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        for Brass’s Surrender!
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        Surrender Me

      

        

      
        Look around you

        What do you see

        Rainbows and sunshine

        Or storms and nightmares

        Nothing is every the same

        Surrender to it and you’ll find out

        Bow to the darkness within

        Let it consume you if you will

        There’s nothing that you can’t see

        Look around

        Decide for yourself

        Surrender

        Or stand and fight

        Only you can decide

        Only you can face the night

        Face the truths

        Within yourself

        And those you can see

        Surrender to it and you’ll see

        Find the truths or bow to the dark

      

        

      
        ~ E.C. Land
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      ATHENA

      Watching the men from just inside the tree line, I pull the SIM card from inside the phone and crush it. My job here is done. The threat against them for the time being taken out. It’s not over. Not by a long shot, but at least now they can handle things without me. Granted, they didn’t know I did anything for them and that’s the way it’s gonna have to stay.

      I stare for a few more moments, watching, waiting to see what those men will do. I have no doubt that they could have handled things on their own, however, they’ve been through enough. I’ve kept an eye on them all. Ever since they moved to the area and things went down with Kenny and Horse.

      A sigh slips past my lips as I think about all of it and how, this time around, that disgusting skank and the other one were able to get close with those men. She’d hidden her true colors well at first, but I know these men. Not up close and personal, but I know them, and they’re smart as hell.

      I shudder at the thought of those bitches.

      The first time I’d heard through the grapevine, something was going down here, I made it my business to find out what. Then I put myself in the sights of a man I never wanted to touch me. I allowed myself to be in his bed, I slept with him, and hated myself for it. But it worked in allowing me to get where I needed to be. I became part of his inner crowd, he thought I was his girl, and figured he didn’t have to hide anything from me, that I was something he could control.

      Now that I’ve gotten the threat for the time being taken care of, it’s time for me to go. I’ve been far too close for a while now and I can’t have that. Now, it’s time for me to get on with the next job. Although I think I might take a couple of weeks and do everything possible to wash the filth from my body, however, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to feel clean again, not that I ever have.

      Trevor might be hot to look at, given he looks like Shemar Moore from Criminal Minds and S.W.A.T., but he’s nothing but a cockroach who needs to be crushed. Because of him, those two skanks got involved in doing his dirty business. He recruited both by being the supplier of their drugs of choice, bars, and shooting heroin in their veins.

      I don’t know what is with women like them. They’d do anything for a fix, and Trevor had kept them on his hooks. After what happened with that one guy in the club being run off his bike, Trevor was pissed. It wasn’t part of his plan, but it worked out. The dead bitch had run him off the road and got the club on alert more than they already were. Trevor had plans in place and because of them, he hadn’t been able to get to that woman outside the hospital. Because of her stupidity, he killed her, making it look like an overdose.

      Selina, on the other hand, ran. Trevor found her and made her wish he didn’t. He gave her to men, and like the pigs they are, they destroyed the bitch. I ended up being the one to convince Trevor to dispose of her body at the clubhouse.

      This worked for two reasons. One, the club knew what had happened to the bitch. Two, it let the club officially know who was behind the accident. They should be able to put two and two together in order to deal with the rest.

      I messaged them just moments ago and let them know the rats were gone. And in doing so, made sure they got the message the club was now clean.

      I take a step back deeper in the tree line and glance at the man who looks so much like the two men in the photo I’ve carried for as long as I remember. One is Stoney. The other man, the one who’d helped in my creation—Croc.

      My mom was a bitch, and she threw me to the side a long time ago. She got knocked up with me when she was twenty in the hopes of trapping a man who wanted nothing to do with her. When he kicked her out, she could have aborted me, but she didn’t. Instead, she kept me though she wished she hadn’t. I wasn’t the daughter she wanted, not when the man who she conceived me with had thrown her away. The one in the picture. She wanted him to be hers, but that didn’t happen. He didn’t even know about me or if he did, he didn’t care. I know this because she told me so, all the way to her deathbed when I was nine years old. I know who my dad is, but there is no point in me searching for him now since he’s also in the ground.

      Sighing, I give a quick shake of my head, putting the train of thought to the back of my mind—no point in bringing up history. I grew up the rest of the time in foster care and ended up learning a lot. Most of it being to always look out for myself. But I also picked up skills and those skills I use to make a living. Skills that after running away from the last home, I homed in on and worked at perfecting.

      At the age of fourteen, I ran when I had the chance, leaving behind a nightmare, and never looked back. I figured even at a young age, it was better to live on the streets than another foster home. I ended up running into a man named Lark. I’d been fighting off a group of men who wanted to hurt me, but he’d stepped in.

      Lark took me to his place, I didn’t trust him, but he saved me. He ended up adopting me and taught me everything I now know. His son became my brother, and though he’s also named Trevor, I thankfully have never called him anything other than Reap, short for Reaper.

      Reap is older than me by a good eight years and runs a mental facility. He’s also known by others as the King of the Underworld because the facility isn’t what you would think. It’s where in the shadows, you can send a person to suffer for a long, long time before they die.

      Anyway, Lark, I later learned, also went by Lucifer. It was his name when he worked. He’d given me the name Karma, and that’s what I’ve gone by for a long time, mainly because, ever since I could, I’ve worked avenging and taking down scum where I could. They know who I am and accept me. I finally found my family, and I love them both.

      But my real name’s Athena, and I sometimes wish I could leave my life behind. Then again, who would help those who need it?

      Sighing, I scan over the rest of the men, my eyes lock on one, and I suck in a breath, recognizing him right away. He looks so much like he did when we were younger, only he’s far more handsome now. Long dark hair pulled into a man bun. Those muscles on his arms are shown off easily because the shirt he’s wearing is fitted against them. He once was my protector, and then he left me.

      I take the time and remove the SIM card from the phone I used to send the mass message to all of the members of the Devil’s Riot MC. They can never know it was me that helped them, and they never will. None of them even know I exist. All except one and still to him I all but disappeared.

      Without looking away from him, I back away, deeper into the trees, not letting anyone see me. I didn’t know he was back, and if I did, I don’t think I could have been here and done with what I needed to do. Now that I’ve seen him, I can’t face him. He can never know what became of me. I surrendered to him a long time ago, giving him my very heart, though I know he doesn’t know this.

      Once I’m far enough away and no one can see me, I turn my back to them and head out through the trees. I have another job to get to, and that one may or may not kill me before it’s over with. And in doing so, this next job, I won’t be able to be Karma, I’ll need to be Athena again and that could end up being my demise.

    

  







            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    




      BRASS

      
        
        Three Months Later . . .

      

      

      “You know, I can’t believe the three of you are heading to Mississippi,” Striker mutters, sitting across from me, talking to Wolf.

      “Figured it would be a good change, and Viper can have people he trusts at his back.” Wolf grunts and lifts the beer to his lips. “Also heading to Mississippi puts me close to my folks.”

      I nod, understanding part of what he means, while the rest not, not so much. I grew up in the system until I aged out. I bounced between more houses than I can remember—that and the boys home. If not for the club taking me in when they did, I don’t think I would be where I am right now. For all I know, I would have ended up like a few people I know, hooked on drugs and living on the streets.

      “I get that, but still, you guys leaving is gonna suck.” Striker smirks and looks around the clubhouse, eyeing one of the clubwhores. “On the bright side, you’ll have fresh pussy to tap down there.”

      Snorting, I lean back in my chair and grin. “Swear that’s all you think about is getting your dick wet as much as possible.”

      “What can I say?” He chuckles. “I like women, and they love me and what I can do to them in the sack.”

      “I don’t need or want to hear about what you can do to anyone in a bed.” Sabor grunts and leans forward, bracing his elbows on the table. “A new change will be good. And speaking of change, did you two check out that strip club yet?”

      “We’re heading there in a bit. Wanna join in?” I ask, rotating my head side to side, popping my neck.

      Lately, I’ve been more than a little tense. Ever since that shit happened and each of us received that anonymous text about the rat being no more, the club has been on edge. It wasn’t hard to figure out it was sent from a burner, but no one knows who sent it, and Gadget hasn’t been able to figure it out. Whoever it was shouldn’t have been able to get this type of information, not without being a part of our club.

      Then there was Striker’s accident. He was run off the road and ended up breaking his leg. He was lucky he only had a broken leg and didn’t lose his life that day.

      The club needs a break from all the bullshit, so we decided to look into a new establishment to dip our toes into. It’s not like the Devil’s Riot MC haven’t ever owned a strip club before, but our charter doesn’t have one. However, that’s all about to change.

      Striker and I had been looking into a strip joint about thirty minutes away. It’s nothing like Gadget and Dragon’s cousin, Dean’s, place, Sinner’s Cove, but it’s got a lot of potential, all things considered. It needs a good clean-up with fresh paint, new carpet, and furniture without broken upholstery in the seats of the chairs. The talent is decent from what I’ve seen so far, but I’ve heard there were a few I haven’t seen who were damn good at dancing and are the ones the men come to watch the most.

      “Hell yeah, I wanna check this place out.” Mace snorts. “You think it’ll be beneficial to the club, though? Taking on this place?”

      “I think so.” I shrug. “Striker and I would run it and manage everything ourselves. Don’t think I’d trust anyone else to do it for us.”

      “Yeah, it’s all gonna be fan-fuckin’-tastic,” Striker remarks and drinks some of his beer. “And speakin’ of the strip club, come on let’s get out of here and go check it out. Maybe we can get a hold of the owner while we’re there and talk numbers before officially pitching it to Prez and VP.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Holy shit, that girl’s got some moves on her,” Emerson remarks loud enough over the blaring music.

      I shoot her an amused look. I should have known when telling a few of the others we were heading to a strip club, some of the ol’ ladies would try and partake. It’s not the first time, and definitely won’t be the last. Whenever possible, those women like to have a good time, just like the rest of us. Tonight, it’s Emerson with her ol’ man, Hades, Cleo with Rage, and Lynsdey with Thorn.

      “What do you think?” Striker asks, leaning toward me, beer in hand.

      I nod and glance around the strip club. “Would be a good establishment. Location’s good.”

      “Yeah, but I’m talking about the talent.” Striker smirks.

      “Haven’t seen everyone yet.” I shrug. “But from what I’ve seen, looks like they know what they’re doing.”

      “Are you all really thinking of getting this place?” Lynsdey asks, leaning over her man.

      “Yeah,” Striker answers.

      “You should totally have ladies’ night here . . . ouch.” Lynsdey jumps and looks up at Thorn. “What’s that for?” She laughs.

      “Behave,” Thorn responds, his lip twitched at the side.

      “This place would be great for ladies’ night,” Cleo chimes in.

      “Agreed,” Emerson snickers. “Ladies’ night would rock. You would have women running over each other if you brought in some Chippendales or the Thunder From Down Under.”

      “What the fuck, woman?” Hades remarks, glaring at his woman.

      Watching the way my brothers are with their women fills me with a sense of longing. Not that I want a woman, or I didn’t think I did. I guess I simply like the way they are with each other. They make it look easy, though I’m sure it is anything but. Those women went through hell along with their men. Everything that happened to them, between them, had to be rough, especially when they were getting together at the same time dealing with situations.

      I open my mouth to say something to Striker and the others when the music changes and the lights dim. My eyes go to the stage just as a beautiful redhead steps out.

      The song itself is enticing and pulsing, it gets a man’s attention easily. Not a single man in the audience would disagree. The Bad Wolves version of “Take Me to Church” is one hell of a song. My cock twitches at the vision of the beautiful woman as she starts dancing.

      Striker taps me on the chest, getting my attention. I glance over at him and read the question on his face, and nod.

      “Let’s talk to the owner.”

      I don’t wait to watch the woman finish her dance. If I do, I might find myself not able to stand without embarrassing myself. Granted, the only reason that would be is because my brothers’ ol’ ladies are with us. Otherwise, I wouldn’t give a fuck.

      An hour later, we walk out of the strip club, all of us grinning. The papers are signed and money exchanged. It didn’t take long to talk to the owner and get him to sell to the club. Once he gave us a price, we countered, and he agreed. Then Thorn called Twister and Horse, who told us to seal the deal.

      Now, the deal is done and the club officially owns a strip club. The ol’ ladies even came up with the perfect name for it . . . Devil’s Nirvana.

    

  







            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    




      ATHENA

      It’s going to be one of those days, I can feel it. My head is pounding, and all I want is to go back home and curl up in bed with the lights off. That or curl up with my little boy, Jesse, and watch a movie. He’s not even home right now, he’s on a trip with Lucifer.

      Thinking of Jesse and Lucifer, I smile. If not for Lucifer, whom some people call Lark, I don’t know where my life would have led. He saved me and, in doing so, saved Jesse. I don’t like to think about the past and what I went through, but when it comes to Jesse, I think of him as a blessing. Lucifer ended up adopting me and enjoys spending time with Jesse when he’s not working a job. I spend every available minute with Jesse myself, when I’m not working. When I’m not able to be there, I always call and talk to Jesse, read him a story, and make sure he knows I’m still here.

      Sometimes I think of giving this life up, letting it go and simply being there full-time. Then again, I think about those who need someone to fight for them. To save them. Jesse has been raised to understand this and even asks when he can start training to be a part of it all. To train to be like Lucifer, Reap, and well, like Victoria, Raven, and Harlow. The kid’s too young even to think it, but it’s the way life is. At least our lives.

      I try to clear my thoughts as I head into the strip club I’ve been working at the past several months. I decided when I took on this job, I’m working to ditch the disguise. I no longer have the fake blonde hair, and in its place is my natural, vibrant red corkscrew curls. I stopped wearing the color contacts, so my eyes are their usual green instead of brown.

      When I applied for my position as a dancer, I knew what I was doing and the risk I was taking in using my natural looks rather than hiding being a mask. Reap tried to talk me out of it, so did Lucifer. But I made up my mind and anyone who knows me, knows I don’t change it very often. I keep my focus on what needs to be done and get it completed as fast as possible. Even when I have to do things I really don’t like to. For instance, several months back having to sleep with Trevor. I shudder at the thought.

      It’s why I can’t think of my adoptive brother as anyone else except for Reap now considering they share the same name. It shouldn’t matter, but it does. The things I had to do with that insufferable man still makes my skin crawl. Nearly as much as the memories of the past.

      Shaking my thoughts away before they drag me further in, I make my way through the strip club and to the dressing room. I’ve been off the past few days, and stepping into the dressing room now, feels no different. Except the girls all seemed to be excited more than usual.

      “Hey, Athena,” Maribel greets, smiling brightly.

      “Hey,” I return and glance at the others. Since working here, I’ve become friends with most of the girls here. Maribel, Tamia, Belen, and DeeDee, I’ve gotten to be closer too. Mainly because they refused to let me stay distant. I tried but the four of them weren’t hearing it.

      “Guess what?” Belen giggles and bounces on her toes.

      “What?” I ask, unable to stop from laughing at her. Belen has a bit of ADHD and can’t ever sit still. She always has to be doing something.

      “We’re under new management,” she announces, and my heart flutters.

      “Since when?”

      “The other day,” Tamia joins in. “The boss man signed the strip club over, and they took over immediately.”

      A sense of dread fills me. This isn’t good. The boss man was one of the men I was looking into. He’s not the actual one I want. He’s just a low man on the totem pole doing as he’s told, but with him not here, does that mean those I actually have targeted will move?

      “So, who are the new owners?” I ask and take a seat in front of my station. We all have our own areas to store our bags and get ready. Each one has a gaudy mirror with large lights attached to it.

      “Some club called the Devil’s Riot, I think,” Belen answers, and I feel my stomach plummet.

      I swallow to keep my surprise from showing. “You mean the Devil’s Riot MC?”

      “Yep.” Belen nods and laughs. “You should see these guys. They’re yummy, for sure. I could totally get off just looking at them.”

      “Shut up, Belen.” Tamia laughs.

      “What’s going on?” DeeDee asks as her, and Maribel steps into the dressing room.

      The same conversation continues, with them all laughing and joking around while we get ready. I listen and chime in when I can, but it’s all I can do to keep my nerves down. We have new owners, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.

      None of them know who I am. Well, one does, but that was so long ago, he wouldn’t remember me. I don’t look like the scrawny, little, fourteen-year-old girl he last saw.

      Inwardly giving myself a shake, I shove back the thoughts for the time being. I can do this and keep going. If I’m recognized, then I’ll deal with it when the time comes. For now, I’ll go on with my night as usual. I have to dance and find the in I need to get to the men running the trafficking ring I intend to take down.
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        * * *

      

      Slipping off my shoes, I pull my phone out of my bag and pad across the plush carpet feeling more exhausted than I think I ever have in my life. Never before did I work at the strip club and watch the crowd the way I did. Normally, I was focused and knew where to look, but my mind kept thinking about the fact the Devil’s Riot MC are now the owners of the strip club.

      I let out a sigh of frustration and throw myself down on my couch while unlocking my phone. With a quick scroll through contacts, I find the number I’m looking for and hit the call icon.

      “You’re a damn cockblocker, Karm,” Reap growls, answering on the second ring.

      I grin, close my eyes and lean back, getting comfortable. “What can I say? It’s just one of my many talents.”

      “Bitch.”

      “I know I am, but what are you,” I tease, liking the fact that when it comes to my adoptive brother, I can joke around with him and not worry.

      “I’m the fucker who was about to get his dick sucked until his sister called and interrupted,” he grumbles.

      “Awww, poor thing,” I snicker.

      “Kiss my ass.”

      “No, thanks,” I snort, “it probably needs to be shaved or waxed.”

      “What are you callin’ for this late? I know you’re home.”

      Of course, he does. He has a tracker on my phone, security hooked up here in the house, and on my car. I don’t go anywhere without Reap or Lucifer knowing where I am. It’s a safety thing, and I love them for being protective while giving me the space to work.

      “I’m calling because did you know the Devil’s Riot MC bought the strip club I’m working at?”

      “Fuck.”

      “My sentiments exactly.”

      “You can’t keep working there, Karm,” Reap remarks. “You do, you know as well as I do that you’ll be playing with fire.”

      Don’t I know it.

      “I can’t give up on what I’m doing.”

      “You don’t have to, but find another way.”

      “I’m close. I can do this.”

      “Athena,” Reap growls warningly. “Don’t make me tell Lucifer.”

      “He already knows I’m working this.” Though if he finds out the MC now owns the strip club, he’ll flip his shit. He and Reap are the only two who know who my biological family is.

      When he adopted me, they kept me hidden from the world. No one knows about me. Not even Reap’s cousins, Harlow and Raven, or their friend, Victoria. They’re a few years older than me, and I was good at hiding. They never found out about me when they were training under Lucifer.

      “You know this is a bad idea for you to stay,” Reap tries to reason.

      “Maybe, but I can’t let this stop me,” I explain.

      “Fine, it’s your funeral when Lucifer finds out.” Reap sighs. “Now, go get some sleep and stop being a cockblocker.”

      “Won’t be my funeral. I’m the favorite.” I laugh. “Oh, I hope your cocksucker has warts.”

      I hang up, hearing him curse at me for the visual.

      Dropping my phone onto the couch next to me, I settle in, not wanting to get up to go get in bed.

      Things are about to change, I can feel it. I have to wade through the waves while I do my job and hope like hell no one figures out who I am. They do, and as Reap said, I’m fucked.
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      BRASS

      “Fuckin’ bullshit,” I mutter to myself, leaning back in the chair. In the past weeks since taking over and renaming the strip club Devil’s Nirvana, it’s been nothing but one headache after another.

      Starting with the books.

      The fucker who we bought the place from was teetering on bankruptcy. No wonder he was willing to sell without much hassle. I’ve spent nearly every waking moment in this office working on the books and getting everything to a manageable capacity.

      Devil’s Riot MC might own Devil’s Nirvana, but Striker and I are the ones in charge here. And I’m not taking that shit lightly. I handle the office shit, and Striker handles the staff.

      According to Striker, the owner was taking tips from some of the strippers. He found this out when one of the girls asked him if she would still have to give him a portion of the money she made. We also found out that one of the bartenders was dipping into the inventory like it was his own shit to use. There were a few other small things, but we handled them all within the first week.

      Throughout the second week, I’ve been all but stuck in this office and not worried about the outside world. Shit, I haven’t even seen any of the girls dancing on stage since before we bought the place because I’ve been consumed with getting everything in order. During the first week, while helping Striker with some problems, it was mostly taking inventory and seeing what we needed to order. We also had to do some work around the club, cleaning it up. In that time, we closed the doors for three days to make that happen so no staff was on sight.

      Regardless, I still find myself visualizing the one dancer who drew my attention. Something about her was familiar, and I just couldn’t put my finger on it.

      Deciding to take a break, I shove away from the desk and make my way out of the office. The pulsing music beats throughout the strip club and vibrates in my head. In the office I can barely hear it since the room is all but soundproof.

      At the mouth of the hallway, I stop and scan the crowd, spotting Striker sitting with a few of our brothers, taking in the show. Some of the ol’ ladies are even with their men, laughing and joking with each other.

      With a sigh, I head for their table, catching one of the waitresses and telling her to bring me a beer. I catch Striker’s gaze as I grab a chair and join the group.

      “You’ve finally decided to leave the office and join the rest of us.” He smirks.

      “Yeah, I needed a break.” I grunt and take the beer that appears in front of me. I glance over my shoulder at the waitress and give her my thanks.

      “I don’t blame you. Fuck, you’ve been stuck in there all damn week.” Striker cocks a brow. “I’d say my job was easier, but then again, I haven’t had to do much yet. These girls know their jobs and are damn good at it.”

      “You’ve met all of them?” I don’t know why I ask.

      “Yeah.” Striker nods, looks around the table, then nods to the main stage. “They already had a schedule set, so I stuck with it, but it’s gonna change next week. I wasn’t about to screw with what was already in place for them. Some have kids and have to make arrangements.”

      “That’s nice of you,” Izzy, our Prez’s ol’ lady, remarks, butting into the conversation. “Maybe once Brass finishes getting the books in order, you all can talk about insurance of some kind for the dancers.”

      “Izzy,” Twister says, shaking his head.

      “What? It was just a suggestion.” She shrugs.

      “It’s not a bad idea,” Striker admits, nodding. “Take care of the girls and they won’t quit on us.”

      I nod, rolling the idea around in my head. It would be profitable as long as we knew the girls were going to stick around for longer than a month or two. No reason to insure a dancer if she isn’t staying any longer than that. “Maybe we can offer it to them after working the first three months. Least then we should know if they’re stickin’ or splittin’.”

      “That’s a good thought.” Twister grunts just as the music switches, catching everyone’s attention as the lights dim even further. “What’s going on?”

      “Best dancer we’ve got. She’s doing something new tonight. I approved it after seeing her do the routine during their rehearsal earlier today,” Striker answers, nodding to the stage as a woman’s voice fills the speakers.

      I watch as the red-haired dancer steps out to the guitar strumming and grips the pole. She does this move, keeping her face from the audience, and tilts, arching her back while hooking her leg around the pole. She keeps it slow until the words ‘I see fire’ are sung, then she jumps onto the pole, spins, and slides to the floor, landing in a split. The way she brings herself back up has every guy in the room wanting to adjust himself.

      The woman is something, that’s for sure. Watching her move on the stage, she climbs the pole, and when she gets to the top, she jumps, shocking everyone, and grabs hold of two drapes that fall from the beams behind the pole.

      “The fuck she doing?” I growl, not taking my eyes off her movements.

      “Told you, she’s the best we’ve got. She said it’s aerial dancing,” Striker explains.

      “And you approved this shit?”

      “Just wait.” The other man chuckles.

      I grind my teeth together and watch with mixed feelings. I don’t know the woman, but she’s got moves, and part of me feels like I should know who she is. The music starts to slow and she maneuvers herself to the floor.

      “What’s her name?” I ask, watching, waiting for her to finish her set.

      “Athena,” Striker remarks as the woman releases her top, dropping it just before the lights darken on the stage.

      The crowd goes nuts at only a small glimpse, but for some reason I’m grateful and turn my attention to Striker. “You said her name’s Athena?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “What’s her last name?”

      “I’d have to check her file. I don’t know it right off the top of my head. Why? You know her or something?” Striker gives me an assessing look he’s known for and leans back in his chair as the next dancer comes on stage.

      “I think I do.” But that can’t be the Athena I knew. The girl I used to know would never work in a strip club. We might have been in foster care together, but she wasn’t the type to be so brazen. She’d been meek and shy, most of the time scared out of her mind. There’s no way this Athena could be her.

      Could it?
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      ATHENA

      Never in my life have I been more exhausted. Lucifer keeps telling me I’m burning the candle at both ends, and it feels like I am. Guess now I’m starting to get what he meant.

      A couple of days of go, I learned a couple of men I was looking into were coming to Devil’s Nirvana. I made sure to put one hell of a show on to gain their attention. What I didn’t count on was that Brass was in the audience. Just my luck he’d be there tonight.

      I knew he’d been at the club, but he’d never been in the crowd.

      Damnit.

      After the dance, I’d been requested for a lap dance alongside DeeDee. It was repulsive, but I did it anyway, knowing who it was for the men who I needed to get close to.

      During the dance, I found out their names, Angelo Delgado and Alvin Boyer. Angelo ended up giving me his number and telling me to give him a call. He wanted me to go home with him and even made lulled comments about what he’d do to my body like it would turn me on. It, in fact, repulsed me to the point I had to keep from puking on him. I hid this fact by flirting and grinding on him, keeping him distracted.

      I need to get it together.

      Seeing Brass again has my brain all mixed up, and I need to stay focused. Maybe Reap was right, and I should have quit, but I couldn’t. I was too close to finishing this. At least, I hope I was close. I could be far off, regardless, I intend to take this group down.

      At the end of the night, I don’t bother cleaning my face. I throw my hair up in a messy bun, change clothes, and prepare to get the hell out of Dodge. I’d already risked enough tonight, I don’t need Brass to realize who I am. It’s bad enough having to meet Striker in person and knowing he is close to Brass, the two of them running the club together.

      With a quick peek out of the dressing room, I release a sigh of relief not seeing either of them in the hall. I grab my bag and make a dash for the back doors where we park. Normally, we’re supposed to wait for one of the bouncers to walk us out, but there’s no way I’m waiting around for an escort. I can take care of myself.

      I make it as far as the back door before my arm is caught and I find myself whirled around, my back planted against the door. I level a glare on the man who dared to put his hands on me, already knowing who it is before meeting his gaze.

      “What’re you doing here, Thea?” he asks, using a name I haven’t heard anyone use in a very long time.

      Long ago and in a faraway time, he shortened my name from Athena to Thea. It was the name he called me whenever he teased or made me laugh. Then he was gone, and I was left . . . nope don’t go there.

      I refuse to give that part of my past the time of day. I’ve learned to keep it locked away, and I’ve never had to deal with it.

      “Good to see you too, Jesse. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be leaving. It’s been a long day,” I say curtly and go to yank my arm from his grip, but he doesn’t let me go.

      “Thea, I asked you a damn question,” he snarls, getting in my face. “You disappeared, all but vanished, and now you’re dancing a pole, flashing your tits.”

      “I didn’t disappear.” Lies. I did disappear, and we both know it. But the question is how does he.

      Brass steps away, nostrils flaring, eyes narrowed to thin slits, and yanks me with him, all but dragging me along as he heads for who knows where.

      A moment later, I find myself released and in his office, his massive body in front of the door, blocking my exit.

      Damnit.

      This just goes to show my luck has to be going down the shithole right about now.

      “Now, I’ll ask you again. What are you doing here, Thea?” he demands, those well-muscled arms of his crossing over his beefy chest, making him look even bigger than he is. No wonder they call him Brass. He looks to have not an ounce of fat on his body anywhere.

      “It’s none of your business what I’m doing here, other than the obvious. I’m working, trying to make a living,” I snap, straighten my shoulders and glare at Brass.

      “You could have been making a living working anywhere.”

      “What, stripping’s not a good income? Where I’m standing, it is.” I huff, rolling my eyes. Of course, Brass is one of those men who should be classified as sexist.

      “What I’m saying is you disappeared only to reappear as a stripper. Something about it doesn’t jibe well with me. Where have you been all these years?”

      “Again, it’s not your business.” I shrug. “Now, if you’ll move out of the way, I’ll be heading home.”

      “I don’t like the fact that you’re here,” he remarks gruffly.

      “Doesn’t matter if you do or not. I’m not your concern.”

      “Bullshit, Thea,” he grinds out, stepping away from the door and getting in my space. “You’ve always been my business.”

      I shake my head and skirt past him, moving to the door before he can stop me. “That’s not true, and we both know it.”

      I rush through the door and dash down the hall, not letting him catch me again. Seeing Brass, being around him, so close it’s messing with my head.

      Outside I make my way to my car, my nerves racked by Brass, and I don’t do the one thing I’ve always done, scan my surroundings which I should have done first. I barely get to my car when someone comes up behind me, one arm around my waist the other going over my mouth. I smell the chemical and instantly know this is not going to be good.

      I try to fight it off, but it’s strong, and whoever has hold of me is definitely stronger. My kidnapper starts dragging me backward when, suddenly, I’m wrenched from their grip and stumble forward into the arms of Striker. Lightheaded, I turn enough to see Brass going at it with my would-be kidnapper and sigh before collapsing as the drug takes effect.
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      BRASS

      “Brass, brother, let up on him,” Striker yells, breaking through the haze that took over at seeing the fucker trying to take Athena. If I hadn’t gotten my shit together and followed after her, I would have been too late.

      “What’s going on out here?” Twister demands, getting my attention. With him were Hades, Horse, and Dragon. He turns his gaze, and I follow to see Striker holding Athena in his arms. “The fuck happened here?”

      “Someone tried takin’ her,” Striker answers, and I give the fucker in question a kick to the ribs.

      “Stupid fuckin’ . . .”

      “Brass,” Horse growls, stepping closer, “calm the fuck down.”

      “Fuck calm, VP,” I snarl and kick the bastard again. “He was going to take Thea.”

      “Thea?” Horse cocks a brow and looks from me to Athena in Striker’s arms, then back to me. “You know her, don’t you?”

      I nod and let out a heavy breath. “Yeah, we were in the same foster home together. She disappeared at the age of fourteen without a trace.”

      “There’s always a trace of something. Just got to find the bread crumbs.” Dragon grunts, sounding like his twin brother, Gadget.

      “How about we get this party moved elsewhere?” Twister suggests. “Dragon, call your woman. We’ll take Athena back to the clubhouse and have her meet us there. Make sure she’s okay.”

      “You got it, Prez,” Dragon grumbles and pulls out his phone. “I’ll also tell Gadget to start looking into what tonight was all about.”

      The phone ringing draws my attention, and I glance at where Athena dropped her bag. I stalk over to it, pick it up, open the purse, and pull the phone out. I take note of the name on the screen. ‘Reap’ was calling.

      Who the hell is Reap?

      Sliding my thumb across the screen, I answer, “Hello?”

      Silence fills the other line for a brief pause and I meet Prez’s gaze while the others start moving.

      “Who’s this?” Reap demands.

      “How about you answering that first?” I growl, already not liking any of this. Something about Athena’s attempted kidnapping doesn’t sit well with me, and I want to know why.

      “How about since you answered my sister’s phone, you tell me who the fuck you are,” Reap snarls through the line, surprising me with his statement.

      “Your sister? Thea doesn’t have family.” I know this because I remember her telling me she was an only child.

      “Considering you called her Thea, I know you’re Brass, and you better tell me where the fuck she is before I hunt you down myself and gut you where you stand.”

      Interesting.

      This fucker knows me and knows me as Brass, so that means he knows about the club.

      “Since you know who I am, how about you stop bullshittin’ and tell me who the fuck you are, Reap.”

      There’s another tense pause through the line, and then he answers, “Is Athena okay?”

      “She will be” is all I say, meeting Twister’s gaze in a silent question.

      But before I can say anything further, Reap beats me to the punch.

      “Let me guess, something happened. It’s why you answered her phone, and you’re probably taking her to the clubhouse. Since this is the most probable scenario, I’ll meet you there.”

      He hangs up, and I pull the phone from my ear. I stare down at the device like it just burned my ear.

      What the ever-loving fuck is going on here?

      Who is this Reap fucker? And what the hell has Athena gotten herself involved in?

      “Who was that?” Twister asks as I step toward him.

      “Says he’s Athena’s brother,” I grind out and take a heavy breath, unsure what to make of all this shit. “Also said he’ll be meeting us at the clubhouse.”

      “Motherfucker,” Twister grumbles and shakes his head. “Let’s get there before he does then. I don’t know who the hell he is, but this whole thing doesn’t sit well with me.”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” I grunt. I shove Athena’s phone in my pocket, gather the rest of her shit together, and head for my bike. “I’ll get a prospect to come get her car later.”

      “Have them take a look at it before they move it.”

      I nod in total agreement with my Prez. Considering everything this club has been through in the past years, I have to give it to him, he knows how to handle this type of shit. His ol’ lady had troubles of her own, and I don’t think he ever truly got over it. Instead, it made him more cautious.
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        * * *

      

      I barely get off the back of my bike before a Ducati Streetfighter 848 whips in through the closing gates.

      “Who the fuck is that?” Horse demands. He was waiting for Twister and me when we got here, though we weren’t far behind him and the others.

      “My guess, Athena’s supposed brother,” I answer, watching as the man pulls to a stop, puts the kickstand down, and removes his helmet. From the distance I can’t get a look at him, but as he gets off the bike, and moves toward us, I swear he looks like the damn Grim Reaper with the tattoos on his face. The dude is like a walking skeleton.

      “What are you doing here, Reaper?” Horse asks, shocking me.

      “Fuck, you’re Athena’s brother?” Twister mutters.

      “Wait, you have a sister?” Horse cocks a brow.

      “Long story short, yes, she’s my sister. Now, where is she?” Reap demands.

      “Inside,” Striker answers coming back out, his eyes going from our brothers and me to Reap, or Reaper . . . whatever his name is.

      “Then I’ll make my way to her,” Reap growls and takes a step forward, but Horse blocks him and I take a step forward.

      “Not until you tell us what the fuck is going on,” Twister states firmly.

      “What’s going on is for Athena to tell you, but I’ll at least tell you this little bit. She’s the one behind your message about not having a rat within these walls anymore,” Reaper divulges, waving a hand at the clubhouse.

      “Come again?” I snarl harshly.

      “You heard me. Now move aside.” Reap steps closer and looks between us. “You all will not want to deal with me, but more, you won’t want to deal with Lucifer if he finds out any of this without me talking to my sister first.” 

      What the hell does that mean? In fact, who the fuck is this bastard, and what does his father have to do with anything?

      Horse steps aside, his hand landing on my shoulder.

      Without another word, Reap makes his way into the clubhouse.

      “Striker, follow after him,” Twister orders.

      “You got it, Prez.” Striker grunts and spins on his heel to do just that.

      I twist, look at both Twister and Horse, and demand, “What the fuck was that? How do you know who he is?”

      “That is Reaper, also known as Hades, King of the Underworld. He runs a mental facility,” he answers, using air quotations on the last part.

      “What the hell?”

      “It’s a legit place, but most of the occupants aren’t there by choice,” Horse explains and goes into detail about how Reap is related to Blaze’s and Ranger’s ol’ ladies. How the guy keeps people that have done shit that means they needed to spend time being tortured for years to come rather than tortured and killed far too soon.

      “We’re gonna have to talk to Athena.” Twister lets out a frustrated breath. “And we’re gonna have to talk to the others about this. Now that we know it was Athena behind that message, we can find out what else that fucker Trevor could be up to.”

      “First, I want to find out what she’s gotten herself into with this kidnapping.” I know in my gut it’s not connected to Trevor or his gang.

      The guy who tried taking her tonight was dressed more expensive-like and didn’t look anything like the thugs Trevor surrounds himself with. Whoever this man is that Athena’s got herself mixed up with, I intend to find out and set it straight. I also plan to find out what else she’s hiding then I decide if I should tell her a secret, one that I’ve kept for all these years.
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      ATHENA

      “I swear you’re gonna be the one who ends my life, Athena.”

      I open my eyes to the sight of Reap standing at the foot of the bed, hands braced on his hips, eyes narrowed, and he’s glaring down at me. I glance around him and groan at the simple move of my head. Damnit, my head feels like it’s about to split open.

      “You know you’re fucked now, right?” Reap remarks meeting my gaze.

      “Where am I?” I ask hoarsely, not recognizing my surroundings.

      “The one place you don’t want to be,” he answers and smirks devilishly. “The Devil’s Riot MC clubhouse.”

      “Fuck,” I groan. I lean back into the pillows and cover my eyes with the palms of my hands, releasing a deep breath.

      “You can say that again,” Reap mutters and moves to my side as I drop my hands and sit up. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I allowed someone to get the best of me.” Total embarrassment for sure.

      Reap nods and sits on the edge of the bed, “You know you’re fucked now. They’re not gonna let you go without telling them something.”

      “And that’s where you come in, I suppose?” I quirk a brow.

      “Not if I want to end up fighting them, and you know I’m an ally of theirs.”

      I did, which makes this all the much harder. Why did everything have to become so damn complicated? Seriously, why? Damnit.

      “So, what the hell do you suggest I do?” There’s no way I was going to let them in on this job. Knowing they’ve all probably got He-Man ways, I’m willing to bet they’d try to keep me from finishing what I started.

      Reap opens his mouth to say something, but the door opens and, lo and behold, in walks a pissed off Brass. I can tell from the way his muscles bunch and his nostrils flare. The most telling sign would be the fact his eyes are darker than normal and he looks ready to kill.

      Brass looks between Reap and me, his jaw ticking. “You mind giving us a minute?”

      It might have sounded like a request, but I know it wasn’t. Not with the harsh tone of his voice. Oh, he’s pissed, that’s for sure.

      “Not happenin’,” Reap grunts, not budging.

      In fact he looks far more comfortable and not at all tense. But that’s just the way he is.

      “Reap,” I mutter, not about to have him get into it right now with Brass, I get his attention. “You don’t have to babysit me. I can handle him.”

      Reap snorts and shakes his head. “Maybe so, but Lucifer will have my ass if I leave you alone right now.”

      Great.

      “I’ll be speaking to Thea without you in here, so I suggest you get the fuck out before I throw you out.”

      Oh boy.

      Fire nearly spills from Brass’s nostrils, and the way he’s glaring is enough to know he means business.

      Reap stands and gets in Brass’s space. “I’d like to see you try, asshole. I’m not about to leave her alone in a room with you. For all I know you could have been one of the bastards who hurt her when she was still a kid.”

      Oh. My. God.

      Reap did not just go there.

      I clamber out of the bed and go to jump between them, but I’m too late. Brass swings, nailing Reap in jaw.

      Reap throws a fist, hitting Brass. I try getting in the middle, but somehow, even not looking in my direction, Brass pushes me out of it. I scream at the two of them and they don’t listen.

      The door busts open and more men come rushing through, three pulling Brass away, and three doing the same with Reap.

      “What the fuck is going on in here?” Twister demands.

      “Two buffoons decided to throw punches like the idiots they are,” I answer snappily, planting one hand on my hip, the other pointing at Reap and Brass. “The two of you can quit with the He-Man act. My head is hurting, and I don’t need to deal with this shit. I mean, seriously?” Meeting Brass’s glare, I roll mine. “I haven’t seen you in years, and you think my brother is going to sit by and let you be alone with me?” Turning my attention to Reap. “And you stop being an ass and talking about things that shouldn’t be said.” I switch my attention to the others. “Now, if you’ll all excuse us, Reap will take me home.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Brass declares.

      “Oh yes, I am,” I snap, straightening. “You can’t keep me here.”

      “You were nearly kidnapped.” Shrugging off his brothers’ grips on him, he steps toward me.

      “And as appreciative of the help you lent in keeping that from happening, I would have gotten free.”

      “Yeah? When? After they raped and tormented you?”

      I shrug because there’s no way I’m going to answer that. Though I didn’t want to be kidnapped since it wasn’t my ideal way of getting to those I’m working to take down, it would have been a way in. I have a feeling I know who was behind it. He’d been very clear about it during the lap dance I’d given him earlier in the night.

      “Jesus,” Brass mutters, “You insane? I can see your mind working even now. You wanted them to take you?”

      “No,” I clip out.

      “Best not to argue with her,” Reap grumbles, swiping the back of his hand along his busted lip. “She’s a pro at arguing. And when she gets something in her head, she’s going to do it.”

      “What I want to know is where Athena fits into all this?” Horse pipes in.

      Reap grins and looks at me to meet each of the men’s gazes before coming back to me. “This here is Karma.”

      “Karma?” Gadget repeats sounding near disbelieving. “As in the one who reaps karma on those who deserve it? The one who gives more than they do to others? That Karma?”

      Grinning, Reap nods., “The one and the same. Fuck with Karma, and you get fucked right back.”

      “Fuckin’ hell. And here I thought Ally was going to be the only one to fuck people up,” Burner mutters, meeting my gaze. “You’ve left some scary ass trails in your wake.”

      “What do you know about my trails?” I huff.

      “Plenty,” Burner grunts and looks to the others.

      “Let’s move this party to the main room,” Twister commands and levels a look of authority on me. “And don’t think to try and get away without an explanation. There’s more to this shit, and I’m not about to deal with more than I have to.”

      Well fuck.

      Guess it’s time to let the cat out of the bag.
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      BRASS

      Rage pours through my veins and I want nothing more than to go back to pounding on Reap. The bastard had the nerve to say what he did, and he deserves his ass beat for that alone. Never did I hurt Athena. I tried to protect her the best I could.

      At the age of eighteen I’d been kicked out of the last foster home. Thea and I had the same social worker and I’d gone to her to help get Athena out of there. It was bad, but while I was around she’d been safe. Without me there to protect her, she was left vulnerable. I’d given our social worker everything she needed to handle our foster parents, but she’d been too late. Athena was missing and there was no sign of her anywhere. She’d been classified as a runaway and never seen again.

      I’d tried to look for her, but life I suppose, got in the way, and I’d moved on. Doesn’t mean I ever forgot about her.

      For fuck’s sake.

      This is total bullshit.

      Watching her like a hawk, I don’t take my eyes off her for a second as she paces the main room of the clubhouse. She looks like a lioness ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. Maybe a caged tiger would be a better fit.

      “Right, so someone start talking,” Twister demands bringing me out of my thoughts.

      “There’s nothing to say,” Athena remarks with a small shrug.

      “You’re fuckin’ kidding me, right?” Horse snorts, shaking his head. “Reap here just told us you’re fuckin’ Karma and you supposedly helped the club. I want to know why.”

      Karma.

      Fuck me. I can’t believe Athena . . . the sweet, shy girl I once knew is Karma. A woman who kills a person the way they killed others, but worse, making them suffer ten times as long as their victim did. And more than that she does it without mercy of any kind. From what I’ve heard, she’s without a heart. Total stone cold when it comes to killing and she does it without blinking. If I’m not mistaken, she also does it when you least expect it.

      So, what is she doing here? Why did she help the club?

      I need answers, and I want them from her.

      “All you need to know is that I did it out of the kindness of my heart,” Athena states sarcastically.

      “Bullshit,” Twister grumbles, looking to Reap and then to Athena. “It’s late, and my woman is in my bed without me right now when we don’t have the kids. I should be in there, fuckin’ the shit out of her. But instead, I’m out here so start fuckin’ talking.”

      Guess Prez is pissed more than I thought he was at first. Then again, if I were cockblocked I’d be in the same boat as him. If I’m not mistaken, his kids were at Rage’s house along with Horse’s kids. Bear was in town, and he enjoys keeping them all when he can.

      “I’m not keeping you from going about screwing your ol’ lady,” Athena scoffs, rolling her eyes. “By all means, go, be on your merry way, and do the horizontal dance with your woman. I’ll just be on my way . . .”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” I snarl, interrupting her. “You’re gonna sit your pert ass down and start fuckin’ talking. Otherwise, I swear to God, woman, I will put you over my knee, right here in front of every last one of my brothers.”

      Athena whirls that fiery glare of hers my way. “I’d like to see you try.”

      “Karm, stand down,” Reap states in a firm tone and looks at his sister. “It’s time and you know it.” He switches his gaze to Horse for the briefest moment, and it confuses the shit out of me. What does he mean it’s time?

      Athena shakes her head and lets out a heavy breath. “No, and keep your mouth shut.”

      “You either do it, or I call Lucifer,” Reap threatens.

      “Don’t you dare think about calling him. I’ll make sure you regret it.”

      Reap smirks and cocks his head slightly. “I look forward to seeing what you try, sweet, sweet Karma.” He chuckles and looks at Horse. “Athena here is Croc’s biological daughter, making her Stoney’s cousin,” he announces, blowing everyone’s minds.

      “Come again?” Horse furrows his brow and looks ready to blow.

      “I won’t repeat myself. The rest is for Athena here to tell when she’s ready.”

      “I’m going to kill you,” Athena snaps, baring her teeth at Reap.

      “No, you won’t,” Reap says, looking annoyed.

      Over the bullshit, I finally speak up. “Athena, fuckin’ start talking. You’re not gettin’ out of this and you damn well know it. Now, what the fuck does Reap mean about you being Croc’s biological daughter? I thought you didn’t know who your father was.” If she’s known this whole time, why didn’t she try and go to live with family? Why stay in the foster system? I know even if Croc didn’t want her or even after he died, Stoney would have taken her in. She would have been family.

      Staring at her now, other than that sexy as fuck red hair of hers, I can see a resemblance between Horse and her. It’s not much but only because I now know what to look for.

      Athena glances back at me. “I’ve told you it’s none of your business.”

      “If we’re family, it makes this not just my business, but club business as well,” Horse growls, stepping toward her.

      “You know what? Fuck this shit,” Twister snarls, raking his hand through his hair. “Brass, you get her to talk. She’s not to leave your sight for a minute. Cuff her to the bed for all I care. We’ll deal with this tomorrow. Or later today, I should say.”

      “I’ll get her to talk, Prez,” I grumble, nodding but keeping my focus on Athena.

      “I’m not about to leave this room until I know what the fuck Reap meant about her being Stoney’s cousin. For fuck’s sake, she’s younger than me,” Horse sneers.

      “And isn’t that the twisted part of it all,” Athena snarks and looks at my VP. “Clubwhores don’t care what age a man is. Not when they’re trying to trap him.”

      “Amen to that,” Izzy shouts, getting everyone’s attention, and making herself known.

      “What the hell are you doing out here, woman?” Twister demands gruffly.

      “I came to get my man.” Izzy rolls her eyes and moves to him while looking at Athena. She then looks to Horse. “Listen to Twister, Brass will get her to talk. If he doesn’t, then Kenny and I will talk with her. I know your wife would love to get to know a new family member.”

      Horse curls his lip, and I can only think what he’s got in his head about that idea right now. Kenny is one hell of a woman in her own right. She’s all country and knows how to handle herself in any situation. But that doesn’t mean she can’t be left vulnerable.

      “No offense to you or Kenny, but I’m not here to meet the wives and whatnot,” Athena states sarcastically. “I’m trying to get home, but you can thank your man and his brothers for being a pain in the ass about it.”

      “None taken.” Izzy laughs, taking Athena in stride. “And I know what you mean about them being a pain in the ass. So, how about we all just go to our own corners?” She points to Athena. “You can go to Brass’s room with him. Later, when everyone has had a chance to rest, reconvene, maybe everyone will want to play nice.”

      Dropping her finger, Izzy turns to Twister. “Come on, time for you to worry about other things.”

      I can hear my brothers all chuckle, and I can’t help but grin. Izzy’s definitely one to always speak her mind, no matter who’s around. She doesn’t give a damn. This makes it all the more hilarious because none of us know what she’ll say or when.

      Turning my full attention to Athena, I block everyone else out, including Reap. I step fully into her space, bend, wrap an arm around her legs and straighten, taking her with me. It’s time for us to have some privacy and for me to find out what the fuck she has gotten herself into.

      “Brass.” Athena gasps, going over my shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      I ignore her and turn to Reap. “You can go now.” With that, I start toward my room with a woman shouting over my shoulder, her tiny fist slamming into my back.
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      ATHENA

      The nerve of this man. I’m going to end up killing him when all this is said and done.

      “Put me down, Brass,” I snap, slamming my fist against his lower back once more, to no avail.

      Brass seems to be good at ignoring this demand. Just like he’s ignored my demand to go home. I don’t need or want to be here.

      Why did they have to bring me here? Couldn’t they have taken me anywhere else?

      I kick my legs and wiggle, hoping that he’ll loosen his hold enough for me to get away, but he doesn’t. Instead, he surprises me.

      “Settle down,” he commands, swatting my ass.

      The whole thing has me going still, and I’m not sure why, other than he’d just spanked me. It shouldn’t have phased me, but it did, and it’s hard to ignore the wetness between my legs, the very thought of him doing more causes.

      A moment later, Brass turns, opens a door, steps in, and uses his foot to slam it shut behind us. Stepping farther into the room, I find myself whirling backward then bouncing on a plush comfortable mattress. Too bad I don’t take more time to lay on it. Instead, I flip myself off the other side and face off with Brass.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I demand, trying to keep my thoughts away from the fact I’m alone in Brass’s room with Brass. And a bed.

      Damnit.

      “We’re gonna get a few things worked out,” Brass announces, crossing those arms of his, making himself look bigger than he already is.

      “There’s nothing to work out,” I huff, tired of repeating myself.

      “Bullshit,” he snarls, leveling me with a glare I’m sure has had men shaking in their boots. If I weren’t used to intimidating men, I would probably be scared myself. “There’s a lot for us to discuss.” He takes a moment to simply stare at me before nodding. At what, I’m not sure, but something in him changes. “First, though, I’m gonna give you a shirt, you’re gonna change, get in bed, then we’ll talk. Once we get some sleep, we’re gonna talk some more. Later, after we’ve both gotten some rest, we’re gonna talk some more.”

      Great.

      Talk. Talk. Talk. Talk.

      Just want I want to do.

      Talk.

      Yay me. Not.

      “There’s nothing for us to talk about.” I plant my hands on my hips, taking a stance. I’m not about to let him get to me.

      Well, I’m not about to let him see that he’s getting to me.

      Nope.

      No way.

      I learned a long time ago that showing any form of emotion or turmoil when dealing with a situation would get you in trouble. Like the night . . . I shut the thought down before it even gets the chance to finish forming.

      “There’s plenty for us to talk about, Thea, and we’ll be talking about everything, but first off, you’re gonna change and get ready for bed. Then I’ll ask you two questions. After you answer them honestly, I’ll let you get some sleep.” Moving to his dresser, Brass opened the second draw and pulls out a black tee with the club’s logo on it. He tosses it my way, and I catch it on reflex, pulling it to me without looking. I stare at him, holding his gaze as he toes his boots off. “You can change there or in the bathroom.”

      I glance at the open doorway, realizing it’s the bathroom. “I’ll change in there.”

      “Don’t think about trying to escape.”

      What the hell? Was he reading my thoughts? Because I definitely wanted to go out the window I’m hoping is in there.

      “There are no windows in the bathrooms, Thea, and the only way to get out of this room is through the door I brought you through,” he explains, leveling an amused look on me. “You’ll have to be able to go through me to get out if you try and run.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I blurt out without meaning to. Though I really do want to know what he means.

      “Meaning, baby. . .” Brass closes the distance between us. He places a hand on my hip, leans in, his forehead presses into mine, our noses touching, and he whispers, “If I have to, I’ll fuckin’ cuff you to me to make sure you don’t get away from me.”

      “Most would have threatened to cuff me to a bed.” There goes my mouth again.

      “I’m not most men. I also know if you’re cuffed to me, you won’t get away because I’ll know if you try to move, let alone try and pick the lock.”

      How the hell could he know I would have tried to picked the lock? There’s no way he can read my mind or know that I know how to pick anything.

      “Go change, Thea.” Brass grins, jerking his chin toward the bathroom.

      I find that grin both sexy and annoying at the same time. It also has my stomach doing somersaults at the sight of it. I don’t think I can recall a time I’ve ever seen that look on his face. When we were younger, he’d smile at me, but they were always fake smiles, or him trying to reassure me of one thing or another. Never anything like the simple grin he’s giving me now.

      On leaded feet, I make my way into the bathroom, needing a moment alone. I need to get my head on straight and figure out how I’m going to get myself out of this mess. Why am I even in it to begin with? Normally, if I find myself in a bind, I get myself out of it pronto. But I don’t want to take the chance of hurting someone here.

      As Reap revealed to them all, Horse and his family are my family. Hell, I put myself in Trevor’s sights to get close and help Horse, so he and the club didn’t have to deal with a rat anymore. Once the problem was taken care of, I got out of Dodge, from Trevor’s grasp, and last I heard from a few sources, he’s none too pleased to have lost his piece of ass and has been looking for me.

      Changing my hair color back to what it’s supposed to be, going fully natural again, has definitely helped in keeping him from finding me. I’d made sure that any time he’d seen me, my makeup was done perfectly, making my face look different altogether. Now, I do my makeup to enhance the features I was born with.

      I take my time in the bathroom, changing clothes, folding the ones I took off —I hate wrinkles—and I do my thing before washing my face and running Brass’s comb through my hair, letting the thick locks fall down my back, leaving it free of the hair band. I really should plait it to keep it from being a total hassle later when I have to get all the tangles out, but honestly, I don’t have the strength.

      Once I finish, I snoop a little, knowing I’m wasting time, but there’s not much to go through. However, while snooping, I find an extra toothbrush and take the time to brush my teeth. I’m a fanatic about keeping good hygiene. But what can I say, I lived a part of my life not having anything.

      My birth mother—I can’t stand to think of her as Mom—she didn’t ever think to buy anything for me. That is besides a few pieces of clothing to keep me from being naked. I think she mostly stole it or bought it at the thrift stores. Then when I was taken from her and put in foster care, I went from one shit family to another. Never once did I have a good home. If not for Brass and a couple of the girls, I wouldn’t have survived those hellholes.

      I close my eyes, unable to keep dark thoughts at bay—not when I feel so exhausted.

      Memories of the days after Brass was kicked out of the house once he turned eighteen washed over me. My tiny body was secured to the bed frame. My foster dad was looming over me. Taking his time to toy with me. To rape me. For days on end, he enjoyed hurting me, and he told me in lude detail how he’s visualized touching me and was glad to finally do it. The whole time he did this, his wife was out of the house, having gone to some casino to burn through whatever money her husband gave her. I guess that was the trade. She got to gamble money away while he enjoyed hurting me.

      “Thea.”

      I let out a shuddered breath at the sound of Brass’s voice calling through the door.

      “Coming,” I mumble, run my fingers through my hair and open the door only to find him standing there, arms braced on the door frame, blocking me. “Are you going to move?” I ask, trying not to look anywhere but at his face. I’d already taken note that he was in nothing but a pair of low-riding basketball shorts. As much as I’d love to take everything else about him in, I do my best not to look.

      Ever so slowly, Brass steps back just enough for me to pass him, but even still, my breasts brush against his massive chest. I make my way over to the bed, feeling myself teetering on the edge of I don’t even know what, and climb in underneath the sheets and comforter. With my legs hidden, I feel a little better, though not much.

      I watch out of the corner of my eye as Brass prowls, yep, prowls to the other side of the bed. He climbs in and leans against the headboard.

      “Right, so now I’m gonna ask you those two questions, and you’re gonna answer them honestly. You lie to me, and I swear I’ll put you over my lap and spank your ass.”

      “What do you want to know?” I try not to think of him spanking me. The thought, just like earlier, does something between my legs.

      “First off, I want to know where you disappeared to when you were fourteen. Second, are you really Croc’s daughter?”

      Well, aren’t those just simple questions to answer. 

      “I ran away at fourteen and was found by Lark, everyone knows him as Lucifer, Reap’s dad, and yes, I’m Croc’s biological daughter. You can thank a clubwhore for that one,” I answer, being truthful yet keeping it as evasive as possible.

      “So, your mom—”

      “Please don’t call her that,” I interrupt him, pinning him with a look of hatred at the mention of her being my mother. “She wasn’t a mother of any kind.”

      “Right, so the bitch who gave birth to you.” He gives me that smirk and reaches up to stroke my cheek. “What happened with her?”

      “That’s a third question. You said I only had to answer two.”

      “Yeah, but you answered them far too quickly for my liking.” 

      “Well, too bad. I answered your questions. Now I’m going to sleep,” I quip and pull away, turning on my side away from him. There’s no way I’m going to answer what happened to my mom. It’s nearly worse than my experience in foster care.

      Brass makes a noise behind me and a moment later the room goes black. He shifts, curls around me, and the next thing I hear is a clink of a pair of cuffs.

      I open my mouth to ask him what he’s doing, but I feel the cuff snap around one wrist and immediately know what he’s doing. Just as he said he would.

      “Told you, I’m not about to let you get away from me,” he whispers next to my ear, sending a chill down my spine.

      With the way he has the cuff on my wrist, his arms wrapped around me, and the other cuff on his, we’re full touching. My back to his front. Completely plastered.
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      ATHENA

      Warm and safe are the first thoughts that come to mind upon waking. There’re no windows in the room, so I don’t know what time it is, but I’m sure it’s early still. I’ve never been one to be able to sleep late. It’s something I’ve never been able to. Not when I was a kid. Not when I ran away. Not when I became an adult. My life depended on me being awake to make sure I could stop anything from happening to me. 

      And not once in all these years have I ever woken warm and safe. This thought scares me more than anything else ever has.

      I try to scoot away, for a moment forgetting the cuffs attaching me to Brass.

      His arm tightens and pulls me back in place. “Where do you think you’re going?” The sleepy gruffness of his voice goes straight between my legs. God I can only imagine what it would be like if this were real. But there’s no way I can let this happen.

      Nope. No way. No how.

      This can’t happen. Not one bit.

      “Uncuff me,” I whisper. I don’t know why I keep my voice quiet, but I do.

      “No,” he states firmly and strokes fingers along my side. “I like having you right where you are.”

      “You need to uncuff me, Jesse,” I snap, using his real name rather than his road name. “I’m not playing. You need to let me go. I have to pee, and then I need to get out of here.”

      “I’ll let you go to the bathroom, Thea, but I’m not letting you out of this room, let alone this clubhouse. Not until we get some things straight.”

      We’ll see about that. There’s no way I’m sticking around here.

      No way in hell. Not after my secret was revealed thanks to Reap being a pain in my ass. I swear I’m going to kill the asshole for throwing me to the wolves the way he did. I love my brother and I know he’s looking out for me, but at the same time he shouldn’t have opened his big, fat mouth. Why, oh, why did he have to go and do that?

      If I was a snitch, I’d call Lucifer right this very minute and tell on Reap, but Lark raised me better than that. It’s unbecoming of a person to bring others into their problems. Thinking of the man who took me in, I need to call him and check in. Make sure everything is okay with Jesse.

      Damnit. I never go a day without checking in with Jesse, making sure he’s okay when he’s out of town with Lark.

      The loosening of the cuff on my wrist pulls me from my thoughts.

      I jerk away the instant the cuff is clear and rush from the bed and the temptation that is all Brass. I don’t look back and dart to the bathroom to get a moment to get my bearings in order. I slam the door behind me and lean against it to take a deep breath. Normally, I’m calm and collected, but when it comes to this man it’s like everything I’ve push down for years comes boiling to the surface. Something about Brass has always gotten to me.

      When I was no more than a child, I crushed on him, big time. Then he was gone, and I wanted to hate him for leaving me behind. Closing my eyes, I do my best to block out the past, but it’s too close, and I can’t stop the memories.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re all mine now, Athena.” Mario snickers, gripping my throat, hand tight enough to block my airway. He leans in and inhales, “I’ve thought of popping that sweet cherry so many times, and now I’m getting my chance.”

      “Please,” I croak when he loosens his grip.

      “That’s right, my little bitch, beg for it.” Jerking me around, Mario throws me to the bed and pounces, not giving me the chance to move away. “I intend to make you scream for me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Thea,” Brass calls out, knocking on the door.

      I ignore him and push away the thoughts the best I can. I shake my head and breath in raggedly. It’s been so long since I’ve thought about what happened. About Mario hurting me. I got away, and I survived.

      Why now do these thoughts have to come back to me? Why can’t they stay buried? Because the past always finds a way to the present and makes itself known. That’s what Lucifer always said. You have to deal with the past to make it to the future. I never did. I shoved it so far back in my mind. I swore it would stay there. But now . . . I’ve allowed myself to be found. Brass knows who I am, and with him comes the memories of the past. Just like The Ghost of Christmas Past. Damnit, all to hell.

      “Thea, come on, open the door,” Brass says through the door.

      Still ignoring him, I turn the shower on. With those thoughts coming at me, I need to feel clean. To rid the memories of the past.

      I strip off Brass’s shirt and step in under the spray. A shudder shoots down my spine as the water is still warming up. I hate cold showers and prefer them to be almost scorching hot.

      Closing my eyes, I tilt my head back and let the water wash over me. I let it wash away the memories of the past. I let it hide the tears that stream down my cheeks, washing away the terror those memories carry with them. The sound of the shower muffles my sobs. The last thing I need is for Brass to hear me crying. It’s bad enough with everything else going on, he doesn’t need to know the past haunts me the way it does.

      God.

      I just need to get away from him. From here. Why didn’t I listen to Reap weeks ago when he told me this wasn’t a good idea? Now I’m paying the piper his due.

      I release a shuddered breath and run my fingers through my hair while doing everything possible to shove my dark past back where it belongs.

      Too consumed with everything else, I did the one thing I knew better than to allow happen. I left myself vulnerable. I know this because one moment I’m alone, the next, I’m spun around to face the naked chest of Brass.

      Oh my God.

      My heart thumps in my chest, and it’s all I can do to swallow.

      Brass takes in my tears, his brows furrowed, creasing, and meeting in the middle. “What’s wrong, Cherry?”

      I shake my head, not prepared in anyway to face off with him. Let alone question why he’s calling me Cherry. Honestly, what I want more than anything is to feel something . . . anything that isn’t the pain of the past.

      Knowing it’s not a good idea, but still doing it anyway, I slide my hands up over Brass’s chest, not answering his question. Instead, I watch my hands under the spray of the water while drawing my bottom lip between my teeth.

      Brass wraps a hand around my wrist stopping me while using his other hand to grip my chin and forces me to meet his eyes. “What are you doing, Thea?” The gruffness of his voice is nearly my undoing.

      “Feeling,” I answer. Who was I kidding, this man was my undoing and right now I want to feel him. Lifting up on my tiptoes, I brush my lips across his.

      At first, Brass tenses and starts to pull away, but I’m relentless. I need to feel him. Just this once.

      My tongue peeks out and runs along his bottom lip, flicks his top and slides in when his part. He doesn’t loosen up, but he also doesn’t stop me. A moment later, his arms surround me pulling me flush. His body turns us, and he presses me into the wall as he takes over, controlling the kiss. I know the instant he does. It’s like a shift, and it’s all-powering.

      It’s also hot and sexy. I totally love it. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.

      Brass’s hands move to my hips, and he grips and lifts me until I’ve no choice but to wrap my legs around his waist. By doing this, it leaves me exposed to his thick shaft rubbing against my entrance.

      I moan into the kiss, and Brass slips his hands to cup either side of my ass and grinds me against his thickness, making me want him even more.

      Brass breaks his lips away from mine, eyes focusing on me. That impressive feel of him shifts and I can feel him pressing at my entrance. He’s just about to push inside when a banging on the door to his room interrupts us, and I can hear the sound of what I can only assume is Horse’s voice.

      “Get the fuck out here.”

      From the sound of Horse’s tone, he’s pissed.

      But looking at Brass’s eyes right now, I’m sensing someone else is just as T’ed off.
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      BRASS

      Motherfucking hell.

      Total bullshit. That’s what this situation right now is. I’m an idiot for nearly allowing myself to fuck Athena when I should have been talking to her. Getting her to talk. Instead of thinking with my head, I allowed my dick to take over. That’s something I have to watch out for in the future.

      Right now, I can’t afford to think with anything other than my head. Not when it comes to this fiery woman. She’s fucking fire, and just the memory of her slick pussy sliding against my dick has me wanting to say fuck it all, lock us away from the world, and dive into her.

      When I’d gone in the bathroom, it wasn’t for what started in there. Fuck, I heard her sobs and they were nearly my undoing. I couldn’t stand it. All I could think about was pulling her in my arms and holding her.

      I don’t know what Athena’s been through, but I intend to find out.

      Fuck.

      Taking a moment in the shower to finish up, I keep a close eye on Athena. She hasn’t said a word, but I can see the hesitation in her eyes. The uncertainty.

      She initiated something just now, and though now isn’t the time, I intend to follow through once the time is right. I can see it in her eyes that she looks near ready to run and will at any given chance. I have no intention of allowing that to happen.

      “Athena,” I get her attention while shutting off the water and wrap my arms around her waist.

      “What?”

      My eyes drop to that mouth of hers and watch as she draws that bottom lip in between her teeth. It’s something she’s always done, especially when she’s nervous about something.

      “We’re gonna finish what we’ve started here once we’re done with this meet.”

      “We’re not finishing anything,” she breaths and shoves against my chest trying to get away.

      “Oh yeah, we are, Cherry. I intend to fully finish what we started. You made a promise to me when you had your legs wrapped around my waist and I fully intend to collect. But first . . .” I lean in and press a kiss to her lips. “You’re gonna talk to me and my brothers. Tell us what the fuck is going on and what you’re up to. Then we’re gonna come back in here, and I’m gonna take my time enjoying your sweet body.”

      Letting her go, I step from the shower, grab a towel, and start drying off.

      Athena doesn’t say anything, but I feel her glaring at me.

      I’ll let her be mad. It’s okay. She can stew all she wants. I felt that heat between her legs. The sweet nectar that I can’t wait to taste. I will, and then I’ll make sure she understands what will happen here. First though, we’ve got to deal with other things . . . like her ass being in deep water.
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        * * *

      

      Guiding a seething Athena from my room to the one we hold church is quite amusing. It took me threatening to shove her in one of my tees and cuffing her to me again to get her to move her ass. She’d been ready to run. Shit, I brought the cuffs with me just to be on the safe side. There’s no way I’m taking chances where she’s concerned.

      For years I’d heard rumors about a woman called Karma, knowing Athena is Karma makes the hair on the back of my neck rise. I want to know more about the life she’s taken on, but first things first, find out what the fuck she’s gotten herself into now.

      The club has been through a hell of a lot over the years, and it would do us all some good to be done with the bullshit. The club still runs guns and shit. Hell, we’ve gotten even more demands thanks to the system we’ve got in place. Because of this, we’d gotten into the issue of dealing with Trevor and the High 7’s. But lately, the bastard and his gang have gone somewhat silent. No one knows why but it happened around the time the slut Red dated for a while showed up dead at our clubhouse.

      Thank fuck for Red’s ol’ lady, Shiloh. She’s a fucking genius and ended up creating a chemical that would help the club with dissolving the bitch’s body and not leave a trace of her behind. Kinda creepy, if you think about it. With the bullshit she went through and finding out her past we’ve all got mad respect for her.

      Stopping in front of the open doors, I step to the side and motion for Athena to step ahead of me. As she passes, I grab her hand and entwine my fingers with hers. I’m not about to let her get far from me.

      I take my seat at the table and look to my brothers, noticing all eyes are now on Athena. I pull her onto my lap and ignore the protest that leaves her lips.

      “Well, that was quick,” Gadget remarks with a snort.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Horse growls, glaring through narrowed slits. “You want to let her up?”

      “All due respect, VP, but I’m not taking the chance of her trying to escape. If I have a hand on her, I can say for sure she’s not getting away,” I answer, shrugging.

      “You can both kiss my ass,” Athena snaps and looks over her shoulder, meeting my eyes. “Don’t think that if I decided to, I couldn’t get away.”

      “And don’t forget, I’ll damn well cuff you to me again.”

      I don’t take my eyes off her, but I hear the chuckles from my brothers around the table.

      “Try it and see what happens.” Athena sneers, nostrils flaring, and I can’t help myself.

      Without so much as moving her, I reach into my pocket, snag the cuffs, and do it. I snap a cuff to her wrist and the other to mine and lean into her enough without forcing her off my lap. “Now, what are you going to do?” I challenge.

      Athena lifts her hand and opens her mouth to say something, but Twister speaks up first.

      “That’s e-fuckin’-nough,” he says. “We’ve got shit to get sorted.”

      “Fuckin’ cuffs.” Striker snorts and shakes his head, grinning like a loon.

      “Shut the hell up,” I grunt and look back at Athena. “Be good,” I tell her, leaning back in my chair and pulling her with me. There’s no way I’m about to uncuff her, let alone let her get away from me. I have her right where I want her to be, and that’s where she’s going to stay.

      “I talked to Stoney after we all finished last night,” Horse announces, eyes scanning the table. “He should be here . . .”

      Before he can finish talking, the doors burst open, and in walks not just a pissed-off Stoney but Tracker, Blaze, Ranger, and Bear. Bear’s been going back and forth between the two clubs. He’s still a member of the Originals, but with his son, Rage, here, he comes here a lot to spend time with him and his kids. 

      “What do we know?” Stoney demands, eyes on Horse and Twister.

      “You’re just in time,” Twister states, nodding in my direction. “Sitting cuffed to Brass is Athena a.k.a. Karma.”

      Slowly Stoney turns his attention to Athena and takes her in with scrutiny eyes. “You claim you’re Croc’s daughter?”

      “That’s what I’ve been told,” Athena snipes, curling her lip in anger.

      Now this is about to get interesting because looking at her now, I can see the similarities even more. The only difference between the three of them is that Athena has vibrant red hair.

      Bear steps forward, hand on Stoney’s shoulder, eyes locked on Athena. “Your mom was a clubwhore, wasn’t she?”

      Athena stiffens at the mention of the woman and her lip curls in disgust. “If you want to call her that, then so be it, but she was an all-around whore who only looked out for one person and that was herself.”

      Bear nods and cocks his brow. “Her name wouldn’t have been Lizbeth, would it?”

      “Yeah, that’s her name,” Athena confirms easily.

      Bear again nods and looks to Stoney, then Horse. “Lizbeth was one of the whores Croc used a lot. I remember her. She was constantly trying to please him in order to get him to claim her.” His eyes came back to Athena. “I remember when she claimed she was pregnant. He didn’t believe her. She was a liar. Told her to get lost. She was pissed and said he’d be sorry for not making her his ol’ lady.”

      “Well, guess she never got to do that and took it out on me,” Athena mumbles. I’m willing to bet she didn’t mean for anyone to hear her say what she said, but we all did from the tension filling the room.
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      ATHENA

      The tension in the room is so thick I could slice through it and still taste it.

      “You want to explain that bit,” Stoney growls.

      I’ve never in my life been this close to him. I heard he could be malicious, but I’ve also heard he is a family man. He doesn’t take shit from anyone and would gut a man for so much as looking at his woman or kids wrong.

      It makes me nervous to be this close to him. Between Horse and Stoney, it’s too much. The two of them are the only blood family I have left, and I never intended for them to find out about me. I’m an idiot for not listening to Reap the first time and instead stuck to what I was doing. And because I’m stubborn, Reap went ahead and let the cat out of the bag.

      “No, I don’t want to explain,” I answer Stoney and go to stand, but Brass keeps me seated in his lap, his arm wrapped around my waist. The cuffs are still in place. I swear to God, I will make him pay for cuffing me to him again. “For the record, I didn’t want any of this known and if you’ll get He-Man here to uncuff me, I’ll be on my merry way.”

      Stoney’s face hardens, and Bear chuckles.

      “Damn, that attitude, she can only be Croc’s daughter. Add that to the glare she’s got going on right now and you know she’s a fuckin’ Dane,” Bear says, laughing.

      I remember him only from when I looked into my family to find out more about Croc.

      “How about we get to the matter at hand here?” Horse speaks up, voice gruff and eyes filled with anger. “Why did you help the club and send that message?”

      “I didn’t help the club.” I shrug. “I simply sent the message so you weren’t running around trying to figure out what the hell happened.”

      “Bullshit,” Gadget grunts, getting my attention. “I looked into what all was on going during the time with the High 7’s and Trevor. You know he’s been looking for you, right? Seems he favored you as his girl and wants you back.”

      I roll my eyes and lean forward. “No, what he wants is a blonde bimbo who he thought he could control.”

      “What were you doing with the High 7’s?” Brass asks.

      “That’s none of your business,” I snap, rattle the cuff, and right there in front of him, eyes watching, I lift my shirt, unscrew the belly ring and pull it out. I stick one side of it into the key hole and work my magic uncuffing myself from Brass.

      “Fuck me. I ain’t ever seen that before,” Striker mutters, but I ignore him as I shove away from Brass.

      I’m surprised he allows it. But that doesn’t mean he lets me get far from him.

      “Tell us what the fuck is going on, Thea,” he demands.” What were you doing with the High 7’s, and why the fuck did someone try to kidnap you last night?”

      Damn it all to hell. Was it really just last night? Everything seems to be swirling around me, closing in, and I’m struggling to hold on to the control I pride myself for having.

      “I told you it’s none of your business. Just back the fuck up and let me go so I can get back to doing what I’m doing.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Brass snarls.

      “Not happenin’.” This came from Horse.

      “Not until we have answers first,” Twister remarks coldly.

      “You aren’t about to go anywhere,” Stoney adds gravely.

      Straightening, I prepare to bolt. To get away. I don’t care if I have to fight them to do it. This isn’t their fight or their job. They finally have peace, and they don’t need this shit.

      A knock at the door interrupts the tension slightly, and I instantly dread whoever is on the other side. Mainly because I have a feeling I know who it is.

      “Come in,” Twister yells, and the door opens to show Lucifer himself standing there with Reap on one side of him and Jesse on the other.

      Jesse’s eyes find me and he smiles. “Momma,” he shouts. He lets go of Lucifer’s hand and rushes the short distance to me.

      I ignore the shock from those around me and hold out my arms to embrace my son. The one part of my past that I hold onto with dear life.

      “Momma?”

      I hear the words roll off Brass’s lips in question.

      Jesse tilts his head back and smiles up at me. “Papa said we had to come help you. Isn’t that awesome? I get to be with you while you’re working.”

      “He did, did he?” I smile at Jesse and look toward Lark to see him in full-on Lucifer mode. “You want to explain?”

      “How about you explain to me why you hadn’t already filled me in?” He throws his own question out and then looks around the room. “Reap filled me in.”

      “Filled you in on what?” Stoney demands, checking his anger, eyes moving, seeming to assess everything around him.

      “How about we move this party to the other room? Jesse here hasn’t eaten yet. He was excited to get to his mom. Kick everyone else out that doesn’t need to be here.” Lucifer looks to Blaze and Ranger, then to Tracker. “Are the girls with you?”

      “Fuck no,” Tracker remarks. “No way in hell was I dragging them into whatever mess we’re dealing with here.”

      “Good thinking.” Lucifer smirks. “But, so you know, I give them roughly two hours before they walk in the door, and that’s a wide-range estimation because I trained those girls. I know their instincts. Just as I know my daughter’s,” he says, looking at me. “They’ll be here and demand to know what’s going on.”

      “Did they know about Karma?” Blaze asks.

      “No one knew,” Lucifer answers. “For her safety, that’s the way it remained.”

      “Momma,” Jesse speaks up getting my full attention, but his eyes are on Brass. “He looks like the guy you tell me about in the stories. Is he the hero?”

      Oh my god. Kill me now.

      I struggle to ignore the shift in tension rolling off Brass and smile at Jesse. “Yes, little man, this is him. His name is Jesse, but he’s known as Brass now.”

      “So, you’re really named Jesse? Cool! I always love hearing the stories my momma tells me about you. She named me Jesse Larkin Corbin. Said I’m named after the two men in her life that saved her from the demons who wanted to take her.”

      I swear this kid, smart as he is, rambles on when he’s excited.

      Brass moves forward, squats down in front of Jesse, and reaches out a hand. “Nice to meet you. I knew your mom years ago, but I didn’t save her. She did that herself.”

      “That’s not what Momma says,” Jesse remarks. “Anyway, I’m hungry, and Papa needs to know what’s going on. Momma was working a job, and she needs to finish it so she can take me to the beach. We always go somewhere fun after she finishes a job, and this time, we’re going to the beach.” My son turns those eyes to me. “I found a place we can rent dune buggies,” he announces, voice filled with excitement.

      “Right, let’s get back on task. Striker, get the prospect to bring Jesse something to eat and we’ll get out there and finish up before I get a damn headache,” Twister growls, nostrils flaring in annoyance.

      Great. It seems all of this being brought to his clubhouse has seriously pissed him off, meaning I’m definitely not his favorite person right now.
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        * * *

      

      I run my fingers through Jesse’s hair while he eats and listen to Lucifer fill the others in on what I’ve been doing. It’s one of the things I love about him. I might never call him my dad, but that’s exactly what he is. He’s protective and takes care of everything. But he also makes sure I know what I’m doing. I also know he’s not happy with me right now. Regardless, he won’t say anything in front of others. He’ll talk to me privately. I’m sure they’ll definitely be some yelling involved for my recklessness, but that’s just him.

      To me, he’s Larkin, my savior. The man who raised me. To the world, he’s Lucifer, a man you don’t fuck with, that is, unless you want to be skinned alive.

      I glance around, eyeing Brass. He’s yet to speak to me again, but he hasn’t taken his eyes off me.

      “Momma,” Jesse calls my name, and I return my attention to him.

      “Yeah, kiddo?”

      “Are you happy to finally meet your family?”

      Damn. This is what I get for telling Jesse stories. But I wanted him to know his family even if it was in made up stories. Well, not completely. I did my research, and I knew how Horse met his ol’ lady, Kenny, and I knew Stoney flipped his shit when he thought Rachel would leave him. Those men are seriously over-possessive when it comes to their women. But it’s also cool that they would do anything for the women that hold their hearts.

      If I could have something of my own, I’d want it to be a love like theirs.

      Sighing, I smile and nod. “Yeah, kiddo, I am. But it shouldn’t have happened. I screwed up.”

      “You didn’t screw up. It’s just the way it was supposed to happen,” he says with a shrug. “Auntie Ela, she said so.”

      Great.

      So, that’s one of the places Jesse visited. He and Larkin went to Louisiana to see Fury and Ela. Ela’s a unique woman and wise. She knows things and gives advice when needed. Her daughter, Raven, is the one married to Blaze.

      “What else did she say?”

      “That you should open your heart. That you can love more than just me.”

      A breath catches in my throat as I stare at my son. He’s the only one that’s ever held my heart without being kept at arm’s length. Sure, I love Lucifer and Reap, but for the longest time, I didn’t trust either of them not to hurt me. It’s been nearly nine years now and I know they’d do anything for me. Reap is my brother in every way but blood. Just as Lucifer is the dad I never had growing up.

      I swallow and lean in, pressing a kiss on Jesse’s forehead. “Eat up, kiddo. I think Papa Larkin and you still have things to do when he’s done.”

      “Papa and me are staying. He said so.”

      Fabulous.

      “Okay, then let me go see what’s going on. I still have to work, and I want you sticking close to Papa and Uncle Reap at all times,” I tell him and stand.

      “I promise, Momma,” he says, looking at me with a mischievous smile on his face. “Uncle Reap said he’d let me ride my dirt bike.”

      “Have fun, and make sure to wear your helmet. I’ll watch you when I’m done here.”

      “Kay,” he murmurs and looks past me to Brass and waves. “Hey, Brass. Are you going to help Momma save the world from the big bad?”

      Again, the kid and his mouth.

      “Yeah, Jesse,” Brass grunts and levels a look at me. “We need to talk.”

      “Great, more talking,” I snap and roll my eyes. “It will have to wait. I need to talk to Lucifer first. Then I need to handle a few other things before going to work tonight.”

      “You’re not working tonight or ever again at the strip club,” Brass snarls, gripping my arm, pulling me flush against his front. “You’ve got some explainin’ to do, and your ass is going to start with who got you pregnant.”

      The color drains from my face. I can feel my stomach tighten as the pits of hell threaten to swallow me whole. Why didn’t I think about the fact Brass would ask something like he just did? About who the father of my son is.

      I swallow back the dread and answer him quietly. “You don’t need me to tell you who my son’s father is. You’re smart and can do the math. I was fourteen, about to turn fifteen, when he was born. You know the people you left me behind with, so you should have known what they were capable of. Or at least what Mario was capable of.”
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      BRASS

      Anger coils in the pit of my stomach. I want nothing more than to hit something right now. More like go and kill the motherfucker who knocked Athena up at the young age of fourteen.

      Fucking fourteen.

      Fourteen motherfucking years old.

      If I could get my hands on Mario Brandshaw, I would gut him where he stands.

      I release Athena and take a step back from her, take one long look, and then spin on my heels and stalk away. Knowing I left her to that hell kills me and if I don’t get away from her now, I’ll do something I’ll regret later. That or scare her or the kid.

      Shit, I still have a hard time coming to terms with the fact she’s a mother.

      A mother goddamnit to a boy that was fathered by a man who raped a fourteen-year-old. Balling my hand into a fist, I slam it against the wall. “Fuck.”

      “Brother, you need to get it together.”

      I cock my head enough to see my VP standing there watching me.

      “I’m good,” I remark through grinding teeth.

      “You’re not, Brass, so don’t try bullshitting me,” Horse grunts as Stoney, Twister, and Lucifer step up next to him.

      “How do you know Athena?” Stoney asks.

      I clench my teeth hard enough I’m surprised I don’t break them. I look to Lucifer and jut my chin out. “You took her in when she ran away.” Lucifer crosses his arms over his chest and stares at me without answering. “You’re also the one that made Mario disappear. You did what I couldn’t.”

      Lucifer watches me for a moment longer and nods. “I found Athena and took her in. She’s hell on wheels, and back then, she didn’t trust anyone. That is no one but you. She talked about you and before you phased out of the system. I looked into you, so I know who you are, and I know you tried to save her. But the way you went about it took too long.”

      “I should have just killed the motherfucker,” I grind out.

      “You still can,” Lucifer states with a shrug.

      I stare at him for a long moment realizing what he just said. “You didn’t kill him?”

      “Why would I kill the fucker when he hurt my daughter the way he did? No. He lives only to be tortured on a daily basis,” Lucifer answers with a shit-eating grin. “I live to make those around me and mine miserable. Maybe I will allow you to be the one to finish him off when the time is right. You did, after all, keep her safe until you were forced out.”

      I nod, unable to speak at the news he’s just shared. The bastard who hurt her is still alive. Lucifer makes sure he’s paying on a daily basis.

      “So, you were in foster care with Athena?” Stoney speaks up, looking directly at me. “Do you know why she was put in the system?”

      “You won’t get answers from Brass,” Lucifer answers for me. “I know this because I know Athena. She didn’t talk about her past. Still doesn’t. Not if she can help it. When she does, it’s stories she makes up, putting the truth with fiction to tell Jesse.”

      “Fuck,” Stoney grumbles and steps back. “This whole situation is fucked up.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Twister agrees and looks to Lucifer. “She was using the strip club to make herself a target.”

      “Like I said earlier. Normally, Athena uses a disguise to conceal her true identity, but she got word about this organization,” Lucifer explains.

      “What changed? Why not keep her identity hidden?” This is what I don’t get, and I knew earlier listening to Lucifer talk that he was keeping something back. “What haven’t you shared?”

      Everyone turns their attention toward Lucifer and waits.

      Nodding, Lucifer smirks. “You’re intuitive, I like that,” he says and leans against the wall behind him. “What no one knows, and I mean this will not go any further than those of us here right now, is that the organization she’s looking into are the very ones her mother sold her to when she was no more than five.”

      “If she was sold to a sex ring, how did she end up in foster care?” Stoney asks.

      “Now that is the million-dollar question, isn’t it?” Lucifer smirks. “You see, there’s something not even Athena knows. And that is, her biological father saved her one night. He knew right off that she was his, but he didn’t keep her with him. Instead, he put her in the system to protect her. He called in a marker he had with me and asked that I always keep an eye on her. I have throughout the years, then when she ran away, I found her, brought her home with me, and adopted her as my own.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      This whole ordeal is a clusterfuck.

      “Motherfucker,” Horse snarls, punching the wall. “Croc knew about her.”

      “Croc was a smart man and knew he couldn’t take her in. Not after he found out that bitch Lizbeth sold her. He knew they’d be searching for her. It’s why she ended up in a new area and put in the system.”

      I can understand Lucifer’s reasoning, and damnit, I want to punch him for it.

      “So, we’re supposed to just let her keep using herself as bait? Allow her to put herself out there.”

      “Those men already know who she is by now. It’s why they had no problem trying to kidnap her.”

      I look to Lucifer and then to the others.

      “Meaning she’s made herself the target, and we now have to play the hand already dealt,” Twister grumbles, rubbing a hand over his face in frustration. “Damnit.”

      “We’ve no choice but to work through this if we want to catch the motherfuckers,” Horse adds.

      “Bullshit,” I snarl and look to Lucifer, but he speaks up before I say anything more.

      “You want to know who Athena became. How about you ask her. . . work with her . . . keep her from getting herself killed. She’s got that boy that she loves more than anything and she named him after the two of us. Because we mean something to her. So, prove her right in being the man she’s always claimed you to be. Protect her at the same time let her be who she needs to be.”

      I watch him closely and then remember something Athena said to me. Cursing, I shake my head and stalk back toward where I’d left her, only to find her and Jesse both gone.

      Fuck me. I’m going to strangle her when I find her again.
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      BRASS

      When I get my hands on Athena, I’m going to spank her ass red.

      “She did warn you, I’m sure,” Reap states in that matter-of-fact tone he seems to have.

      I shoot him a glare and let out a ragged breath. “Where the fuck would she go?”

      “To her apartment,” he answers, looking over my shoulder to the others. “When it comes to Athena, if you don’t have eyes on her, she’ll disappear in a heartbeat. So will Jesse. Guess you can say they’re both trained well in the art of shadows.”

      “What’s the address?” I demand, getting his attention back on me.

      “Why should I give it to you?”

      “Reap, give him the address,” Lucifer orders sternly.

      Reap glares at me, but still gives me the address, just as the doors burst open and none other than Victoria, Raven, and Harlow make their entrance. Lucifer looks at the watch on his wrist and grins, twisting to look at the women’s men.

      “I told you less than two hours.” Looking back at the women, he tsks, “You three are getting a little rusty there. I figured you’d be here within thirty minutes of them.”

      “Not rusty.” Raven snorts, rolling her eyes. “We’re moms now and have other obligations. Like getting the children safely tucked away while we come to find out what the hell is going on.”

      “Someone want to enlighten us?” Victoria snaps, cocking a hip.

      I shake my head at their antics and turn to Twister. “I don’t have time for this shit. I’m heading after Athena.”

      “You mean Karma?” Raven speaks up, turning her attention to me.

      “Yeah, why?” I stare back at her.

      “Nothing, but you should know the winds screamed her name on the way here more than once. Karma and Athena both. The two are one and the same, sharing the same body. But the woman’s soul is tied to yours. If you want her to listen . . . to believe there can be something between you. You need to surrender to your own feelings and know exactly what you want.”

      I blink down at her, taking what she said in, and nod. Do I believe in the voodoo mojo shit that I’ve heard about when it comes to her and her mom, fuck yeah, I do. I’ve seen some crazy shit in my life and what they talk about may seem crazy and intrusive, but it’s also truth. They speak the advice they have to give and then let the cards fall where they will.

      Sighing, I run a hand over my face and look at my brothers. “I’m out of here.”

      “Bring Athena back to the clubhouse,” Stoney commands.

      “Will do,” I say, giving a two-finger salute and stalk toward the doors leading to my bike. I pull my phone out of my pocket, input the address and hit start directions. I know where I’m going, but I like to be cautious and precise.

      On the ride, I take my time to think about what Raven said along with Reap and Lucifer. I think about the shit she went through at Mario’s hands and wish I could go back in time to fix things. Take her with me. Keep her from having to go through the hell she’s been through. I also think about the fact life seems to come about full circle. I’m not someone who believes in fate or any of that bullshit, but I’ve seen enough in my life to pay attention and be watchful.

      Having Athena back in my life is one thing I’ll take by the hands and hold on to.

      At eighteen, I knew I would do anything to protect her. To keep her safe. She meant something to me then and at the time she’d been no more than a kid. I didn’t think of her being more, but now I’ll take the more. She’s beautiful, smart, can handle herself, and she gets my dick harder than any bitch ever has.

      I pull up in front of a moderate building that sits across from a park and within walking distance from a grocery store. The building, moderate as it seems, looks to be built in the eighties and could use some work, but the way it’s structured looks unique. I’m willing to bet Athena’s got it set up with security.

      Parking my bike in one of the parking spots, I kick the stand down and hop off. I scan the area around, taking in the area, looking for anything out of place. I might not live here, but it’s not like I can’t pick a threat out.

      Not seeing anything out of the ordinary, I make my way into the building and up to the top floor. I don’t bother knocking and instead pick the lock. It’s not easy, but I get the dead bolt and then the door knob open before stepping into the apartment, only to come face to face with Jesse.

      The kid cocks his head slightly like he’s assessing me.

      “Good timing on picking the lock,” he says, grinning. “But Momma’s, got you on that.”

      “Where’s your mom, kid?” I grunt, not wanting to talk about picking locks with Jesse.

      Fuck. I still can’t believe Athena is this kid’s mom. Then again, the red hair is as dead giveaway to him. What kills me, though, is she named him after me. Why? I didn’t do anything but leave her in a hell that caused her pain. Sure, before I was kicked out, I did what I could to protect her, but still, she’d been raped because I wasn’t smart enough to just take her away with me. Instead, I tried to do the right thing and go through the system. But that didn’t work, and in the end, I’d been too damn late.

      “Momma’s taking a shower,” Jesse answers, still watching me with those assessing eyes. “If you’re here to take her back to the clubhouse, that’s cool with me. But she’s not going to go without a fight.”

      It’s my turn to cock my head and watch the kid carefully. “Why did you say that?”

      “Because I know my momma. I can recite every story she’s ever told me. I know they’re not all fiction. There’s truth to them. My papa told me, and so did she. But Momma loves to share stories. It’s a way for her to get over the past. I might be a kid, but Papa, Uncle Reap, and Momma have all taught me to be more.”

      Here I thought he was a normal kid blathering on at the clubhouse.

      “So, I know my momma won’t go without a fight because I know she’s scared, though she will never admit to that. Papa says she’s a fighter and will die fighting. But he also says it’ll take someone special to get her to surrender to that fight.” Jesse shrugs and looks to the hall where I can now hear the water running. “I want Momma happy. Not just me making her happy.” The kid brings his eyes back to me. “But if you hurt my momma, I’ll kill you myself and trust me when I say I’ll make it hurt. Now, tell Momma I’ll be with Papa at the clubhouse.”

      Damn if the kid don’t know how to throw one hell of a verbal sucker punch. The last thing I expected was for him to threaten to kill me if I hurt his mother. Then again, considering who he was raised by, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Though I’ve got to give it to him, he’s definitely protective of his mom and loves her as much as she loves him.

      I watch Jesse as he makes his way out the door before taking a moment to finally take in the apartment. I’m surprised to find the apartment looks to take up the entire floor. It’s spacious with a full size kitchen, a living area, and dining area. I headed for the hall, where I heard the sounds of water glancing in both directions. On either end is two doors. One leading to I’m assuming Jesse’s room, the other Athena’s. In the middle is a bathroom, but the door’s open.

      I make my way into Athena’s room and take the time to look around. I find a few interesting things and take it upon myself to set them out. Then I toe off my boots, slide my cut off, and set it to the side on her dresser. I pull off my shirt next and take a seat on the edge of the bed, facing the bathroom door. Prepared for what I’m about to do next.

      Now that no one is around to interrupt, I’m going to finish what was started earlier and while doing that, the two of us are going to get a few things sorted. I’m not a stupid man and I know to listen when someone tells me something. When it comes to Athena, I’ll be making sure to do everything in my power to do just as Jesse said. But also Raven. I’m willing to surrender to my feelings for Athena because I’m no fool. I know when I want something, and I know to go for it. Even more, I’m not stupid to see what Raven does. Athena is a part of me and always has been.
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      ATHENA

      Shutting off the water, I sigh, feeling like a coward for taking off the way I did. It’s not in my nature to do what I did, but I needed to escape from the clubhouse, and the moment I had the chance, I took it. Not that any of the members of the club tried to stop me. They’d all given me a look as I left, shaking their heads. I didn’t care, and I didn’t stop to think about what they were silently saying.

      Not until I step out of my bathroom with my towel wrapped around my wet body and find Brass sitting on the edge of my bed facing me.

      “Where’s Jesse?” I blurt out, not moving from the bathroom entrance. I simply stand there staring at Brass, frozen in place.

      Brass comes up off the bed and prowls toward me. “Jesse told me to tell you, he was going to be with Lucifer at the clubhouse.”

      Damn.

      I love my son more than anything, but he’s so much like Lucifer it’s not funny. The two of them are close and nearly do everything together. I guess you can say it’s kind of cute. If not for this moment, I’d think this, but not when I’m left facing off with Brass. I’d wanted to come, be with Jesse and pretend my ass wasn’t in the hot seat.

      Okay, so I knew in the back of my mind Brass would come after me. I merely pushed the thought down.

      My mind shuts out all other thoughts when Brass stops directly in front of me and reaches for my towel. He grips the edges and pulls it open, releasing the fabric and, allowing it to fall to the floor. One of his hands comes up, and he grips my chin between his thumb and finger.

      “You ran from me,” he remarks gravely.

      “I told you I would,” I whisper, meeting his gaze.

      “And now I’ll have to teach you the error of your ways.” Using his free arm, he hooks it around me and pulls me flush against him, turning us and starts backing me toward the bed.

      “Brass.” My lips part on a breath, and I’m unsure if I should tell him to stop this or plead for him to keep going.

      Brass stops us and drops both hands. “You’re going to be a good girl for me, Thea. I’m going to take my time with you. First, you’re gonna take your punishment, then I’ll fuck you. But not before you understand, there’s no running away from me. I told you I’m not letting you get away from me. I won’t have you disappear on me.”

      I open my mouth to speak but shut it when he reaches for something on my nightstand. I gape at the sight of the scarf. What is he going to do with that?

      Without speaking, Brass brings the scarf up and places it over my eyes.

      “Brass,” I whisper apprehensively after finding my voice.

      “Shh,” he says calmly and slowly tightens the scarf in place, taking my sight.

      I should be nervous, scared even, but with Brass, I don’t feel any of this. It’s as if no time has been between us for so long, and I feel safe with him as I always have.

      With the scarf covering my eyes, I have to rely on my ears to hear Brass.

      “Turn around,” he commands, his voice gruff and demanding. I can only imagine the look in those dark brown eyes of his.

      Slowly, I do as he says and give him my back. A shiver rushes along my spine as his hands move, stroking, rubbing . . . my mind goes into hyperdrive with all thoughts of Brass and what he’s doing to me . . . here now, in this moment.

      I love it, though I’m not sure I should.

      Brass’s fingers grip my wrists, pulls them together behind me, and binds them there. I feel him move slightly, and a hand presses into my upper back. “Bend forward, Cherry. I want your cheek to the bed, legs spread, and ass pressed outward.”

      Oh. My. God.

      I do as he says and wait. He doesn’t speak, but I can feel him staring at me and that alone does something to me. I don’t know why, I’ve never been one to enjoy sex. To me, it’s been a part of the job I’ve done. And during those times, I’ve always been in complete control, even when pretending. To me, I’ve always been more about pleasing myself, finding my own pleasure. It’s why I have a collection of toys galore . . . which I hope he didn’t find. That right there would be embarrassing.

      “For running away from me today, I’m going to spank your ass nice and red,” Brass states calmly, his hand brushing over my rear lightly, sending tingles throughout my body and wetness slicking between my thighs. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I whimper as his fingers trail between my thighs, then back up.

      “Good.”

      Suddenly, his hand goes away and comes back down with a heavy swat. My body jerks and a squeak leaves my lips.

      Another swat comes on my other cheek, and he smooths out both. I bite my lip to keep from moaning out. I never thought being spanked would be so good. Brass repeats this several more times before pulling away. I know this because I feel his body draw away from mine, and I want nothing more than to beg him to come back.

      Without a word, he flips me and adjusts me on the bed with my ass still in the air, but he places a pillow underneath me. I’m not sure why. I also don’t understand any of this or why my body feels like it was going to go up in flames just from having him spank me.

      Brass pulls away again, this time coming back between my thighs, hands brushing my inner thighs. “You’ve got one hell of a beautiful ass, Cherry,” he murmurs, sending chills down my spine.

      “Why do you keep calling me Cherry?” I blurt out on a pant.

      “Because your hair, your attitude, and I’m willing to bet you taste just like a fuckin’ cherry.”

      Well, okay then.

      I’m not sure what to do with that except . . .

      I don’t get to finish my thought because in the next moment, I find myself filled and my inner walls vibrating.

      “Brass,” I pant, jumping from the intrusion.

      “Feels good, does it?” he asks, rotating the vibrator. “Quite the collection you have in your drawer.”

      “What are you doing to me?” He’s driving me crazy with all of this, and I want nothing more than for him to be inside me.

      “I’m teaching you a lesson in running away from me,” he answers.

      “I told you . . .”

      Brass increases the vibration. “Don’t want to hear it, Cherry. You fucked up leaving the clubhouse. I get you can take care of yourself, and I’d be willing to work with you, but you’re gonna have to learn to fuckin’ listen to me.”

      Listen to him? Was he serious?

      “What do you mean?”

      “Means you want to catch the bad guys, then you work with me and the club. You don’t go off handling shit again. You finish this job you started, and you do it with me. You get what I’m sayin’?” Brass slowly twirls the vibrator, tormenting me with the device and driving me crazy.

      “Yes.” I nod, not really understanding him, but I somewhat do at the same time.

      “You going to run away from me again?”

      “No.” That I know I won’t do. Well, maybe.

      “You gonna see where this goes with me?” he asks, his lips nipping at my inner thigh.

      “I don’t know.” I really didn’t. The thought scares me.

      “I’ll change your mind,” he states, pulling the vibrator from inside me.

      A whimper leaves as a way of protest, but Brass doesn’t leave me for long. I feel him lining himself up with my entrance and one hand grabs my wrist pulling me backward, his other hand going around my waist, holding me in place.

      “Brass,” I whimper with a panting breath.

      “Yeah, Thea,” he growls and slides partially inside me drawing a gasp from my lips. He’s big. Bigger than I first imagined he would be. “Fuck me, you’re tight.”

      I moan as he keeps going, taking his time, driving me wild. Everything seemed to be more intense, my body humming with desire.

      Thrusting forward, he takes me with his cock, holding me in place with his arm around me, the other holding my wrist . . . his lips at my neck, kissing and sucking.

      It’s as if the world ceases to exist and time stands still. With every movement, Brass brings me closer and drives me insane all at the same time.

      By the time my release hits me sweat coats both our bodies. I come crying out his name, arching into him, taking him even deeper. Brass joins me several strokes later, thrusting home and spilling inside me.

      It’s the most beautiful experience I’ve ever encountered, and I want nothing more than to stay in this moment . . . alone with Brass.

      But I know the real world is still waiting . . . though will I be able to handle it all now that Brass is here . . . that my world has been ripped wide open and my secret is out.

    

  







            CHAPTER 15

          

        

      

    

    




      ATHENA

      “I need to get you back to the clubhouse,” Brass says between tender kisses to my shoulder.

      He only just released my wrists after taking me two more times. Both were just as amazing, if not better. Mainly because he’d taken the scarf from over my eyes, and I got to watch him as he took me from behind while facing the mirror, then he took me again, this time while I rode him. Not once did he take me missionary. I wasn’t under him, but in a way, I was with him taking me from behind.

      “Why?” I ask, shifting and feeling a bit uneasy at the thought of going back to the clubhouse. I glance past him and see the time. “I can’t. I’ve got to get ready for work.”

      “Yeah, I know you do, but first, we’re returning to the clubhouse. Stoney told me to bring you there, so that’s where we’re going. And while we’re there, we’ll discuss how this is going to work.”

      “How what’s going to work? You and me working together?” The question slips past my lips before I can stop it. “I have it under control.”

      “You might think that, Thea, but I’m going to ensure it.” Brass moves over me, caging me in with his body. “Now that I’ve got you back in my life, I intend to keep you there for more than forty-eight hours. Got me?”

      I narrow my eyes, not wanting to agree with him, but I know when to take the help of those around me. To take down the bastards that enjoy buying and selling women and children into sex slavery, I’ll take all the help I can get. “Fine. Then let me up so I can get dressed and ready to go.”

      “First, you’re gonna kiss me.”

      I open my mouth to protest; however, Brass stops any words by capturing my lips with his. With only his mouth, he stops me from wanting to fight him, and I have a feeling he’ll use it to his advantage at any given chance.
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        * * *

      

      Doom.

      That’s what we’re walking into, and I know it. What has me internally freaking out is the fact I’m doing it with Brass’s arm wrapped tight around me. His warmth is surrounding me. Never in my life did I think it was possible to feel what I felt when this man was so close to me.

      For God’s sake, it’s only been all of two days, if that, and he’s taking over my emotions and sanity.

      Why did I agree to this whole thing again?

      Because I’m not stupid, and I want to take down these traffickers.

      “About damn time,” Stoney grumbles, standing from one of the tables. “What the hell took so long?”

      “Sorry, Stoney, the two of us had unfinished business to discuss,” Brass remarks cool and calm. As if him having sex with me were just another day type situation . . . which it’s not. But if I’m honest with myself, I want to do it again. Not once have I enjoyed sex, though with him, it was remarkable.

      “Now that you two are back, can we discuss what’s going to happen here?” Twister grunts, still sitting in his seat.

      “Hold on a minute,” a woman says from Tracker’s lap, and I know instantly she’s Victoria.

      Great, now those women are here. None of them knew about me growing up. Lark kept me hidden, and that’s the way I liked it.

      “Guess my existence is completely out of the bag,” I mutter, looking from her to Lark, who’s watching me with warm eyes and showing no signs of Lucifer coming out, then down to my kid and point at him. “You, mister, are in trouble for leaving.”

      “Momma,” Jesse whines and looks to Lark, “Papa.”

      Lark chuckles and shakes his head. “Don’t bring me into it. This is between you and your momma.” Bringing his gaze to mine, he gives me a knowing look. “But for the record. He did what he was supposed to do. You had something to deal with, and he came to me.”

      I sigh and reach up to pinch the bridge of my nose. Of course, he’s right. Brass showed up, though I didn’t think he’d come after me so quickly. Then again, I should have.

      Damnit.

      Turning my attention back to Victoria, I wait for her to ask whatever it is she’s going to ask.

      “How come we never knew you?”

      “Because it’s what I wanted.” I shrug. “The fewer who knew about me, the better.”

      “It’s what made her so good at her job,” Raven adds, coming to her feet. Her eyes taking on a completely different look altogether. Like they were all seeing, I’d heard about her and her gift, but seeing her now, it’s kind of freaky. “The past is coming for you, and when it does, you have a choice to make. To surrender or to fight. But it’s up to you to figure out which to do either for.”

      What in the hell?

      Brass leans in his mouth by my ear. “Don’t say anything to piss these women off.”

      I pull away from Brass and scan the room. “I’ve got to get ready for work, so if you all can finish up whatever you want to say, that would be appreciated.”

      “We’ve got a plan,” Horse mutters through gritted teeth.

      “I’m not happy with it,” Tracker adds, and Victoria grins.

      “Of course, you’re not.” She rolls her eyes and looks at me. “I’ll be dancing tonight as well,” she announces.

      “Come again?” I know I heard her, but that doesn’t stop me from asking.

      “We’re going to get them, we have to work together. Well, I’m dancing tonight as well. Harlow and Raven are going to be in the shadows.”

      “The club will be there. Red, K-9, and Blaze will be with Harlow and Raven, watching from the shadows. You just need to tell us what players we’re looking for. Tonight, it’s about watching and waiting,” Twister explains.

      I open my mouth and close it several times before finding my words. They actually mean it. They’re willing to work with me, not take me out of the game. This I can do. But I do hope they mean it because if they try and take me out of it, I’ll do whatever it takes to stop them.

      Clearing my throat, I give them the details they want and need about the men who have been coming in and using the strip club as a point of business. That it’s been going on there for a good year before they bought out the place. I give them everything I know thus far. All except for one thing, and that’s the main person I’m targeting in all of this. The man who my mother sold me to all those years ago. The one I somehow escaped from. I don’t remember the night very well. But I do remember the face. He’s older now, but I can’t forget his face. Not one like his. He’s got a scar that runs through his brow and another that goes from his ear down next to his shoulder.

      The night he received those, I’d been there. I watched him get sliced open by the one who took me away. I don’t remember much else from that night. One minute I was sold off. The next, I was placed in the system, and I entered a completely different type of hell.

      As I finish, Brass wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me flush against his front, securing me to him as he announces to the club.

      “Athena’s mine.”

      “Figured as much.” Striker snorts off to the side.

      “Brass,” Stoney takes on a warning tone.

      “Know she’s family to you and Horse, Stoney, but with all due respect, I’ve known her longer, even if we haven’t seen each other in years. Athena is still mine and always has been.”

      I clear my throat once more, pull away from Brass, and shake my head. I can’t think of this right now. There’s too much to deal with at the moment, and I don’t have time to go over what he’s just claimed.

      Maybe after I finish this job, then I’ll consider it. But not before then.
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      BRASS

      The music is pumping, and the dancers are on stage doing their thing. I should be in the office handling business, but knowing Athena will be on stage several times tonight, has my back teeth set and I’m ready to kill. I don’t want her ass up there showing her body off to every other damn man in the room. She’s fucking mine, and I’m not the type to share.

      Not with anyone. I know myself well enough to know I’m possessive as fuck and will kill anyone who dares to try touching her.

      On the way here, I laid down some ground rules with her and told Striker, since he’s in charge of the dancers, that she’s not to allow any men to put tips in her G-string or whatever the fuck she wears while dancing. All the bastard did was smirk and give me a two-finger salute. Swear to fuck when it’s his time to find a woman, she’s going to bring him to his knees.

      Damn it.

      “Like what you and Striker have done with the place,” Stoney remarks from across the table. “It definitely gives Dolly’s Playhouse a run for its money.” He motions to the dancers. “They all you got going on here?”

      At Dolly’s Playhouse, they’ve got more than just pole dancing and lap dances. The place is set up with two floors, and Tracker’s ol’ lady runs it for the club, but she also used to work there as a dancer.

      Guess I can understand Tracker’s mood over tonight’s lineup. I’m not the only one with a woman about to show her ass and tits to a building full of assholes that by the end of it will be thinking about nothing more than stroking their dicks to visions of our women.

      Fuck.

      “For now,” I answer and lift my drink to my lips, taking a hefty swallow of the Jack inside. If I’m going to get through this shitshow, it’s definitely a Jack kind of night for sure. “Once we’ve got things good here with this bullshit, we’ll probably expand. I’ve been over the numbers several times, and this place definitely has the potential for more.”

      Stoney nods and looks back to the stage, though watching him, I can tell he’s not watching the dancers, he seems more in thought. I don’t blame him for being lost in thought. He’s here, away from his ol’ lady, and we all know that’s something he doesn’t do unless absolutely necessary. But he’s also just been thrown with the knowledge of Athena.

      That alone is enough to do a man in, especially one like Stoney. He’s all about his family and the club. You fuck with them, you’ll face him. It’s something I’ve always admired about him.

      “What was Athena like in foster care?” Horse asks, drawing me from my thoughts.

      “Sweet, shy, timid,” I mutter. “When no one else was around, she’d brighten up, but she was always on guard. Had nightmares.” I sigh and shake my head. “And I left her to one fucked up living nightmare.”

      While I answered Horse’s question, Stoney turned his attention back to me.

      “You leave her there willingly?” He cocks a brow.

      “Fuck no. I’d just turned eighteen and figured I’d get the woman who was our social worker to help me get her out.” I sneer, my gut twisting at the thought. Shaking my head, I lift my drink and finish it off. “That was a mistake. I should have taken her with me.”

      “The dice rolled the way they were supposed to,” Reap puts in. He’d been silent for most of the day, I guess keeping to himself.

      “You’re right, they did. Now we deal with the outcome,” Tracker remarks as the music changes. A curse spills from his lips, and Victoria steps onto the stage dressed in a skimpy schoolgirl outfit. Her eyes lock on Tracker for all of a split second, and she gets to it. I lean back in my chair, keeping my head straight, but I stare up at the ceiling, not wanting to watch the other man’s woman dance.

      The objective is to get Victoria noticed alongside Athena. Or at least that’s what they told me when we got back to the clubhouse and Athena had gone to my room to start getting ready for work. She’d done her makeup and fixed her hair, the rest she did once we got to Devil’s Nirvana.

      Long moments later, the crowd goes ape shit as the lights go dark on the stage, and I glance to find Victoria sauntering off the stage, her towel held to her chest. One of the other girls must have tossed it to her.

      “Thank fuck, it was only the barest glimpse of her tits,” Tracker growls. “Still, this is bullshit. I don’t want her flashing her tits.”

      “How did you handle it when she did it before?” I ask, cocking a brow.

      “I didn’t, I put a stop to that shit. It’s why she runs the place rather than dancing the pole.” He grunts and shakes his head.

      I nod, understanding him, but the question for me remains what will Athena try doing when she finishes this job? I won’t let her go. I refuse it, but I’m not about to let her keep dancing the pole.

      What I need to do is knock her ass up and then tell her it’s time to hang up her ways and be with me while we make a family.

      I snort at the thought, knowing it won’t happen. Not the part about knocking her up. Fuck, all three times I sunk my dick into her, I didn’t wear a condom, when I’ve always been about wrapping my shit up. I’ve never been one to leave it to the woman I fuck to be on birth control. Bitches lie about that shit when they scheme to trap a man. That shit won’t ever going to happen to me. However, where Athena is concerned, the thought of her pregnant doesn’t bother me.

      Not in the least.

      Though, I will have to talk to her about it. Find out if she’s on the pill or whatnot.

      Two other dancers go on stage before the music turns sultry and a song I’ve never heard comes on. Athena steps out wearing leather boy shorts and a matching bra style top that has a choker wrapped around her neck.

      Fuck me. My dick hardens instantly at the sight of her, and when she grips hold of the pole, she jumps in the air, circling her leg around it. Damn it, she’s a sight to watch. I might have to install a pole in my room just so I can have her dance for me personally.

      My phone beeps in my pocket. I pull it out to find it’s a text from K-9 that he sent to the group chat.

      K-9: Movement out here. Raven and Harlow have moved positions.

      Fuck.

      The fucker we took in last night is still in the shed waiting to be dealt with. We’ve had enough to deal with today, he was put on the back burner. Guess he’ll have a friend or two to join him after tonight.

      I shove the phone back in my pocket and get to my feet. “I’m heading to the back,” I tell the others. There’s no way I’m going to be able to handle not touching Athena after this dance and getting that message about movement.

      I pass Striker, who gives me a shit-eating grin that I ignore. In the back, I watch the rest of Athena’s performance. My dick hardens even more, and I envision different ways of taking her. The main one that comes to my mind is fucking her with her lying on the desk in my office.

      The moment she finishes and makes her way off stage, I snag her around the waist, throw her over my shoulder, and carry her directly to my office. I don’t waste a moment in getting what I want. Once the door closes behind us, I lock it, and turn her, putting her ass to the desk and leaning her back against it.

      “What are you doing, Brass?” she demands on no more than a breath.

      “I’m about to fuck my woman on my desk,” I answer and get down to it, yanking the little bit of cover she has on off. 

      Spreading her legs, I dip down and swipe my tongue through her slit, loving the taste of her. Swear to fuck, she’s like my own personal cherry to enjoy whenever the fuck I want.

      “Brass,” she gasps, body arching.

      I groan and keep at her, using my mouth on her in ways I know she’s never had before. I add two fingers, and within minutes, she’s coming for me, crying out my name. Before she can fully come down from her release, I pull away, undo my jeans just enough for my cock to spring free, and I enter her in one swift thrust.

      “Oh God, Brass,” she moans and digs her nails in my shoulders.

      “Fuck, you’re tight.” I plow into her over and over, relentless with need to take her hard enough that she’ll never want to run from me.

      Athena takes my thrusts and arches taking me deeper, her pussy pulsating around my cock, milking me for everything I’ve got. My release spurts from the tip, and I continue ruthlessly plowing inside her until she screams through her orgasm.

      Slowing down, I watch Athena’s face, memorizing her at this moment. In this time. Knowing that I’ve finally got her back. With her here in my arms, I can admit to myself that my feelings back when I was only eighteen and she was still a kid were more than I should have wanted them to be. I loved her when she was no more than a teenager, and that’s never changed.
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      ATHENA

      “I better find you something to put on,” Brass mutters. His still hard shaft slipping from my entrance.

      “What was that about?” I ask, sitting up on his desk, feeling a sense of vulnerability at being naked in front of him right now. I don’t know why. It’s not like he hasn’t seen my body. He did have sex with me several times earlier today.

      “That was me, putting the thought of other men watching you out of my head,” he responds, shoving himself back in his jeans and zipping them up before pulling his shirt off and putting it over me. His hands come up to cup my cheeks. “We’re heading out. You’re on the back of my bike.”

      “I need my car,” I blurt out, though I love the idea of being on the back of his bike. The ride to the clubhouse and here was fun. It felt freeing in a way I’ve never felt.

      “We’ll get your car later,” Brass states, stepping in close between my legs. Right now, I need you on the back of my bike. We’ll go to your place. Jesse is staying with Lucifer tonight, right?”

      “When I’m working, he stays with Lucifer.” It makes me feel like a horrible mother because I’m not always there when I should be. I want to be that mom who is a supermom. Works and goes to soccer games or baseball games, whichever he wanted to do. I want to cook breakfast, lunch, and dinner for him. Pack his lunch and let him go to school like a normal kid, instead of him being homeschooled. I want him to have friends and not worry about if they’re going to do something to hurt my son.

      “Good. Then when we get there, I can take my time to explore this sweet body, my sweet, delectable Cherry.” Brass presses a kiss to my lips, sweeping his tongue inside for a brief yet intense kiss. “Knew you’d taste like cherries, Thea.”

      I watch him through hooded lashes and bite my lower lip while trying not to think of him with his mouth between my legs. Just remembering the feel of his tongue inside me is enough to make me want to beg him to do it again. Never have I allowed that to happen before.

      Pushing the thought away, I shake my head and push Brass back. “I need to go get my things together.”

      “Leave it,” Brass demands. “I’ll text Tracker and get Victoria to grab your things for you.”

      “No.” I furrow my brow and slide off his desk, feeling his cum slipping out of me. It should freak me out. In fact, it does. I brace my hands on my hips. “I can get my own things and while I do it, I can clean up,” I snap. “Why didn’t you wear a condom? Not once when you were fucking me did you put one on? Do you do that with every woman you’ve been with? I mean, it’s kind of old fashion to let the woman worry about this type of thing. Are you even clean? How do you know if I am?”

      God knows I snap, my head whirling with question after question, and I open my mouth to throw more of them in his direction, but he stops me with a chaste kiss.

      “You’re the only woman I’ve taken without a condom. If I weren’t clean, I wouldn’t have fucked you without one, let alone at all. I wouldn’t risk you in that way. The way I see it, if I get you knocked up, then so fuckin’ be it. You’re my woman. If you’re on birth control, cool, but I’m not going to fret about it if you’re not.”

      I blink at him and wonder if he’s lost his mind. “For the record, I’m not on birth control, and it is something to fret about because what I do is dangerous and I would never put a child in danger.”

      “Thea, I know you wouldn’t. Now, let’s get your shit so we can go. Don’t worry about cleaning up. I’ll clean you up after I fuck you again at your place,” he states, stroking my cheek.

      Oh. My. God.

      Brass has lost his ever-loving mind.

      But a part of me ignites at the thought of him being inside me again.

      Though, it shouldn’t because I’ve got work to do. Work that doesn’t involve him, no matter what he claims.
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        * * *

      

      Staring into the dark night through the windows, I soak in the feel of Brass’s arm around me. One of the things I love about my apartment building is the view. I can look out my window without anyone being able to peer in and see the night sky. It’s beautiful.

      There’s nothing like looking at the dark night sky and watching the stars, connecting them and making them into something special.

      Unlike the rest of the world, they hold something unique. Brass passed out after wearing me out. If I didn’t have things to do, I’d be out like a light, but unfortunately, I’ve got to get to work.

      Maybe if I can finish this up, I can get back before he knows I’ve even left.

      I inch away, pulling out of his arms. I immediately feel the warmth leave my body and get out of bed. I pad over to my closet and get dressed quietly, not wanting to wake Brass. Once I finish and grab my bag, I head out, my mind going over what I intend to do.

      I make it out of the apartment, down the stairs, and out of the building. I take a deep breath, thankful for Brass being a deep sleeper. That and he hadn’t cuffed me to him as he had the night before. I start to make my way to my second car when a shadow falls over me.

      “The fuck are you doing out here?” Brass demands gruffly, spinning me to face him.

      I meet his anger-filled eyes and swallow nervously. It’s a look that reminds me of one a lion would have when it’s about to pounce on prey. More shadows come out, and I curse, realizing what I should have known. I should’ve anticipated it and gotten out of there another way.

      “Don’t worry, Karma, these men have learned our ways and know what we’re all capable of,” Victoria remarks before I can answer Brass’s question.

      “Where the fuck were you going?” Brass snarls almost animalistic, and it sends a shiver down my spine.

      “To handle something,” I mutter, no point in denying it.

      “I thought we were working together,” he snaps.

      “If we were working together, why do you have all these people out here?” It feels childish to be arguing like this, but damnit, they got one over me.

      “Because I knew you’d do something like this. I’ve been around Tracker, Blaze, and Ranger’s ol’ ladies enough times to know the shit they’re capable of. Now, before you do something that seriously pisses me off more, get your ass back upstairs to the apartment.”

      “I don’t think so,” I snap, crossing my arms. “I’ve something to do, and I’m doing it now. Otherwise, it could be too late.” While Victoria was dancing, I overheard two of the other dancers talking about a couple of clients they gave lap dances to and what they’d heard them talking about. Supposedly, there’s an auction happening tomorrow, and they have a full stable ready to go. If I don’t get those people out before it’s too late, then they’re fucked. It’s a simple job to do, and not one meant for a whole group of people. The more involved, the higher the chance of getting caught.

      Unfortunately, I know none of those surrounding me now are about to let me handle this without them. Sighing heavily, I rake my fingers through my hair and release a long breath. “Fine, I’m going to help women get away before they’re sold at auction tomorrow.”

      Brass’s eyes flare, and he clenches his jaw. “You didn’t think to tell me this before? I told you we’d fuckin’ work together, and yet you want to go it alone. What the fuck is the matter with you?” he snarls.

      “I need to save them,” I snap back.

      “No, you need to knock this shit off and quit being fuckin’ stubborn.” Brass grips my hips tight and yanks me forward so we’re nearly touching. “What you need to do is fuckin’ trust that we can damn well help you.”

      “The more people involved, the harder it will be to get them all out.” I nearly scream, tears threatening to spill down my cheeks. “You can’t help with this.”

      “The hell I can’t.” Brass’s fingers tighten nearly to bruising, and he leans in pressing his nose to mine. “You’re fuckin’ mine, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting you do this alone. You want to help those women, then you need to damn well start trusting those around you.”

      “How do you know about this?” Harlow speaks up, speaking to me for the first time since I saw them at the clubhouse.

      I struggle to get away from Brass without success. Figuring he’s not going to release me, I twist enough to face the others and answer Harlow. I give them what I know. I even tell them about the man I want most of all.

      There’s so much going on and it pisses me off. That I have to do this. That these people aren’t letting me do what I do best.

      “I think we need to let her be Karma,” Raven speaks up softly, stepping close.

      “Little Bird,” Blaze growls, glaring at her. “Are you crazy?”

      Raven smirks and looks at him. “You know I am.” She shrugs. “But I’m serious. The winds speak that it’s to be done like so. She’s to do this, and we’re to back her up if she needs it.”

      Well, thank you, universe.

      “I’m not about to let my woman go out there and deal with traffickers without me,” Brass snarls.

      Raven nods and looks to Brass. “You should listen and remember what I told you earlier. Karma needs to do this, and we’ll back her up. As long as we’re smart about this, nothing will happen except that we’ll get a group of women and kids safe before it’s too late.”

      Fuck me.

      “Athena, look at me.” Brass’s fingers tighten.

      Slowly, I give him my attention and take in his hard, stone-cold features. He’s beyond pissed.

      “You do this and then you’re fuckin’ done, you hear me?”

      I blink at him, taking in his harsh words. “Excuse me?”

      “After this shit, you’re done. I won’t lose you because you have to be the one to save everyone. I can see it in your eyes. You want to take care of everything and everyone. That’s not going to happen anymore. You’re gonna be done. You’re gonna be with me. My woman, and you’re gonna be the mom Jesse deserves you to be. He wants you happy, and you need to get over this bullshit.”

      “You did not just say that.”

      How dare he?

      “He’s right,” Reap adds, stepping from the shadows. 

      “What are you doing here?” I demand, though I shouldn’t be surprised.

      “We’ll discuss this later,” Reap states and glances around the area. “Time’s ticking, and if this is going to get done, it needs to happen now.”
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      ATHENA

      Making my way through the shadows, I push everything else to the back of my mind. I know Brass is still seriously pissed off with me right now, but honestly, after what he said, I am with him as well. He had no right to say what he said to me and when I finish this, proving to him I don’t need him to act like a dick toward me, then I’ll make my thoughts known.

      For now, my focus needs to be on getting in and out with those who are in danger.

      “Did you find her?”

      I stop around a dark corner, hearing the voice.

      “We did.”

      “And you’re sure it’s her. It’s been over fifteen years, she was no more than a kid back then.”

      “I know it’s her because I was able to get some of her hair to confirm DNA.”

      They can’t be talking about me.

      “Excellent. The boss is going to be happy.”

      “I thought he would be. He’s wanted her for a long time.”

      “That he has.”

      I chance a glance around the corner and take in the men talking. Something about them looks familiar, but I can’t put my finger on it.

      “When do you think we can get our hands on her?”

      “Sent Davie the other night to grab her, but those motorcycle bastards that bought the strip club intervened. We’ll have her soon enough, though. I’ve got men out looking for her.”

      Yep, seems they’re talking about me, and that’s not a good thing. It makes me wonder how the hell they got some of my hair. Could one of the strippers have helped them? The old owner of the club?

      I don’t even think about the possibility that someone from the Devil’s Riot MC is helping them. They wouldn’t. I’m sure of it. I made sure when I was helping them, without them knowing, that all of the rats were taken care of. No one else in that club would go against them.

      Pulling back to the shadows, I listen further and wait. I can’t go deeper into the building, not yet. I’ve got to wait until they’re out of my way.

      Brass set me on a time limit, and this is a setback.

      Silently taking a breath, I step deeper into the shadows and pull out my phone. I’m going to have to let them know. Otherwise, they’ll come barging in here, and that’s the last thing we need.

      Then again. . . it would make for a great distraction.

      Finding Brass’s number, he installed into my phone as the top number, I pull up a message thread.

      Me: Change of plans. You guys come through the front. Two guards on the inside.

      No sooner I hit send and start to put the phone back in my pocket, it vibrates.

      Brass: Where are you inside?

      So damn demanding and bossy. Even through text. I can hear his voice in my head, growling the question. I would almost think with the way he sounds when pissed that he was part animal.

      Me: Close to the middle. I need a distraction in order to get to where I need to go.

      Brass: Trapped?

      I roll my eyes and answer.

      Me: No, not trapped. Just two men talking about things that they shouldn’t be, and I can’t get past them without them seeing me. They have where they’re standing well-lit, and I don’t want them to see me.

      I hit send, take a heavy breath, and give him the rest.

      Me: They see me; I’m screwed because they want me for their boss. 

      I send the message and wait for him to reply, but there’s no response. At least not by text. Instead, I hear gun shots and yelling coming from another section of the building.

      Well, there’s my answer.

      Brass and the club aren’t playing around, either.

      Glancing around, I look for the corner from the shadows and watch as the two men who’d been talking take off in the direction of the loud noise.

      I dart out and make my way deeper into the building, finding what I’m looking for. I’m surprised at how many women and children they have in cages. Not cells, but actual cages like you would put a wild animal in. Several women and children. Even a couple of men. All of them held and waiting for their fates.

      One of the men sees me and shouts, “Help us.”

      I don’t answer him and get to work on opening the cages. I look to three women in the first one I get to and whisper, “Stay quiet for me, I’ve got to unlock these others, and then I’ll get you all out of here, okay?”

      None of them answer verbally, but they nod slowly. As if not wanting to trust me but having no choice otherwise. I keep an eye out while unlocking the remaining cages saying the same thing to each group inside. By the time I finish opening cages, I start to grow nervous. The sounds of gunshots have stopped, and the shouting has ceased.

      Turning to the group, I scan over them, assessing them for possible injuries or anything else that could set us back in getting the hell out of this place. Seeing several of the women were beaten and battered pretty good, I inwardly cringe because there’s no way I’m about to show emotion now.

      I step closer to the group and whisper, “Work together, stay close, try not to make a sound. We’re getting out of here.”

      “Why are you helping us?” one of the men asks.

      “Because, you do something for someone, and Karma always comes back to get you. Good deeds or not,” I answer and jut out my chin. “Let’s go.”

      I ignore the vibration of my phone and start back the way I came, with more than two dozen people following me. God knows, come tomorrow all of them would have been sold, and who knows what would’ve happened to them.

      On silent feet, I keep moving, watching the shadows. The closer I get to the outside, I dreaded whether or not the club made it through. Those men are serious badasses, but that doesn’t mean something couldn’t have gone wrong. I can hope that, considering my phone vibrated, it could be seen as a sign of good things. Let’s just hope it’s true.
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      BRASS

      This whole situation is fucked.

      I prowl through the building, killing anyone who gets in my way of getting to Athena. Why the fuck couldn’t she simply talk to me about this shit? We could have figured out a better way to handle it. Instead, she decided to sneak the fuck out on me.

      I felt her leave the bed and waited to see what she would do. With each piece of clothing she put on, it pissed me off. But what really got me was that she left. Fucking left without thinking.

      Yeah, I get that she knows what the hell she’s doing, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting to make sure she’s safe. It’s not in my nature to just let her go. Then I followed her, letting her get as far as outside the building before confronting her. I knew the others were out there watching, waiting.

      Then we all went along with her, and now, as I make my way through the building with Red and Striker at my back, I still want nothing more than to throttle her. Especially after the text she sent.

      What the hell was she thinking? We took out at least twenty men so far, and I’m sure there are more, but they’re not running, storming our direction. They’re waiting for the right moment to gun for us. I can feel it in my gut this isn’t over with.

      I hear the scuffing of feet on the concrete floor just ahead and slow my steps, gun raised, ready to pull the trigger. A smart man knows how to prepare and wait, and as I hold my gun steady, I do just that. It’s a good thing cause the next moment, I come face to face with my woman and a shit ton of people behind her.

      I give her a quick body scan, ensure she’s okay, and look at those behind her.

      “We have to get them out of here,” she whispers on no more than a breath.

      I nod and look to Red and Striker. “You two follow, I’ll help get them out of here.”

      Striker nods, and Red takes in the group of people before nodding as well.

      I turn my attention to Athena and jerk my chin. “Let’s get a move on.”

      She nods and starts walking again. Together we show the way, my eyes alert and scanning over every shadow. The entrance comes into view, and my gut tightens. Something’s not right.

      I prepare myself for it as I glance over to Athena to see she’s also on alert. Watching, waiting.

      Several of my brothers come in sight. When they notice us, they come forward to help get everyone out just as more gunshots ring. 

      “Get down,” I shout, going to cover Athena, but I learn quickly she doesn’t need me to. I take my shots, taking out every man I can, all the while making sure my woman is safe.

      Screams surround us, and suddenly, the gunfire stops as a man steps out, yelling, “Hold your fire.” He’s dressed in a silk shirt and black slacks, his hair is slicked back, and he’s got a nasty scar on his face.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Athena stiffen. She knows this man. I’m certain of it. I take a step closer to her, wanting to put her behind me, and I focus on the other man.

      “You’ve caused quite the dilemma for me,” he says, shoving his hands in his pockets and glancing around. I already knew that all the people Athena got out were out of the building. They rushed out the moment the gunfire started, probably more than scared for their lives.

      “Dilemma, my ass,” Athena snarks, getting the man’s attention to him. “You’re nothing more than a puppet master who needs to be put down.”

      The man’s eyes go to Athena, and he grins. “Well, well, well, it’s been a long time since I saw you last, but I’d recognize those eyes and hair from anywhere.”

      “And I recognize that ugly ass face of yours,” Athena spits out, tensing even more.

      “How about this,” he says, not taking his eyes off Athena. “You come with me, and I won’t shoot any more of these men. And I’ll forget about the fact you’ve just stolen several million dollars from me.”

      Millions? Bullshit. They’re goddamn people. Now I can understand more why it’s important to my woman to save these people. They’re not looked at as breathing humans but as possessions to be sold.

      “How about you die, and the world can breathe some fresh air without you stinking it up.”

      If the situation weren’t dire, I’d laugh at Athena’s comment. The bastard’s death is something I wouldn’t mind one bit.

      The bastard chuckles and steps even closer, far too close to my liking. I want nothing more than to push him away and put Athena behind me. His eyes come to me, and I stare him down.

      “You want to keep breathing, I suggest you walk around right now.” I sneer, more than ready to fire my weapon.

      He seems actually to take in my statement and opens his mouth to say something when another man rushes to join him. He whispers in his ear, and the bastard’s features change the slightest bit before he nods, straightens, and starts backing away.

      “It seems I’ll be doing just that,” he mutters, eyes going to Athena. “I’ll be looking forward to seeing you again. Next time I see you, just know I’ll make sure you don’t get away.”

      “The next time I see you, I’ll make sure just to put a bullet in your head,” Athena snaps.

      “We’ll just see, won’t we,” the bastard says and turns. His men watching us as he walks away.

      Reaching for Athena, I wrap my fingers around her wrist and back her out of the building. I don’t know what the fuck just happened, but luck was on our side in making sure we got out of there. That’s all it can be.

      “We’re going to the clubhouse,” I tell her the minute we’re in the clear and get to one of the cages.

      “Okay” is all she says. Something in her voice is off.

      Once we get to the clubhouse, I’ll talk to her and find out what’s going on. Until then, I’ll leave her to it. Otherwise, I might end up doing something I’ll regret.
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      ATHENA

      I never realized there would be a time in my life when I felt fear again. Sure, I’ve felt some sort of it in the past, but nothing like this. Not like seeing one of the men who has haunted my dreams ever since I was a little girl. He might not have done what Mario did, but that doesn’t mean he hadn’t done his own damage.

      I don’t even know his actual name, just what they call him—‘Marionette’—and some call him ‘Firj’. Why? I don’t know. I just know I’d heard him referred to as both, and seeing him again creeps me out.

      I don’t know why I even thought I could do this. Go after those people and take the chance. Then again, I didn’t fully know what I was going into. I guess if I’m honest with myself, I knew I was being irrational about this, and I should have done my recon work before going in there. I put those around me in danger and now have put a target on my back.

      Not what I want to do. It’s also not what I was trained to do. I knew better, and I didn’t listen. Guess now I’ll face the consequences of what’s to come of what we did tonight.

      Brass hasn’t spoken a word since we first got in the vehicle. I thought he’d flip on me, but instead, he’s stayed silent. I haven’t forgotten what he said to me earlier outside my apartment building. It wasn’t cool, but now I can somewhat see his point in it, though I refuse to let him talk to me that way. No one tells me how I’m supposed to be or who I’m supposed to be. It’s not about to happen.

      What stung, though, was how he brought up Jesse. My little boy has always been supportive, and yes, I do want to be there more for my son.

      Inwardly, I sigh when the clubhouse comes into view, and Brass passes through the gate that surrounds the land it sits on. Brass parks and gets out without a word.

      It’s nearly more than I can take having him so silent and not speaking. From the moment he reentered my life, he’s been non-stop in trying to get me to talk to him and open up. Now it’s almost like he’s given up on me.

      Getting out of the passenger seat, I follow him. I glance around, figuring all the people we saved would have been brought here, but it’s just us and some of the other members.

      “Where is everyone?” I ask cautiously, looking at Brass’s back.

      “They were taken to the clinic for help,” he answers without looking over his shoulder. He just keeps moving straight for the door.

      Several of his brothers, including Twister, Horse, and Stoney, follow suit, but my attention is on Brass and his actions. He makes a beeline for the bar, rounds it, grabs shot glasses, and sets them up on the bar-top before looking at his brothers and raising a bottle of Jack.

      “Fuck yeah,” Twister grumbles, moving in his direction. Horse and Stoney both follow, along with a few others. No one says a word, and I start to feel worse because I can feel the tension in them. They’re pissed, and the person they’re pissed at is me.

      I drop my head and start to make my way to the hall, figuring I’d hide out in Brass’s room.

      “Where the fuck you think you’re going?” Brass demands, speaking up for the first time, looking in my direction.

      “I’m giving you all space,” I answer, hoping my answer will suffice him. But from the darkening of his eyes and clenching of his jaw, I know it’s not what he wants to hear.

      “You’re gonna give us space?” Horse grinds out, body facing the bar, but his head is cocked so he’s looking at me.

      “Um, yeah.” I stick with my answer.

      “You think anyone in this room is willing to let you out of our sights after tonight?” Stoney demands, straightening, his voice terse, and he looks ready to explode.

      “I’m not going back out there. I’m just going to another room to give you all time,” I retort, somewhat snappishly. I don’t know these people, well I do, but I don’t. They’re my blood, and I’ve made sure to know their lives, though they don’t know about me and my life.

      “You leave this room, and I’ll put you over my knee right here and now,” Brass growls and throws back a shot of Jack. I’ve never been one to be able to drink straight Jack, and I marvel at the way he swallows it down without even wincing. Doesn’t it burn his throat like it does mine? Granted, I’m not much of a drinker, and when I do have one, it’s usually a Cape Cod or a glass of red wine that I found. I like to find bottles all over the world that are vintage. I can’t do the cheap stuff, to me, that isn’t wine.

      Brass’s words register in my head that he’d put me over his knee, and I can’t think of that. No way in hell do I want the image in my head because all it does is turn me on.

      I plant my hands on my hips and glare at him. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      I barely get the last word out before he jumps over the bar, literally jumps over it, and stalks the short distance to me. His hands coming around me, and there’s nowhere for me to back up because the next thing I know, Brass has me engulfed in his arms. He grabs a chair, sits, and puts me over his lap, ass in the air.

      “You want to try that again?” he demands, rubbing a hand over my rear.

      “Let go of me,” I snap and try pushing myself off his lap.

      “Not happening. You need to learn what you did tonight was fuckin’ reckless,” he says. His hand leaving my ass only to come down with a hard swat causing me to jump.

      “Brass,” I squeal and continue to push myself off him, but he doesn’t allow me to budge.

      “Way I see it, you earned yourself twenty for not listening. Later, I’ll give you another ten for putting yourself in danger without talking to me first. I told you we’d work together, and you didn’t listen to me.” His hand comes down on my rear again, making my body buck.

      Okay, so he’s a little more than pissed at me right now.

      Another swat comes down, and he keeps talking. “You didn’t just put yourself at risk tonight, Athena, but our lives tonight were on the line.”

      “Well, it’s not me that put them there,” I cry out when he spanks me again.

      “If you’d listened, talked to us earlier . . .”

      “When did you give me a chance?” I demand, tears filling my eyes in frustration, and I try to shove up off his lap once more. “You were all about getting laid. There was no time for me to tell you.” I somewhat lie. If I tried, he would have listened to me.

      “Bullshit and you know it. I would have heard you out if you’d tried,” he says, bringing his hand down twice more. “You’re too damn close when it comes to this shit. That bastard, if given the chance, would have taken you and killed us if he could.”

      I know he’s right, but I refuse to admit it to him. “I would have handled it. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been taken.”

      The room seems to vibrate with anger at my announcement, and I realize I shouldn’t have said anything about that. Damnit.

      “Brass,” I whisper his name feeling the tension rolling off him.

      “You’re fuckin’ done, Athena. I mean it,” he snarls and finishes my spanking while everyone in the room looks on. Once he’s done, he stands, throws me over his shoulder, and mutters to the others in the room. “We’ll see you sometime later,” he remarks and carries me to what I can only assume is his room.

      “Put me down,” I demand as he slams the door behind us. Next thing I know, he’s throwing me off his shoulder and onto the bed where I would have bounced off if not for Brass falling on top of me, his face directly in mine, our noses touching.

      “Now, I’ll teach you why you have listen to me.”
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      ATHENA

      Brass strips my clothes from my body, nearly ripping them off me.

      “Brass, what are you . . .”

      “Don’t speak unless I tell you to,” he orders, coming completely off the bed and stripping off his shirt.

      I scoot back on the bed, lean back on my elbows, and stare at Brass as if he’s grown two heads.

      “Brass,” I try again.

      “Speak again, and I’ll gag you, Thea. Don’t think I won’t.” 

      I open my mouth and close it several times. You’ve got to be kidding me. I narrow my gaze and watch him watch me.

      Brass moves around the bed without taking his eyes off me. I don’t take my gaze from his, but I should have because I missed what he grabs from the bottom of the bed until he reaches for my ankle and straps it in place.

      “Brass what are you doing?” I demand quickly, my breathing coming out in a rush. 

      Of course, he doesn’t answer me. Instead, he quickly does the other ankle and moves to the headboard while grabbing both of my wrists. The moment both of them are restrained, he moves to the nightstand, pulls out a package, and opens it. Once in view, I know exactly what it is, and I shake my head. There’s no way in hell I’m about to let him put that in my mouth. He moves to the edge of the bed, sits, and holds it up in one hand while reaching between my legs with the other.

      “You didn’t listen to me. Again. Now you’re about to learn,” he says, running his fingers through my slit and rubbing my clit.

      I gasp on a moan and don’t realize until it’s too late that I parted my mouth just enough for him to pop the ball gag in. I try to protest and fight him, but it’s useless. There’s no getting out of the binds he’s put on me, and though I want to get out of them mentally, I’m not sure my body wants to. In fact, my body seems to vibrate with the need for his touch. For him to do whatever he wants to me.

      Brass stares down at me as he moves away from the bed and strips the rest of his clothes off. Still, he doesn’t get in the bed.

      “You fucked up tonight,” he states cooly, pulling something else from his nightstand. From the position I’m in, I can’t see what it is, though I hear him opening plastic. What the hell does he have in that drawer?

      Brass returns to the bed and lays whatever he pulls out next to me. He then grabs two pillows and lifts my waist in order to position them under me. What he does next freaks me out, yet at the same time, turns me on, sending my nervous system into hyperdrive.

      Grabbing whatever he laid next to me, he positions himself between my legs, eyes locked there. “Such a pretty pussy, glistening and ready.”

      I make a noise in the back of my throat ready for his touch. Craving him to do something. Anything. Everything.

      Brass raises his gaze to meet mine as he moves lower, his nose rubs against me, his tongue flicking out, and then something else . . .

      My body jolts at the pressure and coldness that touches my back entrance. Never in my life has anything been there, and I’m grateful for this, but I’m unable to say anything to Brass about him touching me there. And the way he keeps working his tongue, he’s driving me crazy. There’s no stopping him, and he keeps his movements slow, pushing whatever it is inside me, locking it in place. It’s different, there’s pressure, and yet it doesn’t freak me out. Not with him flicking his tongue over my clit and then moving to dip it inside me.

      I could easily come here and now with just this little bit. 

      Brass adds his fingers, sawing them inside of me and using his thumb to massage my clit. His movements are complete madness but oh-so good at the same time.

      Sweat beads on my body, and I feel ready to come, but Brass seems to have other ideas as he pulls away from me. I glance at him wanting to cry out in frustration.

      His eyes come to me, and I see the glimmer of knowledge in his eyes. He knows what he’s doing to me.

      Damn him.

      Taking his time, he goes back to working those magical fingers of his, but he doesn’t allow me to come. Four times he does this, and it drives me insane. Add in the device he has inside my ass, and I’m ready to lose my mind.

      “Frustrated aren’t you, my little Cherry?” he asks, coming over me.

      I make a noise around the gag and hope he understands me.

      Brass gives me a wicked grin and leans down to flick his tongue over one nipple, then the other. He uses his teeth and nips them gently, driving me madder than I already am with need. His cock rubs against my entrance, but still, he doesn’t enter me. He just grinds against me.

      Can he just please fuck me already?

      Move higher up, his face only inches from mine, I stare into his intense eyes, seeing deeply what I don’t understand, but I know one thing, surrendering to him is a must at this moment. Submitting myself to him means more than just sexual, that I know. It’s about realizing he’s right, and I need to trust him. Trust him as I should have. But that’s definitely not an easy feat. Still, it’s the right thing to do, because if I’d talked to him, tonight could have gone a lot easier.

      I put them in jeopardy, and I know this.

      Brass must since something in me because a moment later, I find myself filled with his cock. When he moves, it’s not hard and fast as I thought it would as he’s taken me every other time. No, this time, it’s slow and sweet. The release that he’s been denying me builds to a boiling point, driving me insane with need.

      When he finally allows me to come, I cry out around the gag, needing more of him. So much more. Brass must read my body because he starts moving faster, taking me deeper. Our bodies in sync with each other. He reaches under me and does something with the toy inside my ass that has me screaming in sheer rapture as it starts to vibrate.

      My body jolts, and I strain against the restraints holding me. Brass thrusts inside me like a battering ram fucking me insane. The release that washes over me is unlike any I’ve ever felt, and if I could, I’d beg for more. When Brass joins me with a groan, I swear it’s the most magical thing I’ve ever felt.

      Exhausted and unable to do anything about it, I close my eyes and let the exhaustion overtake me, knowing I’m safe with Brass even as he has me tied up. Safer than I’ve ever been, and free in a way I’ve never felt.
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      BRASS

      Holding Athena in my arms, I listen to her light breathing, knowing I wore her out. She passed out before I even released her from the bindings.

      I’d barely pulled out of her, released her from the restraints, and taken the ball gag out of her mouth before she rolled to her side. I was tempted to leave the vibrating plug in her ass, but I took it out. After, I went to the bathroom, wet a cloth, and came back to clean her up. Once done, I tossed the cloth to the floor and climbed in next to her.

      Now with her in my arms, I can relax and know she won’t go anywhere for a while. Not after the way I exhausted her body.

      I just need some rest before I have to worry about what she’s going to try next. Though from the look in her eyes, I don’t know if there’s going to be any more stunts like this. She’s been through hell, and from the look I saw, I got the feeling, she’s not going to be doing anything else without talking to me. Not that it was a look of hurt or anything like that, but of submission, like she finally accepted that I’m here for her . . . that I’m not going anywhere.

      It might only have been a couple days since I got her back in my life, and I’ve taken this shit full warp speed. But I’ve witnessed the shit my brothers have been through with their ol’ ladies, and I’m not about to let that happen with Athena. Not in this lifetime.

      I lie here, holding Athena in my arms, and a thought crossed my mind. I might not know who the fuckers were behind tonight’s bullshit, but I intend to find out, and when I do, I’ll make them suffer. Until then, there’re a few things I can and need to do. One of them being taking care of the bastard who hurt my woman all those years ago. To do that, I need to call Lucifer and speak to him. The other will be more for fun. I need to talk to Gadget, get a few toys together, and go out for a little while.

      Glancing down at Athena, I lean in a and kiss her forehead. I climb out of the bed, pull the covers over her shoulders, and tuck them around her. Pulling away, I turn from the beautiful sight that’s my woman and get dressed without making a sound.

      Afterward, I head out of my room, making sure it’s locked. Heading down the hall, I’m not surprised to find several of my brothers sitting around the main room, including Horse and Stoney.

      I open my mouth to say something, and Stoney holds his hands up.

      “Don’t want to hear it, Brass. That girl is my cousin, she’s family and I don’t want to hear whatever it is that you might say about her sexually.”

      “Now you know how I fuckin’ feel when you talk about Rach,” Tracker mutters, shaking his head.

      “Yeah, well, I’m still getting over the damn shock. The woman is my son’s age and my cousin,” Stoney remarks.

      “How about we not discuss it at all?” Horse grunts, eyes coming to me. “Get you spanking her and shit, but I don’t want to see that shit again. I feel like I should burn my eyes.”

      “Sorry, VP.” I shrug and glance around. I find Gadget sitting next to his twin and call his name. “You got any special toys for blowing shit up?”

      Gadget cocks his head slightly, a smirk playing on his lips. “I’ve got all the special toys to blow shit up. What are we going to go play boom with?”

      “I don’t know the fucker who was there tonight, but I figure if we go take out the warehouse, that’s one less place for him to hide,” I suggest.

      “We do that, we could be entering a war, you know that, right?” Twister states and cringes. “Then again, we enter the potential war already with helping those people.”

      Gadget gets to his feet and looks around the room. “Connors is still looking at each of those at her clinic, but there’s one person who was saved last night we all know.”

      “Who?” I ask, furrowing my brow.

      “I didn’t recognize any of them,” Striker remarks.

      “You know that girl, Autumn? The one the ol’ ladies are friends with from in town? She caters and has that café next to Emerson’s salon.” Gadget sighs. “She was there. Pretty banged up. None of us would have recognized her. She didn’t even speak. Not until Connors was alone with her. The only thing she said to Connors was she was taken from outside her café.”

      “Well, fuck. How did she go missing and no one missed her?” Striker asks.

      “Don’t know.” Shrugging, Gadget looks around the room. “But from what I’ve found out the brief time I’ve had to look, it seems this guy, they call him the ‘Marionette’. He’s a big shot and nearly as powerful as the group,” Gadget motions to Stoney and Tracker, “the Supreme Masters. Though, I think this one’s a bit smarter because until recently, they’ve been quiet in handling business.”

      “They probably would have stayed that way if not for Athena and us buying the strip club,” I grumble.

      ‘“You might be right about that,” Horse mutters and gets to his feet. “Let’s go blow some shit up. If we’re entering a war, then so fuckin’ be it.”

      Grinning, I shake my head. “We’ve already entered it, so let’s have some fun in making a statement.”

      “Fuck yeah.” Twister snickers.

      “I’ll go get the toys.” Gadget chuckles.
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        * * *

      

      “You ready?” I ask, looking at my brothers. We just finished putting the explosives in place and getting the warehouse wired to blow, and I, for one, am ready to see it happen. Without it, I can at least have the vision of that bastard staring at my woman wiped from my head. Not really, but at least the building will be gone that he saw her in.

      “Ready,” Gadget confirms and holds out the trigger to detonate the building.

      I look to the others and hold it out, offering it to them, but Horse and Stoney shake their heads.

      “Your woman, you blow the place,” Horse mutters.

      I nod and look back to the building as I push the red button. The sound of the explosives going off is like music to my ears. It would be more satisfying if the ’Marionette’ were actually inside. But for now, I can say it suffices me. We’ll get him, and when we do, I’ll make sure he feels enough pain for what he said to Athena.

      “Now that’s done, let’s get back to the clubhouse. I feel like I can sleep for a week,” Horse grumbles and sighs. “Shit, I’ve got to get to the house, sleep for all of an hour, then take my daughter to archery practice. I told Kenny I’d take her while she takes the boys to some party.”

      “Have a prospect follow Kenny,” Twister mutters. “None of the ol’ ladies are to be without protection.”

      I nod, fully agreeing with my Prez.

      Together we all leave the burning warehouse and head for our bikes. Time to get back and rest up. Tomorrow or, well today, who knows what will happen. But one thing I do know is when it comes to Athena, I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure she’s safe. The same goes for that kid of hers, Jesse. I’ll make sure she and that boy get the life they need. It might not be bad now, but regardless, they deserve a world of happiness, and I intend to make it happen.

    

  







            CHAPTER 23

          

        

      

    

    




      ATHENA

      Waking up to arms around me, I sigh happily. It’s a feeling unlike any other. And I like it enough, I know I don’t want to lose it.

      I turn in Brass’s arms and tilt my head back to face him. He looks peaceful in his sleep. The thought of leaving passes through my mind, and I shove it away. I’m perfectly content in staying right here where I am.

      I brush my fingers over his bare chest and bite my lower lip, remembering what all he’d done to me.

      “You going to just lay there looking at me?” he asks, voice filled with sleep, and he makes a noise in the back of his throat, clearing it.

      “The thought does sound appealing,” I answer and twirl a finger over his nipple ring. I didn’t think something like a pierced nipple could be sexy, but it definitely is hot.

      “Well, we’ve got shit to do today,” he announces and rolls me to my back. His bigger body moving between my thighs, his cock at my entrance, eyes locking with mine. “Before we get to that shit, I’ve got something right here to take care of.”

      Surging forward, he sinks inside me, and that’s all it takes for me. I wrap around him and let him take me however he feels the need to.

      It’s incredible. Truly amazing and blissfully erotic. I love the feeling of him inside me. It’s a feeling I will never forget not even when I’m old and gray.
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        * * *

      

      “What is it you said we’ve got to do today?” I ask, facing Brass. After our latest spout of sex, we showered together and now we’ve just gotten dressed.

      “I didn’t say what we’re doing, but I’ll tell you now,” he says, coming in my space. “We’re gonna go get Jesse, then go back to your place.”

      “What?” I can’t help but blink up at him.

      “You heard me.” Leaning in, he presses his forehead to mine. “Last night, I told you you were done with this shit. Meaning you’re done. I want you, and I want to be with you. Having you means also getting Jesse. He needs to be able to get used to having me around and so do you.”

      “Brass . . .”

      “I know what you’re about to say, and you can save it,” he grunts and pulls me flush against his chest. “We’ve known each other once upon a time. Now, we’re back in each other’s lives. I’m not afraid to go after what I want. Things are going to have to change, and we’ll work on it together, but we’re doing it together.”

      My mind races with all that he says, and I’m sure I look like a gaping fish the way I open and close my mouth, trying to find the words to say. Never in my life did I think I’d ever have this, let alone bring it completely into my son’s life, but I know without a doubt I can trust Brass with not just my life but my son’s. He’d stand in front of a bullet without being asked to, I’m sure of it.

      “But he stays with Lark when I’m working,” I finally say.

      “Thea,” he breathes, and I can feel his fingers spread wide on my lower back and the others at my ass. “You’re done with this life. If you want to do something, then do it helping the club. You put yourself in danger, and I will have no other choice but to do what I can to stop you. If it means chaining you to my bed, I will.”

      “You wouldn’t.” I blink and jerk back slightly.

      “I restrained you to my bed after what you did last night, so damn right I would chain you to my bed if I have to,” he growls, scowling at me.

      “What about the—”

      “We’ll deal with him when the time comes,” he answers, interrupting me and stopping me from what I was going to say. “The only thing left for you to worry about is what we’re gonna talk to Lark about.”

      “And that is?” A frown creases between my brow, and a sense of dread threatens to take hold.

      “Mario,” Brass answers.

      I swallow down the bile that starts to burn my throat at the mention of that vile man. “No.”

      “Yes.” Brass reaches for my chin and holds me in place. “We’re talking to Lark, and then we’re going to take care of the past once and for all. Then when we’re done, the past will stay where it belongs.”

      “The past has a way of always coming back to bite a person in the ass. It’s never fully where it’s supposed to be. It’s always lurking. Waiting for a reason to show itself.”

      “True enough, but the moment it comes up, you stomp it down, destroy what needs to be destroyed, and forget the rest,” he retorts.

      Sighing, I nod. He’s right, I suppose it’s time. But Mario, damnit, I don’t want to think of him. Lark doesn’t think I know, but from the way Brass brought him up, he figured I knew. The vile man is at the facility Reap runs and has been there for years now, being tormented and tortured for his transgressions toward me.

      I guess if facing him, I’ll take him on as Karma and let this be the last time. After that, I could do as Brass says and help the club and not fight them. I could even be the mom my son deserves.
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        * * *

      

      Hand in hand, Brass guides me into the mental facility. I point out the way to where Reap would be along with Lark and my son.

      The moment we step through the secure doors from the legit side of the building, all eyes turn to us. I’m surprised that Stoney is also here. He’s sitting with my son drawing.

      “What are you doing here?” I blurt out.

      “We’re family, and I needed to talk to Lucifer.”

      “Momma,” Jesse greets me, rushing across the room, and wrapping his arms around me. He then surprises me by looking at Brass. “You gonna make Momma happy now?”

      “Yeah, little dude.” Brass shocks me by answering. “We’ve got some business to handle, then you, me, and your momma are gonna go to the apartment and order pizza. How’s that sound?”

      “Can we watch the new John Wick movie while we eat?”

      What in the world? Did they form an instant bond or something?

      “Sure, we can watch John kick some ass.” Brass chuckles.

      “Awesome,” Jesse yells and looks to Lark. “Papa, you hear that.”

      “Yeah, kid.” Lark grins, warm eyes watching my son. “Now, go chill while we handle a few things.”

      “Okay.” Jesse nods and looks back at me. “Love you, Momma, and glad to know you’re done. We can start going places together now.”

      My heart lurches at the words. I know he didn’t say it to be mean, but they hurt, and I know without a doubt he’s right, and so is Brass. I’m done. My son comes first once and for all.

      I smile and move to Jesse, pressing a kiss on his forehead. “This won’t take long. I promise.”

      Turning to the man who raised me as his daughter, I nod. “Let’s get this over with, and I won’t demand answers to why he’s still alive after all these years.”

      “You know what I always say,” Lark says, his eyes changing from warmth to death as he all but switches personalities. It’s one of the things that makes him a form to be reconned with. “Only in death there is peace to be found. But here on earth, hell can be found. It’s just how you handle it that makes it worse than Tartarus.”

      I nod and follow after him. Brass’s hand still holding mine. Lark is now in his place as Lucifer, and Reap is next to him. The two of them guide me to the man who initially sent me toward my now family.

      I look over to Brass and make a quick decision and tell him what that is. “I want you to do it.”

      “You sure?” he asks, knowing exactly what I’m talking about.

      “Yes,” I murmur and lick my bottom lip. “Without you, he knew I didn’t have protection. Now he’ll die seeing that it’s you protecting me. Full circle. Karma at its best.”

      “Damn right, it is,” Brass says, releasing my hand and pulling me close to him. His lips press against mine, and it’s all beautiful. Even in the midst of the dread surrounding us, this man’s touch makes me feel everything I never thought I’d get.

      Lucifer and Reap stop in front of a door and turn to us. “We go in together. Brass may end his life, but the bastard dies knowing he’s fucked.” Reap sneers, nostrils flaring. He’s in his element here and loves tormenting those in his personal cages.

      I don’t say anything as the door opens, and I come face to face with the past. I get one good look before Brass moves forward and starts without delay. The first thing he does is carve out Mario’s eyes, making him scream in agony. Next goes his dick and his testicles. Brass torments Mario for a while as he bleeds out and finishes him off by stabbing him fourteen times in the chest and abdomen.

      The entire time he does this, I remain quiet, watchful of his actions, and know that without a doubt I made the right decision in giving this moment to him. What Mario did, didn’t just hurt me, it affected Brass as well.

      It’s funny how life goes about ensuring karma always comes back around. Just as it ensures that when fate is set, those involved will surrender to it and do as they should.

      Seeing what Brass would do for me . . . for my son . . . I’ll gladly listen and never forget.

    

  







            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    




      ATHENA

      It’s been two months since Brass entered my life again. We’ve had several ups and downs, but it’s nothing we don’t work out. I guess we’re just figuring our way in this relationship. I love spending time with him, and watching him with Jesse is a beautiful sight.

      I finally agreed to retire being Karma and help the club out by going to look after a woman who’s friends with the other ol’ ladies, Autumn. I didn’t know it when I saved her, but she was associated with the club and is sweet as can be. I can see how she’d been targeted. She’s beautiful, busty, and has a shapely ass. She’s also sweet and shy. In a way, the best way to describe her is as a lover, not a fighter. I decided to work at her café, and it’s one of the best ways to keep an eye on her. She also moved into the apartment building. I had management give her a great price that would be affordable for her. The building was owned by Lark, who put me in charge of it, and a few other buildings he owns.

      With Autumn in the apartment building and me working at her café, this helps big time in making sure that she’s not targeted again. But with the group that took her in the first place. They’re not done. They’ll come back. There’re already waves being made, and I’m sure those bastards are watching. Waiting for the perfect time to strike. They can’t get to me without going through Brass and the others.

      Brass has ensured that nothing could happen without going through him. Even when he’s at the strip club and I’m at the café. There’s always someone looking out for me. Sure, he knows I can handle myself, but I’ve got to admit, it’s kind of nice not to have to look over my shoulder all the time. I’ve got him doing it for me, and I couldn’t be happier.

      Between him and Jesse, they make me feel whole in a way I’ve never felt before, and I’m more than thankful to him. It took a lot for me to open up, and I’m still working on it. I’m learning each and every day, but one thing I know to be true is that surrendering to Brass was the best decision I’ve ever made.
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        Dear Readers,

      

        

      
        I do hope you enjoyed Athena and Brass’s story. We’re closing in on the end of this series with Striker’s Yield releasing early 2024. But don’t worry, the Devil’s Riot MC isn’t going away. There’re several Devil’s Riot MC books to come out still this year.

      

        

      
        I also have a surprise for you all. You’ve officially met Reap in Brass’s Surrender, and I’m happy to announce he will be getting a book of his own.

      

        

      
        Morgan’s Devil will release around Halloween 2024! I know it seems so far away, but it will be well worth the wait. Just think, you have plenty of Devil’s Riot MC books to read before then.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        E.C.
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        What happens when luck runs out and you’re left with nothing?

      

      

      

  




LUCKY

      I’ve always been a betting man, it’s why they call me Lucky. But lately, luck seems to be the least of my worries. Especially when it comes to my personal life. I swore to stay away, and I have, but she likes to push my buttons.

      But then the pranks stop and she’s done. Something’s going on with her. We all can see she’s not the same.

      Now, she’s gone home, or at least that’s what she says.

      To get my lucky streak back, I’ll find out what the hell she’s up to, and when I do, I know it won’t be good.
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        She was mine, and I let her go.

      

      

      

  




MAVERICK

      The moment I saw her, I knew I was doomed.

      Doomed to fall, but that’s something I swore I’d never do. She’s been through more than a woman should. Lived through being sold to a man who hurt in ways that gives me nightmares.

      No matter how much I want more, I can’t. Not with everything she’s been through. Not even with the temptation being so great. But she makes it hard. Especially when she reacts to my touch.

      When secrets result in chaos, it’s my job to keep it together. However, can I keep it together and watch her walk away?
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        Broken hearts heal with time, but it never forgets the pain.

      

      

      

  




DIEGO

      I broke her heart years ago. But there’s a reason for it. One I try not to think about. I put the past behind me and I don’t look back. That is until I get a call from her asking for help.

      Now I’m back and there’s unfinished business to settle. It becomes a game of push and pull, trust and betrayal. Questions are asks and I refuse to answer. I’ll do what I came here for and hope to win her over or I might just have to sacrifice everything all over again . . . for her
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        There’s nothing you can’t do without honor.

      

      

      

  




SAVAGE

      There’s only one thing I live for and that’s the club. They gave me a purpose when I needed it most, and there’s nothing I won’t do for any of my brothers.

      When the call comes in that a brother’s sister is missing, I realize my club family is all that matters.

      We’ve got to work fast to find Honor, because if we don’t, we could lose her for good, and that’s something I’m not willing to let happen.

      Darkness teeters on the edge of all our lives, though it tends to dive deeper into mine. When we find Honor, will I be able to handle my past colliding with the present?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Speed’s Ride

      

      

      
        
        Looks can be deceiving, even when you see past them.

      

      

      

  




SPEED

      The club’s been on edge with everything going on. We’ve been through enough, and I’m not about to let us suffer more.

      I take on the woman who supposedly is the key to everything we’re dealing with. Yet I don’t want anything to do with her . . . or so I keep telling myself.

      Her shyness gets to me each time I look at her. There’s something about her that screams ‘protect me’ and, for some reason, I want to be the person who protects her. But at what cost?

      Life and death is a ride we’re all on, but it’s up to us whether we’re gonna take control. Am I ready for what’s to come and what I could end up losing?
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