep, and I’ve got some awesome stuff. I grabbed seven of them just for you.” Soledad shoots me a smile and I start laughing.

      “If you keep grabbing me new wigs I’m not going to have enough places to put them.”

      “Maybe it’s time you get a bigger condo then,”

      “Yeah, right.” I scoff.

      “I hope you don’t mind but there’s a Korean place that opened up around the corner so I ordered for us. I’ve been craving kimchi so bad,”

      “That’s ironic. I got off the phone with mom not too long ago and she had kimchi ready for her and dad tonight.”

      “Ooo, she better bring us some next time she visits.”

      “You mean this weekend,”

      Soledad stops what she’s doing and whips her head around to look right at me. “Wait, they’re coming this weekend?”

      “Yep, Mom called and wanted to remind me. I acted like I remembered but I forgot, and if she asks you I’m seeing someone.”

      “Yeah, tell her I am too because I don’t want to deal with any of that nonsense.”

      Soledad and I are too old to be pressured by our parents into doing anything. Yet, our mother doesn’t seem to care about that. We’re not seeing anyone, but she doesn’t need to know that. We’ll tell her we are just to keep her off our backs.

      “I guess we need to get over to the Asian market,” I mention.

      “Yeah, and you’d better make at least one Malawi dish to keep mom happy.”

      I am never prepared for when our parents come to visit. It’s either one of two things, a great time or a complete clusterfuck.
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      Dag

      We had a storm roll through last night and one of the largest trees in front of the clubhouse came crashing down. I’m outside with Magnus and we both have chainsaws, cutting up this tree into chunks. We have a log splitter on the property and once we get the brunt of this work out we’ll split up the chunks into decent sized pieces and use them for some bonfires this fall. The wood should be dried up enough by then.

      Magnus and I have been working at this for about two hours now and I’m ready for a break so I turn my chainsaw off and sit on the ground in the shade. I grab my bottle of water and chug the entire thing. Magnus shuts off his machine as well, grabs his Gatorade and comes to sit a few feet next to me.

      “I noticed you were gone for a good portion of the weekend,” Magnus states out of nowhere.

      I’m sure a lot of the brothers realized that I wasn’t at the clubhouse, but until now no one has asked me about it. “Yeah, I was out.”

      “I know that much. What were you doin’? Or should I ask who?” Magnus chuckles, but that last comment rubs me the wrong way. He has no idea what Esperanza went through last weekend so I’m not going to go off on him, though he should tread lightly.

      “I was hanging out with a friend.” I keep my answer vague because it’s none of his damn business.

      “A friend, huh? Esperanza, perhaps?” Magnus cocks a single brow and has an amused smirk dragging across his face.

      “Yes, I was over at her place.”

      “So, you must like her a lot then?” Magnus isn’t as playful as he was a few moments ago.

      “I do. She’s a really unique woman.”

      “All right,” Magnus nods his head a couple of times.

      I crane my neck to get a better look at him. “Were you trying to get with her?”

      Magnus chuckles lightly. “I would have if I had the opportunity. It seems she must like you a lot more. The last couple of times I’ve been around her I’ve gotten a little flirtatious. She never reciprocated it. Good for you though, brother. Seriously.”

      I don’t know how to feel right now. I like Esperanza and I’m not going to back down. I do appreciate how Magnus is giving up so easily and isn’t going to try and pursue her. Esperanza and I aren’t dating, and I don’t even know if we’re close to that yet. I enjoy spending time with her yet every time we’re together I still see her walls are high. Over time I hope she opens up a bit more to me. I want that. I want that for the two of us.

      I know I can’t expect too much of her right now, especially with what happened last weekend. All I want is to be there for her if she needs me.

      The rumbling of a motorcycle comes from up the road and I know for a fact a lot of the brothers are out, so I figure it’s one of them. Only, as the bike grows closer I can quickly tell it isn’t. No one in our club has a yellow Harley. I get up and Magnus follows me as we go to see who in the hell is at our clubhouse.

      The more we get closer, the clearer I can see the cut on the back of this man. It’s a skull with a helmet and a pair of goggles on the top of the helmet. Below are two gears and finally I look at the name on the cut. The Skulls Renegade MC. They’re an ally of the club and have done well in supporting us in the past. In fact, they’re allies of many of our allies.

      Another bike comes rolling up behind the first and I make my way over to where the two bikers are. The first one removes his helmet and places it on his handlebars as he dismounts. He looks around for a moment and then settles on me. It’s Reed, the president of the club. He’s into his early sixties now and I’m certain at some point he’s going to be passing the baton to someone else. He could very well die as the president too, though.

      He has a gray beard that stops just above his chest bone and it’s in a perfectly shaped V. “Reed, it’s good to see you.”

      “Dag, you as well. How are things going?”

      I shrug. “Not too bad. We have a couple of things going on right now, then this tree fell last night so we’ve been out here cleaning it up.”

      “I see that. Do you need a hand?” Reed offers and the second man finally gets off his bike, doing exactly what Reed did with his helmet. It’s Enzo, one of his long-time members.

      “We should be all right, but I appreciate the offer. What brings you to the neighborhood? You’re a long way from home.”

      Reed glances over to Enzo. “We had some business that needed to be tended to. Figured we’d stop by, and I had a question for you while I’m here.”

      “Sure, what’s up?” I ask, curious to know what his question might be.

      “My brother called me earlier today to let me know there’s been reports of a single biker up in our area. It’s not abnormal this time of year, but you know us, we have people everywhere who bring us information. The guy has told people his name is Mord. Name sounds very Viking-ish, so what do you know about him?” His assumption isn’t wrong in the least bit.

      I wave my hand. “Come on, let’s go inside and speak with Runes. He’s going to want to hear this.”

      “Just as I thought, you do know him, and he’s a fucking problem.”

      I don’t say anything in response, but I know I don’t have to. Instead, I take Reed and Enzo inside and look around the club for Runes. I don’t see him anywhere in the front, so I walk back to the kitchen and find him making a sandwich. “Prez, Reed and Enzo are here from the Skulls Renegade MC, and I think you want to hear what Reed just said to me.”

      Runes glances up and looks over. Reed comes into the kitchen at this point with Enzo a few paces behind him. “I apologize for not calling, but we were in the area and I wanted to speak to you about this. As I was telling Dag, there’s a biker who’s been riding around up in the Gainesville area. He’s told a couple of my informants that his name is Mord, and he’s from the Florida area. The name alone sounded familiar and I vaguely remember the name Mord. Not to mention it sounds a lot like the names you all have.”

      Runes looks directly at me and then shifts his focus back on Reed. “Yes, we know Mord. We know him too well. He is a manipulative, vile man. He’s solely responsible for one of our brothers breaking up with their ol’ lady for a very long time. He framed the brother in question and the ol’ lady left because of what she saw. They’ve since reconciled, however it was years in the making. He caused so much hurt for them when it never needed to happen in the first place. If that’s not ridiculous enough, he’s responsible for the ol’ lady being kidnapped. He was a prospect for the club, but I kicked his ass to the curb when I caught him drugging women.”

      “I knew there had to be some way you all might know him.” Reed admits.

      “How long has he been up there? We’ve been trying to locate him and have mostly failed.” Runes fills him in.

      “About a week. Enzo and I have been in Alabama and now here. We’re going to be heading back to Tennessee tomorrow.”

      “Can you ask your club to keep an eye on him for the moment?”

      “I sure can. Are you planning on coming to Tennessee to deal with the problem yourselves?” Reed asks, looking at Runes and then over to me.

      “Yes, I will come up with a few of my men. Did you and Enzo need a place to stay before you leave tomorrow? We have plenty of rooms.”

      “We were going to get a hotel, but we could just stay here.” Reed replies.

      “Yes, please do. We may end up leaving tonight to get to Tennessee, just in case we’re not here in the morning when you leave.”

      “You have a lot of anger toward this Mord guy. He’s fucked your club over a couple of times, hasn’t he?” Reed asks, leaning up against the kitchen counters.

      “He’s hurt the people I cared about more than anyone should. Not to mention he’s caused literal hell for us. I appreciate you bringing me this information. Now we can get to Tennessee and make this bastard pay. Magnus, can you go let the horas know to prepare two rooms?”

      “Sure thing, Prez.” Magnus replies and walks off, leaving us among ourselves.

      Reed’s phone starts ringing out of nowhere and Reed excuses himself and takes it. Enzo follows along with him and Runes clears his throat. “Dag, I need you to go tell Aesir and Logi to get a bag packed. I want to leave by nine tonight. We’ll stop after a few hours and get a hotel, but I don’t want to lose him.”

      “Yeah, sure thing.”

      I make it a point to go find Logi and Aesir, telling them separately about what happened with Reed and why we’re leaving tonight. Both of them seem anxious to get on the road, especially Logi. I know he wants vengeance for what happened with him and Skadi. Mord is the catalyst of all their pain, anger, and suffering.

      I go to my room to get my own bag packed and decide to call Esperanza. I don’t want her to think I’ve vanished into thin air and I also want to make sure she feels safe. Ever since what happened last weekend I don’t think she does. She hasn’t admitted that to me, although I know she can’t feel secure right now. If I was in her position I surely wouldn’t.

      “Hello,”

      “Hey, I wanted to call and let you know I’m going to be out of town for a couple of days on club business. You can still reach me by calling or texting if you need me. And, um, I wanted to see how you felt about being alone at your place?”

      “Oh, okay. Um, yeah, I’m okay I guess.” I guess doesn’t sound very promising.

      “What do you mean I guess?”

      “Earlier today I swore I saw him on the other side of the street out through my window. Then I looked again and he was gone. Maybe it was my imagination, but, God it messed with me.”

      All right, that’s enough of that. “I’m going to have someone from the club watching your place while I’m gone. I’d feel better, so please don’t fight me on it.”

      “Dag, that’s ridiculous. It was probably just my imagination.”

      “Even if it was, please just let me do this for you. It’ll give me some peace of mind while I’m away so I can focus on what I need to.”

      The line goes quiet for a couple of moments. “Why do you care so much about me?”

      Well, our conversation is suddenly getting very deep. “I just do, Esperanza.” I don’t know what else to tell her. I enjoy being around her. I enjoy her company. I like who she is as a person. Add in the fact my mother was beat by my step-father for so long and I guess you could say I have PTSD with these sorts of things.

      I hope it was just her head, but if it wasn’t I’d rather have Ivar there to protect her.
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      Esperanza

      I’ve been running around like a madwoman between work, going to two different African markets to get everything to make a couple of dishes for my parents this weekend, and now I’m cleaning my house. My sister hasn’t told me this yet, though I’m certain we’re going to end up hosting the dinners at my place. Soledad might have her business together, but her apartment is a hot mess. On occasion when I have some free time I run over there and help her tidy the place up, especially since she gives me so many wigs for free.

      I actually made an appointment at her store to get my wig changed out for next week. One of the wigs she gave me the other day when I was at her store was so beautiful and I knew immediately I wanted to get it changed soon. It’s still summer and I think this will be a nice change to brighten things up before I change it out for the fall.

      It’s a light brown wig with bangs that will end up stopping just below my breasts. Throughout the wig there are copper highlights and lowlights, which are bright and will be a nice transition to the red wig she just gave me that I’ll get installed sometime near the end of September.

      I’m just finishing up vacuuming my living room area when my front door comes open. I jump and Soledad furrows her brows as she realizes she’s freaked me out. I turn off the vacuum and start wrapping the cord up, hoping she doesn’t point out the obvious.

      “You a little jumpy today or something?”

      “You could say that. Guess I had a little bit too much coffee.” I think that’ll be enough to throw her off my trail, but I guess we’ll find out soon enough.

      “Even if you’ve drank a gallon of the stuff you’re not this jumpy. You can avoid talking about it though. I’ll just save it for whenever mom and dad get here.”

      Immediately I look right at her. “No, you won’t.” My tone tells her that I’m not in the mood to play around about this.

      “Geeze. You’re a little touchy about the subject. Are you all right? God, it smells great in here. Mom will be so happy about that.” Soledad takes the plastic bags into the kitchen and begins unpacking everything she got from the store, placing it on the counter.

      I already have some traditional Malawi food prepared and some is even cooking right now. The spices waft around my apartment. This morning I made some kachumbari, which is a type of salad which consists of tomatoes and onions. When it gets closer for our parents to arrive I will finish making the nsima. All I have to do is cook it in the pan in hamburger sized patties. Nsima is like what rice is to my father’s people. It’s the carbohydrate dish that many Malawi people eat for breakfast, lunch, and even dinner.

      I was able to buy some freshly caught chambo at one of the African stores, so I know my mother will be elated about that. The owner told me the fish just came in this morning which is perfect.

      “I’ve already made some kachumbari, have some chambo in the oven now. I’ve already cooked it in oil, but I still want the insides to be moist so I have it baking the rest of the way in there. There’s some nsima that’s ready for me to put on the stove, and I already have beans, a sauce, and some vegetables prepared as well.”

      “Mom will be super happy about all of that, but you’re avoiding my question. Why is that?”

      I haven’t once wanted to tell Soledad about what happened with Jamal. It hasn’t even crossed my mind. I know my sister and I know she’s going to continue to nag me until I tell her what happened, or why I’m so damn jumpy all of a sudden. I can’t even do that unless I tell her what happened in the first place.

      I lick my lips and go into the kitchen to grab a bottle of wine from my wine fridge. I open up the prosecco and pour us each a glass. “It’s bad. It has to be bad if you’re pouring a glass of the prosecco I got you three years ago when I was in Paris.”

      “It’s bad.” I confirm.

      Soledad finishes putting the cold items in the fridge and leaves the pantry items on the counter. We have about an hour and a half before our parents are supposed to be here, so I have plenty of time to tell her what happened.

      I make my way over to my couch and sit in the corner, tucking my legs up under myself and pull one of my throw blankets over me. Soledad goes and sits on the other end of the couch, but turns her body to face me and grabs a throw blanket to put over herself.

      “What happened to you, Esp?”

      Where do I even start? Soledad even voiced her concerns about me going out with Jamal in the first place and she was right to voice them. “I went out to dinner with Jamal like I told you about,” I start off, taking a sip of my drink.

      “Okay,” Soledad nods, waiting for me to say something else.

      I feel a sudden lump in my throat and it becomes difficult for me to speak. How am I supposed to tell her this? Do I give her the long drawn out version, or do I give her the shorter one?  “We went out and everything was fine at first. You know the guy I had the one-night stand with, Dag?”

      “Obviously. He’s the guy you should be giving a chance to, not your dickbag of an ex.”

      I could almost laugh at what my sister is saying. “Yeah, well, Dag was there. I waved or he did. I can’t remember honestly. Jamal asked me who he was and I told him Dag was a colleague,”

      “Which isn’t a lie. You and Dag are both lawyers, so what’s the problem? Did the bastard get jealous of him?”

      I nod. “More or less. He got up and walked over to the booth where Dag was sitting. Mind you, he had kids with him and two women. The ladies are wives of two bikers in his motorcycle club and the kids are mixed between them all I think. They were out having a group dinner and Jamal thought it was appropriate to go over.”

      “What in the world. What did he do?”

      “Essentially had a pissing contest with Dag. I got up after a certain point and when I got over there, right before we were going to walk back to our booth Dag told me to give him a call.”

      “I bet that really set Jamal off.”

      “It did, but you wouldn’t know it. He keeps his anger in check when he’s in public and lets it out when he’s safely behind closed doors.”

      Soledad takes another sip of wine and looks right into my eyes. “See, that right there tells me something happened. What did he do, Esp?”

      I swallow hard and wait a few moments before I speak. “He picked me up and took me to dinner, so he drove me back here and said he was thirsty. Asked if I minded if he got a drink. I said of course not and brought him inside, got him a glass of ice water and all that. From the moment we shut the door the energy got a bit darker. He kept grilling me about Dag and ultimately I snapped. I told him he didn’t have a right to be asking me anything because he and I weren’t a couple.”

      “I bet he didn’t like that one bit.”

      I shake my head. “No, he didn’t. It escalated from there and turned physical. He pushed me on the ground and I fell. I was able to get up and tore him a new asshole with my words, but instead of leaving he hit me, knocked me on the ground and kicked me numerous times. He choked me and I thought,” I have to pause so I don’t start crying. Speaking about what happened to me takes me right back to those moments. “I thought I was going to die. I really thought that. My vision went dark and then I woke up here in the apartment, just over there.” I point to the spot I was laying down in.

      “Oh my Heavens. I am so sorry, Esp. God, I want to kill that miserable son of a bitch. What did the police say? What are they going to do about it?”

      I shut my eyes and take a sip of my drink. “I didn’t go to the police.”

      “What? Why not?” Soledad’s mouth is gaping open from pure shock.

      I lick my lips and know she won’t understand where I’m coming from, but I try to defend myself. “Because if this ever went to court I know his defense attorney would tear me a new asshole. They’d say we were reconnecting, went out to dinner and had a few drinks. They’d say alcohol was involved for both parties and that mistakes are made when alcohol is involved. They’d try to make it a redeeming moment where the client has regretted their actions irrevocably. Then they’d say that I was drunk and agreed to let him have sex with me, but I wasn’t. I was out cold, blacked out from his hand around my neck.” I try to keep my tears back as I finish telling her what happened to me.

      “Oh my God. It wasn’t just physical assault. It was . . . it was sexual.”

      I nod, and the tears I’ve been trying to keep back so much begin pouring out. No matter what I do, I can’t do anything to stop them.

      “Why didn’t you call me? I would have come over and helped you.” Soledad says with emotion thick through her voice.

      “I don’t know. I . . . I called Dag when I woke up.”

      Soledad rears her head back. “You called Dag?” It’s no doubt that is yet another shock to her.

      “I did. I told him what happened and he stayed the night. He stayed to make sure Jamal didn’t come back, and he stayed the next night too to make sure I was okay. He’s been checking in on me every single day since, and he had to go out of town for some MC business. Even though he left he has one of his men outside watching my apartment, just over there,” I point out through the window where I saw the truck Dag described to me earlier.

      “Wow. You went from not wanting to give him a chance to calling him in your darkest hour?”

      I nod. “I did. I feel safe with him, Soledad. That probably doesn’t make any sense, but it’s how I feel. I knew if Jamal did come back when Dag was here that Dag would protect me. There’s something about him. Something about the way he is. I don’t know if that even makes sense.”

      “Are you falling for him or something?”

      “I-I don’t know. I don’t know what this is. All I know is I was terrified and he’s the first person I called.”

      “I am so sorry this happened to you, Esp, but I have something I need to ask you. I don’t mean to seem insensitive at all, so please don’t take it that way. Okay?”

      “You’re my sister. You’re allowed to be insensitive from time to time.”

      “I get that, but maybe not a week after you were beaten and raped.”

      I’m trying to be as positive as I can, but I do understand what my sister is saying. “What did you want to ask me?”

      “Remember when you told me about Dag? Initially, you said that you didn’t want to get into a relationship or anything, that you wanted to be free and all that. So, my question is would you have still called him if last weekend didn’t go the way it did? Would you have called him if Jamal didn’t hurt you?”

      I think about it long and hard, allowing a couple of minutes of silence to pass us by. “Eventually, maybe. Not as quickly as I did for sure. My fear led me to call him. It overruled me that night. Somehow, somewhere deep in my gut I knew I’d be protected if I called him, so I did.”

      “So . . . does that mean you’re open to romance with him?”

      “I don’t know. It’s something I’m not opposed to. He came running when I called, and he treats me with such respect. I think we’re forming a friendship, but it might be something more. After my last couple of relationships I’m not really sure what to think about them. I think I’ll take it slow and see where it goes.”

      “Good. You deserve to be happy and not because men have scarred you in the past. If anyone deserves love, it’s you, my sister.”
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      Dag

      After one hell of a trip the group of us have finally made it to Gainesville, Tennessee. We were told by Reed that when we got settled we should head over to Bubba’s for beer and food. Bubba’s is a bar that the Skulls Renegade MC owns.

      I’ve never had the pleasure of traveling to this small town, and man is it a small town. There’s a bank, grocery store, a couple of restaurants, one fast food chain, and Bubba’s, which is where we’re at right now.

      Quite a few years ago there was an explosion which caused a fire to break out in the bar. It ended up killing a couple of the women that the Skulls Renegade MC helps, which I believe they call the Russian Dolls. I’m not exactly sure what they do, but I know the club makes it a point to help women who have been in trafficking situations. Not only that but the women work at the bar and a couple of smaller businesses around town as well.

      Since the original bar was burned to a crisp the club built a brand new one. The club and town is located in the mountains, so they maximized their location and have built their bar to look more like a mountain lodge. There’s a strip club on the right side of the bar where you have to be over twenty-one to enter, and then there’s the bar portion. It’s massive and the bar is shaped in a long L, probably seating about a hundred people on a busy day.

      There’s ample room for sitting down as well. Booths line the walls while tables are scattered around, and there’s even an arcade area and a place where you can shoot some pool, play some foosball, or even some air hockey. The club really thought about everything when they rebuilt this place.

      Jenna, who’s Reed and Kyle’s half-sister, and one of the longest reigning ol’ ladies at the club is behind the bar tonight with a younger woman, who looks like she might be in her mid-twenties. Jenna’s normal black hair is now silver but not much else has changed. She still has her hair perfectly done and her make-up is on point as it has been for many years. Back in her prime she was a model who got a lot of publicity in tattoo themed magazines for the ink she has. There are even posters up behind the bar of her in some skimpy looking outfits, and the younger woman at the bar looks a lot like her.

      “You single or somethin’?” Jenna asks while she’s wiping down a glass.

      “No, I’m. I’m in a . . . something.” I don’t know exactly what I should be calling what I have with Esperanza, but I don’t want Jenna thinking I’m interested in that woman who’s now on the other side of the bar.

      “Then mind telling me why you’re starin’ the way you are at my daughter?” Oh, wow. I didn’t know Jenna and Dmitri ended up having kids. I guess I never really checked in either.

      “I was just thinking how similar she looks like to you, and now I know why. She looks like you back then. I almost thought that was her,” I motion up with my head to the posters on the back of the bar.

      Jenna smiles widely. “That’s Clarke, she’s my oldest. Dmitri says she’s the spitting image of me and I guess that’s true. The only thing she has of her father’s is his quiet demeanor and his eyes.”

      “That can only mean she’s dangerous.” Jenna smiles widely and what I’ve said. Anyone who’s anyone knows that Dmitri is the one you really have to watch out for in this club. He sits back in the shadows and assesses the situation, only striking at the right moment.

      “She is, but she doesn’t fully understand that yet. One day she will,” Jenna grows quiet for a moment and looks back at my nearly empty glass. “You want another?”

      “Sure,” I say with a nod and she grabs my glass, takes it over to the tap and pours me another beer.

      “It’s a really nice set-up they have here,” Runes comments, really looking over the entire space.

      “Yeah, it is. They seem to be pretty busy too.” Logi comments.

      “They are. They’re smart about where the bar’s located, on the main road that leads right into town. Their clubhouse isn’t too far away from here, right?” I ask.

      Runes nods. “Maybe a ten minute drive, probably fifteen or twenty if it snows.”

      “That’s not bad at all.” I reply.

      “No it isn’t. This bar gives me an idea for Tallahassee. We need more ways to get money in for the club, especially now that we’ve put down our roots. It could be a good way to launder cash. Most of the MCs I know do this, have some sort of business. The Satan’s Raiders MC have a bar called The Clubhouse. The Reapers Rejects MC have multiple revenue streams, like that small cafe they have in downtown Billings, and the online business Octavia has. The Knights of Retribution have the porn business. It’s making me think we need to start doing something lucrative as well.”

      “I’m sure the ol’ ladies would really love it if we dove into the porn business,” Aesir jokes.

      Runes dead ass turns his head and looks right at him. “I’m going to discuss franchising Bubba’s with Reed. Maybe opening a second location up in Tallahassee. The whole vibe of this place could do well. It’ll give the horas a chance to get off some of our asses. Some of them aren’t understanding the concept of us being committed and that only stresses our ladies out.”

      “It would be a good business opportunity, and also solidify the alliance we have with their club.” I suggest.

      “Yes, it would. The next time we have church I’ll bring it up. In the meantime I’ll have a chat with Reed to see if it’s an option.” Runes states.

      Jenna places a full glass in front of me. “My brother will most likely agree to what you’re suggesting. I’d say I’m not eavesdropping, but I’m always eavesdropping.” Jenna giggles lightly at the end.

      “Good to know. Do you know when we should expect him to be back in town?” Runes questions her.

      “He called Elena a bit ago and said he was an hour or so out. I’d say you guys should order some dinner, then go get settled at the lodge house next door. That’s where you’ll be staying while you’re here with us.”

      “What’s the lodge house?” I ask.

      “It’s a luxury cabin we had built in the woods behind Bubba’s for friends, family, or allies who come into town to visit us. This way everyone can still have their own space. It was just built about three years ago, has a little over twenty-four hundred square feet. Four bedrooms, three baths, spacious kitchen and two separate living spaces.”

      “Wow. That sounds great. We were expecting to sleep on couches, or air mattresses.” I tell her.

      Jenna cracks up. “You’re at a club with old men and some young bucks. The older generation of the club have made it a point to make sure everyone is comfortable. If they were to sleep on a couch their back would be killing them, quite literally.”

      “Noted,” I snicker.

      “Anyone else want any refills?” Jenna asks, and all of my brothers beside me say they could go for another.

      She comes back a few minutes later and tells us we have to try some of the food, especially if Runes is determined to talk to Reed about bringing a Bubba’s down where we are. She makes a few recommendations and we end up ordering every single one of them.

      While we’re waiting on the food and the guys are talking amongst themselves I take an opportunity to call my mother. My former step-father is going to be released from prison in a week and she needs to know it’s actually happening. He’s not going to be safely behind bars anymore, and I doubt he’s the kind of man to forgive and forget over the years, even if other people think he’s changed so much.

      I bring my phone to my ear after I tap on her name and it rings a few times until she answers. “Sweetheart, I’ve been hoping I’d hear from you soon. You know I don’t like calling and bothering you, so I haven’t.”

      “Ma, you’re not bothering me when you call. It’s normal for you to call me and check in.”

      “I mean, I know it is. I just know you’re so busy all the time.”

      “I’m never too busy to make time for you.”

      “Awe, and don’t you know your way straight to a woman’s heart. You’ve always been my tough sweetheart, baby. How have things been going with you?”

      “They’ve been going good. I’m keeping busy just like you said, but I’m calling for more than just a typical chat to catch up.”

      “Oh, okay. What are you calling about?”

      “He’s getting released next Friday. I’m not sure if Rayna told you or not, but it is happening. He won his appeal and he’s getting out early.”

      Mom is quiet for a few moments. I can only imagine how difficult this is for her to swallow. He tried to kill us and he’s finally getting out after all these years. I was hoping he’d die behind bars and I’m sure she was thinking the same way.

      “I pray he is a changed man like he claims.”

      I breathe in deeply and know I have to word what I’m about to say carefully. “He isn’t, Mom. He’s the kind of man who is never going to change, no matter how much you pray for him.” For some reason my mother still has some love left for him, even though she was able to get divorced while he was in prison. I’ll never understand it, but my mother has a pure heart. She really cares.

      “I was taught as a child that the power of God could change anyone. I . . . I had hope it would help him change into a better man.”

      “I know you did, but that isn’t possible. I want you to keep an eye out after he’s released. I know Rayna lives close to you, but you never know what could happen. I want the two of you to be safe.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be okay, sweetheart. I appreciate you worrying, but it’s been so many years. Loren has probably forgotten about all of us right now.”

      I hope she’s right, but I don’t think so.

      I’m nudged by Runes in my side, a silent signal he needs me. “I hope so, but I gotta go, Ma. I love you and I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “I love you too sweetheart. Bye,”

      I hang up the phone and look at Runes just as our food is being brought out to us. “What’s up?”

      “Jenna’s daughter just said uncle Reed is going to be at the bar in about thirty minutes.”

      “All right, cool. We can get this show on the road then.”

      Runes gives me a curt nod and doesn’t say another word. We all eat the variety of food we ordered and everything is fucking delicious. I do hope Runes convinces everyone else in the club that we should open up a Bubba’s down in Tallahassee. I’m sure it will do well.

      Reed eventually comes in through the large door and walks right over to the group of us. We’re still chowing down on our food. “Sorry for being a little later than I planned, but I think you’re going to like why.”

      “Depends on what comes out of your mouth next,” Runes replies.

      “My brothers got Mord. He’s on the club’s property right now, safe and sound until the lot of you get there.”

      Logi’s eyes immediately widen and I know what he wants—revenge.

      Somehow, I think he’s going to get it.
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        * * *

      

      We finished our food and all rode out to the Skulls Renegade’s club property, which is about ten minutes away from the bar. They’re located a few minutes from a major interstate, but they’re hidden deep in the woods. Even if someone tried to get information on them, I don’t think it would be possible. There are trees that line the front of their property, shielding everything they don’t want to be seen.

      Their clubhouse is large, but not nearly as big as the one we have in Tallahassee. I’ll bet that’s why they don’t have us staying in their clubhouse, because with their numbers vastly growing there won’t be enough room for everyone. There are even houses located on their property, back into the woods like they have at Bubba’s.

      Reed takes us down a long driveway that goes past the clubhouse. Off this driveway there are a couple of smaller driveways that lead up to homes. “Our older club members live in those. It’s where they raised their kids,” Reed explains.

      We have a lot of property at our clubhouse, but I’m certain a lot of our brothers would rather just be close to the club. Fenrir is a great example. With almost four kids he wants to keep his kids away from the hustle and bustle of what happens in the clubhouse in the wee hours of the night. He and Charm have created a normal schedule for their kids, and I think as a lot of people start settling down they’re going to want the same thing.

      We continue following Reed up the hill until we’re at a toolshed. We turn right into a now gravel area and through the line of trees you can actually see the clubhouse a bit further down the hill. “What’s this?” Runes questions him as we all get off our bikes.

      “You’ll see,” Reed’s tone is cold, but there’s promise hidden in it.

      Logi gives me an uneasy look and I continue onward. There’s no way Reed would bring us up here to hurt us or anything of the sort. He must have Mord here. That’s the only thing I can think of.

      Reed unlocks the multiple deadbolts on the toolshed and eventually pushes the door open. He pulls a string which turns on a light and we all walk inside. Aesir shuts the door behind him and there’s another doorway in the shed. Runes furrows his brows and I notice the additional locks on this door as well. Reed wants to protect whatever is in this place.

      He proceeds to unlock every deadbolt like he did to the front door of this toolshed. When he’s done we all head downstairs and Reed flicks on a light switch as we’re almost at the bottom. There are two men chained down here, one in each corner. One of them is an older man with a beard that’s almost down to the bottom of his stomach. His hair is white and it’s long like it’s been growing for years.

      In the other corner is Mord. There are dark circles under his eyes like he hasn’t been sleeping. I wonder if that’s because he’s been on the run, or if it’s because he’s doing drugs. Either are an option.

      “Who is that?” Aesir asks lowly, looking to me for an answer.

      “That’s Max. He used to be part of our club, but he framed my brother for a murder he committed, attacked my brother’s ol’ lady, amongst a plethora of other things. He went after our club and we vowed that we’d never let him get off easy. That he’d pay immeasurably for the pain and suffering he caused us all.” Reed fills him in, obviously hearing every word he’s had to say.

      “I think you just can’t bear the thought of killing me,” Max cackles from the corner. I shift my eyes over to Mord who’s paying close attention to what’s going on.

      The toolshed basically has an underground area to it. I’ll bet this is how it was built when the Skulls Renegade MC bought the property many, many years ago. The walls are made up of cinderblock and on the walls are shelves, storage containers, and even places where you can hang certain tools. There’s a plethora of wrenches, saws, knives, crowbars, and pretty much everything you can imagine should be in a toolshed. However, there isn’t anything on the back wall, or about ten feet away from where the prisoners are.

      Reed doesn’t even bother wasting his breath responding to Max.

      “I bet you thought we wouldn’t find you.” Runes states, walking over to where Mord is chained up like a country dog.

      Mord slowly brings his head up to look Runes in the eyes. “You didn’t find me. Another club did.”

      “An ally of my club, yes. Did you honestly think you were going to run off and get away with everything you’ve done? No. We were going to find you, and we were going to spend as long as we needed to do it.”

      Mord cackles. “That’s exactly what we thought.”

      I was feeling pretty good about how this was starting off at first, though now there’s an unsettling feeling in the pit of my stomach. Something isn’t right, and Mord’s words only prove there’s more going on than we’re actually aware of.

      “He wanted you looking for him because it meant you weren’t looking for his business partner.” Max speaks up. It seems like the two of them have done a lot of talking since Mord was chained up down here.

      Logi snickers. “We have people on both of you, so that’s a massive underestimation on your part.” He doesn’t tear his eyes away from Mord. If Logi could yank him out through his chains by ripping off his hands he’d do it right now. I’m certain Runes will let him have his time with Mord, although there’s information we want first.

      “Then you know he’s already back in Cuba,” Mord smiles like he’s just won the lottery.

      “We do,” I confirm.

      “Good. He’ll be getting who he needs so he can take your pathetic excuse of a club down. He has plans for you. For all of you, and your women, and your kids. I’m sure you know what he’s going to do with them when all of you are dead,” Mord taunts us.

      Runes grabs a hammer off the wall and goes up to Mord, slamming it against his knee as hard as he can. Mord screams out in pain and Runes does the same thing to the other knee before he returns back to where the rest of us are standing.

      “I told you to shut up and let them do the talkin’. Look where it’s gotten you now,” Max snickers, getting his rocks off by Mord being in pain. The man has been here for many years, so I wonder if Mord being interrogated and tortured is entertainment to him.

      “Shut the fuck up, Max.” Reed snarls.

      “Yes, Master.” Max replies. It might sound like he’s being respectful, but he isn’t. He’s testing Reed’s patience right now, but even Reed knows that we need this time with Mord so we can understand more about what’s going on.

      “You won’t ever get close to touching our women or families. You’re not even going to make it out of this damn toolshed. Is he, Logi?” Runes smirks in a sadistic manner, wanting Mord to know exactly how this is going to go.

      “No, Prez. He isn’t.” It makes sense that Logi is going to be the one who ultimately takes his life. Logi and Skadi were affected the most by Mord’s actions. He could have easily ruined their lives, if given the chance.

      “All I was meant to do was ride around the States and keep your miserable club distracted while Roque did what he needed to do.” Mord comments.

      “And what would that be?” I have a gist of what’s going on, but I do want to know more.

      “Fled back to Cuba and is getting reinforcements. His family is very dangerous and they’re going to tear you down, one by one. All I had to do is keep you busy in the meantime and that’s what I’ve done.” Mord seems so proud of himself. Does he not realize this is going to be the end for him?

      “What do you get out of that deal? You distract the Raiders of Valhalla while he gets to Cuba? Seems pretty fucked up to me.” Reed comments. He wants to understand why Mord would willingly choose to do this as well.

      “I get everything. I’m set up in Cuba for when I get out of here. Roque had me go see a dentist and he put a tracker in my tooth. All I had to do was break the tooth and the tracker would activate when I needed help. I already activated it and he’ll be coming for me. He’s not going to let me rot here,”

      I look at Logi and Runes, then to Aesir. None of us believe a word Mord is saying. I’d bet that Roque paid for him to go to one of his dentists, and made it seem like he put a tracker in. Roque isn’t the type who is loyal to anyone unless you’re in his family. That much is evident after discovering what we have over the last few months about him.

      “Everything that has been done to you all, you’ve deserved it! You thought you could kick me to the curb and act like I was nothing, after everything I did for the club. No! You weren’t going to fuck me over. I was going to fuck you over and that’s exactly what I’ve done.” Mord seems so proud of himself, so happy with the atrocities and pain he’s caused. It’s despicable, but even worse than that, it’s insane. In his mind he truly believes he’s right by doing everything he has. There isn’t a question about it.

      “We deserved none of it. You were drugging women and bringing them into your bed when you were prospecting for my club. Why in the actual fuck do you think I would be okay with that? Why did you think it was acceptable?”

      “By the morning none of them cared anyway. They all thought we drank too much and had a good night. No one ever made an accusation that I drugged them. They never would have either because I knew what I was doing.” Is this really how he’s going to defend himself?

      “No! Men don’t do shit like that. You’re nothin’ but a pathetic little boy.” Runes grumbles.

      “We break laws all the fuckin’ time. What’s the difference between stealing shit and breakin’ peoples jaws, versus that?”

      “Morals.” Runes might have just given a one word answer, but it speaks volumes.

      “You weren’t just bringing women and drugging them, you were bringing underage girls into the club. Despicable piece of shit,” Logi snarls.

      “They were seventeen, not twelve.” Mord’s trying to defend himself, but there’s absolutely no way he’s going to be able to. What he’s done is fucking ridiculous.

      “I made a grave mistake not killing you when I had the chance,” Runes snarls, heads back over and slams the hammer down on one of his knees again. Mord screams in pure agony and silence takes over the room.

      I glance over at Max whose eyes are wide as he’s watching the situation unfolding in front of him. He’s getting a kick out of this.

      “He’s not going to give us anything else valuable,” I point out, wanting Runes to realize it’s high time we send this fucker to meet his maker.

      Runes doesn’t say a word to me, but looks over at Logi.

      Logi goes over to the wall and grabs one of the old knives. It has a strong handle and the blade is very long. I’m sure it’s been used in the past to cut deer, or possibly filet freshly caught fish. Logi heads over to where Mord is chained and drives the blade deep into his shoulder, until you can see the blade coming out of the other side of him. As he takes it out, he wiggles it back and forth, sure to cause an immeasurable amount of pain.

      Mord groans in complete agony and Max smiles. I know Mord is insane, but the man to his right is even worse off than he is.

      Over the course of the next hour Logi drives the knife into various points in Mord’s body, wiggling back and forth as much as possible as he removes it. Mord’s groans turn into screams and he eventually passes out. Reed has a bottle of rubbing alcohol and takes it over to Mord. He opens the cap and holds it under his nose until he eventually wakes up.

      Once he’s awake Logi uses his fists instead of a knife. He beats Mord everywhere he’s pierced his skin with the blade and Mord’s screams grow louder and louder. If you ask me, this isn’t painful enough for him.

      We won’t let him live like Max has. I’m sure Reed has his reasoning for keeping Max alive for as long as he has, but we’re not going to let Mord breathe after today. Mord might think Roque is coming for him, but he isn’t. The only person coming for Mord is the Grim Reaper.
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      Esperanza

      Dag should be back sometime later today and in the meantime I’ve been keeping busy. Today was insane with me being needed in court two times, as well as having client meetings, and conducting phone interviews for the candidates replacing Rosie. We’ve narrowed it down to three women, all of which have an amazing background in law. I really can’t go wrong with any of them, but Rosie and I are going to hold in-person interviews next week and see who fits the best into the practice. I need to make sure I can get along with my new employee long-term as well, so we have to find the right person for the job.

      “I can hardly believe we were able to narrow it down to three women,” I say honestly. We started out with twenty-two applicants and after going through all of their applications, we had ten phone interviews set up for today. From those ten we got it down to three.

      Jessalyn is the youngest out of the bunch. She’s just turned nineteen and has worked since she was eighteen at her parents’ law-firm. She’s known since she was a young girl that she has a future in law, considering it’s her family business, although she’s trying to create some separate between herself and her family. She’s also stated that she’s currently going through some schooling so that she can be considered as a Florida Registered Paralegal. In Florida there is no educational requirement for anyone to become a paralegal. It’s just a bonus and shows the dedication from whomever is hoping to be hired.

      The second candidate is Kiana who is in her mid-twenties. She’s already a Florida Registered Paralegal and has a few years as a paralegal under her belt. She’s very quick on her feet and seems passionate about law. She lives in downtown Tallahassee with her mother, who is disabled, and stated that she has no plans to relocate and made it apparent that Tallahassee is her home.

      Lastly, there’s Gloria. She’s an older woman, in her mid-fifties and is essentially like a carbon copy of Rosie. She worked in law for many years, retired, and is now looking to do something to fill her time while collecting her pension check from her last job.

      Each of them are great options. I’m sure Rosie and I will be able to make a decision next week after we’ve conducted the in-person interviews. I know the second I present an offer to one of them it’s going to make all of this real. Rosie is really leaving me. She’s really retiring.

      I don’t blame her in the least bit for wanting to spend her golden years on her own terms, however, I’d be lying if I said it isn’t going to shake up every aspect of my day to day life. I’m not too keen on making that change, but I don’t have a choice.

      “Me too. I thought you might get it down to eight potential replacements today, but you surprised me.” Rosie says as she’s shutting down her desktop. We’re about to leave for the day and I’m glad. My ankles are killing me from breaking in these new heels.

      “Yeah, but we don’t have a lot of time. You told me you want to be retired by Thanksgiving, so I need to get moving on hiring someone and giving you enough time to train them.” I offer her a forced smile, trying to make it seem like I am supporting her. The truth is I’m sad she’s leaving.

      “At this rate we’ll have plenty of time with the fresh blood then,” Rosie says as she comes around her desk.

      We both head outside together and I lock the front of the office. Rosie and I say our goodbyes and head our separate ways. Traffic isn’t too bad tonight, so I make it home relatively quickly. I park inside of the parking garage and head for the elevator.

      Quite a few of my neighbors are getting home from work too, so the elevator is jam packed like a can of sardines. I get out once we reach my floor and walk down the hallway. As I approach my doorway I notice a bouquet of long-stemmed white roses in a glass vase. There’s a note attached, but I know who sent them–Dag.

      He’s a great guy and the more I think about him, the more I know I should give him a full shot. He’s treated me great and I should listen to my sister. I should give him a chance. I know I’ve been afraid of commitment because of the way I’m always cast aside. That’s the rough truth of it. I’m afraid to be in a relationship because I’m tired of not being good enough for the men I’ve dated. That’s really what it feels like to me, like I’m not good enough to be a fiancee, or even a wife. Like I’m not making them happy enough for them to be faithful.

      I unlock my door and pick up the vase of roses, walk inside my condo and as the door clicks shut behind me I go to my dining room table and place them in the center of it. What a beautiful centerpiece. I love how they’re white too. It matches perfectly with the overall aesthetic of my house.

      I swipe the small paper card from the arrangement and open the envelope, pull the card out from it and read.

      Until next time.

      He’s excited to see me again. That makes butterflies soar through my stomach. I haven’t gotten this excited about being with a guy since I was a teenager.

      I place the note on the table and head into the kitchen to mix up my superfood greens for the day. There’s this powder mixture called Bloom and I get the mixed berry flavor. I absolutely love it. For the most part I mix it with cold water, but on occasion I mix it with freshly made strawberry lemonade.

      I grab the scooper, level off a portion and put it in a cup with water. I take my coffee frother and press the button so it mixes up the superfood greens well and then drink it. This is one of those self-care things that I know I should be doing, especially as I’m getting older. I’m becoming more and more aware that our health is very important. I didn’t take the best care of myself when I was younger and I want to be around until I’m seventy, maybe even eighty.

      My phone starts ringing and as I glance and see who’s calling I have a shit-eating grin spreading across my face. “Hey there stranger,” I say to Dag, who’s on the other end of the line.

      “Hey. Do you have any plans tonight?”

      I walk over to the couch and plop down on the comfortable cushions, giving my feet a break from these deathtrap heels. “I can’t say I do. Why? What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking we should go out to dinner. Can you be ready in twenty minutes?”

      “I can, but are you back in town?”

      “I am. Wear some sort of pants, I’m taking you on the bike.” I’ve never ridden a motorcycle in my life, so a rush of fear and excitement shoots through me at the same time.

      “All right, sounds good. I’ll see you in a bit,”

      Dag and I say our goodbyes and I head into my bedroom and swing open my closet doors. I have no idea where he’s taking me, so I’m not sure if I should be dressing casually, or formal. He’s taking me on the back of his bike so it can’t be that fancy.

      I swipe a pair of new faux leather pants off the hanger and look at shirt options. It is warm out, but the sun is going down soon and it generally drops ten degrees overnight. The pants are a deep maroon so I go with a black bodysuit to wear underneath it. The bodysuit shows off my breasts, but the sleeves go all the way down to my wrists. It’s casual, but can be dressed up with some heels.

      I go over to my shoe section and settle on a pair of black booties. They’re so cute and are going to be comfortable compared to what I’ve been wearing all day.

      I get changed and head into my bathroom to touch up my make-up a bit, and just as I’m finishing up there’s a knock on my door. I look through the peephole before open the door and the moment I can confirm it’s Dag I’m opening the door.

      “Wow. You look stunning.” Dag drags his eyes up and down my body, smirking as he does so.

      “Thank you. You look really nice too,” Dag’s wearing black jeans with a gray t-shirt and has the cut for his MC over it. His boots are what he typically wears when he’s not at the clubhouse, and his beard is perfectly straight. I wonder if he took some time to get ready for me too.

      I smile at the thought of it. What if Dag’s having the same sort of feelings that I am?

      I hope he is, but I don’t want to get my hopes up. I’m tired of them getting crushed every single time. I don’t think Dag is the kind of man who would hurt me, though. I’m the first to admit I haven’t had the best history in choosing men. Dag is a lot different than other guys I’ve been involved with in the past.

      “You hungry? I’m starved, and I made a reservation.” Dag states.

      I agree that we should go ahead and get going, so we leave my apartment and walk out to the parking garage. He gets on his bike and then I get on behind him, both of us wearing helmets. I hold onto him tightly as he leaves the parking garage, and the second he hits the road I’m clinging onto him like a second skin.

      The rumbling of the exhaust is so loud that it drowns every other sound out. I keep tightening my arms around him, a little bit terrified I’m going to get flung off if I’m not really careful. When we get to the first red light Dag runs his hand over mine, offering me some slight reassurance. He’s this way the entire time we’re riding through the city. He probably knows I’m a bit scared.

      We arrive at a new restaurant I’ve heard Soledad talk about a couple of times. It’s a southern restaurant with a lot of American diner classics. It’s supposed to be very delicious food and I’m very excited to try it.

      We get off his bike, take our helmets off and head inside. We’re greeted by a hostess and she takes us back to a two-person booth, where we’re sitting across from one another. Within a minute a waitress is coming over to us and asks what we’d like to drink. I ask what the best drink on the menu is, and she tells me that the floats are good, but the milkshakes are to die for. I end up ordering a rootbeer float with a water on the side and Dag gets a strawberry cheesecake milkshake.

      While she’s still here I ask about her food recommendations and she gives us a long list of things she’s tried and swears they’re delicious. Dag orders fried chicken with waffles, and a smokehouse burger. Whereas I get their chicken n’ gravy, which is served with hot sauce and pimento beans, as well as collard greens. Our waitress walks off after taking our order and says she’ll be back in a couple of minutes with our drinks.

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t even thank you for the roses yet. That was so thoughtful, and it was a lovely thing to come home to.” I smile brightly and Dag licks his lips, furrowing his brows together.

      “Roses?” He’s practically asking me a question.

      “Yes, the white roses that were at my door when I got home. I thought you sent them to me?”

      “No, I didn’t. At least not yet,” Dag offers me a soft smile and my heart sinks into my stomach. If they’re not from Dag, there’s only one person they could be from.

      “You know who sent them, then.” I state.

      “Jamal,” Dag answers.

      Our waitress comes back with our drinks and asks if we need anything else, but we don’t so she goes off to check on her other tables.

      “Has he done anything else since I was gone? Ivar has told me nothing happened. No one was following you, he wasn’t spotted close to your place. He said everything was very normal.”

      “It was. I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, and thank you for sending Ivar. I felt weird about it at first, but it was relaxing to know that there was someone watching over me in case anything did go sideways.”

      “There’s no need to thank me at all. I thought you’d appreciate the peace of mind, and it gave me peace of mind while I was away.”

      “Speaking of, how was your trip?” I take a sip of my rootbeer float and it is phenomenal.

      “It was good. A long drive, but productive.” Dag keeps it very short and doesn’t go into great detail. I have a gut feeling like I shouldn’t ask too much, so I don’t.

      I take this as an opportunity to change the subject. “I don’t know if I told you, but my parents were in town for a few days.”

      “How did you like that? Was it nice to catch up with them?”

      “Yeah, it was. I’m glad they went back home. Sometimes they can be a bit much. My mother is a very strong-willed Malawi woman, and my father is Korean.”

      “Ah, so your father probably wanted you to marry a doctor.”

      I crack up at his cultural accuracy. “Doctor, lawyer, something phenomenal.”

      There’s an awkward silence the moment I say lawyer, but I try not to read into it too much.

      “Where is Malawi, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “I don’t mind at all. It’s a country in Africa, on the Eastern side.”

      “Ah, okay. I haven’t heard of it.”

      “I’m sure you’re going to learn more about it over some time,”

      “I hope so. I’d like to learn more about you, about where your family comes from.”

      Dag’s taking me by surprise yet again. He’s showing some real interest in who I am as a person and what makes me, well . . . me.

      “I . . . I’m going to get blunt here for a minute, but, what are we doing here, Dag? Are we dating? Are we friends? Are we not sure?”

      Dag snickers and the way he’s looking at me makes me feel like he’s smiling with his eyes. “I’m certain I want to be dating you. We’re definitely not friends, and we’re not nothing. What do you want, Esperanza? Do you want to be dating me too?”

      I want to not get hurt again.

      I want to know I can trust him with my whole heart and he won’t break it like others have in the past.

      But, that isn’t something I can ask him to do.

      I have to trust that he’s worth it, and if not I’ll need to use this as another lesson.

      “I’d like to give this a shot and see where it goes. I . . . I trust you, Dag. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have called you that night. To be honest, I don’t even know why I did it . . . but you came running when I called. That means so much to me, more than you’ll ever know.” I try not to let my emotion flood over me as I speak from my heart.

      “Whenever you call I’ll come running,” Dag says with a low, earthy tone in his voice. It’s deep and sexy as all hell.
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      Dag

      I had a great dinner with Esperanza last night. I’ve been wanting to go to that new place for a while now, but no one from the club ever showed interest, and it can kind of get old taking the other ol’ ladies out to eat. I’m glad I didn’t take them. I’m glad my first experience there was shared with Esperanza.

      We had a really good time and discussed what we are to each other, both agreeing that we’re dating. She ended up admitting to me that the reason she was so reluctant to call me after our one-night stand was because she’s been hurt time after time. In her last relationship she was in it for a while and then discovered she was being cheated on. The long-term relationship before that was with Jamal and she felt like he never wanted to upgrade their relationship, like she wasn’t worthy of being a wife.

      I told her that was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard and that she’d make a great wife one day. After I said that there was a bit of silence that followed, but it wasn’t awkward silence. I think she knew that I could envision her by my side years down the line.

      If I ever admitted that to any of my brothers they’d probably call me crazy. I would disagree, because I have known Esperanza for a while. I know her character. I know she’s a great woman. I know she has great morals.

      When I’m around her things feel easy. It doesn’t feel like I have to apply all of this extra pressure or be someone I’m not.

      We ended up staying in the restaurant for a couple of hours, ordering two desserts and splitting them. She had some of my burger and my chicken and waffles too. It was a great night. I rode us back to her place and we sat on the couch, drinking prosecco and got to know each other even more.

      I found out that she and her sister grew up in a very toxic environment. She told me her parents fight all the time, but they stay married because of the traditional values within their cultures. She said it’s almost like they’re trapped with each other when they don’t want to be, and doesn’t even know if her parents love each other anymore. She even told me how when she was eighteen she almost got her own place, but she couldn’t leave her sister, Soledad.

      At the time their grandfather was living with them, and he was very mentally abusive. He’d even hit the girls from time-to-time, and when they told their parents they’d say they were lying. The abuse was real and no one would listen to them. I commend Esperanza for not leaving her sister. Not leaving when it could have been the easiest option. She stayed in that house and worked her ass off that year to save up enough money for them to find a place.

      I ended up telling her about what my step-father did when I was a young boy, and that he’s getting released from prison late next week. She tried to offer me her support and then asked how my mother and sister are handling the news. I told her my mother seems to think that Loren has changed, but she and I know a lot of people simply use the tactic to get out of prison before their full sentence is up.

      I ended up staying over at her house last night, but we didn’t do anything sexual. I’m not going to pressure her to do anything sexual at all, especially given what happened to her a couple of weeks ago. Whenever she’s ready to take that step with me, we can. I’ll be as patient as I need to be.

      Runes called kirkja a few minutes ago and most of the brothers are in here. We’re just waiting on Logi, but Fenrir said he’s about ten minutes out. I guess he decided to go run some errands this morning or something.

      I’m sitting at the table, sipping on my hot coffee.

      “How was your trip to Tennessee?” Kraken questions.

      “I’ll get into that as soon as Logi gets here.” Runes states, scrolling on his phone. He leaves the room in complete silence. It feels like forever until Logi finally walks in through the door, turning his phone off in the process. We all turn our phones off and look at Runes.

      He picks up the gavel and slams it down. “I know a lot of you have many questions about what happened when we were with the Skulls Renegade MC. I’m going to dive straight into that and then I’ll open it up for discussion.”

      We give a few head nods and Runes continues.

      “As you all know Aesir, Logi, Dag and I went to Gainesville because Reed spotted Mord. Reed’s club was able to get Mord and contain him for us until we got there. We were met with welcoming arms by the Skulls Renegade MC, and once we were taken to the club Reed took us directly to Mord. Mord showed no sympathies or guilt for anything he’d done. He even went on to say that he wasn’t worried about how our time with him was going to go, because Roque convinced him he had a tracker in his tooth.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me.” Kraken cackles, shaking his head at the same time.

      “I’m not. He truly believed Roque was going to come save him from our wrath.” Runes continues.

      “I think up until the very end he believed it. I think he thought that he’d get out of it, but I wasn’t going to let him. Not after everything he’s done, especially to me and Skadi.” Logi grumbles, anger still radiating out of him.

      “I take it he’s dead, then?” Rati asks.

      Logi nods. “Yes. There isn’t any way I’d ever let him draw breath again.”

      “How’d you do it?” Fenrir asks. I had assumed if Runes gave anyone any sort of information it would have been Fenrir, but I guess not.

      “Runes started with busting his knees with a hammer, and I grabbed a knife off the wall and drove it through his skin. I did it on multiple parts of his body, over the course of hours and hours until he bled out. Any time he passed out I used rubbing alcohol to wake him right back up. I wanted him to feel every bit of pain until he finally met his maker.”

      “Good. I was hoping you’d all make sure he suffered immensely.” Kraken comments.

      “There wasn’t a way he wouldn’t. He crossed the line many times and brought a stain on our club for quite a while.” Runes has to be talking about what Mord did, drugging the women. It didn’t get out publicly, however that doesn’t matter. I remember right after Mord did that Runes had a very intense discussion with the club. He immediately called church after he kicked Mord out and stated if any other brother felt like that was appropriate that they needed to hand their cut over and get the fuck out.

      “Did he give you any information before he died?” Vanir questions.

      “Some, yes. He said Roque fled the country so he could get allies. That he’s going to make us pay for everything we’ve done. Essentially, Roque is coming with back up to end us, to end our club.” Runes answers him, taking a dip of the glass of water to his right.

      “What a delusional fuck,” Kraken snaps. “The things we’ve done? We haven’t done shit. They’re the ones who fucked us over, but no one ever wants to answer to that. They’re playing the victim card and it’s getting old. How do you want to handle this, Prez?”

      “Vanir, I need you to keep diving deep into Roque and his whereabouts. I want to know everything he’s doing, where he’s walking, what he fucking orders for lunch. I want to know what fuckin’ time he takes his daily shit. You got me?”

      “Yes, Prez.” Vanir responds almost immediately.

      “What will we do when we find him?” Rati asks, looking amongst the brothers.

      “After we get as much information as we can, we’re heading to Cuba. He thinks he’ll have some advantage on us there, but I don’t think so. I think he’ll be surprised we took the initiative to go to Cuba and hunt down his ass like the pathetic piece of shit that he is.”

      “You’re right. If we go to Cuba he’s going to be surprised. I don’t think he would have anticipated us bringing the fight to his turf.” I speak up. A few of my brothers grumble their agreements lowly.

      “As much as Roque might try he’s not going to take down our club. Even so, at this current time he’s our biggest threat and we’ll need everyone on board when we leave. I say we leave the prospects here to watch over the women and children. Runes, do you agree that would be a good option?” Fenrir speaks, causing everyone to pay attention to him.

      “I’m all right with that,” Logi comments.

      “Sounds good to me.” Kraken states, but quickly starts speaking again. “But, if we’re all leaving I want them all in one spot. Maybe at your place?” Kraken suggests, looking at Fenrir.

      “I’m not opposed to it, but a few of the ladies are going to be having newborns soon. They might not want to be ripped out of their comfort zones like that.” Fenrir isn’t saying no. I do see what he’s saying though.

      “We can speak with the ol’ ladies and come up with somethin’ they’re all gonna be comfortable with. That isn’t a problem.” Runes suggests.

      That right there is the best option. If the ladies feel like they’re going to be forced into something we know they’re not going to be open to it. There are a lot of times where we can make the situations easier by giving them a choice. Over the years we’ve had some scary incidents happen, and as we’re all growing and getting older there has to be better ways to handle shit. Speaking with the ladies about their overall safety and coming up with game plans is going to be the best option.

      After a few long moments of silence Runes speaks up once more. “Is there anything else any of you need to bring to my attention?”

      Everyone else is quiet so I take this as my opportunity. “There’s something I need to handle on my own. It’s not club business, and I’m not gonna sit here and make it club business either.”

      “Everything is club business, brother. What’s goin’ on?” Runes wants to know the nitty gritty and I understand why, but he’s not entitled to it.

      I shake my head. “No, man. This is something I need to do on my own.”

      “You might think that, but you don’t have to. We’re a brotherhood, Dag. You’re not meant to go off and handle shit on your own. You’re supposed to ask for backup and we’ll willingly give it to you.” As Runes finishes speaking the rest of the brothers chime in with a bunch of ‘yeahs’.

      I’ll give him credit for trying as much as he is, but it won’t make a difference. “No, Runes. I’m good. All I wanted was your blessing to do what’s needed.”

      Runes sits back in his chair and looks me up and down. “You have it, but if it’s too much for you or you need help then you let me know.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Does anyone else have anything to bring up?” Runes asks the group of us, but when no one speaks up he lets them know about Reed agreeing to franchise Bubba’s so we can get another income stream down here. He calls it to a vote and every single one of us are on board. I’m not only excited about the business opportunity for the club, but the bond that we’re creating with the Skulls Renegade MC. It was good before, but over time I know it’s only going to get stronger.

      We all leave kirkja and I pull Vanir off to the side. He asks me what’s up and I tell him I need to speak with him privately. Once we’re in my room I tell him I need him to look into a man named Jamal Johnson.

      He’s quick to go to his room and grab his laptop, then comes back and starts typing away on the computer. He’s asking me things like if I knew where he grew up, where his current city might be, basically anything that could help him narrow down the search. I give him every bit of information that I have and within five minutes he has the right man pulled up.

      We discover he’s an app developer. He’s accredited to developing a couple of weight loss apps, and then some dating apps. However, one of the apps he developed is currently under investigation for installing malware which steals their users’ data and sells it to foreign countries illegally.

      I figure that’s pretty alarming, but when Vanir tells me his current address my heart stops in my chest. He lives a block away from Esperanza. I even know the building he’s in right now. Does Esperanza know any of this?

      I tell Vanir to keep looking into him and decide to call Esperanza. If she doesn’t know Jamal lives so close to her then she needs to. The ringing repeats over and over again in my ear until it eventually goes to her voicemail and my stomach sinks.

      I don’t like this.

      I don’t like it one bit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Esperanza

      Rosie and I ended up moving the in-person interviews to today. Kiana, one of the women we were meeting with next week told us that her mother was admitted to the hospital and everything is very touch and go. She said she would appreciate it if we could delay the interview, but I told her whenever she had a few free minutes we could do it as long as I was in the office. She said her mother was going in for a procedure around noon today and asked if we’d be around.

      I told her we would, but she didn’t have to rush the interview. She’s obviously going through something very intense with her mother right now and I didn’t want her to stress out. She insisted because she really wants this job and she thinks it’s a good fit.

      Since she was coming in today I called the other two candidates and they were able to come in as well. Before I knew it Rosie and I were finished with the in-person interviews and the end of the workday came quickly for the two of us.

      Rosie and I both agreed that Kiana seems to be the best fit for the firm. She also thinks Kiana and I will get along very well long-term, and I don’t think she’s wrong. The other two ladies were lovely, however everything they were saying seemed so forced. I understood they were undoubtedly nervous, but I want the person working with me to be confident and know that they’re already wanted. I felt like the other two assumed they would have to work to fit in.

      “Rosie, do you have any plans?” I ask as we’re packing up our things and preparing to leave for the day.

      “I have a date with Mr. Mittens to watch some Blacklist and a TV dinner waiting for me when I get home. Why are you asking?” Mr. Mittens is Rosie’s eleven year old Maine Coon. He’s gorgeous and is a very sweet cat. I’m not much of a cat person, but I do think Maine Coon’s have the most human personalities out of all other cat breeds.

      “I think it would be very fitting if we went out for a celebratory dinner tonight. My treat.”

      “I won’t lie. Going out sounds much better than the TV dinner I have at home.” Rosie giggles warm heartedly as she picks her phone up and slides it in the back pocket of her purse.

      “Perfect. Have you eaten at The Huntsman yet? I’ve been dying to try it.”

      “Yes, oh, that place is so good. Let’s go there!” Rosie seems ecstatic and we finish grabbing our things and then close up the office. We get out onto the sidewalk and Rosie looks right at me. “Did you want me to drive, or are we driving separately?”

      “I actually think we should get an Uber so we can have a couple of drinks if we want.” I suggest and Rosie seems on board with it. I’d even be okay with paying for an Uber to bring her to work in the morning.

      I open the app on my phone and an Uber quickly comes to pick us up. It’s about a seven minute ride from the office to the bar. We get out of the Uber and walk into the bar, which is extremely cozy. It seems very intimate with small booths and tables scattered around the place, while there’s a large bartop area. It’s very luxurious in here with beautiful hardwood floors, exposed brick across the entire space, and the best of the best in the whole space. I’m a bit blown away.

      I thought because of the name that this might be some country inspired restaurant, however it isn’t. Well, maybe it is. I can see the luxurious countrymen enjoying a place like this. The kind of people who go to their mountain lodges or cabins during hunting season to kill the biggest elk. They’re the same kind of people who are stuck in stuffy office buildings for ninety percent of their life.

      Rosie and I are escorted to a booth that could easily fit four people by the hostess and our waiter comes over a few moments after the hostess disappears. I order their specialty summertime sangria, which consists of torrontes, thyme, Cognac, spiced pear and citrus. Rosie ends up going with their signature cocktail, rose gold. It looks pretty good too and maybe the next time I come here I’ll try that one. Rose gold is made up of strawberry-rhubarb jam, honey, rye, lemon, and Old Elk Huntsman barrel bourbon.

      Our waiter is a younger blond man, probably in his twenties, working here to get his way through college. Rosie and I make smalltalk until our drinks are brought out to us and put in our dinner order. I order the two of us a charcuterie board to start with and select the lacquered ribeye with grilled lobster. Rosie gets the iron seared redfish and a side order of a six ounce elk tenderloin. There’s no doubt in my mind she’s going to enjoy this dinner much more than the frozen one she has at home.

      “You haven’t really spoke to me much about how the visit with your parents went.”

      That’s such a hard thing for me to really dive into. I love my parents, I truly do. I don’t really like talking about them too much because I think I hold some resentment toward them because of the way my sister and I were raised. A lot of people would say we should be thankful for having a stable home, for never having to worry about some of the struggles that other people might have had to endure, but they don’t know the full truth. We didn’t grow up in a stable home at all. Were our parents together? Yes, they were. It doesn’t mean it was stable and that’s a big misconception to assume parents being together means stability. I know my mom and dad will never get divorced because of their cultures’ own beliefs, but I do think it would benefit them in the long run.

      “It was okay. Nice to see them after so long,” I keep my reply plain and simple because I don’t feel like diving into it too much.

      “Good. I’m glad you girls got to see them. As I’m getting older I’m realizing just how much life isn’t guaranteed. No part of it is. We have to make every moment count.”

      “Yes, you’re right. You’re so right.” Maybe that’s part of the reason that Rosie is ready to move on to the next phase of her life. As much as we don’t want to admit it to ourselves, our days are numbered.

      “I can’t help but feel like you don’t want to speak about your parents too much,” Rosie is either really good at reading me right now, or I’m not doing a great job at hiding it.

      I force a smile. “My relationship is complicated with them. It’s . . . different I guess. My mother is from Malawi, and my father is Korean. They both have certain viewpoints on how my life should be by now, like having a boyfriend. I do now, but at the time my parents were visiting me I lied and said that I was dating someone at the time.”

      Rosie furrows her brows and seems a bit saddened for me. “Why did you feel the need to lie?”

      “My mother would have essentially dragged me through the mud if I told her that I wasn’t in a relationship. In her mind I should be married with a few kids by now,” I take a sip of my drink and wait for Rosie to respond.

      “Some people are just set in their ways. Your mother sounds like one of those people,”

      “She is, but I don’t judge her for that.” I understand it’s her culture, but she knows she can’t force me into things. At least, that’s what I told her years ago. Now we’re at the point where I bullshit her and tell her that I’m seeing someone. I guess I’m not bullshitting her anymore, since Dag and I have actually agreed we’re going to see where this leads.

      My phone begins ringing in my purse, so I unzip it and silence the call. Rosie and I are out at dinner and I want the two of us to keep having a good time. Only a few moments after the call I get a notification that a text has come through.

      “I’m so sorry, let me just see who this is.” I apologize as I grab my phone and head to my messages.

      “There’s no reason to apologize at all.” Rosie tells me.

      From: Dag

      Are you okay? You didn’t answer.

      I type back a response fairly quickly.

      To: Dag

      Just because I didn’t answer it doesn’t mean anything is wrong. I’m out at dinner with Rosie. We finally decided on which applicant to hire to be her replacement today.

      Within a few moments he’s already texted me back.

      From: Dag

      Good. I’m glad you’re having a good time. Call me when you’re done.

      There’s something about the last part of that text that unsettles my nerves a little bit. “Would you mind if I extend an invite to Dag so he can come eat with us?” I ask Rosie.

      “Of course not. I’d love to get to know him a little better.” I told Rosie earlier that I’m seeing him and she seemed elated for me. She told me I deserve to have a good man in my life and that Dag seems like he has a good head on his shoulders.

      To: Dag

      We’re at The Huntsman. Come on over and eat with us if you want.

      I take another sip of my drink and by the time I’m finished swallowing he’s texted me back.

      From: Dag

      I don’t want to impose, but if you’re serious go ahead and order me something delicious.

      I chuckle and shake my head as I text him back.

      To: Dag

      I’m serious, now get your ass over here and eat with us.

      While we’re waiting on Dag to arrive I go ahead and put in an order of food. I get him the same thing I’m eating as well as a piece of filet mignon, medium since I don’t know how he likes his steak cooked.

      Rosie asks me when I’m going to formally give Kiana the job offer, and I tell her I’m probably going to give her a call sometime tomorrow. There are a lot of variables because her mother is sick, although I do believe she’s going to work very hard. There are even some days where I could get her to work from home. It could be a good option given the fact she’s her mother’s caregiver on top of it all.

      “Maybe we can make your position partially remote, given the day to day challenges that Kiana has with her mother’s health?” I suggest, and Rosie nods.

      “That would probably be something that helps Kiana in the long run. Would you be okay with her potentially only being in the office a couple of days a week, long term? You do have clients come in and make payments or drop off paperwork when you’re in court, and having a limited office staff could pose an issue.”

      I see where Rosie is coming from. “Maybe I’ll just have her be remote on days that she can’t come into the office when her mother’s health is doing the best, or when she isn’t able to find anyone to be there with her mother. This way it won’t affect the clients too much.”

      “I think that’s a good idea. This way you’re staying consistent with what the clients expect already from you and the office.”

      With any changes there are going to be growing pains. I know my clients will understand that at some point, especially on the days where Kiana might not be able to physically make it into the office. Change is hard, and right now I’m having a hard time accepting that this is happening. Rosie is actually retiring. She isn’t faking it. She’s leaving. She’s really leaving.

      I mean no disrespect to Kiana, but Rosie has been right by my side this entire time. I don’t know what I would have done without her. Actually, maybe I do. I would have been a chaotic mess.

      Rosie and I keep chatting, changing the subject from work related to personal. She tells me how she’s already booked a cruise for a few weeks from now and she’s so excited for it. I am excited for her too, although I’m sad at the same time. I push down my sadness and stay distracted talking about anything and everything until Dag shows up.

      Dag shows up at the bar smiling widely. I instinctively smile the moment I see him. Any time we’re close to each other I have a hard time hiding my feelings, especially after the last time we spoke. There are parts of me that are afraid to give love a chance again, but I don’t think I have much of a choice. I feel a pull toward him, like there’s an invisible tether pulling us closer and closer to the other.

      He sits down and chats with Rosie and he ends up talking to us for a while until all of our food is brought out, even his. I end up being reminded that Dag is part of the local fire company. Rosie asks when he has the time for it between practicing law full time, being a member of a motorcycle club, and having free time on his hands. He ends up admitting that he hasn’t gotten to volunteer as much as he could lately because of multiple factors, and sometimes his life is like that. Sometimes there are a few weeks where he can’t be over at the firehouse too much, and other weeks there are times where he can spend a few nights there every week. The man really loves to give back to the community, and it’s one of the many great qualities he has.

      He ends up telling us that there are a couple of other brothers who are involved in the local fire department. They get over to the firehouse a good bit more than he does, but he says he’s hoping that will change soon. Dag even ends up bringing up his mother and how she’s doing. I didn’t want to fill Rosie in about his step-father being in prison and up for release because that’s deep family business, but Dag tells her.

      I’m quick to realize his step-father could be out of prison right now. It might have been long enough. Rosie tells Dag that he was very brave to handle things the way he did when he was just a boy, and how that ultimately helped in getting his family out of a bad situation. I can tell Dag knows that’s true, but at the same time he wishes it did more. He admits he’s worried about his step-father trying to come after his mom and sister, but how the two of them don’t seem to be worried. He even says that men like that don’t change, and both Rosie and myself agree with him.

      By the time we finish our dinners it’s been almost two hours, and I end up ordering a round of desserts for us. I end up getting the butterscotch cake, Rosie gets the bread pudding, and Dag orders cake and rice pudding creme brulee. Dag hasn’t had one drink the entire time and offers to be the designated driver, to which we both agree to.

      When the waiter brings out our bill I open my purse so I can fetch my wallet, but by the time I’ve turned back around the waiter is walking off and Rosie is giggling. “Did he really just walk away without my card?”

      “Yes, because he took mine.” Dag speaks up.

      I jab him in the side with my elbow. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “You’re right. I didn’t have to. I wanted to.”

      The waiter brings back his card a few minutes later and Dag leaves a handsome tip. We all exit the building and Dag walks us up over to his car. Once we’re in, Dag asks for Rosie’s address and we proceed to take her home first and once she’s inside her small home he gets back on the road and heads to my place.

      He remembers the keycode to get into the parking garage and parks in one of my two reserved spots. The two of us get out of his car and then walk toward the elevator. “I had a really good time tonight,” I admit.

      He sinks his hands into his pockets. “I did too. It was nice to get out with you and a friend.”

      I’m a little surprised that Dag is calling Rosie my friend, however it makes sense. She can’t just be an employee to me. She’s so much more than an employee. Sometimes I feel like Rosie is my Tallahassee mom. I can’t go to my mom for advice too much because she’s always so cold with me, but Rosie isn’t like that at all.

      We get inside of the elevator and take the elevator up to my floor. Once we’re out I grab my keys from my purse and unlock the door. “Did you want to talk to me about something? You sort of gave me that impression earlier tonight when we were texting.” I’m not lying. I’ve been thinking about it over and over again the last few hours. Did he just want me to call him because he was worried, or was there more to it than that?

      I’m pushing my door open waiting for Dag to respond when a dark figure comes charging at me at full speed. Dag practically moves at the speed of light and topples the dark figure to the ground, forcing them into my apartment. I walk inside, flick on the lights and shut my door only to be surprised at who it is in my place right now.

      It’s Jamal.

      Why in the world would he be in my fucking apartment?

      Was he trying to speak to me?

      Was he going to hurt me and attack me like he did the last time he saw me?

      A million questions run through my mind right now, but I suppose it doesn’t really matter. The point is he was in my place and shouldn’t have been here in the first place.

      “What the fuck are you doing in here?” Dag snarls in Jamal’s face, reeling his fist back he punches him as hard as he can in the face with one hand, and then does the same with the left. He hits him so many times that blood coats his light skin.

      “I’m taking back what’s mine,” Jamal seethes. His words come out like venom from a pit viper.

      Dag doesn’t like his answer and grabs him by the shoulders, using his knee to kick him in the face. Jamal drops like a bag of sand to the floor and doesn’t say another word.

      My hands are visibly shaking in front of me and I’m not sure how to react right now. I think I’m in shock that Jamal is even here, or that Dag has beat the living fuck out of him and has now knocked him out on my living room floor.

      Dag gets on the phone and speaks with someone. I want to ask who he’s talking to but before I get the courage to ask he’s already off the phone. God, I’m so glad he came to dinner with us and offered to drive us home. If he hadn’t been with me this could have gone so badly.

      “I looked into Jamal earlier, that’s why I wanted you to call me. He got a condo a block away from yours, so that’s how he’s been able to keep such a close eye on you. It was convenient for him, and he made sure it would be.”

      “I cannot fucking believe this is happening. He never struck me as the type who would go complete psycho. Sure, he’s been a little intense from time to time, but nothing like this.” My hands are shaking worse than they were before and Dag gets up, pulls me into his arms and holds me close.

      “I know you’re scared right now, but you don’t have to be. I have you, and I’m going to make sure you’re safe. Nothing bad will ever happen to you under my watch.” I believe him, but something bad has happened to me and likely almost happened again.

      “Thank you so much for being here with me,” I speak from my heart and look up into his beautiful brown eyes.

      He brings a hand under my chin and delicately lifts my chin up to him. He doesn’t say anything, but I don’t think there are any words needed in this moment. By the way he’s looking at me, I can feel everything he’s saying. He’s not going to let anything happen to me. He wants me to believe that. He wants me to understand that when he tells me something he’s not playing around.

      Dag dips his head down to mine and presses his lips against mine. Our kiss is soft and sweet at first, but he doesn’t pull back and neither do I. It quickly turn passionate, our kiss communicating like our eyes were moments before.

      I need to stop being so afraid of love.

      Dag could very well be my forever, if I just let down my walls and let him sweep me off my feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Dag

      It’s been almost two weeks since Jamal’s dumb ass decided to try to pull a fast one on Esperanza. The idiot didn’t think I was going to be coming home with her that night, and man did I show him. I laid his ass out on the floor and then had my brothers come and pick him up. Esperanza asked me what happened to him and I told her that I was taking care of it. She gave me this uneasy look, so I told her it’s better if she doesn’t know.

      Now, I could have worded that differently. I chose not to. The lawyer in her brain was probably telling her exactly what I planned on doing to Jamal, and I do still have those plans. I just haven’t done them yet.

      Since that night the club has kept Jamal nice and safe for me, while I’ve been spending a lot more time with Esperanza. I’ve gotten a couple of shifts in at the firehouse and am trying to get there at least one night a week. Esperanza and I live separately and even though the two of us are dating it should be something I can easily maintain.

      Esperanza and I have been grabbing lunch two to three times a week, generally when she has court. There are plenty of nice little cafes and restaurants in that area, and I don’t think we’ll have to repeat the same place for a while unless we want to.

      We’re going slow, but I can see that Esperanza is slowly letting her walls down. They’ve been there for many, many years and I don’t want to push her out of her comfort zone too much. I am glad she’s giving this a try. I was a little bit worried that she might try to sabotage our relationship because her previous relationships haven’t worked out, though I’m happy to report she hasn’t.

      I sleep over at her place a couple of nights a week, but otherwise I think our relationship is pretty standard. Sometime soon I’ll be inviting her over to clubhouse events and getting everyone to know her on a more personal level. If I did that right now I think I might scare her off a little bit.

      The more I spend time with Esperanza, the more I can see her being in my life for the long haul. I haven’t ever been able to imagine another woman being in my life for a long period of time. I’ve had girlfriends in the past, sure, but I never thought I could be with them for more than a couple of months.

      Part of me feels nuts for even thinking this way, especially so soon, but maybe it’s not so nuts. I’m getting to a point in my life where all I really want to do is settle down. I want the same life that Runes and Fenrir have with their women, even Vanir and Logi. So many of the brothers are settling down and have a great woman by their sides, thank the Gods. Esperanza could be that woman for me. I truly believe she is, and the more time I spend with her, the more I’m convinced she’s the one meant for me.

      Part of the reason for that is the type of relationships I see my brothers having with their women. I’d say it looks like they don’t put much effort in, but I know that’s a lie. They’re obviously putting effort in, but it’s not one of those toxic relationships I see so much. With Esperanza we overcome things together, but otherwise it’s easy. It’s smooth sailing, and in my eyes that’s how a relationship should be.

      I’m pretty fucking thirsty so I get my ass off this couch and go into the kitchen. Charm and Fern are in the kitchen unpacking 12-packs of Coke, Mountain Dew, Pepsi, Sprite, and a variety of other drinks. I jump in and help the ladies get the drinks out. Charm created this system for one of the bottom shelves of our industrial sized refrigerator. We’re able to keep about a hundred drinks in the bottom part of the fridge. It has two doors, one that opens on each side which are probably about four feet wide and five feet tall.

      “Dag, you don’t have to pitch in. We’re good,” Charm says, but I’m a fool not to offer. Charm is pregnant and I’ll be damned if a pregnant woman is doing more than they need to be doing. For fuck’s sake, they’re growing a child inside them. In my eyes they don’t need to be exerting any additional energy.

      “I didn’t ask,” I chuckle and continue helping the ladies. Fern smirks at Charm who seems to be a bit annoyed.

      “Seriously, Dag. Go do something. We’re . . . up to something.” Charm speaks lowly almost in a whisper.

      “Well, if you want me to leave then I want to know what the two of you are up to.”

      Charm and Fern stare each other down for what feels like ten minutes. “Go on, tell him.” Fern finally says.

      “Okay, but you better swear you won’t tell anyone anything. I mean it, Dag. You don’t repeat any of this to anyone. Got it?”

      I nod. “I swear,”

      “We heard a rumor that Aesir has a crush on Aziza, but she’s seeing someone right now. Aesir’s been drinking a lot today and we all know he’s going to come in here and make some frozen pizza or ramen.” Charm wiggles her eyebrows.

      “I see, y’all are trying to be nosey Nancys and figure out what’s going on.”

      “Exactly,” Fern chuckles, finding amusement about all of this.

      “The club has issues like Roque and you two are trying to find out some sort of love triangle drama.”

      “Yup. It keeps my mind off all the stressful crap we have to deal with.” Charm admits. I suppose we all need something to distract us from the bigger stressors in life.

      “Touche, happy eavesdropping.” I snicker, shaking my head as I grab one of the fresh Coke’s in front of me and leave the kitchen.

      I’m halfway down the hallway when I notice Logi glancing around the area. The second his eyes settle on me he heads straight for me. “Everything all right?” I immediately ask as I’m waiting for him to say something.

      He sucks in a deep breath through his nose. “Yes and no.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, not understanding what he means. He needs to give me something more, something that gives me an indication on what’s actually going on. “There are two ladies out front who say they know you. The one is older and says she’s your mother, and the other woman is claiming to be your sister.”

      I don’t wait to hear another word. I walk right past Logi and head out through the main area of the clubhouse, push open our front door only to find my mother and sister are here.

      What on Earth?

      Why would they be here?

      Rayna has a cut from the corner of her forehead to right above her eyebrow, and there’s bruising on her arms. “What the fuck happened?”

      My mother purses her lips together and refrains from speaking, but my sister has no problem telling me what’s going on. I imagine she’s both pissed and rattled from the whole experience. “Loren came to the farmhouse and tried to attack mom. I happened to be bringing her some groceries and came up behind him. I told him to get the fuck out and he started screaming at me, told me to backoff, to get lost, all of that. That’s when I noticed he had a blade, and he did this. I backed away slightly and he tried to cut me again, but I managed to kick the blade out of his hand. He bum rushed me and hit me. I screamed for mom to get out of the house and managed to get out too. She was already behind the wheel when I got to my car and we drove straight here.” Rayna has taken self defense classes many times. She went to college in the city and worked there for a whole, and if she didn’t want me nosing around every once in a while that was our agreement, that she’d make sure she was safe. I’ve never been more thankful for that than I am right now.

      “Fuckin’ hell. I’m glad the two of you got here safely. Um, okay . . . so first thing’s first. You two aren’t going back tonight.” They must have driven six hours just to get here.

      “Yeah, I know. There wasn’t any sort of plan to do that at all.” Rayna quickly tells me.

      “Okay then. I’m going to get a couple of rooms ready for the two of you here at the club. You’ll be staying with us until further notice. Do you need any money to go out and get any supplies? I figure you weren’t able to grab anything before you left, considering it was so quick.”

      Rayna cocks her head to the side. “I know you mean well, Dag, but if I need anything for us you know I can afford to pay for it myself. I don’t need your charity. Okay?” Rayna’s voice is coming across very emotional. While some people might think she’s being a total bitch to me right now, I know she isn’t. She’s only frustrated about what happened earlier and I’d be a fool to not see that.

      “I wasn’t insinuating that you couldn’t. I was only offering a helping hand, considering you and Mom went through it earlier today.”

      Rayna swallows hard and tears begin to fill her eyes. “I’m sorry. I . . . I’m just on edge after everything that happened. I still don’t feel safe yet. Walking into the house like that, seeing him there, it was like reliving what happened in our childhood.”

      I nod in understanding, knowing she didn’t mean anything by it.

      Regnor one of the prospects walks by and I whistle at him. “I need you to get two of our guest rooms ready for my mother and sister. Come find me when they’re ready.”

      “You got it.” Regnor walks off and I know he’ll come tell me as soon as he gets everything prepared.

      “Will it be a while until they’re ready?” my mother asks.

      “Maybe an hour, depending on how the person before you both left it. I imagine Regnor will do a deep clean. He’s a prospect and he’s trying to prove himself to the club, so doing this small kindness and making sure you’re both happy with your rooms is one way to get on my good side.

      “All right. Well, um, I don’t know about Rayna but I’m starved.” Mom admits and Rayna nods.

      “I’m starved. We drove straight here without stopping. We were both too flustered to want to eat or drink.”

      “Why don’t I order some takeout then?” I suggest.

      “Yes, please. Do you have a local place that has good burgers?” Mom questions.

      “Yeah, there’s this old dive bar that delivers. It doesn’t sound promising, but I swear the burgers are the absolute best. My favorite is the mushroom swiss.” I continue telling my mom and Rayna the other burger options and my mother decides that she’ll have a mushroom swiss, while Rayna goes for the loaded barbeque burger. That one is really good as well and has a whole bunch of fried onion rings on the top. I order a blackened brie burger because I want something a little bit different and then check with everyone who’s at the clubhouse to see if they want anything. No one says they do, so I put in the order.

      Over the next thirty minutes we all catch up. Mom asks about my love life and wants to know if I’ve met anyone, where I gladly tell her I am seeing someone right now. I talk about Esperanza for what feels like a century and smile through every bit of it.

      She goes on to tell me that she’s never seen me this happy before. It’s the truth because I haven’t been. I’ve never felt like a woman could stay in my life the way I envision Esperanza can. Maybe it’s because we’re both ambitious people, or maybe it’s because of the connection we both have.

      Our food comes and we all continue chatting. Rayna tells me that her business is doing very well and she is lucky enough to be able to work remotely while her and our mother are staying at the clubhouse.

      Aesir comes up to the group of us. “Dag, mind if I steal you for a minute?”

      “Excuse me,” I tell my mom and sister as I walk away until we’re out of earshot. “What’s up?”

      “I was just curious if you know what you’re doing with Jamal.”

      “I have a few ideas, yes. In the meantime he’s to stay here on club property until I’m finished with him.” Jamal will pay for what he’s done and just like the Skulls Renegade MC, I won’t be rushed into making that decision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE:

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Readers,

      

      As you’ve probably guessed Aesir’s story is up next and I am pairing him with Aziza. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a love-triangle trope in a book and I hope you guys are as excited as I am.

      

      I also wanted to say if any of you are having difficulty downloading the full file of this book, please email me at author@elizabethknoxbooks.com. The last couple of books I’ve uploaded, some of you have only gotten partial versions of the story. In Murderous there is a Prologue, twenty chapters between that, and an epilogue at the end.

      

      I can’t wait to hear what you guys thought about Dag and Esperanza’s story!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth is a romantic suspense author most popular for her motorcycle club and mafia books. While Elizabeth loves to write she is an avid reader as well who reads a mixture of genres. She lives in the North-Eastern United States on a farm with her rescue animals. When she isn't working you can find her spending time with her family, camping, or binge watching the latest trending show on Netflix.

      

      
        
        Make sure you join Elizabeth’s newsletter so you can get special news, announcements, and sneak peeks into incoming books.

         

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY ELIZABETH KNOX

          

        

      

    

    
      Motorcycle Club Series:

      Reapers Rejects MC

      Skulls Renegade MC

      Raiders of Valhalla MC

      Deathstalkers MC

      Iron Vex MC: New York City

      Knights of Retribution MC

      Sons of Gods MC

      Reapers Rejects MC: Origin Stories

      Reapers Rejects MC: Second Generation

      

      Mafia Series:

      Mackenzies

      The Clans

      O’Dea Crime Family

      Umarova Crime Family

      

      Organized Crime Series:

      Steele Bros

      

      Mafia / Security Series:

      The Mafia Brotherhood

      Love Hack

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RAIDERS OF VALHALLA MEMBERS & KIDS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Runes, m. Fern

        Children: Tor (Runes), Arik

        Fenrir, m. Charm

        Children: Emil, Oskar, Astrid (Fenrir’s)

        Kraken, m. Magnolia 

        Children: Everly (Kraken’s niece – adopted) 

        Rati, m. Gwen

        Vanir, m. Vail

        Logi

        Dag, m. Esperanza

        Aesir

        Magnus

        Ivar

        Regnor

        Geirolf

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg





