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    I fell down the rabbit hole 
 
    Of this I have no doubt 
 
    I say, I fell down the rabbit hole 
 
    And spent a lifetime clawing my way out 
 
      
 
    What I saw; The things I done 
 
    I’m a man who don’t deserve your forgiveness 
 
    But I’m gonna earn your trust again 
 
    Swears, baby—God’s my witness 
 
      
 
    The grass ain’t always greener 
 
    On the other side of the fence 
 
    The women they tougher, meaner 
 
    And I ain’t been happy since 
 
      
 
    I fell down the rabbit hole 
 
    Of this I have no doubt 
 
    I say, I fell down the rabbit hole 
 
    And it’s your love to pull me out 
 
      
 
    -I Fell Down the Rabbit Hole 
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    They called me a traitor, a bitch and a whore. He called me his. I want none of it. 
 
      
 
    Elise 
 
    Now it's so much worse. I've been kidnapped by a sexy, bearded biker harboring a whole lot of dark secrets. I can't leave because I'm being stalked by a serial killer and the safest place is in Bossman's bed. 
 
    Boss 
 
    Elise is all I've ever wanted. She got away from me once, I won't let her go again. With the threat of a madman ever present, I can't keep her close and keep her protected. 
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 1. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
    I’m safe, Brin. That’s all her note says. I flip over the postcard to trace the words Thornbriar, Kentucky. I’ve traced them so many times over the past seven years that parts of the shiny ink have worn away and the corners have crinkled and rounded to the point that the pressed paper is starting to separate.  
 
    Miss you, Han, I think for the hundredth time today. And I still have a hundred more to think it before the night is over. I know because it’s the same every night, only tonight it’s worse because it’s my birthday and I’m sitting in my crappy apartment with only the cockroaches to keep me company. I push my glasses back up the bridge of my nose and sigh. Not because the glasses have a loose screw in the arm to keep them from fitting properly, either 
 
    Hannah knew how bad it felt to be abandoned. Her mom was the first to leave. Not taking her daughter from this hell but leaving her to deal with it. My mom took her in, cared for her as her own. Then just like Hannah’s mom, my mom took my father’s verbal, emotional and physical abuse one too many times and she took off, too. Never looking back. Never bothering to take Hannah and me with her. She just left us to him like we meant nothing. I know we didn’t mean nothing to her, it just wasn’t safe. She didn’t have money to care for us.  
 
    But then, seven years ago tonight, on my sixteenth birthday, after surprising me with a Hostess cupcake with a candle lit on it, I made a wish, blew out the flame, and Hannah and I laughed and talked until we passed out. When I woke up, she was gone, too. No note. Her clothing and a few mementoes were gone from her room. And three weeks later, I got this postcard.  
 
    I stand from the badly worn sofa, the fiber fill peeking through the scratchy, threadbare fabric, and walk over to look out the window. All the lights of the city lit up so brightly this time of night makes the city almost palatable. Houston has beauty for some during the day. But that’s not the Houston I live in. In my Houston, we’re only equal at night. With the lights. The lights don’t discriminate. They don’t characterize you as poor or trash or a slut, which of the three, I’m not.  
 
    “Happy Birthday, Brin,” I say, because there’s no one else to say it. Because of my dad and his associations, there aren’t any friends who would have me or whom I could keep safe from the stink of this life. Because they lead the same life as him.  
 
    Strangely, a pounding comes from my door, startling me, tearing my mind away from the contemplation of the city below. Who would be pounding on my door at this time of night? Maybe a junkie at the wrong apartment?  
 
    “Come on, fat ass. Open up. I ain’t got all night.” And that’s when I know exactly who’s pounding on my door. The junkie part wasn’t wrong, though. I walk over to the door, unhook the chain-lock, twist the first deadbolt, twist the second deadbolt, and finally flip the lock on the handle itself. A girl can’t be too careful in this neighborhood. Not that I own any possessions worth protecting, aside from me. But I’m my most prized possession.  
 
    Before I have the door more than cracked open, my dad pushes inside. A large hairy man whose head appears to be attached directly to his collar without that pesky neck getting in the way follows behind him. The way I know he’s hairy is because he’s wearing a cut, showing his allegiance to The Devil’s Riot—a nasty MC, the kind of nasty that gives MCs world over a bad name—without a shirt underneath. Although he’s so hairy, at first glance, people probably think he’s wearing a sweater. Stark contrast to my father whose sallow skin pocked with open sores, gaunt complexion and wrinkles make him appear fifteen to twenty years older than he actually is. Thinner than I’ve ever seen him. The tattoo of the bullet hole on his face sags so much it looks more like a fried egg now.  
 
    I close my eyes to collect myself. He’s a horrible man, no doubt, but he’s still my dad and I struggle seeing him looking so sicky and strung-out when he used to be strong and so handsome, despite being an asshole. Since my sister ran away, he’s all I have left and even though it might make things easier for me to escape this life if he wasn’t around anymore, the thought of being totally alone scares the hell out of me.  
 
    Beneath that cut and sweater, the Riot guy has bigger tits than me. And his beer belly looks like he breached the walls of a brewery rather than enjoying pints with his brothers. I know, I’m one to talk, but at the very least I try to take care of myself. Shower, wear makeup when I leave the house, try to find clothing to complement my figure. I mean, not tonight. I wasn’t expecting company and it’s well after ten o’clock at night, so I’m in what I’m always in, a thin pale pink tank top with spaghetti straps and a pair of gray cotton shorts with notches cut out at the corner of both thighs. And pockets. Because everything is better with pockets. Perfect sleeping attire.  
 
    It’s unusual for my dad to remember my birthday, so surprise doesn’t begin to cover my reaction to him showing up tonight. “Hey, Dad,” I greet him. “You remembered my birthday?”  
 
    “Fuck, it’s your birthday?” he asks, though not really asking, sort of just thinking out loud. And totally shattering that brief thought that my father might actually give even a tiny shit about me to show up tonight. “You’re what? Twenty-three, twenty-four?” 
 
    “Twenty-two,” I answer drolly.  
 
    He looks me up and down, and not in the way a father should never look at his daughter, assessing me. Predatorially. Creepy. “Good thing I showed up then. Wouldn’t be much use to me in a year or two.” 
 
    “Don’t like old cunt,” the hairy Riot says to my dad.  
 
    What the hell is going on? I narrow my eyes at my dad. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “She’s a big girl, you left that part out. Not paying top dollar for a cunt with thighs as big as mine.” 
 
    As if! My thighs are not as big as—what? It just hit me what the man said. “Paying top dollar?” I ask stupidly, because in the back of my brain, I know exactly what he’s talking about.  
 
    “Now, come on, Crush. We made a deal. You can’t go back on your deal,” my dad whines at Crush.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me she’s fat.” 
 
    “I called her fat ass when we got here,” says my dad, defending himself.  
 
    “There’s fat ass and there’s fat ass. Not a huge market for bitches her size. It’ll take us longer to unload her—fuck man. Lucky I don’t shoot your ass for bringing me defective product.” 
 
    Ouch! I’m not that big. Geesh— wait, I don’t want him to want me. Yeah, I’m totally that big, guy. Move along. Let’s pretend we never met. 
 
    “And at her size,” my dad goes on, “means that not many men have had her. Fat ass means tight pussy. You gotta want tight pussy.” 
 
    I should try to get away, to run. But no, I remain standing, cemented to the spot in my apartment, shaking, understanding what I’ve heard, yet not understanding it at all.  
 
    “Right,” the guy says. “I’ll forgive the debt and front you for more smack, but you owe me for the new shit. She only pays off your last debt. Best slowdown that using unless you got more daughters.” 
 
    “I got one more daughter,” Dad offers. But he doesn’t have another daughter to offer up because Hannah left. She got out and only I have an idea of where she might be. I can’t believe the lengths he’d go to score another hit.  
 
    “Right, cunt—you’re mine,” Crush says, I’m assuming directed at me, seeing as I’m the only one with a “cunt” in the room. Fast for a man his size, he steps into my space, pushing me back until my back slams against the wall next to the door, knocking the wind out of me.  
 
    As I struggle for breath, he shoves his hand up my tank, lifting it to expose my naked breasts in front of my dad. He begins to pinch and grope them as I squirm to get away, but his bulk has me trapped. I’m not going anywhere until he wants me to.  
 
    “Settle, bitch.” Then sloppy, wet lips land on my neck. It takes everything in me to hold back the gag, which I don’t think would go over too well. When I don’t settle, he slaps me hard against my ear—hard enough to make my eyes water. “Fucking settle,” he yells. “Someone your size should be happy to get any attention from a man.” 
 
    My dad stands off to the side, watching, waiting. Until it looks like Crush isn’t going to stop and my dad, now twitchy, cuts in. “You got the stuff on you, it’s a deal. Taking what you want, I… I get the stuff.” 
 
    Crush sighs, loud and agitated. “Fine. Fucking follow me.” For a split second, I think I’m in the clear, until he snags my wrist, yanking me behind him as he storms out of my apartment, his heavy boots clomping against the ratty carpet, shaking the thin walls of the hallway. I stumble going down the steps, but he doesn’t slow his pace in the slightest. Used needles and broken glass litter the stairs, and he didn’t even give me the chance to slip on a pair of flip-flops before forcing me from my home.  
 
    It had rained earlier in the day, what with it being winter and all. We splash through puddles and the chill of the blacktop and water slices pain up through my feet and calves. He stops us at a white pickup truck with orange pinstriping. This surprises me. Bikers ride bikes.  
 
    Yet again, I should’ve been paying better attention because he—swear to God—pulls zip-ties from his pocket, then wrenches at my wrists to pull the one he’s not holding from my side. He uses the plastic to secure them tightly. Then he takes a second zip-tie and threads it through a hole in the metal of the door, in one side and out the other and slips it under my binds, effectively securing me to the door. Crush walks around to the passenger side of the truck, opens the door, and pops the glovebox.  
 
    I have never seen that amount of money in my life. The stacks of bills piled and rubber-banded together. My eyes grow huge seeing him pull one of the smaller stacks and he turns to walk back around to me and my dad, handing him off the bills.  
 
    Dad doesn’t even say goodbye to me, turning to take off when Crush stops him. “Don’t forget, the old debt is forgiven. This, you owe with interest. Same deal as before.” 
 
    While their exchange is going on, I yank and pull and twist my wrists, attempting to free myself from the bindings. They scrape the skin raw—so raw, they begin to bleed. It hurts but ending up under Crush will hurt more. At least my psyche if not my body. The rawness begins bleeding and it’s exactly what I need to lubricate my hands enough to finally slip them through the zip-ties.  
 
    It hits me that I only have this one chance to get away. He’s too close to run, he’d overpower me, which means I have to incapacitate him somehow. My dad is long gone, jogging off, my guess, to get high.  
 
    Crush doesn’t know I’ve freed my hands. When he moves in next to me, he slaps my ass and leans in to shove the key in the ignition, starting the engine. “Maybe I keep you hooked to the door. Get you to run off some of that jiggle. 
 
    The thought that he’d have me running next to a truck in motion horrifies me, and he must see the look on my face. “Gonna cry?” he asks. Then in a move I don’t expect, he says, “Fine. Don’t want you sweaty when I fuck ya, anyway.” He pulls a Swiss army knife type of knife from his pocket and leans in like he’s going to cut me free. It’s my one shot.  
 
    I take him completely off guard, dropping my hands and slamming his head with everything I have in me against the corner of the open truck door. He drops. Out cold. There’s a gash across his forehead, but his chest is still raising and lowering, so I know I haven’t killed him. Without second-guessing myself, I hop in the idling truck and shift into gear. I don’t know how to drive a stick and the grinding sounds pretty heinous, but I know enough to push down on the clutch as I ease up on the brake when I shift.  
 
    Then I speed out of the parking lot of my apartment complex. It took some maneuvering to not run him over as I did. But knowing that when he wakes up, he’s going to be hunting down his truck and knowing that the way I drive a stick is going to gain attention, I head to the only place I can think of to get me out of Houston and away from Crush and the Riot. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I abandon the truck in the parking lot at the liquor store down the street from the bus station and hoof it the rest of the way. The truck minus the stack of cash in the glovebox that I stash in a plastic store bag from the passenger side floor. I feel like I need it more than he does. Then, barefoot and in my pajamas, I have to figure out where in the hell I’m supposed to go. Hannah’s postcard comes to mind. I shoved it in my pocket when I went to answer the door. Pulling it out, I read the back again. Thornbriar, Kentucky.  
 
    I walk up to the ticket window. “Can you get me to Thornbriar, Kentucky?” I ask the tiny woman behind the bulletproof glass. I don’t know how old she is because however old she is, her eyes make her look at least ten years older than that telling me she’s led a hard life. Whether by circumstance or her own making doesn’t matter. What matters is that I know if I don’t get out tonight, my eyes will speak those same stories—probably worse—if I live long enough.  
 
    She types in the location. “Closest we can get you is Ashland.” Shoot. I don’t know enough about Kentucky to know if Ashland is close enough. But it’s out of Houston. Out of Texas. I’ll take my chances.  
 
    “Sold,” I tell the woman. She tells me the price and I pull money from the plastic bag. The woman shoots me a curious look when I pull money from a store bag, but doesn’t hassle me. My guess, she’s seen weirder shit at this job than a woman showing up barefoot, in pajamas, pulling money out of a bag. Yet another reason I need to get the hell out of Doge. She prints up the ticket. There’s like forty-five minutes before my bus leaves. I spend that whole time hiding in a stall in the women’s restroom, which is beyond gross, seeing as I’m barefoot. But I can’t take any chances.  
 
    At the end of the longest three-quarters of an hour of my life, I leave the safety of the stalls, looking every which way over my shoulders for Riot cuts. When the coast is clear, I make a mad dash for the bus. Once I’m on, letting the driver scan my ticket, I find my seat and slink down below the window line the whole time we wait for other passengers to board, when we roll out of the depot and right through clearing the city limits. Only then do I feel like I can breathe enough to sit up.  
 
    Tucking my feet up under me and using the money bag as a very uncomfortable pillow, I try to sleep. We drive all through the night and right through the next day with only one stop. The Appalachian Mountains are incredibly beautiful. And when we finally reach our destination, the sun is shining brightly. It’s colder than in Texas. I loop the bag over my wrist and up to my elbow in order to wrap my arms around my chest attempting to warm myself up—an attempt which fails miserably. I’m a full body shiver by the time I get to the door of the bus. Not a great start to my Kentucky adventure. I need to get to Thornbriar, but I’ll never make it being this cold.  
 
    That’s when I see a sign. A literal sign, there’s a Rite Aid in the distance. I start walking that way when I disembark. It takes me about ten minutes. A born Texan, I’ve never experienced this level of bone-chilling frostiness in my life. Inside, I find exactly what I thought I’d find, the warmth of a heated store and a display with sweatshirts and sweatpants with the logo of the local high school. But the only footwear option is a cheap pair of plastic flip-flops. They’ll have to do.  
 
    I use more of the cash to pay for those items plus a bottle of cold mocha latte and a package of deli ham and sandwich cheese. I’ll make rollups. It’ll give me enough energy without the blood sugar crash to keep going. I ask the cashier to double bag the meat and cheese because I have to go into the bathroom to wash off my feet before I slip the clean sandals on.  
 
    The sweats are warm, so soft and snuggly. My feet remain chilled, but at least I’m not barefoot any longer when I leave the store.  
 
    Before I leave, I ask the cashier, “Which way is Thornbriar from here?”  
 
    She’s a plump lady with thinning mousy-brown hair and kind eyes that grow even kinder when she cocks her head and purses her lips. “Thornbriar… I think that’s south of here if I’m not mistaken. Probably an hour or more.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say as I take off. Once I get outside, I have to figure out which way is south and pick the direction I think is correct.  
 
    About twenty minutes down the road, I see an old man out in front of a house. He’s putting a For Sale sign on an old, teal-green Toyota. An old, teal-green Toyota would be a good way for me to make it to Thornbriar, so I approach the man. “Morning,” I say to sound nonthreatening.  
 
    “Mornin’,” he says back. “What can I help ya with?” 
 
    “How much for the car? Took a bus here, but I gotta get to Thornbriar.” 
 
    “Phew…” He whistles for effect. “That’s a ways off. Prolly an hour.” 
 
    “That’s what the cashier at Rite Aid told me. Hence I need a car.” 
 
    “How much ya give me fer it?” he asks.  
 
    “What do you want and I’ll tell you if I can come close.” 
 
    “I was askin’ six-fifty.” Six hundred fifty dollars? Do I have that much in the bag? I turn my back to the old man to count it out, then I turn back around. “I can do five hundred.” There was at least a couple grand in the bag, but I’d need it for gas, food, and a place to stay if Hannah turns me away.  
 
    “That’ll work,” the old man says. “You need to go to a bank?” 
 
    “Nope. That’s what I’ve got on me.” I turn around again to count out the five hundred. While I do that, he’s gone into the car to get the title. I give him the agreed upon money and he signs over the car to me. 
 
    He shakes my hand at the end of the transaction. “Safe travels,” he says. Thank god, I have a car. Before I leave, I make a pitstop at the gas station to fill up. The heat in the car works great. While I’m in paying for the gas, I pick up some chewing gum and an atlas. Sitting in the front seat of my car, I plot the rest of the trip to Thornbriar, and then I drive.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2. 
 
    Levi a.k.a Hero 
 
      
 
    “I’m here to see Hannah Brown,” the soft, feminine voice says from the rolled-down window of an old, teal-green Corolla. “She’s my sister.” 
 
    “Hannah Brown?” The kid on the gate called me out of my nice warm bed next to… what’s her name? Melly? Nelly? For this? I could be getting morning head, which happens to be one of my favorite kinds of head. Those being morning, noon and night head. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Her please sounds almost desperate. “She know you’re coming? We don’t take well to uninvited guests.” 
 
    “No.” The woman worries her bottom lip, then sucks it into her mouth to nibble. She has her eyes cast down to the steering wheel, but when she raises them up to catch my gaze, fuck me. Something pulls hard in my chest, like a sucker punch to the gut but higher.  
 
    I find it hard to catch my breath. 
 
    “Let her in,” I order the prospect. We both move out of the way to allow her car onto the compound. As he pulls the gate back closed, I point to where I want her to park. 
 
    When she gets out, she’s nothing like I expect. Her ass and stomach are bigger than on any of the women who hang around here, and apparently, she’s never strived for thigh gap. The way her thighs press so hard together, there’s probably a mark from the seam of her ugly sweatpants permanently indented into her skin.   
 
    She’s not what I would call classically pretty. Not with the bump on the bridge of her nose looking like she’s broken it at some point, or the way it turns up at the end slightly pug.  
 
    Though, I mean, it could be considered cute. And her eyes are this exotic almond shape almost too dark to consider brown.  
 
    And she wears glasses. They’re brown too, but much lighter brown than her eyes or that long, silky hair which appears to be finger combed. I’ve mussed enough women’s hair to know a finger combing job when I see one. More like the color of M&Ms. Who still wears glasses? I thought everyone bought contacts nowadays. Then there’re her tits. Big melon tits. The kind a man can snuggle down into at night for a fucking comfortable pillow.  
 
    “What?” she asks. 
 
    What? “What, what?” I ask in return.  
 
    “You’re staring.” 
 
    Shit, I am staring. “You sure your Hannah’s sister?” I offer as my excuse.  
 
    She nods. “Yes. Half-sisters. Same dad, different moms.” She swallows hard and I watch her throat bob. 
 
    That sucker punch feeling remains in my chest and it pisses me off. How dare she show up here, looking the way she does? 
 
    I clear my throat. “Hannah’s inside. Follow me.” 
 
    This time of the morning Hannah is where Hannah always is, in the kitchen cooking for the brothers. 
 
    “Hannah,” I call out to her. 
 
    She walks out from the back, wiping her hands on a towel. 
 
    “Visitor.” I motion with my head to her sister. Her eyes follow my lead, then her mouth gapes open.  
 
    “Brin? Brinley, is that really you? Ohmygod.” Then she rushes the woman next to me and throws her arms around her in a tight hug. “It’s been so many years,” she whispers, her voice thick with emotion. 
 
     Brinley. I’d never even asked her name. 
 
    Hannah and Brinley couldn’t look more different. Their big tits are about the only thing they have in common. That and the length of their hair. Hannah’s is a light brown with streaks of golden blonde framing her face. She has hazel eyes; they shine with more yellow than green in the mix. Nowhere near the exoticness of her sister.  
 
    But where Brinley looks thick, Hannah is streamline. Ass, stomach, thighs. Though, she would be fit. Her body is her moneymaker. She’s a dancer at the club, one of the businesses the MC owns. Works a pole like no one I’ve ever seen and that moneymaker is made for sex, leaving a trail of wet dreams in her wake. I’ve never had her. It became perfectly clear from early on, practically since she came to stay with us as a hot mama, that Blood has the hots for her. In a way more than for sex. In a way that makes me wonder why he hasn’t taken her on as his old lady yet. She doesn’t sleep around.  
 
    Hot mamas often sleep with the brothers, but from the very beginning, Hannah’s arrangement was different. She needs protection from something no one talks about and she needs a place to stay. In return, she cooks and cleans. Does laundry. Generally, takes care of the brothers who live here full-time.  
 
    Brothers like Blood.  
 
    Or me. 
 
    Our president, Duke, walks in the front door. The typically gruff, tatted-up man doesn’t look so gruff this morning. He’s smiling. It appears he got him some this morning. Not surprised, his wife is hot with a capital H. That wavy, fiery red hair and lush curves. All tits and ass, no stomach or thighs. And she’s a doctor. Best of all, she makes him happy. The man smiles all the time now. A big change from the years after his first wife passed. With two kids, one a baby, I’d think they’d be too sleep-deprived for sex. Too grumpy to be smiling this early on a Sunday.  
 
    “What’s up, Prez?” I ask.  
 
    “Saw a car turn in the courtyard from my window. Didn’t recognize it. Thought I’d come check it out while Doc feeds Diesel. Then I gotta head back. We got a fun day of being lazy planned.” 
 
    “Sounds like heaven,” I tease.  
 
    “Don’t knock it ’til you try it, brother. Never happier than lazing in bed with my girls, and now my boy, on the weekend. We eat doughnuts and drink orange juice and watch movies. Wouldn’t trade it for the world.” 
 
    Blood walks into the common wearing nothing but red-and-white striped boxers, scratching his ass. He kisses Hannah on the cheek, dips his chin to each of us, but then stops dead as he takes in the new chick in our midst. He looks so much like his younger sister Liv, who happens to be one of our brother’s, Chaos’s, old lady. They both have strawberry blond hair and blue eyes. On her it’s unbelievably hot, on him it’s unnerving. Even his lashes are that color. It’s not natural for a man to have lashes the same color as his hair. Or if it is, it shouldn’t be natural.  
 
    “Who’re you?” he asks. 
 
    “This is my sister, Blood. This is Brinley.” Hannah beams when she introduces her. “Brin, this is my friend Blood.” Then she turns to Duke. “And that is the club’s president, Duke. Of course, you’ve met Hero.” 
 
    Brinley waves at us. By the look on her face, she’s clearly taking it all in. Though she doesn’t appear intimidated. Most people get real nervous around us.  
 
    “It’s been what? Six or seven years?” Hannah asks. “Since I left home.” 
 
    “Since you ran away from home,” Brinley corrects her, and I see Hannah wince.  
 
    “Yes,” Hannah says. “Since I ran away.” She keeps her eyes cast down to the floor. Then she clears her throat and looks up. “What brings you all the way here? How’d you find me?” 
 
    With her gaze darting to each of us, Brinley’s eyes finally come to rest and lock on her sister’s. She sucks in a big breath before she answers. “The postcard you sent. Greetings from Thornbriar, Kentucky. When I got here, I started asking around at gas stations and fast food joints, pretty much any business I came to. ‘Do you know Hannah Brown?’ when I’d get a yes, I’d ask, ‘where can I find her?’ You should be happy to know the people here are protective of you. It took forever to find someone who would tell me where to find you.” Brinley swallows hard; pain etched all over her face. “I need your help. Dad sold me, Hannah. For crank.” Then she begins to tear up.  
 
    Fuck, I hate seeing women cry. But then it registers, what she actually said. My muscles grow taut. 
 
    “He sold me to some sweaty, beefy guy who refused to wear a shirt under his cut. The guy shoved me up against the wall and ripped my top up. Sissy, he started groping me. Hard. Right in front of dad.” Those tears in her eyes begin to spill down over her cheeks.  
 
    My gut clenches, and I take a step to comfort her before I stop myself. 
 
    Brinley’s voice drops. She sniffles. “When I started to struggle, he slapped me and told me I should just enjoy it.” Then her voice drops to hardly a whisper. “He said someone my size should be glad to have a man touch me at all. Sissy…” She cries louder. “He had a hairy back and shoulders, and no neck.” 
 
    Hannah gasps, and I assume not from the hairy-back-and-no-neck revelation.  
 
    “The fuck?” Blood snaps. “The guy wore a cut?” 
 
    She nods. “Yes.” 
 
    “How’d you get away?” Her sister places a comforting hand on Brinley’s shoulder. I still can’t get over how much they don’t look alike. You’d think with the same father they’d have some similarities aside from massive tits. Because I’m not totally sure Hannah’s are real.  
 
    “When he had my hands secured to the door with zip-ties to give Dad the money for the crank, I pulled and twisted until I got them free.” 
 
    My gaze obviously drops to her wrists and the skin is red in some places, but mostly scabbed over from angry cuts. Did she even get the chance to clean those? 
 
    “…and when he gave me my opening,” Brinley goes on speaking and I missed whatever else she said before it looking at those wrists. “I cracked his head against the edge of the door. Knocked him clean out. Then I stole the truck. But it was a stick and I’m not great with those.” She swallows and I watch her throat bob. What the fuck is wrong with me? “So I ditched it at a liquor store close to the bus station and hoofed it. Bought a ticket to Ashland with the money in his glovebox. Bought the Corolla in Ashland.” 
 
    “You stole his truck and money?” Hannah’s voice rises, most likely thinking what we’re all thinking. 
 
    “I figured I needed it more than he did. He yanked me from my apartment in my sleep shorts and tank top. I didn’t even have shoes. What else was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Exactly what you did,” Hannah answers and steps forward to put a comforting arm around her sister. 
 
    At the same time Blood demands, “What club?”  
 
    Here we go. Exactly what we were thinking… 
 
    “The Devil’s Riot,” Brinley answers and the room goes wired. This shit just turned the corner from not great to fucking bad.   
 
    “Fuck, we gotta give her back,” comes the order from our club president.  
 
    “What? No fucking way.” Blood slides his arm around Hannah’s waist who has dropped hers from around Brinley, pulling Hannah deep into his side. Christ, he needs to make her his old lady, already.  
 
    “I don’t like it any more than you do,” Duke continues. “But the Riot are crazy fuckers and we’re already at war with the Horde. We got no claim on her. What we got is families, women and children, who could be hurt we go to war with the Riot.” 
 
    “So we stand back and let her be sold into sex slavery? She’s Hannah’s sister. Hannah’s one of us.” 
 
    Panicked, Hannah shifts her body away from Blood blocking her sister, grabbing a hold of Brinley’s arms above her scabbing wrists. “What if she stays here… like, as a hot mama? She can share my room… Brin uses to be a good cook. Brin,” —she turns to glance over her shoulder—"you still cook?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah—yes.” 
 
    “Shits me to say it,” Duke says, sounding as if he really means it. “But look at her.” He uses his hand to gesture up and down the length of her. “Sorry, sweetheart. I’m sure yer sweet, but—” 
 
    “Hannah fits the hot mama mold,” Brinley says. “I’m just fat. The brothers don’t want to see my expansive ass walking around the clubhouse.” She laughs, like anything she says is funny. The woman shouldn’t be taking potshots at herself. Seems the world does it enough for her.  
 
    That’s when Duke brings some hope to the situation. “If she were someone’s old lady, now… that’d be different. But she ain’t.” 
 
    I hear the words slip from my mouth before I can stop them, stepping next to her. “I’ll claim her.” I let her on the compound. I felt the sucker punch in the chest when we first locked eyes. She’s… She’s my responsibility. Fuck, she is. She absolutely is. 
 
    “Hero,” Brinley whispers. And she shifts from around her sister to run her finger down my Lords patch, then across the name patch.  
 
    For some unexplainable reason, with her hand touching me, it feels wrong for her to call me that. I want to hear her say my name. 
 
    “Brother,” our prez mutters. “That’s gallant ’a you, but if you claim her, you really gotta claim her. They’ll see through any bullshit. You get my meaning?” 
 
    Fuck, okay. Every brother here knows I like to fuck, knows I love getting head. But I can’t let her be turned over to the likes of that. “I get your meaning, Prez. I claim her.” 
 
    Blood and Hannah look at me, their eyes so thankful. But Brinley? 
 
    Her voice trembles as she continues to cry. “I don’t know what to make of any of this,” she says. “Only that your name patch says Hero, and today, you’re mine.” Then she moves her hand from my cut to cup my face. Her touch is soft against my skin. “I’ll cook for you, wash your clothes, whatever you want from me, so long as I never have to return to that monster.” 
 
    I’m never uncomfortable, but suddenly I’m uncomfortable with all the eyes on us. I clear my throat. “You got a bag?” I ask her.  
 
    She lowers her eyes. So demure. “Just the store bag with the money. In my car.” 
 
    “Butch,” I call over to one of the new prospects. “Go get Brinley’s bag. Bring it to my room.” When her eyes go wide, I explain. “Club has rules, Brinley. If you’re my old lady, you have to sleep in my room.” Then I hold my hand out to her. “C’mon, let me show you where it is.” 
 
    Mentally, I tick off a list. Did I pick my clothes up off the floor from last night? Check. Is the toilet clean? Check. Unfortunately, I neglect to check the biggest of what I should’ve checked. Is there a naked woman in my unmade bed?  
 
    Even more unfortunately, the answer to that is yes. Melly or Nelly sits up when I open the door, breasts bared. She’s not as hot as she seemed last night while we were shooting back tequila. Youngish, stick-thin, but with a few more wrinkles around her mouth and eyes than I remember. Wrinkles that come from hard living. Needs to touch up her dye job. Her roots are showing and surprise, surprise, she’s not a natural blonde. Great lay, though. At least the woman has that going for her.  
 
    “Hero.” Her voice sounds whiney this morning. Did she sound so whiney last night? Probably not with my dick in her mouth. “Where’d you go?” She pats the bed. “Let Leslie make you feel good.” 
 
    Leslie? Shit, that’s not even close to Melly or Nelly. I pick her skintight tank and barely-covers-her-ass skirt up off the chest of drawers and toss them to her. “Get out.” Then I turn to Brinley. “Do me a favor. Go wait in the bathroom.” 
 
    Leslie holds her tank in her hands, not even attempting to move. “You choosing the fat chick over me?” 
 
    Brinley stops midstep. Her face pales to almost white.  
 
    I grab Leslie by the arm and tug her harshly, but not enough to hurt, and pull her from my bed, not giving her the chance to get her bearings. I shove her and her handful of clothing out my door, across the hall into a spare room. “Dress there. Don’t fucking come back.” 
 
    Then I slam my door.  
 
    At least she’s not stopped mid-step anymore, although still pale, Brinley is bent over the bed gathering the sheets from the corners. 
 
    “Brinley,” I say. 
 
    “Do you have any others?” She talks over me, holding up the sheet.  
 
    “Yeah.” I nod. “Bottom drawer.” 
 
    Without another word, she moves to pull open the bottom drawer to grab a fitted and top sheet, and two pillowcases.  
 
    “Blankets?” she asks. 
 
    “Closet.” 
 
    After securing the sheets onto the bed, she walks over to the closet and opens it. I have a clear plastic bin where I store extra blankets. They’re mismatched, but they’re warm. She opens the bin, taking the top two, shaking them out.  
 
    As she promised, she makes the bed. That’s when the prospect walks in with Brinley’s bag. He sets it on the drawer and leaves again.  
 
    “What else can I do for you?” she asks. 
 
    “Please, sit.” 
 
    “Is there a laundry here?” Again, she ignores my request.  
 
    “Stop it. Sit, now. We need to talk.” Fuck, I don’t have a read on her. Her eyes look glassy, but her face seems completely calm, like she walks in on naked bitches in bed every day. I run my hand through my hair and take a breath to think.  
 
    What do I want to say to her?  
 
    Well, it doesn’t matter what I want to say when she beats me to the punch, speaking first.  
 
    “Listen, Hero, you don’t owe me anything, okay? So long as you point me toward the washing machine.” She tries to laugh it off again. “I promise I won’t cramp your style. And I promise I won’t embarrass you. Do you know of any place hiring? I need to find a job. Get an apartment.” 
 
    “No,” I tell her honestly. “You can get a job, but you have to live with me.” 
 
    “Where am I supposed to go when you… you know, have your women?” 
 
    “Brin—” 
 
    “I know who I am. I know what I look like, and that is not anybody’s old lady. Especially not yours. Please don’t treat me like I’m stupid. You came to my rescue today, and I owe you my life. But do not confuse me for stupid.” She runs over to the bathroom, opens the door, walks in, and slams it shut.  
 
    God dammit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
    I slide down the door of the bathroom until my bottom hits the cold, tiled floor, then I take in a long, suffering breath and let it out slowly. I can deal with this. I can. Okay, so there was a slight hiccup in the plan. I thought I’d be staying with Hannah, not claimed by a… a… stunningly handsome biker with a hero complex. I get the name now, anyway.  
 
    But I’m a twenty-two-year-old woman, perfectly capable of maneuvering through these unexpected waters and coming out only slightly worse for wear on the other side. That other side being Canada. I heard that the men don’t mind a thicker woman up in Canada. It gets colder much sooner, thus they like the warmth a thicker woman can provide.  
 
    Hell, I don’t care if I never have a man, if I live out my life with an old German Sheppard named Spunky and three cats I’ll call Thing A, Chocolate Thunda, and Ben. At least my life will still be mine. Lived the way I choose to live it, not forced to do god-knows-what on a dirty, hairy, no-necked troglodyte.  
 
    First things first. I need a job. 
 
    “Brinley?” Hero knocks on the other side of the door. “Brin… open the door.” 
 
    Okay, amended first things first. I need a job and to find a way to avoid the man who claimed me. It’s going to be hard if I have to live with him, but anything is possible when you put your mind to it. Right?  
 
    After about twenty minutes of ignoring him, the knocking stops only to start up again a minute later. “Hey, sweetie.” Hannah’s voice trickles softly through the door. “He’s gone, Brin. Open the door, please?” 
 
    She’s my sister and she said please. What choice do I have? I push up from the floor and turn to open the door.  
 
    Exactly like she used to do when we were kids, she holds her hand out to me, giving comfort with her touch. I gladly accept it and we walk over to the freshly made bed, where we sit on the edge and I wait for her to start speaking.  
 
    It doesn’t take long. “He’s really a good guy.” 
 
    “Don’t—just don’t go there. I’ll do everything I told him I’d do; you don’t need to worry.” 
 
    Hannah nods. “Why did you come all the way here?” 
 
    “I’ve been holding on to that stupid postcard for years, Han. Honestly, I didn’t know if you were even still here, if you’d turn me away, or if you’d let me crash with you. I was obviously hoping for the last—just until I saved up enough money.” 
 
    “Money for what?” 
 
    “I’m moving to Canada. It’s perfect. Dad’s craptastic friends won’t be able to touch me there. And you know… maybe I’ll find my mom. I think that’s where she left to. Think about it, she couldn’t do Mexico, not with the cartels. Canada is the only place that makes sense.” 
 
    “You’re mom? Brin, no. She—” 
 
    “Stop.” I talk over her. “I know she left us with that miserable, scummy man. But yours left, too. And I have reason to believe she made it up into Canada.” 
 
    My sister looks troubled as she pats my hand. 
 
    “It’s okay, sissy. I’ll make sure to call and tell you where I settle. Just like you did with that postcard. I promise.” Feeling vulnerable and horrifying myself, I hear these next words leaving my mouth without my control. “Why didn’t you take me with you?” 
 
    Hannah freezes. Not even swallowing. She just stares at me with a look of pure pain and fear and even betrayal, which I don’t understand. How have I betrayed her in this scenario? 
 
    “Hannah?” I prod.  
 
    Finally, she swallows and blinks to show signs of life and says, “I couldn’t. Dad called; they were coming for me. I had to get out right then and knew they wouldn’t want you. You’d be safe.” 
 
    Ouch. That dig cuts deep. My sister is the one person who doesn’t treat me like I look any different. Not now or even when we were kids, for that matter. My size has never been an issue with her. Guess I’ve been wrong about a lot of things in my life.  
 
    “Who’s they?” Better to ask more questions than to show her how much her words hurt.  
 
    “I’m not talking about it. Either that’s enough or it isn’t. Decide Brin.”  
 
    I can see it in her eyes, she’s shutting down, ready to bolt when there’s a quick rap on the door and it opens to her friend Blood. “Everything good here?” he asks. His timing seems uncanny and makes me wonder if he’s been listening this whole time. “Boss, Hero and I got some shit to take care of, we’re taking off in a few. Don’t know how long we’ll be gone.” 
 
    Hannah’s eyes dull. That’s the only reaction she gives to his news. I think she might feel a little more than friendship for the man and by the way he acts around my sister, it makes me wonder why she hasn’t gone there with him yet. Another conversation we’ll need to have but I won’t push it now. I shove up from my spot on the bed but lean in to kiss her cheek before looking back at Blood and slumping my shoulders a little with relief because Hero is going and we don’t know how long he’ll be gone. Works for me.  
 
    “I suppose he’ll need a bag packed?” I ask. 
 
    Blood looks to me. “Yeah.” He points to the closet. “His bag is in there.” Then he points to my sister. “Walk with me, Han?”  
 
    She stands from the bed and the two of them leave together. I get to work packing a bag for Hero. Jeans. Thermal Henleys because it’s cold. Socks. Underwear. Apparently, Hero favors the breathable boxer briefs. A fact I didn’t need to know about him. Another is that he’s really quite clean and organized.  
 
    From there, I hold my head up high and walk back into the common space at the front of the clubhouse. Hero is talking to another man. His eyes find me and follow as I set his bag on top of the bar. Then I don’t know what comes over me, but I move back into a room behind the bar, where I hear my sister’s voice. It turns out to be the kitchen. She’s in there with Blood making food for him to take with him. And it hits me, I should probably do this for Hero.  
 
    As I search the refrigerator and cupboards, a menu comes to mind. With the ingredients I find, I’m able to put together a makeshift Muffalotta, which is basically an Italian cold cut sandwich with an olive salad on top. Then I make a quick giardiniera with cut-up vegetables and the dill pickle juice from the pickle jar. I fill a large thermos with coffee, a smaller one with cream and I pack some sugar packets because I don’t know how he takes his coffee. I pack all these, along with a can of Pringles, in the bag Hannah tosses me, one that will fit in his saddle bags, and walk back out front.  
 
    The man, I assume to be Boss since he’s standing next to Hero with a travel bag of his own, is holding a baby the spitting image of him. They both have hair the color of peanut butter and deep brown eyes, not quite as dark as mine. Only Boss is a wall of muscle. From our first interaction I thought Hero was ripped, and he is… but this guy takes the cake. Or he passes on the cake because you don’t keep a physique like that by eating cake.  
 
    He has a gorgeous woman wrapped around him—of course he does. No, gorgeous doesn’t cut it. My sister is gorgeous. This woman is phenomenally beautiful. Long natural blonde hair, quite curvy with a tiny waist. She has the kind of face you normally see on magazine covers. As intimidating as it is to be in her presence looking the way I do, I pick up Hero’s bag from the bar and walk over to them.  
 
     “Here.” I hold out the bags to Hero. “I packed for you. And this” —I shake the food bag— “is some lunch I whipped up. I didn’t know what you liked, so I had to wing it. If it’s not to, you know, your liking, just let me know, then I won’t make it again. Okay?” He stares at me like I’ve lost my mind but reaches out to take the bags.  
 
    Thank the good Lord he’s leaving. Everything about him is a piece of him that I could fall for. Hero might not be a wall of muscle like Boss, but he’s—what’s slightly shorter and maybe a tiny bit less bulky than a wall? And by tiny bit, I mean miniscule. Because he’s that. If Boss is like 6’2 then Hero would be 6’1, if I had to guess. He keeps his hair trimmed short, the same as his beard. I’ve always had a thing for men with that brown hair, brown eye combination. No visible tattoos, thankfully. Not that I dislike tattoos, it’s just that they remind me of all the men in my dad’s club. And with me being Hero’s old lady now, we’ll probably be forced to spend time in each other’s company. I could stand to not lump a good guy like Hero in with men like the Pythons. Hero’s gritty and hard, but beautiful. Can men be beautiful?  
 
    It takes a second for my brain to click back on and I realize I’ve been standing here like an idiot waiting for him to move. He doesn’t, move that is, and it’s distracting being this close to him for this long. Does he realize how good he smells? Warm and spicy with hints of sweetness, so unlike the Axe-wearing losers who trigger migraines simply from walking past me. Those are the men I’m used to. Here I thought this place would be a safe haven stop-off. Canada is looking better and better by the minute.  
 
    Boss pats Hero’s back. “Gotta go.” Thank you, Boss. Finally. 
 
    Boss’s woman kisses him passionately. Hannah hugs Blood with a warmth that now I know, know there’s something more going on there. Figuring I should do something, I hold my hand out for Hero to shake. He takes it but doesn’t shake it. 
 
    “Brinley…”  
 
    “Thank you for everything. You saved me today. I am forever indebted to you. Um… Be safe, okay?” That last part I throw in after realizing my words might have come off completely disingenuous. I meant them. It’s just the way they sounded leaving my mouth.  
 
    Hero tugs me closer by the hand he holds and places his lips to my ear. “We’re talking when I get back.” 
 
    I tense. He doesn’t need to waste his time, as there’s nothing we need to talk about. We haven’t even known each other an hour. One measly, insignificant hour. Admittedly, I could’ve handled the naked woman situation better. It’s not like I haven’t seen boobs before. I have them. Big ones. It just threw me is all. I’m not used to seeing naked boobs in a bed I’m supposed to be sleeping in. It won’t happen again. From here on out, I’ll simply expect to see a naked woman in the bed… and be pleasantly surprised when there isn’t one.  
 
    He bends to place a kiss to the top of my head, because he’s that much taller than me, and shoves off. “Thanks for packing.” Then he shakes the food bag. “And for the lunch. I’m sure it’ll be delicious.” 
 
    The other women stay standing, watching the men leave, so I do too. A couple of moments later, we hear the revving of bike engines. And then we hear them drifting farther away until the sound dissipates completely.  
 
    “Brin.” My sister tugs on the poofy sweatshirt sleeve to pull me closer to her. “This is Elise. She’s Boss’s old lady, his wife. And this”—she pulls the toddler from the woman’s arms—“is baby Gun.”  
 
    “His name is Gunner,” Elise says. “But Gun’s a badass baby nickname.” 
 
    Well, she’s right. ‘Gun’ happens to be a badass baby nickname.   
 
    “It’s nice to meet you.” I hold my hand out for her to shake. “I’m Brinley Brown.”  
 
    She gives me that almost motherly perusal as she shakes my hand. “Hero is a good guy, you know. We’re very close.” 
 
    “Yes, I can tell he’s a good man.” Even if I didn’t think it, which I most certainly do, now doesn’t seem the best time to disagree with her.  
 
    “He saved my life. Not in a figurative sense. Like, he literally saved my life.”  
 
    Bingo. Something told me to tread carefully with this woman.  
 
    “That’s why they call him ‘Hero,’” she finishes.  
 
    “Well, I promise to take care of him as long as I’m here. Clean clothes, clean sheets. I’m a good cook and I won’t cramp his style with the ladies.” 
 
    Instead of letting go, Elise squeezes my hand a bit harder. “No. He needs someone to cramp his style with the ladies. And I think you might just be perfect.” Then, I kid not, she winks at me. Winks.  
 
    “Okay, so um, it was nice to meet you. I’m going to go lay down for a while. It was a long drive.” 
 
    My sister and Elise snicker rather loudly as I walk away. Whatever. As long as I’m safe, I’ll take their jabs and jokes. I have to count the doors down the hallway so I don’t walk into the wrong one. None of the clubhouse is overly dingy, not like the ones at my dad’s club. The Pythons are straight-up pigs. But Hero’s room is especially clean. I shut the door behind me, kick off my shoes, and leap into his ginormous fluffy bed. Time to sleep. 
 
    When Blood said he didn’t know how long they’d be gone, I hoped he meant a day or so. It’s now been three days. To stay occupied, I helped Hannah cook and clean up after the men. 
 
    The rest of day one, I sort of lazed around, finding my bearings and getting introduced to the other brothers. Most were pretty surprised to hear my sister call me Hero’s old lady. But they were nice. Very nice. Since they’re his brothers, I’m sure they’re well aware of his hero complex. The fact that he came to my rescue, I’m sure, surprised none of them.  
 
    Especially Blue and Blaze. Apparently, he prospected with these two, and it’s some sort of unwritten biker bylaw that the men you prospect with become your best friends. They really made me feel welcomed. And holy hotties! Except for the hair, Blue could be Hero’s brother. Whereas Hero’s is a rich chestnut brown, Blue has this thick head of black hair with, well, blue undertones that shine brighter in the light. Although Blaze is slightly thinner and not quite as ripped, there is something about tight jeans and scruff to get a girl all hot and bothered.  
 
    On day two, Hannah took me shopping. “We don’t think you should spend any more of that money,” she said as we were thumbing through the racks of the plus-size section in the local Walmart.  
 
    “Then there wasn’t any reason to come here. I’ve got no other money, and you know it.”  
 
    “Seeing as you’re in the predicament you’re in, the club gave me money to take you shopping.” She held up a super cute black-and-red fitted lumberjack-style shirt. I put it in the cart to try on. It was always a crapshoot whether the buttons would actually button over the boobage. Then we found a cute pair of black jeans.  
 
    “I can’t take the club’s money, Han. I’ll just have to save up what I’ve spent and try to get it back to Crush somehow.” 
 
    “No. The club decided. You’re staying there, Brin, you have to follow their rules.” 
 
    Since he didn’t know where I was, I really had no idea why the Lords cared, but Hannah was right. If they decided, then they’d decided. The last thing I needed was to get kicked out. So I tried on more clothing and let Hannah use the club’s money to pay for it.  
 
    When we got back to the compound after the shopping, catching a comedy at the local theater, and grabbing dinner at steak joint the next town over, we found the brothers were throwing an impromptu party just because. A few different girls showed up looking for Hero and they were none too pleased to hear that he had an old lady now. They were even less pleased to see it was me. I wanted to pull them aside to tell them don’t worry. I’m his old lady in title alone. They’ll still have their go with him if he so chooses.  
 
    I really did.  
 
    But when one of them started bitching about him “fucking fuckin’ Shamu?” I didn’t think they deserved to know. When she called me a beached whale… Well really? Which am I, Shamu the Killer Whale who had been safely tucked away in his tank in Sea World until his demise, or a beached whale?  
 
    I could have given her the trite insults. It was botching her metaphors so severely that I simply couldn’t excuse. So at least for now, as far as those women know, I’m Hero’s old lady in every sense of the word.  
 
    This morning the brothers slept in. I was sitting out on a barstool in blissful silence sipping on a steaming mug of strong coffee when a beautiful woman with curly, bouncy fire-red hair hanging down her back walked in wearing a tight-fitting long-sleeved, emerald-green T-shirt and a skintight pair of black jeans, much classier than the brand of women who showed up last night, carrying a baby in one arm and a bottle the shape of coffee creamer in her other hand.  
 
    “Sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,” she said to me, setting the bottle down on the bar top. As if I was supposed to know her or be offended that she hadn’t shown before? “I had to work. By the time I got home, ate supper and spent time with the kids, I was wiped.” 
 
    “Perfectly understandable.” 
 
    She shoved the bottle toward me. “It’s turtle, you know, chocolate and caramel. I made it myself. For you.” 
 
    For me? Well, okay then. I flipped the lid open to smell it. Definitely coffee creamer. And it smelled decadent. Why the hell not? I poured a big glug into my coffee, turning the liquid beige, and took a healthy sip.  
 
    Wow. “This is amazing,” I told her. “I’m Brinley. Hannah is my sister.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” She smirked. “Oh—I’m Caitlin, by the way. Duke’s wife. This rugrat here”—she then jostled the baby in her arms slightly—“is Diesel, our son. Jade’s up at the house.” 
 
    Caitlin is a doctor. Makes delicious homemade coffee creamers. And is woman enough to service the club president until death they do part. But she’s also one of the ladies who wants to see Hero settle down so badly that they actually think I should be the one to get him there.  
 
    Please. Look at me.  
 
    More than that, they don’t even know me. I could be a dominatrix. Or… Or a pigeon farmer who treats my birdies like my babies. Let them eat mashed-up worms out of my mouth and junk. That’s not right.  
 
    Though, to her credit, she was so damn likable that when she invited me up to their house to talk with her while she weeded the rose garden before the first snowfall of the season would make it impossible which would prevent her roses from growing strong and plentiful in the summer , I couldn’t say no.  
 
    She waited for me to dress. Just a regular old pair of straight-legged blue jeans and that fitted red-and-black checker button-down, like a flannel but made of normal cotton. Since the buttons buttoned, and it actually flattered my ample figure, I bought it. Caitlin and I walked outside and across the club’s parking lot over to the most charming blue-sided house I’ve ever seen. With a giant wrap-around porch, shutters, and planter boxes all painted white.  
 
    Her rose garden was actually a sectioned-off flowerbed that followed the contour of the porch.  
 
    It made me ashamed of the dump of an apartment complex I left behind. The apartment to the left was two bedrooms but had probably twenty people hanging inside at any given time, all druggies. The unit to the right had like ten kids. The poorest of the poor, even I walked gallons of milk and boxes of cereal over to them, and I lived in a constant state of broke-ness. And then there were the permanent houseguests occupying everyone’s homes, houseguests in the form of cockroaches and rats.  
 
    My dad kept me so under thumb that I couldn’t have moved to a better complex even though I wanted to. I had to entertain his friends. I had to feed them. Clean for him because no one else was going to. Caring for him took up all my spare time. There was no way to supplement my crappy fast food job by finding a second job. The Pork Pit, that’s where I worked. I got paid shit and constantly smelled of smoke. But because everyone knew of my dad and his associations, The Pork Pit had been the only place out of the plethora of applications I filled out to hire me. That was because the Pit did a whole lot of business with my dad’s club, The Black Pythons.  
 
    The Pythons, in turn, held close affiliations with the Riot. As in Devil’s Riot. The club of the man he sold me to. I don’t know if my dad was ever a good man. He must have been at some point because he managed to land Hannah’s mom and, more than that, my mom. She was beautiful inside and out. Which means, he had to have had good in him some time or another. But all I’ve ever known was the addict. Twitchy. Violent. Willing to sell his daughter for drugs.  
 
    I got lost in gardening and conversation. So lost that four hours later I’m finally back in the club sore in all the right ways but ready for a long, hot shower.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4. 
 
    Levi 
 
      
 
    That was a long-ass three-day ride. First we took off to meet with a potential new shipping client, make them not potential, and get contracts signed. That came easy for us. Long Haul Shipping has a pretty solid reputation.   
 
    The second part, now that comes harder. We decided what with Brinley showing up, we needed to find out what was up with the Riot.  
 
    And what we found out is all kinds of fucked. 
 
    Riot and Pythons in bed together. Some pretty dirty shit. Drugs, the kind that got most of our club killed back before I joined. And who are they taking territory from? Horde chapters. It’s a fucked-up mess.  
 
    We’d been so busy dealing with Houdini’s, hence, Elise’s shit. Then Caitlin’s shit. And finally Liv’s shit, which turned back into Houdini’s shit, we didn’t know the Horde had expanded their territory further west. All of those fucks want Lords’ domain. That ain’t gonna happen.  
 
    Lords protect our own.  
 
    It seems we’re surrounded on three sides and they’re all pushing in. Intel Duke needs yesterday.  
 
    We pull off to stay in a cheap biker-friendly hotel for the night. After checking in and dropping my bag in the room, I head out to find some takeout. There’s a taco truck parked down the street from where we’re staying. As I stand in the bitch of a line, which tells me these are going to be some freaking great tacos, I think about the Riot and the Pythons, all the territory the Horde’s been gaining.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I thought we shut that shit down when we took out that meth lab to rescue Scotch’s woman and babies.  
 
    Once I get up to the order window, I order enough crunchy tacos to feed me for three days, or enough to share with the brothers if I decide to be nice. I pay, wait for my bag, and take off back to eat and crash for the night.  
 
    Boss and Blood are both outside the room smoking when I walk up on them. And I stop in my tracks when I hear what they’re talking about.  
 
    “Do you really think he’s gonna be able to pull it off?” Blood asks. 
 
    Boss takes a long draw from his smoke, then purses his lips as if thinking about the question. “It’s admirable that he wants to help her… after seein’ the shit the Riot are into, I can’t imagine sendin’ her back to that. But he likes getting’ laid and she’s—” 
 
    “Not his type. No, she sure as hell ain’t.” Then Blood takes a pull from his cigarette, too. “What if we tell everyone she’s a hot mama, like Hannah suggested? She doesn’t have to be a hot mama.”  
 
    “Brother, that ain’t gonna work and you know it. She seems sweet, but no one’s gonna buy that the Lords’re suddenly takin’ on—” 
 
    “Be careful how you finish that,” I warn, stepping out from around the corner. “I already said I’d do it. I’m doing it.” 
 
    “You’re a good man for wanting to protect her,” Blood says. “It means a whole lot to Hannah, which means it means something to me, too. But I’ve never seen you with a woman her size. Hell, most of ’em remind me of Elise one way or another.” 
 
    Boss startles and turns his head slowly to glare at me. I squint my eyes, glaring back at the both of them. “Don’t go there, brother. I don’t got a thing for your wife. She’s hot, but she fits the type.” 
 
    “Right. The type that Brinley don’t fit. So how you really gonna convince people that you’re stickin’ your dick in large pussy?” he shoots back.  
 
    I sigh. He’s right. Fuck, I hate that he’s right. “I don’t know, but I have to. She’s not going back to the Riot. I’ll figure something out because I couldn’t live with myself if she ended up back in that hell.” Done with the conversation, I storm past them to go into the room. But before I slam the door, I give them my parting shot. Shaking the bag, I tell them, “And I’m not sharing my tacos.” 
 
    I hear laughing and a grumbled, “We’ll see…” from one of them right before the door closes them out.  
 
    The next morning, we check out, grab breakfast and then we ride. I ended up sharing the tacos with them, figuring the ones I didn’t eat would get soggy and suck ass. We ride through valleys and mountain passes, all during one hell of a thunderstorm. We only pull off when the lightning starts to split the sky by colors—all bright whites and pinks and purples. Too dangerous to be out on the open road, especially on bikes.  
 
    Hours later and soaking wet, we round the last bend, the gate to the compound coming into view. Dutchy, one of the newest prospects, sees us and waves us in as he rolls the chain link open. Jesus, does the kid look young. He has to be at least eighteen because we don’t accept recruits any younger, but damn, he has a baby face. Complete with freckles. I give a short wave as we rumble through and god damn, I’m a shivering mess. A warm shower is first on my agenda. Then a debriefing with Prez.  
 
    Blood lives here too. Boss, as a full patched-in member, has a room here for whatever he wants to use it for. Unlike his single days when the room was used to entertain pieces or hot mamas, now it’s for when he and his wife have too much to drink or when we gotta bring the women in for protection. We dismount and head inside. It’s afternoon on a Saturday, so pretty quiet. With all the kids around now, it’s not near as smoky as the old days. But that ain’t such a bad thing.  
 
    “We going to Duke now?” I ask. 
 
    “Meet here in twenty?” Blood offers.  
 
    “Saw my wife’s car. Better make it thirty.”  
 
    We all laugh and take off for our separate rooms. Nothing to separate me from a hot shower. Fuck. I cannot wait. I open the door to my room and pause only once to look at my big, comfortable bed. A bed calling to me. But no, I keep going and open the bathroom door.  
 
    The room is filled with steam. 
 
    Brinley. Fucking Brinley in the shower. Her back to me. I can see every inch of her through the clear curtain. The water rolling off her creamy-beige skin in rivulets, collecting slightly at the small dimple right above her ass. Jesus, shit. I’ve got no business paying attention to her ass.  
 
    She has her hands in her hair, lathering shampoo throughout. And she’s singing. She’s got a fucking great voice.  
 
    What’s wrong with me? She’s nothing like any woman I’ve ever brought to my bed. An image of me bending her over in that shower, plunging my throbbing cock deep inside her from behind, flashes through my mind. I back out quietly and shut the door. What’s wrong with me? I just want to help the woman out. I’m not attracted to her. At all.  
 
    Then I sink into a squat against the wall and scrub my hands over my face.  
 
    Before she gets out and sees me, I shake it off, this whatever she has over me, and push up to change into some dry clothing. Repulsed at myself for even considering going there with her. I’m supposed to help her. Period. Sex with Brinley would cause too many complications with our arrangement. Too damn many. 
 
    My back is to the bathroom as I slip on a clean T-shirt. I hear a sharp gasp and turn around to see Brinley standing there in one of my navy-blue bath towels. A towel that doesn’t totally fit, gapping at her thigh and showing a hint of belly and dark brown pubes.  
 
    What kind of woman still has pubes? And why do I find it so fucking sexy? It’s like I’m a twelve-year-old kid, can’t tear my eyes away from it.  
 
    She clears her throat. “When, um… When did you get back?” 
 
    “About twenty minutes ago. Got soaked in the storm.” 
 
    “Oh? Are you hungry? I could whip you something up.” 
 
    “That’d be great, Brin. Thanks. I gotta talk to Duke now.” With my back to her, I go about stripping out of those wet jeans, my back tight until I hear the door to the bathroom click and I can relax again. I change into a pair of dry sweats, toss the wet shit into the hamper, and then in the biggest pussy move I’ve ever pulled, I turn and walk out of my room, not saying another word to Brinley.  
 
    I need to get laid. But the one woman I’m supposed to be with—my old lady—I can’t have sex with. I shouldn’t have sex with. I shouldn’t want to have sex with. Duke, Boss, and Blood had been right. I should’ve thought this through.  
 
    No—even I’m not that much of an asshole. Send her back for some hairy no-neck beastman to ruin all that beauty? I’d never be able to live with myself.  
 
    This shit’s gonna get harder before it gets easier. I just feel it.  
 
    From my room, I stomp because I’m pissed at the world, down the hallway and turn to walk into the main common room, where a few brothers roam about. Brothers I can’t deal with—not yet. Not until I take care of what needs to be taken care of.  
 
    Before my ass hits the stool at the counter I order, “Whiskey,” from Butch behind the bar. He pours and I slam it back. Then I nod and slide the glass back to him. He fills it and I slam the second one.  
 
    Don’t wanna be drunk when we talk to Duke, but Jesus, I got a hard-on for a woman I got no business jonesing over and it’s only because I haven’t been laid since the night before we left. It has to be that, right? Besides, what would my brothers say, how much shit would I get if they thought I actually wanted to bone Hannah’s sister?  
 
    Not one hot mama, and not a damn old lady that I’ve met so far has thick thighs and a rounded belly along with big tits and bigger ass. I’d be a joke. A laughingstock, wouldn’t I? Doesn’t the old lady reflect the man she’s with? 
 
    Boss and Blood, both wearing that freshly fucked arrogance, saunter into the room with us from the hallway. I see Hannah duck down the hallway, hair messed in that she-got-herself-some way. “Ready?” I ask.  
 
    “Let’s do this,” Boss says back.  
 
    It only takes us fifteen minutes to fill Duke in on what we found to the west, and that includes showing him the surveillance photos we captured on our phones. “Fuck.” Duke rubs his hand over his face. “This is the last fucking thing we need.” 
 
    I wholeheartedly agree.  
 
    “Gonna start pullin’ patrols. Brothers out in pairs. Keepin’ eyes on the Horde. Thought with Scotch’s shit, they’d be outta commission for at least a little while. Barely been a month. Fuck. Lemme figure out who’s first up. Boss, you stay. Blood, Hero, talk to ya in a bit.” 
 
    Blood and I both nod and walk out into the main common room from Duke’s office behind the bar. Things have picked up around the clubhouse.  
 
    Picked up, as in several pieces have shown to show the brothers a good time. “Hey, Hero.” Destini, a hot piece I’ve fucked a few times, draws her hand along my back before she stops at my opposite side. Now she’s the kind of woman the brothers would accept at my side. I mean, her tits are fake but her ass and stomach are flat, and come to think of it, her hipbones protrude. Still, she’s gorgeous and a great lay. Not a damn straight man on the planet wouldn’t want to walk into a room with someone like Destini on their arm.  
 
     “Destini,” I greet back. “Looking good.” 
 
    “You look stressed.” She grabs a hold of my junk and squeezes gently. “You feel stressed. You gonna let me take care of that?” 
 
    Yes. Oh shit, yes.  
 
    Until Brinley pops out from the kitchen with a plate of something that smells better than it looks and it looks pretty fucking phenomenal. “I got your food.” 
 
    Destini snickers, the kind that comes off unbelievably bitchy because it’s meant to. “Surprised there’s any left for you, Hero.” 
 
    “Knock it off, Des.” 
 
    “What? She’s a hippo. She should be grazing the grasslands.” 
 
    “Hippos spend most of their lives submerged underwater. They don’t graze the grasslands.” Brinley laughs, but it’s uncomfortable to hear her answer. Like she’s had to respond to this exact cutdown before.  
 
    “Seriously, what’re you, ten?” I say to Destini. “Get gone.” Then I shove her away and slide onto a stool. “Thanks, Brin. It looks fantastic. What is it?” 
 
    Brinley’s eyes dull and her smile turns from genuine to fake, forced. I feel that in my gut. Like a blow. Only her dull eyes watch Destini walk away. I mean, shit, Brin’s not that big. I’ve definitely seen bigger… hell, I’m no good picking out sizes above a six.  
 
    Her eyes dart back to me. She covers quickly. “Well, I only know it as American chop suey.” 
 
    Nope. Never heard of it before. But as I pick up the fork she slides to me to scoop up a mouthful of noodles, sauce, and vegetables, and chew, I know for damn sure that I could eat this every day for a week and not grow tired of it.  
 
     “This is the shit. You gonna join me?” 
 
    “No. I’m good. I prefer to take my dinner in private.”  
 
    Shit.  
 
    “Brin, we’ve gotta talk.” 
 
    She holds her hand up to stop me. “Nothing to talk about. If you want to take her”—she uses her chin to gesture the way Destini walked—“to the room, just let me know so I don’t walk in on you. Or, in colleges, it’s a thing to hang a bandana on the door handle.” 
 
    “This ain’t college, babe.” 
 
    “I know. But we need a system.” 
 
    I take another bite of food, chew it, and toss the fork down onto the plate. It clanks loudly. I’ve moved past mildly irritated by this conversation to downright pissed. “We don’t need a system. You’re my old lady.” 
 
    “We both know what that’s worth.” 
 
    I cock my brow, hunger winning out over irritation, and pick the fork back up to shovel in another delicious bite.  
 
     “Protection,” she says. “I cook and clean in return for your protection. I’m nothing more than that. You don’t even know me, Hero. I’m just some woman you offered to help. And I appreciate it. I absolutely one hundred percent do. But no good man will ever want me. You’re a good man and I know my place in this world.” 
 
    She swipes the plate from under my hovering hand still holding the fork, which she plucks from me and runs with her head down into the kitchen.  
 
    Dammit! What the hell just happened?  
 
    While I’m busy staring dumbfounded at the spot Brinley stood just a minute ago, Crass slides onto the stool next to me and pats me on the back. “Welcome to the confusing world of women, brother.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that was about. She wanted a system so she doesn’t walk in on me screwing some chick in our bed.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” he says, which gets my rage boiling under my skin.  
 
    “Not a bad idea?” I spit out. “That’s just insulting, man. I’d never fuck another woman in that bed. Not while she’s here.” 
 
    “But are you gonna stop fucking other women?” 
 
    What? “The fuck? Now you’re being ridiculous.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she’s just… I’m a… because it’s ridiculous.” 
 
    Crass stands from the stool. One arm he wraps around my shoulder, and the other he braces against the countertop to lean way in. “Thought I should point out, you called it ‘our bed.’ So maybe not ridiculous, after all.” Then the bastard pushes off me and walks away. What does he know? She might be a pain in our asses, but his woman, Brighton, is fucking hot. Tiny thing, the kind of woman you can lift and fuck against the wall or in the shower. I’d never be able to lift Brinley against the wall, would I? Inwardly I laugh because no, not without straining my back.  
 
    She just has my head messed up is all. She and I have to talk—now. I stand from the stool and follow her into the kitchen, hoping like hell she’s alone in there.  
 
    At least luck is on my side a little. No one’s in here but Brin, leaning over the sink. Her head is hung low, her hands are clasped in front of her resting on the metal rim between the sinks and she’s crying.  
 
    My brain shuts down. Seeing Brinley cry kickstarts some primal man urge and I stomp over, grab her belt loops to spin her around and shove her, forcing her to take steps backward.  
 
    “Hero, what are you doing?” 
 
    I keep shoving. 
 
    “Hero?” 
 
    Her back hits the wall and I position my body to block her from everyone, then use my bent finger to tip her chin up to look at me. “First. You call me ‘Levi.’ Not Hero. Second. You are worth more than cooking and cleaning. Third.” I make sure she’s looking in my eyes. “You look beautiful today, okay? It’s not me saying this to make you feel better. You simply look beautiful. So get that shit Destini said out of your head.” 
 
    “I can’t… because I don’t believe you. I’ve got a lifetime of people telling me the opposite. A lifetime telling me your words simply aren’t true.”  
 
     “Go on back to our room, Brin.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I think you know why. We need to talk and the kitchen isn’t the place for it. Now go.” 
 
    Tears roll down her cheeks and she pushes past me. This time I let her go, not following. What can I do? She’s not going to believe anything I tell her and it’s not right of me to pretend like I want more from her than to help. I’m not even sure what I’m going to say. I knock my head against the drywall hoping to knock some sense into myself. 
 
    I’m always going to take care of her. For however long she needs, she’s got that. But maybe… maybe we could work at the rest. We’ve got time, right? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
    I walk back to the room, shut the door behind me, and moved to sit on the bed. My mind is fraught with what he might want to talk to me about.  
 
     Five minutes.  
 
     Ten minutes.  
 
     The alarm clock on his bedside table says I’ve been sitting here for nearly fifteen minutes when the doorknob twists, the door opens, and Hero finally graces me with his presence. I sit up straighter, irritated that he’s left me sitting here so long. 
 
     Before he has the chance to speak, I beat him to the punch. “You wanted to talk, so talk.” 
 
     “Brin—”  
 
     “I don’t think whatever you’re about to say is what you really want to talk about. You won’t go, I’ll go. And I mean that in the literal sense. You had good intensions; I believe that. But I embarrass you. What the hell must Destini think, you coming to my defense?” Hero looks like he wants to interject something, opening his mouth, but I hold my hand up to stop him. “I hoped that Hannah would help me, but she left me once before, so I shouldn’t be surprised she’s not helping now. I’ve been alone most of my life.” 
 
     “You’re not going anywhere,” he says and it sounds like a command. As if I’ll listen to any command he gives? I might have before, but not now.  
 
     “I am. I’m heading up to Canada. I’ll have to get my car a legal plate, which I’m not looking forward to. It puts me here in Thornbriar for anyone looking—especially when I have to update my driver’s license to get that. But none of that matters. If I can cross the border into Canada, I can put everyone behind me.” 
 
     “Listen to yourself. How’re you gonna cross into Canada without a passport?” 
 
    “Canada has the longest border with the US, the majority of which is unmanned. I didn’t say it wouldn’t take planning. But once I get north enough, I can figure things out. I’m not stupid, you know.” 
 
    “Know you’re not stupid, Brin. But you stole a truck and cash from a Devil’s Riot. You bashed his face against a truck to knock him out.” 
 
     “Yeah, I know. I was there, remember?” 
 
      “That man has your face plastered everywhere by now, lowlife scum willing to turn you in for a payday. I said I’d take care of you, and I will,” he yells at me, all condescending like he thinks I really am stupid even though I just told him I’m not. I’m not stupid. I might be disgusting to look at, but I have a brain and I know how to use it.  
 
     “I don’t want you to take care of me. I don’t want to be a burden on anyone. All I’ve ever wanted was to be loved, Hero. And I’ll never be loved.” The goddamn tears rim my eyes again. I hate tears. I hate crying. I hate being so stinking vulnerable. 
 
    His voice softens when he asks, “Why won’t you ever be loved?”  
 
    I laugh humorlessly at the sheer audacity of his question. Then I run my hand from my head down the length of my body. “I’m fat.” 
 
     “What?” And he acts like he honestly doesn’t understand. If I weren’t so pissed, I’d clap for his awesome Oscar-winning performance.  
 
    “What don’t you understand? I’m fat. In my world either you’re fat or you’re loved, but never—never fucking ever both. Hairy, no-necked assholes like Crush who only want to abuse me are the only men who have time for me.” 
 
     “That’s not true, Brin.” 
 
    “It’s not, Hero? Hmm…” To prove his words as lies, I start unbuttoning my blouse. The V between my breasts, a section of lacy black bra and tummy ripples are all visible before he puts his hand up to stop me.  
 
    “Don’t do that,” he says. Yeah… just like I thought.  
 
    “Exactly,” I reply.  
 
    “Not exactly. Now, I told you to call me ‘Levi,’ not Hero. The brothers call me that, the women call me that—but not you.” 
 
    “What the hell does it matter what I call you?” I begin buttoning the shirt back up.  
 
    “It matters because you’re my old lady and as my old lady, you call me by my name. Levi. Period.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at him. “Oh, would you stop it? I’m no more your old lady than Destini is. Only at least she gets to get laid. I bet you know what you’re doing in that department. But again, fat doesn’t get laid. Fat doesn’t get loved. Fat doesn’t—”  
 
    “Seriously, quit fucking saying that,” he says. I take a step back, flinching because he sounds angry. “Brin, shit, woman, I’m not gonna hurt you. I’ve never raised my hand to a woman in my life.”  
 
    “At this point, it wouldn’t matter if you did. Just one more thing to add to the list to get me out of here faster,” I tell him honestly. His face falls. “There’s a party going on out there. Where do you want me to go?” 
 
    “You can come to the party, meet more of the brothers or you can stay in here.” 
 
    “That’s right. I saw the other night… Brothers don’t mind getting it on in public. Go for it, stud. Go get Destini and remind her of everything you’re capable of. I’ll stay in here. No one will even know I exist.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna get through to you tonight, I see that now. Whatever. I’ll see you later.” Hero begins to storm away but turns back, stomps over to the dresser where my key is sitting on top, plucks the key up and shoves it in his pocket, then turns to storm away again.  
 
    “Just in case,” he says and slams the door behind him for good measure.  
 
    Aaahhh. I scream inside my head, though I don’t make a peep of sound. That’s my way out and I don’t like not having control over the situation. No, I wasn’t planning on leaving tonight, but when I decide to take off, I need to be able to go. Why do men have to be such assholes all the time? 
 
    Whatever, fine. I’ll wait until tomorrow to get them back. With nothing else to do, I change into my pajamas—long, cotton pants and a fitted, stretchy T-shirt—climb into bed, plug in my earbuds and open the Netflix app on the tablet my sister loaned me. The sleepwear is totally different from the shorts and tank I left Houston in. Since she has Netflix, she lets me log onto her account. And I binge watch two seasons of a sci-fi drama before I drift off.  
 
    The next thing I know, it feels like there’s a bug landing on my nose. I swat it off and it keeps coming back. Relentless.  
 
    When I can’t take anymore, I open my eyes, intent on finding something to crush that sucker. I don’t relish killing anything, even bugs, but dammit, I just want to sleep. Maybe once I’m sufficiently rested, I’ll plan out how to get my keys back from Hero. With his bed being so comfy, admittedly, getting my keys back might not happen until I’m close to calcifying to the sheets. 
 
    But no. Those pesky insects live for waylaying the best of plans. I open my unfocused eyes. “You’re dead now, bu—” The rest of the word dies on my tongue. Because it’s not an insect. No, it’s Hero. Hero with his finger pointed out like he’s preparing to tickle my nose.  
 
    “I’m dead?” he asks, chuckling.  
 
    “I thought you were a bug,” I explain dryly, pushing to sit up and moving my hair out of my face. “What did you do with my keys?” 
 
    The jackass smirks. Smirks. “In my pocket. Why?” 
 
    “Because I’d like them back.” 
 
    “I bet,” he says, now full-on smiling and I want to fist-punch his gorgeous face. “Since that’s not happening, new topic.” 
 
    “What do you want then?” 
 
    “Get dressed. We’re going to breakfast, then I thought we could hang out, get to know each other.” 
 
    Is this guy serious? He can’t stand the sight of me? He proved my point when I unbuttoned my blouse last night, to, well, prove my point. Like he’s going to want anyone to see us together. “Since that’s not going to happen,” I reply, snidely, “new topic.”  
 
     “Come on, up. Get dressed. I know this fantastic pancake house.” 
 
    “Hero, please… you don’t want to be seen with me any more than I want to try to choke down breakfast with someone who can’t stand the sight of me.” 
 
    His gaze hardens and lightning quick, he moves, holding my chin, forcing me to look at him. “It’s Levi, Brin. Not kidding. Not backing down from this one. You call me ‘Levi,’ understand?” 
 
    “Yeah, got it. Levi.”  
 
     “Good. Now get dressed,” he outright orders me.  
 
    “I’m not going. I’m lying back down and sleeping until people forget I’m here.”  
 
    The covers begin moving down my body because he’s pulling them down. Then, despite my resistance, he tugs me from the bed. Dude is strong. “Get dressed or I’ll get you dressed.”  
 
    “Please, God—leave me alone.” 
 
    “I’m not God, just Levi. And Brinley, not gonna happen. We’re hanging out.”  
 
    I step out from around him, well aware of my booty jiggling as I stomp over to the dresser to pull a pair of leggings and a deep jewel-toned sweater out of the drawer. I think the color is amethyst. It’s gorgeous with a cowlneck that drapes off one shoulder. I walk into the bathroom to change. He doesn’t want to see any of this naked.  
 
    When I come out, I’ve braided my hair in a cute fishtail and painted my face. He stares at me for a beat—just stares before he startles himself out of it and holds his hand out to me.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he says. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6. 
 
    Levi 
 
      
 
    I lead her out to the parking lot and hesitate for a moment, unsure if I’ll ever take her on the back of my bike, if I’ll have the courage to let people see her there. It doesn’t matter now. Perfect excuse to not even have to think about it —we’re heading into winter. Today the truck is the only option. She doesn’t wait for me to open the door once she sees which vehicle we’re heading toward, hopping in the passenger seat with the seatbelt buckled before I get in.  
 
    Dutchy’s on the gate this morning, rolling it open for us to pass through. Brinley switches on the radio, moving the dial until she hits a pop station. Instead of talking, she starts singing along with the song. Christ, I could listen to her all day. The woman has pipes.  
 
    Two songs she sings through as we make our way down the mountain, but I turn to head out of town at the bottom. We spend the next forty-five minutes driving frosty, back-country highways until we reach the place I want to take her to, which is two counties over.  
 
    At the end of that forty-five minutes we turn into the lot in front of Happy Pancake. The sign boasts fifty different pancakes and twenty-five different syrups. She hops out before I get to her. Though, I do manage to get the door to the restaurant before she does. The woman makes it difficult to be a gentleman.  
 
    It’s a seat-yourself kind of place. I direct us over to the back wall, far enough away from the doors so we don’t get blasted with cold every time someone comes through them.  
 
    Brinley orders a coffee with cream and stevia, whatever that is. Then she peruses the menu. Basically, doing whatever she can to avoid talking to me and it’s bullshit. If she’s not going to start a conversation, I will. “Whatcha getting?” I ask.  
 
    “Pancakes,” she answers flatly. 
 
    “Duh—which kind sounds good?” 
 
    “Don’t know, there’re like fifty to choose from and like twenty-five syrup choices.”  
 
    I bust out laughing. “Smartass,” I tease.  
 
    “I think I’m getting the sweet potato with the salted pecan maple syrup.” 
 
    Since she doesn’t ask what I’m getting in return, I offer it up anyway. “I’m going with the oatmeal raisin pancakes and the vanilla-cinnamon syrup.” 
 
    Looking up, she nods and sort of smiles. “Good choice. And healthy. Probably why you look like you do…” 
 
    “Nah, I pretty much eat what I want. Just lucky, I guess. Tell me, what do you like to do?”  
 
    The incredulous look she shoots pisses me off, but that’s not nearly as bad as her words. “Eat. Obviously.” 
 
    “Don’t do that. I’m sick of hearing you cut yourself down. This isn’t going to work if you keep that up.” 
 
    “Ha!” Brin raises her eyebrow at me. “That’s rich. You really think this is going to work?” 
 
    “Well, it won’t if you don’t try.” 
 
    “Me? If… If… I don’t try? You brought me to a restaurant two counties away so no one you know will see us together.” 
 
    Holy shit. That’s what I thought about the bike, but it’s not why I brought her here at all. They just happen to have the best pancakes around. I wanted to bring her someplace I thought she’d enjoy. 
 
    “Swear to you, Brin.” I reach over the table to grab her hand. “I brought you here because I thought you’d like it. Pancakes are my favorite food. They make the best around.” 
 
    She softens to me after I tell her that. The woman finally believes me on something. Our waitress comes to take our order and I start in on a few things I wanted to talk about. “The shipping business the brothers own, they’re looking for a file clerk. The receptionist has been so busy, the filing just isn’t getting done. I thought you might want to interview.” 
 
    A few beats of time pass before she says anything, blinking at me. “Uh… yeah. That’s nice. I need a job so I can save up more money before I go to Canada.” 
 
    “Okay, you bringing up Canada again assures that you’re getting driven to work every morning.” 
 
    “Her—Levi,” she corrects herself.  
 
    “Give me your phone. I’ll program in my number so you can get a hold of me.” 
 
    “I don’t have one. I left without anything, nothing personal. I didn’t even have any shoes.”  
 
    “Are you serious?” I sort of yell, then I drop my voice to a strangled whisper.  “A single woman traveling alone with no phone? That’s so unsafe.” 
 
    “Well, it was safer than having to preform sexual acts on Crush and the boys. Plus, look at me. No one’s bothering me. Women who can easily be overpowered are targeted more often than big girls like me,” she says nonchalantly, waving her hand in the air like my concern means nothing. “But to answer your first question, I like to read. The Pythons kept a close watch on me for my dad, so I wasn’t welcome in most circles. And when someone did offer to let me hang, one of the brothers would ruin it for me. I was basically slave labor for my dad whenever I wasn’t working at the Pork Pit, which a lot of Pythons frequented so they could always keep an eye on me there, too.”  
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I ask, but she shoots me the do-I-sound-like-I’m-kidding look and I feel stupid for having asked. “Right.” Time for a subject change. I’m irritated with her lack of emotion over the life she’s lived the past twenty-two years. I want her as pissed off as I am, but I don’t want to argue because she’s not. “You like flea markets? Maybe we can find things you like for the place.” 
 
    “What place?” 
 
    “Our place.” I thought that was a given that she and I would move in to our own place. The waitress sets our plates down in front of us. Then both Brinley and I get separate plates of whipped butter and our syrups. Finally, the waitress tops off our coffees. 
 
    “Need anything else?” the waitress asks. 
 
    “No,” I say at the same time Brinley says, “No, thanks.” 
 
    Once the waitress walks away, Brin cuts into her pancakes, takes a bite, chews, then asks, “What do you mean our place?” 
 
    “Babe, we can’t live at the club. The room is for when we don’t want to drive after a party or if we have to bring the families in on lockdown. Only single brothers and a few hot mamas around to take care of the brothers are allowed to live there. The room is temporary digs.” 
 
    “Okay.” She agrees too readily and I’m not sure we’re on the same page. “What do you do for fun?” she asks, then. 
 
    I’m going to have to keep my eye on her because I don’t quite trust that ‘okay,’ but let her get away with it because it seems like we’re starting to get along. “I actually enjoy working on cars and my bike. The compound has a garage. I keep my tools there. Then before I joined the club, I used to enjoy refurbishing furniture.” 
 
    She pops out a laugh. 
 
    “What?” I ask. “Don’t laugh. I was actually pretty good at it.” 
 
    “I bet you were. It’s just hard to reconcile a biker refurbishing furniture.” Another bite of pancake and syrup dripping off her fork goes into her mouth and I can’t tear my eyes away. Brinley has an incredibly sexy mouth. 
 
    Her eyes fix on mine fixated on her mouth and she swallows hard. “Why did you give it up?”  
 
    Give it up? I blink and realize it was an actual question and I need to get my shit together. “My pops had a restoration business. When he died, I just couldn’t do it anymore.” 
 
    Surprising the hell out of me, Brinley sets her fork down to reach her hand across the table, grabbing my hand. She squeezes it consolingly. “So, you were close with your dad, then?” she asks. 
 
    “Yeah…” I swallow back the lump of emotion threatening to bubble up whenever I think about my dad. “Yeah. Close. It was just the two of us for most of my life. My moms died when I was young, like three, hit by a drunk driver. Pops never remarried or anything. Then when I was nineteen, he woke up one morning feeling like shit. Fever, vomiting—he was pale and had a headache. We’d gone out to eat the night before, so we thought he had food poisoning. Five hours later, he was dead. Fucking bacterial meningitis. Can you believe that shit?” 
 
    Shaking her head no, Brin watches me longer.  
 
    “Is that when you found the Lords?” she asks.  
 
    “Nah. I finished the projects my pops had been working on—it was hard, but I owed him that. Then I wandered for a while. Ended up in Kentucky and found the Lords. Prospected when I was twenty-one.” 
 
    “So you’re not from here?” 
 
    “Nope. From Nevada.” 
 
    “And looking at antiques wouldn’t bother you?” 
 
    That’s sweet of her to ask. “I think I’d actually enjoy it. Maybe it’s time I start refurbishing again.” 
 
     “Then let’s go to the flea market.” 
 
    Even Elise doesn’t know about the refurbishing and she and I have been tight since Boss started bringing her around the club. I don’t talk about my pops with the brothers. It’s shocking as hell that I told Brinley. To be honest, I’m not really sure what made me do it. Somehow sharing that piece of me with her felt right.  
 
    When we finish our breakfasts, I pay and take her hand, forcing her to walk next to me back to the truck. Then we go flea marketing. But I have one stop to make first.  
 
    “Verizon?” she asks. “What are we doing at Verizon?” 
 
     “Be right back.” I hop out of the truck and jog inside the store. I know exactly what I’m after. The salesman helps me pick out the newest iPhone and I add a line to my account. Brin needs a phone. She’s getting a phone.  
 
    There she is, sitting in the front seat singing along to the radio again. But instead of new pop songs, she’s belting out Queen of Hearts, that Juice Newton song. Anyone walking past could hear her through the rolled-up windows. I can’t hide the smile blazing across my face knowing that woman has gone through all she’s gone through and can still find it in her to belt out Juice Newton.  
 
    I open the door and she immediately turns down the radio volume. “Hey,” she says, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Here.” I shove the bag at her. Brin stares at it but doesn’t take it. I stand there holding the thing until I’m forced to physically pick up her hand at the wrist and manipulate her fingers to grasp the plastic handles.  
 
     “What is it?” 
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    “You prefer Android?” 
 
    “No. I… Levi, I can’t accept this. It’s over a thousand-dollar phone.”  
 
    “Not only can you accept it, you will. Brin, you’re my old lady. You need a phone. I’m not getting my old lady a cheap-ass, piece-of-shit phone.” 
 
    Her eyes fill with tears. Then before I know what she’s doing, Brin leans in to kiss me. Not a cheek kiss, but right on the mouth. Those hot tears of hers streak her skin and mine. I wrap one of my hands around the back of her head and the other around her back, lifting her over the console to deepen the kiss.  
 
    She likely meant it to be innocent. But the moment her lips touched mine, something snapped inside me and I needed more, so I took more.  
 
    God, the little whimpers she makes undo me. I’ve never been kissed like this in my life and the idea that I could have kisses like this for the rest of it gets me actually fucking hard.  
 
    It’s finally her who breaks the kiss, those giant melon tits heaving with each gulp of air she struggles to take in. “Wow,” she breathes.  
 
    It might make me an asshole, but I smile the cockiest smile from making her wow. I like being the man who makes her wow. Starting the engine, I shift into gear, then rest my hand on her thigh, lacing our fingers together.  
 
     “No one has ever given me a gift this nice,” she whispers and I glance over at her but don’t speak, letting her get out whatever she needs to get out. “It was my birthday… the day before I showed up at the compound. My dad didn’t even remember. That was the night he sold me.” 
 
    What the fuck do I say to that? That asshat father of hers will never hurt her again so long as I’m breathing because no matter what happens with us, I won’t let it happen. Rather than telling her any of that, I turn up the radio and start singing along to The Gambler by Kenny Rogers. My voice isn’t near as good as hers, but I don’t care. She joins in and it hits me: This is an important moment for us.  
 
    We arrive at the flea market and her eyes go huge as we turn into the parking lot and she’s able to take in the magnitude of the place. I know how she feels—it’s a huge market. Before we get out, I take her new phone, which we had charging during the drive, and we set it up. Passcode. Facial recognition. Apple ID. The works. The last thing I do is download the find-my-friends app.  
 
    Brinley wrinkles her brows, scrunching up her face. She’s too cute for her own good and needs to stop that now if she doesn’t want to get kissed again. “What are you doing?” she asks. 
 
     “So you always know where I am. We get in there; I go to buy sugar-coated almonds and you wander away. Boom. I’m your friend and you can find me.” 
 
    She laughs and it’s a beautiful sound. I add her to my find-your-friends app before we hop out of the truck. And since that amazing kiss, I find myself wanting to touch her. It blows my mind that I want to, but I do.  
 
    If anyone told me that I’d walk around a marketplace with my arm around a woman who looks like Brinley, I’d fist-punch ’em and tell ‘em they were crazy. But I’ll be damned if that’s not how we wander the aisles and aisles of vendors.  
 
    We talk more than I’ve probably ever conversed with anyone, especially without a beer or a pool cue in sight. We play-bicker over these ugly-ass frog salt and pepper shakers wearing a white veil and a black tux that she adores and I clearly don’t, but end up buying them for her anyway. That leads to the game where we each set out to find the ugliest thing in the market.  
 
    It’s a day spent laughing and finding out all the best likes and biggest dislikes each of us has to offer. Why didn’t anybody tell me it could be this good? In their defense, most of the brothers and all of the old ladies already did. Per my usual, I was to stupid and stubborn to listen.  
 
    Turns out Brinley’s amazing. But it’s those way-too-appraising-looks she’s getting from other men as she saunters past them wearing that sexy sweater and leggings that has me pulling her in deep until she’s plastered to my side. So what if it makes me look like a possessive asshole? She’s with me. Move along, fellas. Brin’s mine.  
 
    By the time we leave, I’ve got a dining table and four chairs, that once they’re refinished will look amazing, a rocker-recliner for Brin that’ll have to be recovered and she found an eggshell-colored, antique linen tablecloth.  
 
    Today has been one of the best days of my life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
    When we reach the clubhouse, Levi calls up Blaze to come help us move the table and chairs inside the old garage. There’s a small section where he can work on fixing up the furniture as he finds the time. I feel self-conscious. Blaze keeps looking between Levi and me right up until they’ve moved the last chair inside. 
 
    Can he tell we’ve kissed? 
 
    I don’t want to embarrass Levi. It was the moment. I know that. I kissed him because that phone means more than he’ll ever realize. That’s why his reaction didn’t faze me. It was an automatic reaction to someone attacking his lips.  
 
    We’re walking to the entrance of the clubhouse when Duke’s gruff voice reaches us from behind us. Stopping short, Levi and I turn around. “’S’up, prez?” Levi calls over to the burly, tattoo-covered, mustachioed man.  
 
     “Jade’s party. C’mon over.” Then the man walks back inside through the white door.  
 
    “Jade?” I ask.  
 
    “Duke and Caity’s oldest. It’s her birthday.”  
 
    Oh… “Well, it was a nice day. Thank you.”  
 
    Levi glares at me like I said I worship Baldar, Emperor of Mars. “What?” He laughs. 
 
    “Didn’t he call you over? I was only saying I had a nice day. You know, trying not to keep you.” 
 
    “Bird, he means the both of us. We’re going together.” 
 
    “Bird?” I ask. “What the hell does that mean?”  
 
    “Short for ‘songbird.’ Brin, you’ve got a beautiful voice.” Is he serious? I mean, I know I don’t croak like a frog or anything, but does he really mean it? Does he really think I sing like a songbird? “I’ve heard you sing now four times and you blow me away every time.” 
 
    Wow. That’s incredibly sweet.  
 
    “Why would you think he’d want me at his daughter’s birthday party?” 
 
    “What do you mean, why? You’re my old lady, babe. It’s a family event and you’re family.” 
 
    I’m family? In my confusion, I miss Levi leaning in until his nose nuzzles the side of mine. It feels nice. Intimate. And then when he presses his lips to mine, so soft and so sweet, my stomach drops in the most pleasurable way possible.  
 
     “Okay,” I whisper against his lips. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    It strikes me as we reach the side door to the blue house that we don’t have a present for the little girl. How awkward. Me showing up to a family event as if I belong there, and with no toy or anything? Suddenly, I feel sick to my stomach.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Levi asks me. “You’re turning green.” 
 
    “We don’t have a gift and this is my first time showing to a family event and Levi… I really shouldn’t be going. You don’t have anything to prove—swear. Today you’ve been nicer to me than just about anyone else in my life. It’s okay. Go. Be with your friends.”  
 
    “Woman,” he says forcefully. “I’ve got something for her. Now get your butt in there.”  
 
    He’s not holding a package, but he does grab my upper arm, not hard, but enough to move me along with him. It’s actually kind of sweet that he wants me there. I’m not sure why. I’ve given him out after out and the guy refuses to take them.  
 
    Levi holds the storm door open for me while pushing open the solid door. We walk in together, his hand pressed to the small of my back, the way an actual couple would join a group. Duke and Caitlin have the cutest house. Walls of suede and a big, comfy denim sofa that sits like a hundred people. Okay, that might be an exaggeration, but it’s big. Accents of dusky blue to match the denim, rose and gray on the draperies, the throw pillows, lampshades. I’ve never lived in a place this classy—ever.  
 
    Caitlin walks up to greet us carrying her son. “I’m so glad you two could join us.” 
 
    “Your home is beautiful,” I tell her at the same time Levi places a hand to her shoulder and bends in for a quick cheek kiss.  
 
    Then he says, “Where’s the birthday girl?” 
 
    “I’m here, Hero.” And that’s as much as we hear when a fireball of a child, the exact replica of Caitlin, as far I can tell, hits Levi’s legs so hard, she practically levels him. The sturdy, sexy-strong man takes a step back in order not to fall. He bends down to pick her up. 
 
    “Hey, princess. Happy birthday,” he says, kissing her cheek, too, then swooping her onto his back, he carries her into the living room. I know I’ll never have kids because I don’t want to be a single mother and what man is ever going to want to make babies with me? But holy hell—ovaries go boom! And if that isn’t enough, when he sets her down on the sofa, it’s only to pull a small antique-looking deep blue velvet box from his pocket to hand it over to the little girl. Only, he opens it first to reveal a delicate gold chain with a teardrop of milky-green dangling. Jade. He’d found her a delicate jade necklace and I can’t help wonder if that was one of the reasons he wanted to go to the flea market today.  
 
    She presses her closed fists to her mouth as if trying to hold in her excitement, but the draw of beautiful jewelry proves too much and. she. squeals. Eardrum-rupturingly loud. Little Diesel jumps in his mom’s arms, wailing.  
 
    Duke plucks him from Caitlin to cradle and cuddle him. Talking softly—well, biker soft, because he’s got this deep, gruff voice that’s literally unable to go soft, soft—and settling the boy.  
 
    My attention back to Levi and Jade, I tell him, “It seems she likes your gift.” 
 
    “Our gift, bird. It’s from the both of us.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know you were picking it up,” I protest in a tight whisper. 
 
    “I forgot to tell you about it, but no doubt at some point you’ll buy a gift for one of the club kids and put my name on it, too. It’s how these things work.”  
 
    How does he know how “these things work”? Levi doesn’t seem the type to have delved into the pool of adult relationships. The first day I met him he had a naked woman in his bed.  
 
    Leaning deep into my body space, dipping his head as if he’s about to kiss the hinge of my jaw, at the last minute, he pivots to whisper in my ear, so close, his lips brush the lobe, and tingles shoot up and down my neck. “Please.” It’s almost too soft for me to hear and does crazy things to the rest of my insides, too.  
 
    Before I do something really embarrassing like sighing one of those swoony-girl sighs, I glance around the room to get my wits about me and notice we are most definitely the center of attention. That sobers me up real quick. To finish this up and get those eyes off us, I press an (almost) genuine smile to my face and answer, “Sure.” Then I look to Jade. “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”  
 
    Her returning smile is bright and beautiful. “What’s your name again?” she asks me.  
 
    “Brinley. I’m Brinley Brown.” 
 
    “And you live with Hero, right?” 
 
    “I stay with him,” I answer. 
 
    She furrows her brow as if she doesn’t understand my answer, and being—what?—six or so, she wouldn’t. Levi, however, slides his arm around my shoulder. “Yeah, she’s my old lady, Jade.”  
 
    I almost laugh at the way Jade’s eyes shoot to me looking like, ‘Why didn’t you say that in the first place?’ I think I would have laughed if not for him already drawing enough attention to us with that comment.  
 
    A few more women I haven’t met yet make their way over to us, all giving hugs to Levi. Apparently, he’s popular with all ladies, including the very much taken old ladies of the club.  
 
    The first one to hug him turns to introduce herself. “Hi,” she says. “I’m Trisha. Everyone calls me ‘Trish.’ I’m Sneak’s old lady.” Then she points over her shoulder to Sneak, in case I don’t know who she’s talking about. But I’ve seen him around the clubhouse. I wave at him and he does a little half-wave back.  
 
    Trish is a pretty thing, tall and lean with kind of narrow hips considering most of these guys like a bit of curve to their women and despite having had a baby. Her outfit says anything but ‘I’m married to a biker.’ Between the platinum blonde pixie cut and her fuzzy sweater, tight pants, white, go-go boots, and dark eyeliner and mascara, she looks like she landed here as part of the 1960s British invasion. Sneak, on the other hand is tall and lithe with zero visible tattoos. Zero facial hair. He’s handsome, but not handsome enough to stand out in a crowd. 
 
    “She’s a school teacher,” Levi whispers to me. I can see this. “Sneak works with me, but sometimes for club business he needs to blend into the background.” I’m curious as to the kind of ‘club business’ he gets into that would require him to blend in, but I suppose that’s a topic for another time.  
 
    “Good to meet you, Trish. I’m Brinley.” 
 
    “Oh, girl… I know who you are. When I heard Hero got himself an old lady, you know I was all over that news.”  
 
    I laugh uncomfortably, murmuring, “Good to know.” 
 
    “And this sweet lil’ thing is our daughter, Briar Rose,” Trish finishes.  
 
    “Hi, sweetie,” I say to the baby. She looks maybe a year old. Though calling her ‘sweet’ seems a bit of an understatement. The little girl has a cherub face, these brilliant blue eyes that match her mothers, but the same wavy brown hair as her dad. Her features may change as she gets older, but it appears Briar Rose has inherited all the best qualities of both her parents.  
 
    As I’m cooing at the little darling, another woman forces herself into the mix. She’s not carrying a kid but has a small baby bump—and my god, how can this many gorgeous women exist in the same small town? “I’m Maryanne Doyle,” the lush-haired brunette says. Small, curvy and absolutely glowing. It seems there’s no in between with these women. They’re either tall or petite, with most falling into the petite category. Yet another reason I don’t fit with Levi. “My husband is an unofficial Lord.” She points over her shoulder at another highly attractive man with a great build, even better smile, and dark blond hair in a crewcut. He’s wearing a police uniform, like he’s just gotten off duty. “Tommy’s a sergeant in the Thornbriar Police Department. You ever have trouble, girl, he’s the one to talk to.” 
 
    Why would I have trouble? I don’t ask that out loud. These are bikers, after all.  
 
    The last three women approach me slower than the others, one looking outright hostile with her arms crossed over her chest, like she’d rather be anywhere else but here. “I’m Liv,” the beautiful strawberry-blonde introduces herself. “I’m Chaos’s old lady—his wife, actually. And this is Frankie. She’s newer to the group, too.” Now, Liv belongs in the tall category along with Elise and Caitlin, as well as the curvy category Maryanne joined them in, whereas Frankie is curvy and small only like Maryanne. Well not only Maryanne, seeing as the third woman looks very similar to Frankie in the height and weight department, except her hair is a couple shades darker than Frankie’s. Phew! There’s a lot to keep track of.  
 
    I look to Frankie. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “I belong to Rory—erm—Scotch. I forget that no one besides me calls him ‘Rory.’ That’s how new I am to all this.” She points over her shoulder to Scotch. I’ve seen him in passing but never been formally introduced. He’s called Scotch I guess because he’s Scottish—from the actual country. He has sexy Prince Harry red hair and visible tattoos running up his arms. Plus, there’s a distinctive scar dissecting his eyebrow and running partway down his cheek. It gives him a rugged look. This man could never blend in while doing club business.  
 
    When I see him holding a baby girl identical to the girl in Frankie’s arms, my heart melts a little more. “These are our girls, Mollie and Macie,” she finishes. Frankie might call them ‘our girls’ but they’re the spitting image of their dad, minus the scars and tattoos.   
 
    “And who do you belong to?” I ask the third woman.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t belong to anyone,” she bites. O-kay.  
 
    “You do.” A burly, sexy man, with light blond hair and covered in tattoos all over his arms and even running up onto his neck walks to stand beside her, draping his arm over her shoulder. “You’re my old lady,” he says to her, then he looks to me. “I’m Crass.” He holds his hand out for me to shake. I’ve definitely seen him around the club, just with so much going on, I’ve never spoken to him.  
 
    “I’m not your old lady,” the woman whose name I still haven’t gotten argues. “What I am is a conscientious objector to the whole biker life.” 
 
    I look to Levi, my eyes wide hoping to communicate my ‘Is she for real?’ without actually having to say the words, which I guess I do because he leans in to whisper for only me to hear, “I’ll tell you about it later.”  
 
    “And since she was rude and didn’t introduce herself,” Crass picks up, “I’ll do it for her. This is Brighton.” He then leans in to plant a kiss to her temple. She doesn’t, I’ll note, pull away. Actually, it’s the one time since I’ve met her today that her eyes grow soft. There is definitely more to this story.  
 
    Part of me wants the details, but seeing as I’m heading to Canada as soon as I can arrange it, I don’t think it’s mine to know.  
 
     “Got that all?” Levi asks.  
 
    “I believe so,” I answer. “Elise, I know, she’s with Boss. Obviously, Caitlin is with Duke. Liv is with Chaos. Trish is with Sneak. Frankie is with Scotch, Brighton is with Crass, and Maryanne is with the hot cop who’s an unofficial Lord. Is that right?”  
 
    The women laugh at my “hot cop” comment, but Levi levels me with a ‘Really?’ look and then says, “Don’t need the extra commentary, Brin. But yeah. You got it.” Ooh-hoo-hoo, does someone not like me giving compliments to another man? No—stupid Brinley for even thinking that. He’s just embarrassed.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” I say, giving him soft honesty.  
 
    “Who else has presents for me?” Jade asks the room loudly and that’s the cue to get the birthday party going.  
 
    While we all move to gather around the table, a Guinness is shoved into both my and Levi’s hands. And with Jade at the head, birthday cake lit with six candles resting in front of her, we all sing Happy Birthday. She makes her wish, takes in a lungful of air, and blows those six candles out like the big, bad wolf.  
 
    Since everyone is busy giving her their gifts and Levi already gave her his, I walk back over to the sofa to get out of the way. This is nice. I could get used to it. The Pythons never acted like this—like a family.  
 
    My mom would throw me little birthday parties, just her, me, and Hannah. She’d had some little gift, something she’d made for me because we were broke all the time and Dad never parted with money for us kids that he could snort or eventually shoot up. That all stopped when Mom left.  
 
    But looking around this clean, beautifully decorated home full of love and friendship, I know this little girl won’t ever face that childhood. Caitlin cuts the cake and big, burly biker Duke scoops out ice cream to put on the plates of people who want it while Liv bounces Diesel in her arms so the pair can see to Jade. They really are a team.  
 
    Caitlin shared an interesting tidbit with me that afternoon when I weeded her rose garden with her. Duke isn’t Jade’s biological father. That guy was a douche extraordinaire, like up there with my dad, only instead of selling her, he tried to kill her. Who could ever want to harm a child as beautiful as Jade? It was Duke to rescue her. He took several bullets to do it, and then he wasted no time adopting her. From what Caitlin said, he’d kick anyone’s ass for even suggesting that Jade, or Peaches as he calls her, isn’t all his. Duke’s a good man. Though, it shouldn’t surprise me, most of these men are.  I’ll never admit it, but I’m glad Levi forced me to come here tonight.  
 
    That is until he calls across the room, “Hey, Brin, you want ice cream with your cake?” And all eyes fall to me. Panic spreads from the pit of my belly and I’m sure my face and ears light up like a Christmas tree because I get too hot to stay in my skin. I hate being the center of attention. Hate it.  
 
    “Um… no cake for me, thanks.” Fingers crossed I said that without them picking up on my voice trembling. Then, casting my eyes down to my lap so I don’t have to see their judgmental stares, I take a long pull of my beer to distract myself.  
 
    Levi slides into the seat next to me with a pink paper plate that appears to have a Disney princess on it, holding a giant piece of cake and a scoop of both chocolate and vanilla ice creams. “Is there a moral or medical reason you can’t eat cake?” he asks.  
 
    Mortified and wanting to lie, but knowing I totally suck at lying, I blink instead, hoping beyond hope that he’ll drop it. But no. Not Levi. Apparently, he can’t pick up on my discomfort or hell, maybe he chooses not to. I don’t know; I don’t know the guy well enough yet.  
 
    “Brin?” he asks, waiting for an answer.  
 
    I’m so uncomfortable, I answer the way I always do, with self-deprecating humor. “If you count my big ass as medical.” I laugh it off. He doesn’t. He glares at me. I don’t like his disapproval. It shouldn’t, but for some reason, it hurts.  
 
    Leaning in close enough for only him to hear, I whisper, “People expect the fat girl to roll around in cake like a pig in mud. I don’t like to eat in front of people I know. In a restaurant it’s different; I’ll never see those people again. But until I leave for Canada, I have to see these people, Levi.” 
 
    He brings his hand up to my face, stroking the apple of my cheek and for a split second, I think he gets it. He leans in close, his breath dancing against my ear, tickling the skin, sending icy trills down my back. “They won’t judge you,” he whispers.  
 
    My eyes begin to water, giving him the perfect opportunity to launch a sneak attack, forking off a piece of decadent banana cake with dark chocolate frosting and bringing it to my mouth, smudging some of the frosting over my lips until I have no choice but to lick the sweet glaze away and he feeds me. Legit, he feeds me cake and it’s so romantic that I want to punch him.  
 
    Who does he think he is being sweet and romantic to me? I know who I am. I know my place. Why the hell is he trying so hard to change things up? I don’t get it. Then, I kid not, he takes a bite of cake for himself—off the same fork! 
 
    To make matters worse, it’s freaking delicious cake, to boot. We sit together sharing cake and ice cream, drinking our beers. Conversation flows around us, but I’m too in my own head to pay attention.  
 
    Levi stands to throw our plate away and takes our empty bottles. He comes back with fresh ones and it’s like we’re a real couple. I can’t let myself believe in any of this. It’s not real and it won’t last. I’m not stupid. But I’d be lying if I said he’s not getting to me because he’s starting to wear me down. 
 
    Dammit.  
 
   
  
 



8. 
 
    Levi 
 
      
 
    After the party winds down and the brothers and old ladies with kids take off for the night, Brin and I head back to the clubhouse. She tries to stealthily maneuver her way back to the room, but I catch on to that, quickly nabbing her hand to lead her to the bar. We’ve had a good day. One of the most fun days I’ve had in memory.  
 
    She laughs at my jokes, and not because she wants me to fuck her and thinks that’ll get her what she wants. She shares her opinions and doesn’t shy away from being vulnerable around me. There are very few women I’ve ever shared this kind of connection with. How the hell did it even happen?  
 
    Around midnight, Brinley turns to me. “Levi, would you mind if I called it a night? It’s been a full day and I’m really pretty tired.” 
 
    “Nope. You’re right; it’s been a long day.” I pull her up from the stool, not letting go of her hand as I lead her through the common and down the hallway to the room.  
 
    “I know the way,” she says.  
 
    “Yup.” Yup is all she gets from me. I open the door, ushering us both inside. In an attempt to not make things any more awkward, I walk over to the dresser to get a pair of sleep pants, heading to the bathroom to change. It only takes me a few minutes. I dump my clothes in the hamper and walk over to where Brinley sits on the edge of the bed, still fully dressed. “Where’re your PJs, Brin?” 
 
    “I… What’s going on here?” she asks. And yeah, I get she’d be confused. I spent the night on the disgusting couch in the common last night, but that’s not gonna get her comfortable with me. It’s not putting her in a place to trust me.  
 
     “It’s a big bed.” 
 
    “I’m a big girl. Don’t know that any bed is big enough.” 
 
    I’ve had enough.  
 
    “Seriously, don’t do that. I’m sick of hearing you cut yourself down. It shits me that you can’t see how beautiful you are.” Holy shit, did I just say that out loud? When I see her blink back the tears forming in her strikingly exquisite eyes, I know I did. But God help me, it’s the truth. When the truth does me no good, I try a different approach. “C’mon, that couch is gross, Brin. I don’t know how many brothers have fucked pieces on that thing.” And I shudder for effect. Some brothers don’t mind letting it all hang out. I prefer to get my lovin’ on in private. “Don’t make me go back there. I could catch hepatitis or some shit… please.” I waggle my bottom lip until she laughs. Why do I feel proud for making her laugh? “Go on. Get ready for bed.”  
 
    She nods and stands, tentatively looking back at me for? To make sure I’m not going to change my mind? I’m not. I actually want us to try sleeping next to each other. And I never want to crash on that dirty-ass sofa ever again. I’m not lying about catching some STI. That thing is nasty.  
 
    Whiles she moves to the dresser, I slide under the blankets, watching her move. Brinley has a grace about her, that given her life up to this point, you wouldn’t expect her to have. After a few minutes, she walks out of the bathroom in a pair of stretchy, dusty pink sleep pants and a tank top. Her tits look sumptuous, straining the limits of the stretchy fabric.  
 
    I’m a tit man, among other things, and hers… God, what would they look like minus the tank? She dumps her sweater and leggings in the hamper and comes to stand at the side of the bed.  
 
    “Are you sure?” she asks.  
 
    Rather than answer, because I’ve already told her what I want, I flip the covers back for her. She lies down next to me, not touching, and as this is our first night in bed together, I’ll give her that. Brin rolls onto her side, tucking a bent arm under the pillow. I roll to face her, mimicking the same position. 
 
    “Thank you for today,” she says. “I don’t remember ever having such a good time.” 
 
    “Stick with me, kid. I’ll give you more.” I sort of mean it to be funny, but at the same time, I actually mean it. If she sticks with me, gives us a chance, I’ll give her more good days to remember.  
 
    “You really don’t have to do that—pretend to enjoy my company. Not here, not in the bed, in the dark. This might make me naïve, but words whispered in the dark mean something to me, okay?” 
 
    “You’re right. Words spoken in bed, in the dark, do mean something. But I’m not blowing smoke up your ass here, woman. I like you. I like you exactly the way you are.” 
 
    “Of course you do. I’m hilarious.” 
 
    “Bird, you’re so much more than that. You’re fun and sweet and—” 
 
    “Right. I’m the girl with the great personality. Everyone’s best friend. Just once, I’d like to be the sexy woman a man can’t tear his eyes away from. The woman that if he doesn’t have her in his bed, he’ll metaphorically die.” 
 
     “You’re in my bed.” 
 
    “Not that way, and you know it. I’m tired of being the ‘sister I never had’ or worse, having to find creative ways to avoid being easy pussy for horny, drunk, or high brothers who’ve decided they don’t want to use their hand.” 
 
    I cringe at the last part.  
 
    “I don’t think of you like a sister, bird. And I’m not drunk or high.” 
 
    “But you don’t want to sleep with me, either.”  
 
    Don’t I? Not tonight, but I’m not so sure she’s right about that. I mean, I’ve never been with a woman her size before, but at this point, I’m wondering if it really matters. It wasn’t lip service. I really do like her the way she is.  
 
    Fuck me.  
 
    That realization is like hitting a brick wall.  
 
    “Do you have any happy memories from your childhood or was it all shit?” It sounds like I’m changing the subject to get out of answering her and I am, but not for the reason she probably thinks. Plus, there’s so much I still don’t know about her. 
 
    “Most of it was shit. When Dad moved from pills to shooting, money went from minimal to practically nonexistent. Mom did her best to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table. But one day, she just never came home. I guess she couldn’t take it any longer…” 
 
    Brinley’s so strong, she doesn’t cry. She simply lays it out there for me. It’s her truth. It happened. Period.  
 
    “But there was this one time,” she continues. “I was seven and Han was nine. It was just before Mom left. She took us to the zoo. Neither of us had ever been before and they had these baby giraffes—two of them. My mom called one ‘Brinley’ and the other ‘Hannah.’ We spent so much time watching those giraffes, talking to them. It was a big deal, the zoo having these babies. The crowds were huge, but we didn’t care. We stayed for what felt like forever, and before we left, Mom bought Han and me a stuffed giraffe to share because she didn’t have enough money for two. That was a really good day.” 
 
     “Sounds like it.”  
 
    I can think back to hundreds of happy memories with my dad throughout the years. Not to mention all the great ones since finding the Lords. She’s going to have more good days. I’m making sure of it.  
 
    As Brinley’s breaths even out, I watch her sleeping, thinking about what to plan for her tomorrow. It’s getting colder out, but we could go to a museum or some shit. Hell, we could even hit up a movie if she wants to.  
 
    That’s what I let myself think about as I drift off to sleep. Peace.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
    Consciousness pulls at me but I feel so warm. My head resting against something soft and hard at the same time. I nuzzle my bottom back and my eyes spring open. Holy crap! That soft and hard thing my head rests on is Levi’s bicep. The thing I just nuzzled my bottom against is his very prominent erection. His leg is slung over my thigh and his arm he’s draped over my waist.  
 
    I don’t know what to do. 
 
    He can’t find us all tangled up together. Not after last night, when he was being so kind. Waking up to this—to me? He’d be humiliated. I’ve never woken up in a man’s arms before. Never had tangled limbs holding me to him like I mattered. I feel like we’re becoming friends and I don’t want to lose that.  
 
    Slowly and as quietly as possible, I extract myself from his embrace. He moves once and I freeze like a deer caught in headlights, waiting to see if he wakes, hoping and praying that he doesn’t.  
 
    Luck actually on my side, I slide off the edge of the bed, stop at the dresser to pull out fresh clothing, and make a beeline for the bathroom. I don’t waste any time showering or getting ready for the day. After a final check to make sure he’s still sleeping, I slip out of the room, closing the door without even a click, to go help my sister prepare breakfast for the brothers who live at the club.  
 
    Hannah is up and looking as beautiful as ever. It amazes me that she can be up so early when she’s one of the star dancers at the club. She should be dragging on her feet. Saturday nights are her busiest nights.  
 
    “Hi, sissy. Can I help?” I walk up to give her a hug and then reach up to grab a mug from the cupboard. She already has a large pot of coffee brewing. I pour a steaming cupful and add the turtle creamer Caitlin gave me from the refrigerator. 
 
    “Yeah, actually… Do you still make that cheesy hash brown, egg, and sausage casserole thing?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I answer before sipping on my drink. 
 
    “I was telling Blood about it the other night and he said he’d love to try it. Do you mind? I’ll be your sous chef, just like the old days.” 
 
    I set my mug on the counter to start gathering ingredients from the fridge. As she’s got everything I need to prepare it, I think her asking was more rhetorical.  
 
    “You know, when I first came here and started cooking, all the guys asked me, ‘Where did you learn to cook?’ I was honest,” she says. “Told them from my little sister. That you could take pencil shavings, a paper clip, and orange peels and create a five-star dish.” 
 
    She’s so crazy. I throw my head back and laugh so hard that I neglect to pay attention to the task at hand and end up spilling beaten eggs over the side of the bowl. Hannah looks at me and then the bowl, then she bursts out laughing, too, which makes me laugh even harder. I’ve got tears in my eyes.  
 
    When we both start to come down, and she’s dumping bulk sausage into the pan on the stove to begin cooking, she smiles a knowing smile at me. “Heard you and Hero spent the day together,” she says.  
 
    “We did. He’s nice. It was nice—no, it was more than nice.” 
 
     “I bet. Heard you and Hero spent the night together, too.”  
 
    Okay, I need to put an end to that rumor right now. “Not the way you’re suggesting, sis. We slept. He’s been staying on that gross old sofa and begged me to let him sleep in an actual bed again. It’s his bed. How could I refuse him?”  
 
     “Mm-hmm… You sure that’s all that happened?” she asks.  
 
    “We talked for a bit until we fell asleep, but yeah. I’m sure that’s all we did. Han, he’s a nice guy. He felt sorry for me. That’s it. I see that glint in your eyes and you need to shut it down now. The man’s not going to profess his undying love for me or whatever you’ve got going in that head of yours.” 
 
    “Forget undying love—I was hoping that he’d give you a little hoochie-coochie between the sheets. Something good. Something memorable. I can’t imagine many of those limp-dicked assholes at the club giving you anything worth remembering.” 
 
     “Han, I never slept with any of the guys at the club. They tried, I avoided.” 
 
    She studies me for a second. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah. It wasn’t easy, but it was a necessary skill I learned years ago—how to avoid the grabby hands of stoned, drunk dudes.” 
 
    “Brin… did you date?” 
 
    “What’s all this interest in my love life all of a sudden? If you wanted to know, you should’ve stuck around.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    I hate being such a bitch to my sister. But one postcard in seven years doesn’t give her the right to know about the men I have, or truthfully, haven’t slept with.  
 
    “Sorry, sissy. That was a bitchy thing to say. Dad always needed me for one thing or another and I worked. You know he’d never have let me date. The control freak liked controlling my life far too much to risk losing it to some other guy.” 
 
     “So you’ve never—” 
 
    “Stop. You don’t always need a man to get yourself off. I had a bankcard and the internet. Magic Mike was a single girl’s best friend.”  
 
    “Magic… Mike?” she sputtered out. “You named your vibrator ‘Magic Mike’?” 
 
    “What? I pictured Channing Tatum whenever I used it. And let me tell you, he was amazing.”  
 
    Levity back in the room, we continue cooking together until the kitchen fills with the smells of sausage, eggs, and hash browns baking. In a word: heaven.  
 
    Slowly, the brothers begin filing out of their rooms, making their way into the kitchen to grab a mug of coffee. Blood walks in wearing nothing but a pair of brown boxers with little Thanksgiving turkeys printed on them. He kisses Hannah’s cheek.  
 
     “What the fuck smells so good in here?” he asks.  
 
    “Food of the gods,” she replies.  
 
    Blowing on his coffee first, he takes a sip and says, “Thank god Hero took you on as his old lady.” Then he takes another sip and I wait for him to finish because that can’t be it. He doesn’t disappoint. “Between you and Hannah cooking, I’ll never eat out again.”  
 
    The timer goes off and I pull the casserole from the oven. Blue, Blaze, Dutchy, Crass, and Brighton all line up with plates in hand while Hannah and I serve them. Everything’s good, everything’s easy until Levi strolls in still in his sleep pants and no shirt from last night. His hair is mussed and God help me—I don’t think he’s ever looked sexier.  
 
    “Hey, Hero,” Hannah says. “Grab a plate.” 
 
    But he doesn’t grab a plate… he walks up to grab me from behind, wrapping his arms around me for a hug and bends in to press his lips gently to my shoulder. A kiss. I know I didn’t imagine it. Shoot, I don’t even think I breathe. What’s he thinking? People are around. His brothers.  
 
    “See, that wasn’t so bad was it, bird?” he says in his still-husky-from-sleep voice as he drops his arms to pick up my mug of coffee.  
 
    “Bird?” Hannah mouths and Levi winks at me. He winks. I’ve never melted for a man. I never thought I was capable of melting for a man. Like that’s one of the things missing from my DNA. But no. It’s not, because I melt into a puddle of Brinley goo, just stopping before I do something monumentally stupid like sighing or worse, swooning.  
 
    Levi then grabs a plate and waits for Hannah to serve him a large helping of casserole like he didn’t just shift the whole foundation of my life with an eye twitch. Brothers stare, especially Blue and Blaze. But I don’t know them well enough to know how bad their reaction to seeing their best friend putting his hands and mouth on me is. Like, do those hard stares mean shock or horror? I assume horror.  
 
    I tear my eyes from Blue and Blaze because Levi moans from beside me and I look over at him chewing.  
 
    “Swear, bird, I knew I’d wake up to this every morning, I’d marry ya,” he says around his food.  
 
    Forget heating, my cheeks feel on fire. The blue flame kind. I try to pull myself together and say the first thing to come to mind. “You’d probably miss pancakes.” 
 
    “Right.” He nods, taking another bite, chewing and swallowing. “I’d miss pancakes.”  
 
    That’s what I thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10. 
 
    Levi 
 
      
 
    After that delicious breakfast Brinley and her sister made, which I had to guilt her into sitting and eating with me, with us. She really doesn’t like eating in front of people, but I thought with the cake we’d made a breakthrough. I guess, we had, because she did eat with me.  
 
    I go back to the room to shower and dress. It’ll be chilly, but the weather app on my phone says it’ll be one of the warmest days we’ve had in weeks and the roads’ll be clear. Since coming to terms with the fact that I have real feelings for Brinley last night, I decided that I actually do want her on the back of my bike. Second best thing in the world, riding, and I want to share it with her. The only thing better is fucking and I want that with her too, but we’ll have to wait until the time is right. 
 
    Don’t know if she’s ever been on one, a bike, but she deserves to feel the wind on her face and the open blacktop rumbling beneath the tires. There’s nothing like it. No better high than being on a bike.  
 
    Jeans, Thermal, boots. I walk out to the common where Brin’s hanging with Blue, Blood and Hannah. She can’t wear my cut, no one but a brother wears a cut. But the leather jacket my pops got me the Christmas before he died will probably fit her. I was thinner then but have always had broad shoulders. Now the rest of me is stronger.  
 
    “S’up?” Blue asks, tipping his chin up.  
 
    “Bird and I are going for a ride.” 
 
    Her mouth drops open. “We are?” I toss her the brown leather and she catches it midair. “This won’t fit,” she argues.  
 
    Fine. She won’t put it on herself, I’ll put it on for her. I walk over and drape the jacket around her shoulders, waiting for her to slip her arms through. When she does, I zip it up without problem. It might’ve been a little tight around her hips but still zips without a hitch.  
 
     “Takin’ her on your bike?” Blue asks. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I answer.  
 
    “Brin, you ever been on a bike?” asks Hannah this time.  
 
    Brinley hesitantly shakes her head. “No. Lived around bikers my whole life and never been. Isn’t that something?” 
 
    It’s something, all right. Her hand in mine, we pass by Blue, who touches her arm. “Ain’t nothin’ like it in the world. Guarantee by the time you make it back, you’ll be head-over-heels in love.”  
 
    She makes the tiniest little gasp. Knowing Brin as well as I do now, it means he’s embarrassed her. Blue’s a good friend and I know he’s trying for me, but saying shit like that—she’s skittish enough already. Thinks she doesn’t deserve a man to take care of her. And hell, I know I’m just as guilty as anyone for feeding that particular demon when she first arrived. But I’ve sure as hell been trying to correct my wrongdoings. No one can deny that.  
 
    “C’mon, bird.” I tug to get us moving again. At my bike, I reach inside the saddle bag for the spare helmet and help her put it on. Cutest thing I’ve ever seen, her standing there so awkward, that I have to kiss her. Leaning in to press my lips to her soft ones, she opens up for me and the next thing I know, my hands are resting on her ass, drawing her close while she leans in, her arms draped around my neck, her hands running through the back of my hair.  
 
    Jesus, where’d she learn to kiss like that? She could teach classes, she’s so good at it. When I’m finally forced to pull away because my lungs are burning from want of oxygen, she drops her lashes, turning her face from me as her cheeks flush a bright red.  
 
     “Sorry,” she says. “I got a little carried away.” 
 
    “You got my permission to get carried away like that whenever the spirit moves ya.” I climb on my bike and hold a hand out to help her climb on behind me. “Arms around my waist, bird.” Fuck, when she leans in and I get a whiff of her shampoo—it’s like vanilla and flowers—it’s all I can do to not bend her over my bike and fuck the ever-loving-shit out of her. What a difference a day makes. Heard that saying my whole life and dammit if it ain’t true again now. Day before yesterday I was content to take care of her. Then yesterday hit me like a freight train—bam! Now today, I want everything she’s willing to give me.  
 
    We peel out of the compound, the open road before us. Brin buries her head against my back and squeals, tightening her grip. The wind rushes around us, whipping her hair sticking out from beneath the helmet across my nose and mouth. More vanilla and flowers.  
 
    “It’s like flying,” she yells, laughing. “We’re flying…”  
 
    She thinks this is something? There’s a bluff about an hour out that’ll blow her mind, and I turn my bike in that direction. Her arms circle around me tighter as we maneuver our way up the mountain pass after mountain pass. When pavement turns to dirt, I slow down considerably. If it were just me, I’d probably speed up for the thrill of it. But it’s not just me anymore. For however long this lasts, I’m not alone. There’s a gravelly, scenic outlook, where I pull off to and park, then after helping her climb off the bike, I take her hand to lead us as close to the drop-off as possible without either of us slipping and going over the edge.  
 
    She stands in front of me, my arms wrapped around her shoulders, resting my chin to the soft curve of her neck, taking in the grandeur of the vista surrounding us. Brin sucks in a sharp breath. “I never knew anything so beautiful existed.” 
 
    I smile, pressing a kiss to the hinge of her jaw, wrapping my arms a little tighter. Me, either, Brin… Me, either. Maybe it’s because of the view or maybe because she seems to appreciate the view as much as I do, but I feel compelled to share more of myself with her. Something no one else knows because I don’t get deep. Always careful not to let people in too close. “I found this place during my wandering after Pops died. Before I found the brothers. It reminded me of him—bigger than life.” She cocks her head to look at me, I mean really look at me, and it’s like a sucker-punch to my soul. “Stupid, right?” I say, chuckling uncomfortably. 
 
    “No,” she says seriously. “Your dad sounds like he was an amazing man. I wish I had those kinds of memories to connect with mine. I think of my dad when I see cigarette burns in the sofa fabric, smell cheap beer or hear someone shout ‘stupid’, ‘fat-ass’ or ‘cunt’. What a legacy, eh?”  
 
    I hate her dad and if I ever meet him, my brothers might seriously have to hold me back from killing the motherfucker.  
 
    “Is there someplace you’ve always wanted to travel to?” I could totally see us roadtripping on my bike and I like the thought of giving her things she’s never had.  
 
    She shakes her head slowly. “Not really a place. But I always wanted a big family Christmas, like with a tree and a decoration explosion of massive proportions. Inside and out. You know, like that movie Christmas Vacation?” 
 
    “Fucking love that movie,” I mutter.  
 
    “Like that. Only… without the dead cat or overcooked turkey. Watching little kids’ eyes grow huge with excitement from just receiving a pretty, wrapped package.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Did little Brinley’s eyes grow huge?” I ask and right away, wish I didn’t. 
 
    “No. I never expected too much. Mom did what she could, but after she left…” Her thought trails off. “What about you?” 
 
    “Pops was more of the wrap-it-in-the-store-bag-and-stick-a-bow-on-it kind of guy, but we always had a tree. And he always made sure Santa’s gifts were wrapped by the elves who worked at the department store. That way I knew the difference.”  
 
    “Do you think he would’ve approved… you know, of what you’re doing to help me out?” 
 
    Wow.  
 
    Way to put it out there, but I know exactly how to answer because I knew my pops through and through. “He’d have been beside himself meeting you, bird. Proud that I finally got my head out of my ass and brought home a girl worth bringing home.” 
 
    “Levi—you don’t have to say that…”  
 
    “Say what? The truth? What do you think’s happening here, Brin? Am I an asshole, like do you honestly not feel anything for me? Not saying you’ve got to profess your undying love or any of that shit, but really? Nothing?” 
 
    God, then she does it, she turns in my arms to wrap hers around my neck and pulls my head down. When our lips touch, when our tongues brush, she shifts, rubbing against me, and I need to feel her even closer, bringing one hand up to burrow through her hair, filtering the dark, silky strands between my fingers. The other leaves her ass to touch the heated skin beneath her blouse at the small of her back, dipping just below the waist of her jeans. When my fingertips hit the lace of her panties, I groan into her mouth.  
 
    What was I thinking? When I thought she wasn’t sexy? I’m a fucking idiot. “C’mon, bird.” I grab her hand, leading her back to the bike. I need to be inside this woman. I need to feel her wrapped around me. We’re too far from home. I don’t want the mood to cool, to give her the chance to change her mind. How she kissed me, how she holds me as we ride, I know she wants this as much as I do.  
 
    We’re not too far from the Cumberland Gap. Instead of heading back to Thornbriar, I turn us in the direction of Cumberland. She’s on board even as we hit a hotel parking lot. “This good?” I ask. 
 
    She nods, and I smile, kissing the tip of her nose, then I cut the engine and help her off the back. We hold hands heading into the lobby. It’s a nicer joint. I mean, I’m not fucking her for the first time in a shithole. But the closer we get to the lobby doors, the more hesitation there is to her steps.  
 
     “Something wrong, bird?” 
 
    “Nerves, I guess.” 
 
    “Do you not—” 
 
    “No.” She cuts me off. “I… well… I want to. Just, you know.” 
 
    Yeah, I think I do know. “Leave it to me, okay? I’ll take care of you.” When she nods a second time, I can breathe easier. “Let’s get the room first.”  
 
    Check-in goes smoothly, not that I thought it would go any other way. We get our keycard and then I walk her to our room.  
 
    “Go on in,” I order, kissing her lips as I tear myself away from her. She tastes that good and looks so vulnerable, those big eyes wide with want and even a bit of fear staring at me through those sexy-as-sin glasses. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, baby.” 
 
    “Sure,” she whispers.  
 
    “Lock the door, yeah?” 
 
    Brinley smiles and breathes out a small laugh at the same time she shoves me away. I wait to leave until I hear her lock the door. There’s a Kroger nearby, where I buy us meats and cheeses, and some of those fancy crackers. Then I head to the bakery section for chocolate croissants. I round the trip out with grapes, apples, and hazelnut spread. All things Brinley likes. It’s amazing what you can find out when you take the time to talk to a woman instead of just getting drunk with her and fucking. And speaking of fucking, I grab a box of condoms at the checkout—something I like because it means I’m getting laid. Before I leave, I pop into the liquor store to pick us up a fifth of Bourbon. We are in Kentucky, after all. The challenge is getting it all to fit inside my saddlebags without crushing or bruising the food.  
 
    When I get back to the hotel, Brinley sits on the one bed in the room, her shoes off, with her back resting against some pillows propped up along the headboard. The whole scene is so damn innocent, yet I feel it everywhere. She’s got the TV on, but when she turns and levels those eyes and that goddamn gorgeous smile on me, every instinct tells me to claim that woman in every way she can be claimed. I want to take her on every surface of this room in every way she’ll let me have her.   
 
    Damn that ass… I can’t wait to have that ass. I’ve got to go delicately with her, though. Don’t want to scare her off.  
 
    “What’s in the bags?” she asks. I set the bags next to the television, make sure the door to the room is locked, and pull out all the goodies. We pile up our paper plates that I grabbed before I left the store. I pour us both a couple fingers of bourbon into the plastic cups the hotel provides to get the party started.  
 
    After handing off her cup, I raise mine. “Cheers, bird. Here’s to happy memories.” 
 
    “To happy memories,” she answers and we both drink.  
 
    I don’t want her drunk tonight, but the whiskey definitely loosens her up some. We eat and talk and laugh, watching some stupid horror movie until she’s finished and gets up to wash her hands. I’m up pouring us each another shot when she comes out of the bathroom, and I’m feeling good, holding out the cup to her. She walks over to take it and I get that final whiff of her that pushes me right over the edge. No more waiting. Brinley becomes mine. Right fucking now.  
 
    Drink ripped from her hand, I set it down and turn on her. Holding her cheeks in my hands, I go in for the kiss I’ve been waiting for all night and walk her back, our lips never separating, until the backs of her knees hits the bed and she tumbles down. I go down with her, using my body to trap her, my knees to the outsides of her thighs, my elbows to the outsides of her arms.  
 
    “Levi, my glasses,” she whispers. 
 
    I hate to part with them, but she’s right. I remove them gently from her face, fold the arms and reach to place them on the stand next to the bed. That job done, I turn my attention back to the beauty beneath me, trapping her wrists once again. She squirms, but she’s not going anywhere—not that she’s trying. The woman kisses me with all of her. Her mouth, her body.  
 
    She explores, moving from my lips to my jaw. My Adam’s apple. But fuck, I want my turn and take it back. Sucking in a long breath, I peruse her body, thinking carefully about where I want to start, but she’s wearing too much clothing. And that’s where I start. Placing my hands at the base of her blouse, I slowly drag them up, touching every inch of heated skin underneath until that damn black, lacy bra becomes visible, teasing me. And I lean in, sucking on the soft cup, feeling her nipple pebble in my mouth. I suck hard. She moans and writhes. In the midst of it, she pushes her other tit up, wordlessly telling me she wants the attention on the other one now. 
 
    I oblige. Sucking that one harder. “Levi…” It’s my name wrapped up in a moan and I’m unsure if I’ve been this hard in my life. What I know is that I’ve never loved the sound of my own name more than I do now.  
 
    Every inch of her tastes delicious as I work my way lower until I reach the waist of her jeans. Brinley lifts her bottom from the bed so her fly is closest to my hand, giving me easy access to unbutton and pull the zipper. If the pants are coming off, it’s all coming off. Panties, too, getting tossed to the small table in front of the window, skidding off and landing on the chair next to it. And then I breathe in deep, breathing in the scent of her arousal, which has me practically busting out of my jeans from being so desperately turned on.  
 
     “Fuck, bird…” I whisper, my hot breath hitting her sex. She groans this time, widening her legs to accommodate me. If anything more beautiful than Brinley Brown spread wide for me exists in the world, I have no idea what that beauty would be.  
 
    I begin to stroke her, first with my finger until she grants me a low, “Oh… god…” and she lifts her bottom again to get closer. 
 
    “Need more, baby?” I press harder, waiting on her answer, which comes on a breath hitch. 
 
    “Ye-es.” My bird wants more, she gets more, and I plant my elbows into the bed, wrapping my arms around her thighs, scooting her forward to the edge of the bed. Then I take her with my lips and tongue; her whimpers fill the room even as she grinds her hot center against my mouth. I look up to watch her with her eyes pinched closed, her chest heaving as she uses a death-grip on the comforter beneath her hands. She grinds deeper, putting more pressure against my chin. Swear to Christ, when she starts vibrating, I strip down faster than a virgin getting it on prom night.  
 
    When the orgasm hits, her eyes flash open, her mouth drops, but she doesn’t make a sound. I think she’s trying to cry out, but no sound escapes. Chest heaving, tits bouncing, her back arches so far, she might be part contortionist.  
 
    Sexy as fuck.  
 
    In a hurry, I grab the box of condoms, tearing it open with my teeth, to toss the string of packets on the bed next to Brin’s hip. I tear one off and use my teeth to tear it open. “Hand, bird,” I order. She’s still shaking as she lets go of the comforter. I put a knee to the bed, leaning over her, putting the condom in her hand and together we roll it on.  
 
    She watches the whole time and puts pressure to my shaft. “D-Don’t you want me to return the… the favor?” she stutters.  
 
    “Later,” I answer while dropping my face to take her lips in a hard, satisfying kiss. She wraps her legs around my hips, letting me slide right in her tight, dripping wet heat. I’ve never been with a woman this tight before. When I open my eyes to check on her, hers are pinched closed again. This time, I’m not sure it’s totally out of ecstasy, and I stop mid-thrust. 
 
    “Bird, baby—you done this before?”  
 
    Her eyes pop open and all I see is fear. I sense fear. “Why?” she asks. “Am I doing it wrong?” 
 
    “Kinda hard for you to do this wrong, babe, but there are ways for me to get it wrong if you’ve never taken a cock before. You’ve orgasmed before. I could tell that; you didn’t freeze up and just let yourself feel it. I assumed…” 
 
    “Vibrator,” she cuts in. 
 
    “Inserted?” 
 
    “No. Though, my sister thinks so. I sort of fudged the truth with her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because,” she says as she sighs. “It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “Baby, what’s embarrassing about it?” 
 
    “I’m a twenty-two-year-old virgin and those insertable vibrators are expensive. Plus, it just…”—she shrugs—“Seems lame.” And she begins to shove up from the bed.  
 
    I put my hand to her chest, right between her tits, and press her back. “Where you going?”  
 
    “I ruined this.” And fuck me if tears don’t roll down her cheeks. I’m gutted. Absolutely gutted.  
 
    “What’d you ruin, exactly?” 
 
    “This, tonight. You don’t want me now. Might as well go back to that hairy, no-necked trog that my dad sold me to. Those are the only men who—” 
 
    I cut that shit right off by pressing my mouth to hers. “Don’t ever say that shit again, bird. And who the hell said I don’t want you?” 
 
    “It’s done; the moment is ruined.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrow at her. “Is it?” I ask. Challenge accepted.  
 
    “It’s… not?” 
 
    It wasn’t as if I was going fast before, but now I really take my time exploring every inch of her body with my mouth, nipping and teasing with my teeth. Giving her a little more each time. Using my mouth on her again, I also give her my finger, putting pressure a place I’m a hundred percent sure she’s never been touched, to see how much she can take.  
 
    Brinley grinds against my mouth and my finger. It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever been a party to. Her whole body thrums from my touch. The pressure must be great because she pushes her hips up off the bed again, but this time her head comes up, her mouth hanging open, and she hasn’t pulled in a breath. When it hits, it’s fucking magnificent.  
 
    She’s still shaking as I begin the slow slide inside her, rocking a little at a time. Our lips connect, her hands roam my body, and I glide my hands wherever they can touch without disrupting the rhythm we’ve got going. My heart’s racing to the point I think I’ve lost a year of my life from overuse. She keeps giving and giving. And like a selfish bastard, I keep taking and taking.  
 
    It’s frightening how much of this woman I want. Slowly, I pull back and grind as I sink back in. Her fingernails dig into my ass.  
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck…” I rumble low from my throat. I can’t be sure, but I think we’re making love. I’ve fucked plenty of women in my life, but I don’t remember having this with any of them, and this isn’t something I could forget. While I’m consuming her, she’s claiming me. Each roll of her hips, the way she grips my cock, the way she moans my name while digging her fingernails deeper into my skin. In reality, she’s digging deeper under mine.  
 
    The tingles pool at the base of my spine, trilling up and back down. A light sweat breaks out over my skin. The hairs on my arms stand on end. My balls draw up and I swear the best orgasm of my whole fucking life hits with wave after wave of pure pleasure. Brinley soaks up everything I give her, giving it back to me in spades.  
 
    I’m breathing heavy through my nose, my forehead pressed to hers. She can’t even catch her breath. 
 
    “Tell me about the trog?” I laugh and she laughs. 
 
    “Never. Never again…” 
 
    I pull out slow to try not to hurt her as I figure she’ll probably be tender. But as I bend in to kiss her neck again, her face contorts like she’s mortified and I look around. “What, bird? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, god,” is all she says.  
 
    “Fucking what?” 
 
    Brinley closes her eyes, bites her bottom lip, and points down toward our groin area. I don’t know what’s got her so wigged out. The spent condom is still on my dick and needs to be disposed of. There’s some blood smeared on the outside of it. Other than that, I don’t know.  
 
    She covers her face with her hand. “There’s blood,” she whispers.  
 
    “Yeah, that happens sometimes.” 
 
    “I know… it’s another level of humiliation.”  
 
    I don’t know how to deal with this shit because maybe it’s a girl thing? But it doesn’t bother me at all. Not with what we just shared.  
 
    “Baby, you avoided every asshole who tried it on with you. If a little blood means you give me you without the baggage of those assholes dragging you down, I gotta say… I’m good with it. So fucking, fucking good with it, bird.” I kiss her sweet, and then roll from the bed to walk to the bathroom. I dispose of the condom, wet one washcloth to clean myself up, then wet and soap up a second one and walk it back out to the bed to help her clean up.  
 
    Washcloth tossed to the floor, I’m wiped and pull her body to rest against mine like a body pillow, flipping the covers over us.  
 
    “Sleep now, bird. Things’ll make sense in the morning.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
      
 
    Things don’t make sense this morning. I roll those words around in my head over and over “Things’ll make sense in the morning.” But no, I can’t get them to. Levi holds me close, wrapped around me like I matter.  
 
    I look over to the half-drunk bottle of bourbon setting next to the television, then back down at Levi. That was a lot of alcohol consumed last night and shoot, I gave him my virginity last night. How different would the evening have gone if sans alcohol? He’d have taken one look at my lumpy body and laughed his fool head off.  
 
    The best night of my life would never have happened if he hadn’t been drinking. My heaven was his drunken roll in the sheets. As far as I know, he hadn’t gotten laid in a while—not since the night before he shoved naked woman from the room that first day I came to stay. Destini tried to get it on, but I’m sure he turned her down. The man’s hero complex is as strong as ever, meaning he wants this to work between us, but is he really going to run out to buy bourbon anytime he’s horny? Ugh! Insecurities suck. I want to know how he feels about me but I’m too scared to find out the answer. After last night, I couldn’t take the rejection if it turns out he regrets being with me. What I need to do is get out of here, to clear my head a little.  
 
    Levi shifts, moving his arm enough for me to slip out from the covers and off the bed. He shifts back, hugging the pillow I had my head on minutes ago. Still, he doesn’t wake up, allowing me to tiptoe into the bathroom to take a shower.  
 
    I start the water, turning the hot until it’s scalding. Only then, do I add the cold in, but just enough for my skin not to blister. I need to clean him from my skin. When I smell him, I remember every intimate way he touched my body and the ache sets in. I despise the ache. That reminder of how ridiculous it is for me to want things, in this case, it’s a chance at something special with Levi. Because the part of me that says maybe he really does like you, Brinley gets lost in the mire of a lifetime of cruel words and crueler behaviors. A lifetime of being judged for my outward appearance. A lifetime of being let down by the people who were supposed to love me. As the start of tears prickle the backs of my eyes, I scrub harder. 
 
    After re-sudsing the washcloth with the small, complimentary bar of soap, a certain intimate area of my body gets the cleaning to end all cleanings. Horrifyingly, there’s dried blood smeared on the inside of my thighs. Oh, holy God. Didn’t he clean there? Leave it to me to bleed more than other women. Who needs scalding hot water when you’ve got the embarrassment of virginal blood near your crotch to heat your skin? I scrub and scrub, so focused on my task that I don’t hear him enter the bathroom. I only know he’s here when his body slips in the shower behind me, his arms wrap around my waist, trapping both my arms and I startle, dropping the soapy washcloth.  
 
    “Don’t drop the soap, baby…” he whispers, then he kisses my shoulder before he absolutely goes there. “Never know where you’ll get stuck.”  
 
    Where I’ll get stuck? Does he like that? He’s a man, of course he likes it, but the question is, do I? Would I allow him to go there? 
 
    And how does he know where my mind’s gone? Am I that transparent? Because he absolutely knows what I’m thinking about when he nips the skin of my neck, then right away pecks a kiss to the spot and lays it out for me. “Calm down, bird. Just took you for the first-time last night. We’ve gotta get you used to that before I take on other holes. Plenty of time for ass-play. We have to prepare or I could hurt you. It’s not a spontaneous type of play. Say—how do you feel?” 
 
    My mind is whirling. Ass-play? Spontaneous? “Um… what?” 
 
    “How do you feel…” His hand drops from my waist to cup my sex. “Here?” 
 
    Oh. Right.  
 
    “I feel good.” And I honestly do. “I think you prepared me enough.” 
 
    “Good.” That’s all he says. Good because he’s busy tapping my feet apart with one of his and pressing my hands flat against the tile, bent slightly at the waist, my butt sticking out. Then I feel him there, ready to glide in and I don’t understand why. 
 
    “Did you drink the rest of that bourbon?” I ask.  
 
    “No. Don’t drink before ten as a rule.” He chuckles and pushes with a forward thrust. I gasp at the feel of him in this position. It’s different from last night, lying down. Levi threads his fingers through mine on the wall and uses his chin to brush my hair out of the way for him to suck the skin of my shoulder where it meets my neck. I’ve never had a hickey before, but I’m pretty sure I’m going to have one now. “Come on, bird, give it to me….”  
 
    I open and close my mouth several times, water filling up my mouth, but I don’t even have it in me to cough because coughing will take me from the moment and at the moment Levi fills me, but I need more, I need it—“harder,” I beg.  
 
    “Don’t wanna hurt you.”  
 
    Fuck that. “Harder,” I demand this time.  
 
    “Fine, you want harder, baby…” he says, and I hear the promise in his voice. My mind can’t keep up with what’s happening. First, he was fucking me against the wall. The next thing I know, he’s pulled out, dragged me from the shower—without turning the water off—to lay me down on a fluffy bath towel he’s pulled from the bar above the commode, where he gives me all the harder I could ask for, bracing his foot against the tub for traction. He’s got my knees braced with his body way up by my waist. It’s not the most comfortable position at first. That is, until the sensation takes over and I forget about everything but what he’s doing to me.  
 
    I’m gearing up for a mega orgasm when he throws this twist in at the end of his thrust and mega blows sky high, all the way to cosmic. I think I might literally die from my heart giving out. I go momentarily blind, or maybe my eyes are closed, I don’t know. I can’t think, only feel. Though I lose feeling in my legs.  
 
    Coming down from his orgasm, Levi rests his head on my breasts and exhales. “Shit, Brin—you undo me. Come hard before… but never knew a man could come that hard… Thank you, baby… Thank you for letting me be the man to come that hard.” 
 
    Did he really just say that? There’s a beautiful afterglow, which is a fancy-schmacy way to describe a feeling you get after mind-blowing sex. I’d heard about it, but obviously before Levi, I never experienced it. And dammit if I’m unable to enjoy that feeling because like a punch to the gut, I realize I’m lying underneath him, completely naked. My fat jiggled while he was getting off and he saw every bit of it. How is he not disgusted, shoving off me, horrified? 
 
    It appears even world-shifting orgasms aren’t enough to set me free. I guess it’s time to pull up my big girl panties and get this over with. I mean, if last night and today was a test to see if he could handle being with someone who looks like me, or, if what we shared is supposed to remain a secret between the two of us, I need to know in order to put myself in the correct mindset.  
 
    “Baby?” He breaks into my thoughts. “I hurt you? Not supposed to wear that face after sex that good.” 
 
    To answer his question, I shake my head. “The light’s on.” I tell him something he can clearly see.  
 
    “Yeah, sort of hard to shower in the dark.” 
 
    “The shower is still running,” I say. “We’re wasting water.”  
 
    “I’ll get it in a sec.” 
 
    Right. Okay. Quit stalling, Brinley. I squeeze my eyes shut, take in a lungful of air, and when I open my eyes again say it. “I’m naked.” 
 
    Water drips from his hair onto my face. Levi uses a hand to wipe his hair back and then wipes my face. I notice a droplet roll down his neck to come to rest in the trap at his shoulder, but my eyes can’t focus anywhere else when he smiles. “You absolutely are,” he says and his smile turns roguish. “Can fuck with clothes on, but gotta say—this is by far my favorite way.” 
 
     “But you aren’t drunk today. I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I wasn’t drunk last—wait—you think what happened last night was because I was drunk? Fuck, Brin. What do I have to do to prove that I want you?”  
 
    I open my mouth to answer, but soon find out his question was rhetorical when he moves his hand over my mouth to stop me from speaking.  
 
    “You’re sexier than any woman has the right to be. I used to think Elise was the hottest woman I’d ever seen, then you came along and knocked me off my goddamn feet. It wasn’t lip service when I told you about my dad. He’d fucking clap me on the back for finally being smart enough not to let the greatest opportunity of my life pass me by. And before you ask—you are the greatest opportunity of my life, bird. You.” 
 
    Me? 
 
    He can’t be this nice to me because I’m seriously in danger of falling for the guy. He’s too good not to. I contemplate what he’s said and tilt my head up to meet his lips with mine in order to project every feeling he brings out in me.  
 
    “The thought of settling down used to scare the hell out of me. Fucking worked for me—a different woman every time I had an itch needing a good scratching.” 
 
    “Do you think that might be because you lost your mom?” I ask stupidly because I’m not his shrink and I’m sure he doesn’t want to talk about it with me. 
 
    My faux pas becomes abundantly clear when he blinks and stares at me, not talking.  
 
    “Never mind,” I offer. 
 
    I offer, but he throws me for a loop answering. “See… that’s it. You ask these questions and I feel compelled to respond. Opening up has never been my thing. And yeah, you’ve called it. When I stop to consider why I don’t let women close, it’s because losing my moms ruined my pops. Before you, I couldn’t imagine giving someone that piece of me, yet here I am, spilling my guts because it’s you asking.” 
 
    “I’m just easy to talk to. When you’re the fat girl, you have two choices. Either become the funny girl or the girl with empathy. I guess I’m the girl with empathy.” 
 
    “It’s more than that. When I talk, you listen and I never feel judged. You take shit in and move on instead of stewing on it. Fuck, just you being you makes me feel better about myself. Showing up to Jade’s birthday with you on my arm, I was so damn proud. When I went to sleep next to you that first night, I actually hoped that I’d always go to sleep next to you.” 
 
    “You’re a cuddler,” I admit, not having a clue what to say in response to all he’s given me. 
 
    “I wasn’t. Not until you… Do you get what I’m saying, bird?” 
 
    It’s hard to know if I do or don’t understand because he’s said so much already. But Levi, Levi grasps my chin, holding it still, and stares deeply, directly into my eyes. The power in his gaze makes me fear burning my retinas, like when you’re looking directly into the sun. I’m mesmerized by the beauty and raw energy coming off him. He brushes his lips against mine. A simple touch that suddenly feels huge and I understand why when he lays the way of things out for me.  
 
    “I think I’m falling for you, Brin. Never fallen for anyone before, but this feels—real.” 
 
    Whoa.  
 
    “I’ve never had much in my life that meant a damn,” I say, hesitating. If he can be honest, then so can I. “I never dreamed of much because dreams don’t come true for girls like me… You offered to take care of me and I still didn’t dream because it was foolhardy. But the first time you kissed me, a dream broke free. It was an impossible dream, so impossible, it hurt me, like a shot through the heart.” 
 
    “Tell me, what was the dream?” If his voice grows any deeper, he’ll be speaking to me from the center of the Earth, and there’s a longing there that makes me think my answer is actually important.  
 
    “You just gave me my dream, Levi.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12. 
 
    Levi 
 
      
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Nothing feels like being inside Brinley. I wish we were back at the hotel or already at the compound because even though I had her a few times before checkout, I’m jonesing for the woman. More addictive than nicotine. And what she said to me, “You just gave me my dream, Levi.” 
 
    She squeezes me tighter, her arms wrapped around my waist with her head pressed to my back. Wisps of hair not wrangled by the helmet whip my face. For the rest of my life I will never forget those words… she gave me that. The chance to give someone their dream. The chance to step up, to be the man someone needs—and not just any someone. Brinley. I had no idea what that punch to the chest feeling meant the first time we locked eyes. It appears my body knew well before my head ever did.   
 
    I take the longer route home, enjoying her at my back too damn much. As I pull up to a stoplight, Boss rolls up next to us. He smiles, giving Brin a chin lift. “Brother,” he yells over the rumbling engines. “Goin’ out or comin’ home?” 
 
    “Home,” I say, proud as fuck, reaching my hand down to stroke one of Brin’s still holding my waist, but waiting to see his reaction at the same time. “Brin and I stayed in Cumberland last night.” Would he give me shit?  
 
    “Good show,” he answers. “Elise, Gun, and I went in the summer. Can’t beat the view of the Falls.”  
 
    The light turns green and both Boss and I ease out, putting the town behind us in the ride up the mountain. The trees lost more of their fall leaves overnight, but as we’re almost to December, I’m surprised to see so many of them still hanging on. It’s good we got this last ride in before having to use the truck until spring.  
 
    Dutchy opens the gate for us. I ease us into a spot in front of the compound and take a moment to scan the empty homes on the lot. Brin and I need our own place—we could get an apartment, but without knowing enough about the Riot, it might be smarter for us to move to one of the places here. We’ll have to discuss it. There are some older trailers, but there’re also some newer empty ones, like the one Scotch and his girls moved into.  
 
    I must have fallen too deep in my thoughts because I feel a soft touch to my shoulder and look down to Brinley’s delicate hand, her long, shaped but unpolished fingernails. “If you don’t want us to go in at the same time…” she says, bizarrely.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s just you’ve been sitting here wearing a confused look. I thought, well, if you’d rather us go in separately—you know—so that no one knows we spent the night to—”  
 
    I cut off her words by twisting and taking her by surprise, covering her lips with my own. She fucking needs to stop this. Far as I know, we cleared this shit up this morning while lying naked on the floor of the hotel bathroom. I continue kissing her until the only sounds that come from her come in the form of little cries and whimpers.  
 
    “We’re together, bird. Thought after this morning you got it. Look, baby, I know you’re not used to men giving a damn, but that was your old life. You’re with the Lords now. We give a damn. I give a damn.” 
 
    “I just… when you didn’t get off your bike…” she says in a voice so vulnerable, I feel it in my twitching dick.  
 
    Before answering, I wrap my arms around her waist, trapping her arms between us, pulling us closer together. “I was thinking about our place—as in getting us one. A place where we don’t have brothers stumbling around at all hours of the day and night. I wanna give you a real home. A place we can settle in as a new couple.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispers, and there’re tears filling her eyes.  
 
    “But before we discuss that, I gotta fuck you again first.” Then I climb off my bike, grabbing her hand to help her off too, and drag her past the other bikes, inside the clubhouse, not even bothering to greet the brothers in the common.  
 
    I catch Crass’s eyes as we pass, he and Brighton leaving their room. The bastard smiles and shakes his head, chuckling.  
 
    “Fuck you,” I mumble, causing his chuckle to boom into an outright laugh, which I shut out, slamming my door behind Brin and me.  
 
    “What was that about?” Brinley manages to ask before I make it so she can’t form words other than my name.  
 
    A couple of hours later, I leave her napping in the bed. I’m gonna have to get back on the schedule for work so I can afford to get us moved into a place of our own. Blaze sits on a stool at the bar sipping a beer. He looks like shit, like he hasn’t been sleeping. I walk over to the bar and drop down on a stool next to him. All this stuff with Brinley has kept me from checking in with my boys.  
 
    “You look like shit, brother,” I say as a hello.  
 
    He shrugs. “Feelin’ it. Wound still painin’.” 
 
    “Still?” I ask, concerned.  
 
    He shrugs again.  
 
    “You talked to Caity about it?” 
 
    “Only a hundred times. Nothin’ she can do. The gunshot caused nerve damage. It’s just something I have to live with.” 
 
    I hate that for him.  
 
    “Speaking of things you have to live with,” he says, “how’s it going playin’ hero for the—” 
 
    “Careful how you finish that sentence, brother,” I warn.  
 
    He stares at me, really stares. “Fuck me, you like her, don’t you?”  
 
    Happy to get it off my chest, I sigh. “She’s amazing. It’s like—she listens when I talk. Really listens and not because she wants something from me or because she’s gathering info to hold over my head… It just comes easy with her.” 
 
    “It’s nice you found a friend, but jerking off in the shower is gonna get old, man. Unless you two have an agreement. One of those open things so you can fuck an actual pussy instead of your hand,” he says.  
 
    I narrow my eyes at him, not understanding his words. Open things? Then it hits me and I hate that those words ever left his mouth. “Never felt anything like it, being inside her. I’ve had fucking fantastic sex with women whose sole purpose on this Earth was to pleasure a man and it didn’t come close to what it felt like with Brin the first time.” 
 
    “The first time? Meaning you’ve fucked her more than once?” he asks, running his hand over his face, as if trying to come to grips with that idea.  
 
    Thinking of the way she moved against me not that long ago, I smile. The feel of her soft skin rubbing against me. The breathy hitches when I’d done something she particularly enjoyed. Fuck, the reverent way she whispered my name when she was about to come. More than that, the way she held me when we were through, burrowing down at my side, using me as a cocoon of safety. I never felt like more of a man in my life then when holding Brinley after we’d made love.  
 
    “Get that pussy-whipped grin off your face, brother.” Blaze interrupts my thoughts. I blink, coming out of my trance in time to see him shudder. “It wigs me out,” he says.  
 
    “Seems you could use a little whipping there, brother,” I say, snickering through my nose. “I can’t believe I was lucky enough to…” Shaking my head, I let that thought trail off. He doesn’t need to know that Brinley gave herself to me, that I was the man she chose to take her virginity. He doesn’t need to know how much that meant to me, that this fucking awesome woman trusted me enough to handle not just her body, but her heart, too.  
 
     “Shit, you really like her, don’t you?” Blaze asks. 
 
    “That’s the understatement of the century. I think I’m falling for her. She’s funny and smart, she cooks like she went to school for it, and she’s so damn easy to be around. I don’t have to be on. I don’t have to figure out ways to constantly impress her. We have a shit ton in common. And holy shit, when she turns those eyes on me, I can’t catch a breath. Being with Brin is like…” I stop to consider my next words. “Being with Brinley is like hanging with a best friend I also get to fuck.”  
 
     “Now you sound like Boss,” he teases, sipping on his drink. 
 
    “Maybe. I thought he was an asshole when he and Elise got back together. Like, why would a man want to put himself through all the shit that each of these brothers has gone through for pussy?” Then I look to Butch behind the bar. “Beer, dude,” I order. Butch pulls a beer from the small fridge behind the bar, twists the cap off, and slides it over to me. I take a long pull before continuing. “We got free and easy pussy dropping in our laps nightly, but here’s the thing: Meaningful sex is the fucking best sex you’ll have in your life. Who knew?” 
 
     “It’s always meaningful,” he says, sipping another drink of his beer. “Meaning I was full of cum and then unloaded.” 
 
    Asshole. I punch his shoulder. “I’m being serious. You’re not ready or haven’t met the right woman, but when you do, shit—then you’ll get what I mean.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Blaze mutters and I turn my head to see Brinley walking into the common.  
 
    Her eyes light up when she sees me. “Hey,” Brin says and it’s happy, breathy. 
 
    “Bird.” I hold my arm out to her until she walks to where I’m sitting and I pull her to sit on my lap. She leans her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “Why’d you let me sleep so long?” she asks as she picks up my beer to take a drink.  
 
    “Because I wore you out, and I’m not done, so you needed to rest up because what I got planned for you, you’re gonna expend a whole lot of energy.” 
 
    She snickers and drinks more of my beer. “Is this much sex normal in a twenty-four-hour period?” 
 
    “If it’s not, it should be,” I answer.  
 
     “We keep this up, I’m not going to be able to walk into that interview tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll carry you, then. No sweat off my back—actually, that’s my best idea yet because then I can fuck you one last time before you go in. Calm your nerves and shit.” 
 
    Brin buries her face against my neck as she laughs. “You guys hungry? I can whip you up something.” 
 
    That gets Blaze’s attention. “I could eat,” he says. 
 
    “Baby, you don’t gotta make him food,” I say as I lean in to kiss her. 
 
     “Not cool,” he whines. “She doesn’t have to make you food, either.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t. But she offered.” 
 
    “She offered to make it for both of us.” 
 
    “Yeah, but of the two of us, I’m the one who’s fucking her, which means I’m the one repaying her kindnesses.” 
 
    Blaze pushes up from his stool to unzip his fly. “Hell, if that’s what it takes to get a meal from a woman who cooks like she went to school for it, I’ll fuck her. What do ya say, Brinley? No complaints so far.” Even kidding, that one cuts too close and I ball my fist, punching Blaze in the gut hard enough that he doubles over.  
 
    He puffs through a bright red face, “Fuck, what was that for?” 
 
    “Hit on my old lady again and I’ll castrate you, brother.” 
 
    “Levi,” Brin admonishes. “He was just kidding. I’m pretty sure you’re the only one interested in having sex with me.” 
 
    “And I’m pretty sure you’re not considering how beautiful you are. Half the brothers here drool when they see your tits bounce into the room.” 
 
    “He’s your friend,” she argues.  
 
    “Yup. He’s my friend who now knows I’m not bullshitting around when it comes to you and he can spread the word.” 
 
    Brinley looks over my shoulder at a wincing Blaze as he struggles to stand straight again. Maybe I might have hit him too hard. “I’m so sorry about Levi. I think he might’ve been dropped on his head as a baby.” 
 
    I laugh and Blaze attempts to but winces again.  
 
    “Kiss me, bird,” I order. She does this sort of smile-sigh, bending in to touch her lips to mine. I push it harder, deeper, than I’m sure she means it to be in public, but light touches aren’t enough when it comes to Brinley. There’s no such thing as enough.  
 
    When I pull back, I pat her ass a couple of times. She smiles, and it’s that punch-in-the-chest feeling again. She kisses me once more, quickly, before turning to walk her incredibly fine ass into the kitchen.  
 
    Brin comes back out about twenty minutes after, give or take, carrying two plates of something that smells amazing. And when she sets the plates in front of me and Blaze, it looks like these thin, rolled meat, maybe pork. Possibly a cornbread stuffing? And it’s got a white gravy over top. Blaze looks from me to her and back to me again.  
 
    “Seriously,” he says. “I’m down with one of those polyamorous relationships if I get to eat like this every day.”  
 
    Hell, I didn’t even know Blaze knew a word like polyamorous. Brinley leans way over the bar top snagging my attention by giving me a good look down her T-shirt at her melon tits. Nope. I’m never sharing. One of the flaws of being an only child, never learned to share. She strokes her thumb over my cheek then drops a kiss, it was supposed to be where her thumb had been, but I tilt my chin up in time to catch her mouth with mine and I could punch the air at her sigh. It’s loud and Blaze hears it. There’s no way he didn’t.  
 
    “Sorry, Blaze,” she says. “I’ll be happy to whip you up a plate when I’m cooking for Levi, but I’m a one-man kind of woman and I’m with him for as long as he wants me.” And she points at me, like any of us don’t know “him” in this scenario.  
 
    It’s too soon to tell her I never plan on letting her go, that even the promise of longevity with the woman makes me believe that a lifetime wouldn’t be enough.  
 
    Brighton enters the common and it’s the first time I’ve seen her walk around the compound without Frankie or Crass. She smiles at Brinley, maybe because Brin is new. Or maybe because she doesn’t think Brin has a connection to the club other than needing protection, but she seems taken with my woman.  
 
    “Hey, Brighton, you hungry? I just cooked,” Brinley asks.  
 
    “That’s what smells so good. I should’ve known.” Then Brighton walks back into the kitchen.  
 
    “How ‘bout you eat too, baby?”  
 
    She looks like she’s about to argue when I raise my eyebrow at her in challenge and at my look, she lowers her lashes, slightly tipping her lip up at the corner in a sultry smile and fuck—I’m gone. She doesn’t know it yet, but I am absolutely gone.  
 
    I feel Blaze’s heavy stare and when I turn to look at him, he busts out laughing. “Shut up,” I tell him, shaking my head, but he was right when he said I was whipped, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
    We’ve fallen into a routine since returning from Cumberland and it’s a routine I absolutely adore. Levi drove me in the truck down to the Lords’ shipping business and I rode him in the front seat before I went in for my interview. Chaos hired me on the spot. I guess they really needed somebody, that, and I’d been sure he was doing a favor for a brother.  
 
    Since my man works in receiving, it’s not out of his way to take me along with him every morning. We got the keys to a gorgeous singlewide on the property with dark gray siding and lighter gray trim. A stoop or porch would be nice rather than the metal steps that are there, but it’s hands down the nicest place I’ve ever lived—or, will live once the furniture gets delivered. I told Levi we should wait until I get paid to go crazy in the furniture store, so I could contribute, but he nixed that one pretty quickly.  
 
    There’s this code that the brothers live by and setting up house apparently falls under things they pay for? The first piece of furniture he picked was the bed. It makes sense, seeing as he hasn’t skipped a night. Whether with fingers, mouth, or genitalia, since the night he took my virginity, we have some form of sex. If we keep up this pace, we’re going to have to make a special trip to a warehouse store to buy an industrial-sized box of condoms—condoms he probably won’t let me pay for either.  
 
    Brighton hangs out with me in the evenings, while we eat and when the guys shoot the shit. It’s nice having a girlfriend. My sister comes around when she’s home, but she works nights. Scotch invited us over to his and Frankie’s place one night. It was an intimate gathering, just me and Levi, Crass and Brighton, and of course, Scotch and Frankie. I’ve never had this—friendships and dinner parties. It’s all because of Levi and that scares the crap out of me because the nicer he is, the more of his life and his Lords family that he gives me, the deeper I fall for him. 
 
    Blue and Blaze go out of their way to make me feel at home, though I suspect that Blaze does it more so I’ll cook for him than because of his loyalty to his friend. But I’ve been noticing some disturbing things with Blaze. Like, the other night, while Levi was pulling patrol with Blood, Blaze couldn’t sit still. He kept pacing, or rather he’d sit, stand, pace a little, and repeat. Enough that if you weren’t paying attention to his movements, you might not see the pattern, but I lived my life taking care of a man who paced like him.  
 
    And he disappears to use the bathroom more than anybody I know. As I’m not up on his medical history, I have no idea if the guy has a urinary tract infection or hell, with the way he goes after the pieces, it could be chlamydia for all I know—wait, do guys pee a lot from that? Whatever. It’s troubling just the same. The Lords have a steadfast rule. An unbreakable steadfast rule. No doping. At all. Weed and booze are the extent of what they allow, which means it can’t be what I’m thinking, but I decided that night to keep an eye on him just in case.  
 
    Levi had to work late tonight. There was some shipment issue that needed resolving, so he sent me home with the truck and told me he’d catch a ride with Chaos. When I arrive at the gate, the furniture truck is waiting to get inside.  
 
    “They’re here for us,” I tell Dutchy. “We finally get furniture.” 
 
    Dutchy laughs but lets me and the truck through. I roll down my window and wave them in the direction of our place. Both Levi and I have a key and I’m able to let them in to unload the bed, sofa, a recliner, coffee table, and kitchen table and chairs since it’ll be a while until he can get to refurbishing the set we bought at the flea market. He bought us a box of pots and pans, a box of dinnerware—plates, cups and bowls—and utensils, including flatware, the day we ordered the furniture.  
 
    While the men are busy unloading the truck, I go inside the club to get the extra sheets and blankets. Once the mattress is set up, I make up the bed in clean sheets. The place is cold, so I get the heat going with the pellet stove. It would be nice to surprise Levi with a homecooked meal in our place. Our first meal in our place. I go back inside the clubhouse to find someone to escort me down to the grocery store. The “Brinley needs a bodyguard” rule is still in place for the time being and now, having Levi working late, I don’t mind going to find one of the guys to take me. Someone is usually available if Levi isn’t.  
 
    I’m sure any of the guys would help, but I’d rather ask one of them that I’ve spent more time around and I leave behind the warmth of the pellet stove to walk the short distance into the clubhouse. There’s not a lot going on tonight. A few brothers I’m not familiar with sit around shooting the shit or playing pool. Butch is behind the bar, but I don’t think I’m allowed to ask him to come along. Guard duty is something the Lords take seriously and as a prospect, he hasn’t been elevated to guard duty yet that I know of. He could get in trouble and risk getting patched in, even if it’s to help me out, so I go searching for someone else.  
 
    In the back hallway, I walk past several rooms. One of them belongs to Blue and one to Blaze. I stop first in front of Blue’s door with my fist raised to knock when I hear a distinctly male grunt followed immediately by a female, “Oh, god.” So, Blue’s out. Next, I walk down to Blaze’s room and when I knock, the door squeaks open and I see Blaze leaning against his unmade bed, hunched forward with a spoon in one hand and a lighter in the other. A sour, chemically smell creeps toward me and I pull the door shut to keep him from discovering me there. Users can be unpredictable when they’ve been caught using and I don’t want any part of his wrath.  
 
    How do I tell Levi? Would he even believe me? I mean, I know what I saw. The Pythons are a club full of addicts. Including my dad. Shoot. Well, I’m not going to the store anytime soon, but Levi still needs to be fed and even though my heart’s not in it any longer, I raid the clubhouse kitchen to come up with a meal for us.  
 
    With Blaze still on my mind, I head back outside into the cold. My mood lifts when I open the door to my new home. Warmth suffuses the space, pouring out of the open door at me, and not just from the heat of the pellet stove, but seeing that beautiful new sofa and recliners filling the space.  
 
    Thank goodness I learned how to cook. From the haphazard ingredients I managed to whip up a pumpkin, sage, and mushroom lasagna with cream sauce, breadsticks, and a big salad. While the lasagna bakes, I scrub down the table—I mean, it had been sitting in a warehouse until we purchased it and warehouses have rodents and the like. There’s purloined beer chilling in the fridge next to the salad. Okay, next on the list is to set the table, which is only complete when I light the candles brought from our room in the clubhouse when I brought over the bed linens.  
 
    It looks amazing and smells amazing-er. I’m so caught up in cleaning and cooking, I don’t notice the front door open until Levi’s voice carries through the space. “Saw the lights blazing.”  
 
    My heart jumps as I walk over to him, wiping my hands on a towel. “Welcome home, Levi.” 
 
    The heat that blazes in his eyes startles me for a moment and I take a small step back instead of advancing forward. Levi halts my retreat, capturing me in his strong arms. “Fuck, bird,” he whispers right before he kisses me, and it might be one of the best kisses of my life.  
 
    Before we can get too invested in the kiss, a kiss where he’s already slid his hand under my blouse, gliding the back up slowly as if to divest me from it, his other hand firmly on my backside, the timer on the oven goes off. Of course, it does. He ends the kiss, pressing his forehead against mine, shaking it slowly from his silent laugh, so it rubs against mine at the same time and we both sigh.  
 
    “It’ll be worth it,” I promise, my hands still gripping his cut, unwilling to be the first to end the moment.  
 
    “Already is,” he says back and I’m certain he’s not talking about the lasagna. Finally, Levi proves he’s the stronger of the two of us, dropping his hands and stepping back on one foot. “Baby.” He whispers that one word, shaking his head again, this time as if shaking off a trance.  
 
    I clear my throat. “Go wash up,” I order because with him this close, filling all my senses, food is the last thing on my mind and the man works hard. He deserves a full belly.  
 
    He walks to the bathroom and I turn to pull the pan from the stove, setting it on a hot pad in the center of the new table, between the lit candles. The already-dressed salad and platter of breadsticks also rest between the candles.  
 
    “Bird, this is amazing.” He pulls a chair to sit while I bring him his chilled beer.  
 
    “Thanks, babe. I thought since they delivered the new furniture, you’d want to christen the new place.” 
 
    “They brought the bed, so yeah, I definitely want to christen the place,” he answers right away and I chuckle softly. The man always has some form of canoodling on the brain, and I must admit, I’m down with it, too.  
 
    We spend the next hour or so eating, drinking and discussing our days—the good and the bad for him, but only the good for me since I’m not ready to ruin this night with Blaze’s issues. It’s not until I feel like he’s going to have to roll me away from the table that the meal officially comes to an end. Then, in true Levi fashion, he convinces me to wait on cleaning up by using his lips and hands and feet to move me back into the bedroom. The freshly made bed doesn’t stay freshly made for long. And the things he does to me, tonight, well, let’s say it’s a good thing we have our own place because everyone would know what we’ve been up to otherwise.  
 
    Between rounds four and five, I snuggle next to Levi and ask against his chest, “Do you think it’s okay for me to go out without a guard yet?” 
 
    “Don’t know, bird. It bothers me, that asshole finding out where you are. I gotta keep you safe… Why?” 
 
    “I couldn’t find anyone to take me to the store and had to pilfer the clubhouse stockpiles for tonight’s feast.”  
 
    He laughs. “I’ll replace it, don’t worry.” And everything about the conversation is so… so… domestic. Nothing like I pictured when I first met him.  
 
    We fall asleep naked and content to be so. Both of us got so caught up in our evening’s activities that we forgot to set an alarm, meaning as wonderfully languorous as our evening had been, we’re rushing around like a couple of chickens with our heads cut off this morning. I’d brought over some of our clothing when I brought the blankets, but aside from a quick dual shower, there’s not much time for anything else, including making breakfast, which I thought I’d get to do for him. We don’t have a coffeemaker yet. I was going to brew it on the stovetop, but that’ll take too long.  
 
    I look at Levi, shoving his keys into his pocket. “I tried.” 
 
    “Baby, you did more than try. The whole reason we’re behind is because you were so goddamn successful.”  
 
    Okay, well, I suppose as evenings go, it had been spectacularly successful. He holds his hand out to me and I take it. Before we leave, he drapes the brown leather jacket that he’d loaned me that day over my shoulders. It’s freezing outside this morning—probably one of the coldest days we’ve had this year—and it’s still dark. With his arm around my shoulder keeping me pulled close, we walk over to the clubhouse to grab coffee. We both desperately need coffee.  
 
    Hannah has the sweet dark roasted nectar of the gods brewing when we walk into the common. The sweet smell of brown sugar and maple fills the room. “Hey, sissy,” I call over to her.  
 
    “Oatmeal’s on the stove, guys. Have at it,” she responds and I kiss her cheek as Levi and I pass her.  
 
    He grabs two bowls from the cabinet for us and I fill them with the simmering gruel, topping them with the brown sugar, raisins, cinnamon, butter, and milk. Levi and I stand against the wall eating in our own little private circle when I think about Hannah and Blood in the next room and that we should probably go mingle, despite how much I enjoy having him all to myself. Apparently, we’ve become the couple who can read each other’s thoughts because without me having to say a word, he slides his arm around my back to lead me back out to the bar.  
 
    Now, with some coffee giving life to my brain, I’m aware of Blue and even Blaze sitting at the bar eating. Blaze. What the hell am I supposed to do with that situation? It makes me lose my appetite, but if I don’t eat, my man will definitely get suspicious, so with a sour stomach, I continue to shovel oatmeal in my mouth while purposely avoiding looking at Blaze, even when he says, “Hey, Brin.”  
 
    “Hey,” I say back to my spoon around a mouthful of cereal. Eye contact, who needs eye contact? I’ve got food. I’m a big girl. No one would suspect anything but that I really enjoy my oatmeal. That’s when Duke, Caitlin, and two young kids—that is Duke carrying the baby and Jade walking in holding her mom’s hand—enter the clubhouse and neither Duke nor Caitlin look happy. As a matter of fact, they look downright annoyed. The kids just look tired. I feel them. I wish it were the weekend again so Levi and I could stay in our brand-new bed to cuddle the morning away.  
 
    “S’up, prez?” Blood asks. 
 
    “Got a fuckin’ call last night after Doc got home. We were right in the middle of f—” 
 
    “Fun activities,” Caitlin cuts in and darts her eyes to Jade. 
 
    Duke clears his throat. “Fun activities,” he repeats, “when the phone rang. Someone broke into her office. We got Frankie and Scotch to watch the kids ‘cuz they’re next door and headed down the mountain. All the fucker took was a stack of prescription pads.” 
 
    “It’s not like he can fill it out like the old days. You have to provide an I.D. and give a signature. Stealing prescription pads used to be something that addicts would do, but they can’t now, not without getting arrested right away. How foolhardy can you get?” 
 
    “What fun activities, Daddy?” Jade’s attention perks up. “Why didn’t you wait for me?” 
 
    Caitlin and Hannah both bite their bottom lips to fight back laughter. I don’t because my eyes dart to movement off to the side. Blaze, with his head hung, slips back down the hallway, leaving his half-eaten bowl of oatmeal where he was sitting. 
 
    Even discussing an event like a break in, the group of them minus Blaze still manage to laugh by making inappropriate comments that go over the head of Jade, whom I have a feeling will learn the meanings behind those comments sooner than the average kid her age.  
 
    I remain quiet, forcing oatmeal down my throat and gulping down hot coffee in order to not have to join in because I know I have to tell Levi now and I can’t do it in front of Duke. Levi and Blue are Blaze’s best friends. Maybe they can get through to Blaze or at the very least get him to a place where he can let me help. It’s not like I haven’t had experience in dealing with addicts, although my dad was a lost cause. By the time I’d grown old enough to help him out, he’d been so far in it there was no coming back. 
 
    I couldn’t save my dad. I’m saving Blaze. Let’s hope it doesn’t kill us while trying. 


 
   
  
 

 14. 
 
    Levi 
 
      
 
    Brin takes our bowls and mugs, washing them out, then setting them in the drainer. She’s been awful quiet since Duke and Caity walked in and I don’t like it. It reminds me of how she was when we first got together.  
 
    Once she finishes the dishes, I snag her by the hand, walking to the door, waving at the rest over my head. “Check ya later,” I call out. “Thanks for the food, Hannah.” Then I lead Brinley to my truck and help her up inside.  
 
    I wait until we’re through the gate before the silence becomes too much to take. We’re not going back to that shit. “What?” 
 
    “Sorry?” she asks. 
 
    “Don’t sorry me. You haven’t said a word since we walked out of the kitchen with our food,” I say. Her eyes grow huge, like she thought I didn’t notice. “Yeah, bird, I notice everything about you. After the morning we had, you think your silence isn’t gonna ring louder than the bells of a cathedral?” 
 
    “Bells of a cathedral?” she asks, and she’s not being funny or subversive that I can tell. But just in case… 
 
    “Yeah, woman, bells of a fucking cathedral. Now spill. What’s got you so clammed up?” 
 
    She sighs, the sad kind. “I think… well… I think Blaze stole the prescription pads.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would you think that?” I have to rein in my volume, teetering on that line between talking and yelling, leaning more toward the yell.  
 
    “Never mind. Do you think you’ll be out in time today to take me to the store?” 
 
    “Don’t do that, bird. I asked you a question.” 
 
    She nods. “Yeah, a question you don’t really want an answer to.” 
 
    Shit. I reach over to take her hand and bring it back to rest on my knee. “I’ll cool it. Promise. Please, baby, talk to me.” 
 
    She exhales deeper than a sigh this time. I don’t know what to call it, but she does it. “Didn’t you notice him slink out of the room when Duke brought it up?” 
 
    My brows draw together as I think back. “No. I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “Well, he did. And yesterday—fuck.” 
 
    Fuck? Brinley rarely swears. “Go on, bird.” 
 
    “I was going to ask him to take me to the store. When I pushed open his door, he had a spoon and a lighter in his hands.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean anything,” I reply defensively. Dammit, he’s one of my best friends. Wouldn’t I have noticed if he was into shit like that? 
 
    “See? You don’t want to hear it because you don’t want it to be true. Well, I don’t, either. Not for him or for you. But what do you think he was doing with that spoon and lighter? Heating soup one scoop at a time?” 
 
    “Don’t get smart, baby. No reason for that.” 
 
    “Smart? Seems one of us could stand to get smart—and clue in. I’m not talking about me,” she says snidely.  
 
    “He got shot a while back. The wound’s been paining him for a while because of nerve damage, but he wouldn’t be stupid enough to mess with the shit you’re talking about. The club’s got rules, Brin. He’d be out on his ass.” 
 
    “Which is why I never said anything in front of Duke or Caitlin. I thought maybe you could talk to him, to see if maybe he’s open to rehab. He’s a good guy at heart and I really like him.” Brin crosses her arms over her chest protectively, a posture that says she’s pissed at me and she has every right to be. I know about her dad. The guy has been a user her whole life. Instead of giving her a definite answer, I give her the pussy one. “Let me check it out first, yeah? Then, if need be, I’ll go to Duke.” 
 
    She’s not happy about it but answers, “Yeah." 
 
    Heavy clouds hang over the mountain. At the very least, we’re looking at some freezing rain because it’s cold as fuck today. I pick up Brinley’s hand from my lap to press it to my lips. She glances over at me, her irritation fading from her beautiful face.  
 
    “We’ll go to the store after work, bird. Don’t let me forget to pick up more pellets for the stove. Forecast says we’re looking at a major cold front moving into the area. Glad I got you on my bike before this shit rolled in.” 
 
    “I don’t like arguing with you,” she says and I wrinkle my brows at her. “I’ll like snuggling with you on the new sofa with the stove heating the house better, so I won’t let you forget.” 
 
    “They’re setting up the satellite today. Internet’ll be up today, too. Boys are gonna see it done while we’re at work. Keep a running list of what we’ll need to run the house. I’ve been living at the clubhouse for so long, I’ll forget until I find myself without it.”  
 
    Now that Brin and I are back to good, I use the rest of the drive to think about the stuff she said about Blaze. Blue and I are gonna have to keep an eye on him. I work first shift but Blue’s usually a float—scheduled to whatever shift they need him to fill. Between the two of us, we should pretty well have Blaze covered.  
 
    I park and run around to help Brin out of the truck. She sighs out her annoyance at having to wait for me to help her down when she can do it herself, but there’s a good drop and I don’t want her slipping or twisting an ankle on impact. Sue me. Plus, it gives me a chance to take her hand while walking her into the front office. She doesn’t get annoyed with that. Once we’re both clocked in, I drop a quick kiss to her smiling lips then take off for receiving.  
 
    The whole damn department is behind today thanks to yesterday’s mishap. I’m assuming one of the temps sent the Louisville order to Nashville and the Nashville order to Louisville. Talk about a mess. We didn’t know about the mix-up until the first load reached Nashville.  
 
    I lift the clipboard from the hook and start in, double-checking that the item numbers match with outgoing trucks heading to various locations around Kentucky and Tennessee.  
 
    Blaze shows up thirty minutes late.  
 
    “Where the fuck you been, brother?” I ask, reprimanding him.  
 
    “Got sick this mornin’. Food didn’t sit well. I’m good, though. Ready to work.” Hearing his words, I can’t help think about all Brinley said to me on the drive down.  
 
    “Were you sick yesterday?”  
 
    He shrugs. “Eh, you know… my leg pains me. Sometimes it gets me nauseous. We all got problems, though, right?”  
 
    “Take anything for it?” 
 
    “Got some stuff from Caity.” 
 
    Right. That had to have been what Brin saw. Blaze taking his meds from Caity. He smokes, so that was probably why he had the lighter. A misunderstanding. That’s all it was. She let her past with her asshole dad get in the way of what she really saw. 
 
    Blaze starts the lift to load boxes into the trailer and I leave him to it, watching him without letting him know I’m watching him just to make sure everything’s cool. The phone rings loudly in my office and I jog over to answer it, putting Blaze and his issues out of mind for the moment. It’s Sly. Sly? The brother works over at Duke’s towing company, why would he be calling me here, at work? Brinley’s here and I can’t think of anyone else that he’d call me about.  
 
    “Whatcha need, brother?” I ask when I answer.  
 
    “Was out on a tow this morning and saw what looked like a Devil’s Advocate cut driving an SUV down the dirt road up from where I was.” 
 
    “Devil’s Advocate? What the hell he doing in these parts? Long way from home.” 
 
    “Aren’t they in bed with the Pythons?” 
 
    Goddammit. I think they are. “See any others?” 
 
    “Sorry, I mean, he could be visiting kin for all we know, but keep an eye on your woman to be safe.” 
 
    “Brin doesn’t know, okay?” 
 
    “Won’t say a word,” he answers. “I’m out, then.” 
 
    “Gratitude,” I say, then wait for him to hang up. This is a complication we don’t need. I knew that Riot she flipped would have her picture in heavy rotation. All I can do is pray that whoever this Advocate is, he’s just visiting family, like Sly suggested. I mean, he hasn’t shown his face in town.  
 
    For the next couple of hours, I’m in a pissy, agitated mood. None of the boys do anything right and I find myself yelling at someone every ten minutes or so until the men refuse to talk to me at all and I have to see Brin.  
 
    I leave receiving to walk back up to the offices and watch her through the windows as she goes from file cabinet to file cabinet replacing a stack of yellow folders. She throws her hair back as she laughs at something Liv, her coworker and Chaos’s old lady, says, and when Liv walks out of the room in the direction of the bathroom, I take advantage of the opportunity to get Brin alone.  
 
    She’s surprised when I open the door, gasping, though she smiles once she registers it’s me. “What are you doing in here?” she asks. 
 
    But I don’t answer with words. I answer by stalking over to her, wrapping my arms around her, and pivoting to drop her ass on the desk while I press my lips hard against hers.  
 
    “Need to fuck you, bird,” I whisper against her jaw while pressing more kisses there, too.  
 
    She rakes her fingers through my hair. “What’s going on, babe?” 
 
    “Told you, need to fuck you… Are you saying no?” 
 
    “I’m not saying no.” Brin drops her head back as I grind my groin against hers through our jeans. “But something’s bothering you. If you need me to fuck it away, you have to give it all to me because the sex will just be a temporary fix if you don’t.”  
 
    “Can’t tell you that, baby.” And I answer her groaning, grinding harder against her center while I move my hands up her blouse, pulling down the cups of her bra to knead her tits and twisting her nipples. Brinley lets out a loud cry, digging her fingernails deeper into my scalp at the same time we both hear someone shout. 
 
    “Oh, good god!” It’s Liv. Brin and I turn our heads in time to see her standing in the open door with her hand on the knob. “Seriously, Hero? Not on my desk. Take it into the conference room.” 
 
    Brin’s face right down to her collarbone lights up the brightest red. “I—crap,” she says, slapping at my hands under her top while struggling to correct her bra but fumbling because she’s going too fast in her embarrassment. I use my body to block Brinley from view until she’s presentable again. “I’m so sorry, Liv.” 
 
    “Please, girl, I in no way hold you responsible for any of this.” Liv waves her hand in our direction. “I’m married to a Lord. Trust me, I get it. Now you, Hero, you should know better.”  
 
    She’s right. I don’t do this in public, but I needed to hold Brinley after that phone call. I don’t understand it. How did she go from a woman I wanted to help out to the woman I needed to hold just to prove to myself that she’s still okay? My heart beats so fast, it pounds in my ears and not from getting caught by Liv, but because Brin’s dug herself so far under my skin that I would fundamentally change myself for her.  
 
    “Levi, you okay?” Brin asks and she comes back into focus. I realize I’ve been looking at her but not seeing her.  
 
    “Yeah, bird,” I say low then clear my throat. “I’m good.” But I’m not good. I need to find out if the Advocate being in our county is a fluke and I need to give myself a break from Brin for a couple of days. From Liv’s office, I walk back to Chaos’s, rapping on the door with my knuckles.  
 
    “Come in,” he calls out.  
 
    “Hey.” I tip my chin up at him. “I gotta clock out a bit early. Some shit I need to discuss with Duke.” 
 
    “What’s up?” he asks, closing his laptop and waving me in. I don’t want to have a heart to heart with Chaos. I want to put distance and perspective between Brin and me. I want to see if she’s still safe here. But he’s technically my boss, which means I step inside the office, closing the door so Brin doesn’t accidentally hear.  
 
    “Sly called. He was on a tow run—other side of the county—and saw a Devil’s Advocate skulking around.” 
 
    “The fuck?” 
 
    “My sentiment exactly. Could be a fluke, but the Advocates run with the Pythons, Brinley’s dad’s club. Her dad tried to sell her to a Riot for drugs, but instead of sex, Brin knocked the guy unconscious and stole from him.” 
 
    “Dammit. The women… the kids.” Chaos sighs. “Maybe we can smuggle her out, get her to—”  
 
    “Don’t even finish that thought. She’s not going anywhere,” I practically bark at the man. He puts his hands up in a fucking placating “calm down” move that pisses me off even more. 
 
    “Girl got to you, didn’t she?”  
 
    “She wasn’t supposed to. I only wanted to help her out… It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Why is it ridiculous? Brinley’s smart and she’s funny as shit. She’s not exactly hard on the eyes.” 
 
    “Says the guy married to Liv,” I reply tersely.  
 
    “What the hell’s that supposed to mean? She’s got those exotic eyes and those fucking huge tits. Damn, brother, if you’re not attracted to your old lady, I’m sure there’re plenty of brothers at the club who’ll take her off your hands.”  
 
    I clench my fists at my sides to keep from knocking him the hell out. Brin’s mine—and that’s the crux of the problem, isn’t it? I can’t reconcile how I feel about her and how I should feel about her. Or how I think I’m supposed to feel about her—I don’t know. Nothing Chaos said is untrue. I’ve seen how a few of the brothers have appraised her, eyes fixed on her tits or ass a bit too long for my comfort. Shit, my head is a mess. Why is my head such a fucking mess when it comes to Brinley? Chaos starts to say something else to me, but I don’t stay around to listen, taking off to talk to Duke.  
 
    He’s at the tow company this time of day, which means I head there instead of the club. Fat raindrops mixed with snow falls from the darkened sky and I’m glad I’ve got the truck today, but still, I wish I could ride. I need to ride.  
 
    With the roads getting slick, it takes me about ten minutes to reach Ellis Auto & Towing. The bays are full—cars always pick nasty weather to quit working—but the wreckers are all out, which means lots of stalls and accidents.  
 
    Duke sits behind the desk of his office bellowing at some unlucky bastard on the phone when I enter. He looks up and waves me in, not missing a beat shouting his—“Listen, you stupid motherfucker.”  
 
    For some reason, I find this funny enough to snicker while making my way inside. I stand off to the side, leaning against the bright white wall with my arms folded over my chest as I wait for him to hang up. I don’t know how I’m able to snicker. Nothing about the situation unfolding is funny.  
 
    He glances up at me at the same moment he drops the receiver in the phone cradle, then shoots me a “what?” with his eyes.  
 
    “Might have some bad shit developing. Don’t really know for sure yet,” I say. 
 
    “Bad shit? Care to elaborate?”  
 
    I shake my head. “Advocate spotted west side of the county. Only one so far, so it could be a fluke but—” 
 
    “But we all know the Advocates are in bed with the Pythons. Godfuckindammit. Right. You good with leavin’ yer woman for a few?” 
 
    I nod because he doesn’t know how good I am. If I don’t find some perspective, I’ll lose myself. It’s coming on. I feel it. That woman has the potential to bring me to my knees. I thought I could rise up to the challenge. Brin’s worth taking a chance on, just maybe not from me, because I can’t let a woman have that power over me. I just can’t do it. My pops never recovered from my moms, her death. Never dated—nothing. What if I can’t protect her? Brin’s so deep in me now, what if the Riot get to her? I loved my dad, but I won’t become him.  
 
    “Fine. I’m sendin’ Sneak and Blood with ya. Head out. I’ll make the calls.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
    I wait in the office for about ten minutes after clocking out, waiting for Levi. Normally, he shows to collect me and we head home. With the exception of last night when he had to work late, but he made sure to call to let me know to head back with Chaos. 
 
    Looking from my phone back out the window at the front of the office, I sigh and decide to make the trek down to receiving. When I get there, the lights are down to the soft yellow security lights and all the docks are empty. The men have all left for the night. Just to make sure, I walk into Levi’s office and I even check the restroom. Where could he have gone? 
 
    After spending the next twenty minutes checking every nook and cranny of the warehouse for Levi, I finally give up and walk back out to the dark parking lot, making sure to pull the locked door shut behind me. I don’t have a key to the place. An empty parking lot stretches before me. It’s dark and cold and I don’t have a stinking ride home. Where the hell did Levi go? 
 
    His behavior doesn’t make sense. Why make sure I had a bodyguard when I left the compound, only to leave me stranded in the dark now? Did something happen? Did he get called away and forget to arrange a ride for me? The man certainly was acting weird when he came into the office this afternoon. Don’t panic until you know what’s going on. 
 
    Pulling my phone from my pocket, the first call I make is to Levi. It rings three times and goes to voicemail. I hang up and try again. Voicemail again. He put that Find My Friend app on my phone to ensure I’d always be able to find him. I click the app icon, waiting for it to load and when I find the little cartoon Levi, I click on it. He’s not even close to Thornbriar. Can that be right? It has to be right, the app is connected to his phone, his number. Maybe he’s off doing club business? 
 
    I’m shivering enough to make my teeth chatter when I hit his number for a third time, and for a third time it goes to voicemail. Right. Time for plan B. I begin to scroll my contacts. There’s my sister. I’m not calling Levi again. I could do Blue, Blaze, or a few of the old ladies. The wind picks up, slicing icy cold daggers through my jacket. I need a winter coat and gloves. Caitlin would be the closest if she’s still in town. I press her contact and press the phone to my shivering ear.  
 
    “Brinley?” she answers. “You okay?” She would ask that. It’s not like I’ve called her once since Levi gave me this phone.  
 
    “A-A-Are y-y-you s-s-still in t-t-town?” I stutter.  
 
    “Yes, leaving work now. I had a delivery that kept me. What’s up?” 
 
    “L-L-Levi l-l-left m-m-me s-s-stranded.” 
 
    Caitlin’s affronted gasp is exactly what I need to hear. I feel the commiseration. “The warehouse?” she asks and I hear the rumbling of her truck in the background.  
 
    “Y-Y-Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in five. My heat is cranked. Are you stuck outside?” she asks. 
 
    But all I can manage is to answer a, “Mmm.”  
 
    “I wonder what happened. This is so unlike Hero.” I notice she’s not hanging up with me and I appreciate the company. Five minutes must have passed as the brilliant brights of her headlights turn into the lot. I wave stupidly. Caitlin veers the truck my way, easing to a stop. The door pops and a blast of heat hits me. I sigh while climbing up into the seat. It takes me a couple of tries to click the seatbelt because of my chilled fingers. Being a Texas girl, I’ve never experienced bone-chilling cold like this in my life.  
 
    The dashboard is lit up on the brightest settings, highlighting a large screen for her satellite radio, Wi-Fi and Bluetooth options. The console is voice activated, allowing her to tell it to switch to the 70s station, where an early version of Only the Good Die Young by Billy Joel softly booms through the speakers.  
 
    I’ve never ridden in a truck this fancy before. It’s practically a personal assistant. I laugh under my breath wondering if it comes with a cook dinner and wash the laundry option, too? Caitlin begins singing along to the radio and she nudges me with her elbow to get me to sing with her. Although I don’t feel much like singing, I give in and murmur the lyrics. I feel awkward singing louder than a murmur because now singing reminds me of Levi and how he said I sound like a songbird. It would be rude to upstage the woman who came to my rescue. 
 
    When the song ends, Caitlin glances over at me. “So, he didn’t say anything to you about leaving?” 
 
    “Nope. Nothing. I don’t know if something happened, like an accident at work. But I would assume that if he got hurt at work, someone would’ve come to get me.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” She agrees quickly.  
 
    “I mean, we had a sort of disagreement this morning, but—then in the office this afternoon… In the office…” I let that thought trail off, feeling my face heat from the memory of that truly embarrassing moment.  
 
    “What happened in the office?” Caitlin asks as she clicks on her left blinker, easing into the left turn lane. She waits at the light.  
 
    “Nothing…” It’s pretty much the truth because we stopped before starting the good stuff. “We just sort of made up. Or I thought we did. But he left and didn’t wait for me, so…” I shrug. “Maybe we didn’t.”  
 
    “What did you argue about, if I can ask?” She pulls out into the turn heading for the mountain to get us home.  
 
    I don’t know if I can tell her, though. Isn’t it a betrayal? What if he was just heating soup with that spoon? Yes, that sounds ridiculous. I know what I saw. “If I tell you something, will you keep it in confidence?” 
 
    “That depends. Is it dangerous? I mean, holding back hasn’t always been the smartest or safest idea for we Lords women.” 
 
    I’ve heard. Yikes. But my situation is nothing like getting kidnapped by creepy stalkers or having serial killers trying to end your life. “I get it… but it’s nothing like that.” 
 
    “Tell me, but if I decide you’re wrong, I have to go to Duke, okay?” 
 
    I think about it for a minute, but we’re running out of time winding up the mountain. Sucking in a breath, I give it to her. “I don’t know how familiar you are with addicts, but, um… Have you noticed how jittery Blaze has been?” 
 
    She bites her upper lip. “This isn’t good.” Does that mean she sees it? 
 
    “And he uses the bathroom more than the average biker.” 
 
    Caitlin nods. 
 
    “Right, so the other night I needed a bodyguard because up until tonight, Levi insisted on it when he wasn’t available. I went to Blaze’s room and saw him with a bent spoon and a lighter. Do you know what that means?” I ask, wringing my hands together.  
 
    “I can’t tell you everything because of confidentiality, but I can say yes. I know what that means.” 
 
    “See, if you tell Duke, they’ll kick Blaze out and he’s one of Levi’s best friends and I think it would kill your husband to have to get rid of him.” 
 
    “No shit. He’s got such a big heart, but his brother, Rex, died because of the drug world. He won’t put us at risk,” she answers.  
 
    “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “Let’s talk to him together. A small intervention that we won’t tell the brothers about just yet. See if we can’t get him some help.” 
 
    That still doesn’t explain why Levi left me stranded, but it gives me something else to think about until I can give the Levi situation proper headspace. “Okay,” I agree. “It’s a plan.” 
 
    “We’ll do it tonight. I’ll go home, get changed, get dinner… I’ll probably have to play with the kids and fuck my husband before I make my way over, but I’ll text you before I go.” 
 
    I can’t hold back the smile. She has such a difficult life, going home to two of the sweetest kids and making love to a sexy man like Duke, a man who just happens to adore her. Her life could be worse.  
 
    We don’t speak anymore for the short rest of the drive. She parks in front of her home. The lights are off in mine and Levi’s truck is still M.I.A. I can’t help but worry. Still, I let myself in, hang up the jacket on the hook we put up next to the door, and refill the pellets in the stove to kick the heat up.  
 
    It’s funny how used to having company I’ve become. Fixing dinner alone, eating dinner alone—it sucks. Even so, I make enough food for Levi to have a plate should he come home tonight. Once I’ve finished, I put his plate in the fridge and clean up, then I sit on our giant sofa and wait for Caitlin to call.  
 
    There’s not a whole lot on the television to keep my interest. I flip channel after channel until I hit the news coming out of Lexington. “In other news,” the news anchor starts, “Houston police are searching for this woman”—and a drawing of my face, my face, flashes across the screen—“wanted in connection with a series of robberies. They have reason to believe she’s hiding out somewhere in the tristate area. She is considered armed and dangerous. Authorities urge anyone who sees her to call 911 but do not engage.” 
 
    I sit, stunned and feeling ready to cry. Armed and dangerous? As if. What am I supposed to do if I can’t show my face? Canada might not be far enough away. I might have to escape to Argentina or somewhere. Argentina would be warmer than Canada—stop, Brinley. Up until end of shift today, I’d actually been considering giving it a real go here in Thornbriar. 
 
    It’s stupid… I can’t help but laugh at my stupidity. Falling for a man like Levi—what was I thinking? Men take what they want until they don’t want it any longer, then throw it away or like in Hannah’s mom’s and my mom’s cases, the women can’t take it any longer and leave it all behind. And I seem to be falling down the rabbit hole of scenario A. The first tears begin leaking from my eyes and I wipe at them.  
 
    Where is Levi? Why would he just abandon me at work? Not even bothering to arrange a ride home for me? I matter so little to him? Whoa, calm down, Brin. You’re just upset over the news. There’s probably a perfectly good reason why he left me tonight. Okay, that sounds as bad thinking it as it would coming out of my mouth. What excuse could he possibly have for leaving me? At that moment, my cell lights up with Caitlin’s name. I let it ring a couple of times while I get myself together and then hit the answer button.  
 
     “You ready?” I ask.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asks instead of answering my question.  
 
    Clearly, I’m not going to explain my heartbreak over a man I honestly had no right to fall for in the first place, so I give her the other development. “My situation just got dicier, but I really don’t want to talk about it right now… Tell me that’s okay.” 
 
    “Sure—for now. But you know you’ll have to pony up the information sooner than later.” 
 
    “I know. Just not now. I’ll meet you over at the clubhouse?” I ask. 
 
    “I’ll stop by to grab you, then we can go in together.” 
 
    While waiting for Caitlin’s knock, I busy myself by slipping on my shoes and jacket. After a couple of minutes, there’s a rap on the door and I shoot up to answer it. She stands shivering on my stoop. I shut the door behind me as we begin the brisk walk over to the clubhouse. The blustery wind from a couple hours ago has picked up to an outright squall, whipping my hair around my head and stinging my eyes and nose. This sleety-rain, the coldest rain imaginable pelts us, coming from every-which-way. There’s no escaping the deep, bone-chilling, cold. I’ve never been so thankful for someone to pull on a doorknob. The rush of heat that greets us isn’t as intense as the heat from my place, but it serves the purpose.  
 
    Several of the brothers call out their hellos to us as we pass through the common on our way back to the hallway, because after a quick scan, neither of us sees Blaze in the big room. At his bedroom door, I knock a couple of times and wait. We hear shuffling inside—the kind of noise like someone quickly tidying up on the other side.  
 
    “Come in,” he calls to us, slow and mellow. Caitlin and I open the door to Blaze sitting on the bed, leaning back on his hands. It’s too staged and his eyes look funny. I’ve seen this before, that look right after a junkie gets his hit.  
 
    I look over to Caitlin and she nods. She sees it too.  
 
    “Duke need me?” he asks Caitlin, wiping at his face.  
 
    “No,” she replies. 
 
    He looks to me. “Hero?” I bite my lip, shaking my head no.  
 
    “Well?” he asks, rather irritated.  
 
    Now or never. I look over at Caitlin for reassurance. She smiles, nodding, and I take in a breath to calm my nerves, then tell him why we’ve come. “We know you have a problem, Blaze.” 
 
    His body jolts as he stands quickly, predatorially stalking toward me. “The fuck you talking about, Brinley?” He stops way too close, practically nose to nose, and it’s intimidating as hell, though I’m trying really hard not to let it show. “Don’t go spewing shit you can’t back up. It won’t end well for you.” 
 
    “Back up,” I order. When he doesn’t, Caitlin clears her throat and he whips his head to look at her, as if he’d already forgotten she was standing here with us. Gritting his teeth, he takes a step back.  
 
    “We’re here to help. We’re only here to help,” says Caitlin, placing a hand to his arm, which he promptly shakes off.  
 
    “Nothing to help with, Caity. So go—I got shit to do.”  
 
    “We’re not going until we get things settled,” I bite out. “I saw, Blaze. I saw the spoon and the lighter. Ring any bells? I’ve spent twenty-two years around addicts. I know one when I see one. Please, let us help you.” 
 
    Like a light switch flipped, he rages at the same time he sounds remorseful and full of fear. “They’ll kick me out. I got nowhere to go.” The wild in his eyes has me stepping back, fear momentarily taking control of my senses, but I hate looking vulnerable, so I lift my chin defiantly and move right in his face.  
 
    “I can get you into rehab,” Caitlin says. “I have a friend who owes me a favor. They’ll have a bed ready for you. All I have to do is call.” 
 
    “No—no rehab. The brothers’ll find out. It’s all your fault anyway,” he says to Caitlin. “You and Liv. If she’d have kept her ass here instead of taking off, I’d never have gotten shot in the first place.”  
 
    Deflecting. A total addictive behavior.  
 
    “It’s Houdini’s fault,” she says. “He’s the one who shot you, and you went along with the brothers willingly. No one forced you to go.” 
 
    He won’t look Caitlin in the eyes when he yells, “Fucking bitch! If you’d just given me the script… You know about the pain—that fucking nerve damage is too much to take and you fucking refused to help me. What kind of doctor refuses to help a patient?” 
 
    “The kind who was worried about opioid addiction, imagine that,” she counters. “But that’s not the point. Come with us tonight—none of the brothers have to know.” 
 
    “No—no. I’m not strong enough. I’m a Lord. I can’t appear weak. I’ve seen what happens in detox. It almost killed my dad. The inability to regulate his body temp. Sweats and freezing. Sick stomach. You think I want that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be like that. There’s a drug—” 
 
    “Fuck your drug,” he says, cutting her off. “Soon as my dad got out of rehab, he relapsed and overdosed. I was the one who found him. I was ten. Ten. Shipped off to my cunt of an aunt because my mom was a useless piece of fucking shit.” 
 
    “Suboxone,” Caitlin continues, unabated. “It tastes pretty good from what I hear, like oranges. The results are promising. Not only does it help with the detox, but it makes it so pills don’t work. I can’t prescribe it, but I know a doctor who can.” 
 
    “Think we’re a bit past pills now, aren’t we?” Blaze snidely asks, though it’s hardly a question. 
 
    “So you’re not even willing to try?” I ask. “Levi loves you. Do it for him if you won’t do it for yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Hero’s also fucking you, so he’s not exactly making the best decisions on who to care about, is he?” 
 
    I gasp, my face heating. Jesus, he said it in front of Caitlin. That’s a hit I don’t need today of all days. The day Levi abandoned me at work. “Fuck you,” I whisper curtly.  
 
    “Nah, my decisions aren’t that poor.” 
 
    Right. “I’m done, Caitlin. If you can convince him to try rehab, do it. I’m out.”  
 
    I head home. Levi never does. Not when I dress in my pajamas. Not when I climb into bed. And not when I close my eyes to try and sleep. With all that happened with Blaze, I never did get the chance to tell Caitlin about the image of my face being plastered all over the news. I almost forgot about it myself, but I can’t forget. Because when I leave for work tomorrow, it’s game on. 


 
   
  
 

 16. 
 
    Levi 
 
      
 
    The music pumps loud through the speakers. Tonight, Dutchy got patched in. The ceremony is a private affair. Only brothers are allowed to attend. But the after party, we’ve got old ladies, wives, hot mamas, and more pieces than ever. I take a long swallow from my bourbon, watching the dancing, a table-full of brothers racking up for a new game of pool, and other much more debaucherous activities.  
 
    I fucking hated sleeping in that bed alone last night. But we were patrolling until almost four in the morning and then… then I just couldn’t get myself to go back to Brin. The fuck do I know about relationships anyway? My life plan was to avoid them like the plague. When I offered to claim her, I never thought I’d ever want her the way that I want her. I rub my hands over my face in an attempt to erase the visions of her beautiful face and those tits that are a miracle for mankind from my mind. My head’s too messed up to think properly. 
 
    But it doesn’t matter because it was a futile attempt as it turns out. When I drop my hands the very vision of my dreams and my nightmares steps inside the door to the clubhouse wearing tight black jeans and my brown jacket. It’s not warm enough now. She needs a real winter coat—fuck, this isn’t me. She can wear what she wants. And like a punk, I dip my chin down, hoping she doesn’t spot me.  
 
    No such luck. She spots me, walking through the throngs of partygoers, her long, silky hair swishes as she makes her way over. Her incredibly sexy eyes scowl. I know she’s pissed and yet I’m way turned on, too turned on for either of our own good. I can’t be turned on. Not anymore.  
 
    She stops in front of me. “Hey, Brin,” Butch says from behind the bar. “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I’m not staying long.” 
 
    Well, thank Christ for small miracles.  
 
    Or… I thought so until she lays into me. “You left me stranded at work,” she says, not yelling but matter-of-fact. I would’ve preferred her to yell.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” I reply snidely. “Something came up.” I’m an ass. She’s right. I left her unprotected. At the very least, I should’ve had Chaos drop her off at home. My head—I’m a mess, but if something would’ve happened to her—fuck.  
 
    “Right,” she says. “I wouldn’t have minded half as much if you’d at least cared enough to send a text. You’re a fucking asshole.”  
 
    Now we’re getting to it and I’m not about to let our quarrel interrupt Dutchy’s big day or let the brothers see me get my ass reamed by my old lady. I tug her arm to follow me. “Let’s go,” I tell her and she doesn’t fight it. We walk back to the bedroom. 
 
    Her eyes dart to the unmade bed. “This is where you slept last night? Hm… I waited up for you. Stupid me. I was worried about you. Imagine that? You dump me without even a text to let me know and I’m the one who worries.” 
 
    What the fuck? “I didn’t dump you, Brin. Don’t be stupid.” Wait—isn’t this what I wanted? No, it fucking well is not. I thought is was, but now, facing losing the most perfect woman in the world, it’s not.  
 
    “Stupid?” She glances down at the bed again. “Right. I suppose you slept there alone, then? No pretty pieces who fit in better with your lifestyle?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I roar, more pissed than I’ve been in forever. “I fucking promised you I’d never do that to you. You don’t trust me?” 
 
    “I did,” she says calmly—yes, fucking calmly and that pisses me off even more than I had been. “But then you left me stranded at an empty office, completely alone and vulnerable…” I wince, biting my lip to hold my tongue because I did, I left her vulnerable, my only thought was hunting down that Advocate and giving myself some headspace. No amount of rude comments or excuses will change the damage I’ve caused. “And then you never bothered to make it home last night. Not even a quick text. Not even a ‘Hey, Brin, things aren’t working out. I need to think.’ No, you just leave me with a whole lot of nothing.” 
 
    “You don’t control my life.” 
 
    That gets the reaction I wanted. “Of course, I don’t.” Tears rim her eyes. “I never wanted to control your life. The thought never crossed my mind. But you’re the one who pushed this relationship. I was content with washing your fucking laundry and cooking your dinner. It’s you who took over my life and now you decide you don’t want it? Did Blaze give you shit? Brinley’s ass a little too big for Mr. Playboy?” She shoves at my shoulder, catching me off guard and I take a step back. “And I mean so little to you that you’d fucking ghost me. I never asked you to love me, Levi. But I thought we were friends.” 
 
    I wince again. “We are friends—fuck.”  
 
    “That’s not how I’d ever treat a friend, Hero.” 
 
    “I fucking told you never to call me that.” I’m making no sense. Why can’t I just stop? I put myself in front of bullets for Elise, but the thought of something happening to Brinley—the woman that I love—brings me to my knees, scared of losing her. Scared of becoming my dad. Scared of living the rest of my life knowing I wasn’t enough of a man to save her. Hero—what a joke.  
 
    “You’ve told me a lot of things. Funny how I don’t give a shit any longer.”  
 
    She—she no longer gives a shit? Did I hear her correctly? I’ve got one hell of a comeback resting on the tip of my tongue when the door bursts open and Hannah of all people storms in. “Get away from my sister!” she yells.  
 
    “Get out, Hannah. This doesn’t have a thing to do with you.” I turn my whole body, placing myself between her and Brinley.  
 
    “She’s my sister. It has everything to do with me,” she yells. And that brings Blood into the mix. 
 
    He plows into my room, taking a spot next to Hannah. “Better not be talking to Hannah that way, brother.” 
 
    “She busted in on me and Brin,” I yell. “This has got nothing to do with you or Hannah. Get the hell out.” 
 
    “You okay, Brin?” He looks around me. 
 
    “Get the fuck out—both of you. Brothers don’t have shit to do with what happens in a man’s bedroom. Brin’s my old lady, your opinions don’t mean fuck all.” 
 
    “She’s Hannah’s sister,” he argues. “So she is my business.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, brother. Last I checked, you’re too pussy to claim Hannah, which means she doesn’t sway interactions with your brothers. And you, Hannah—you’re a hot mama. Learn your place and don’t fucking forget it. We let your ass stay here because you got a hot face, big tits that bounce when you walk, and you can cook. I go to Duke about you stepping over lines with the brothers, you’ll be out on your ass.” 
 
    Blood lunges at me and I’m glad for it. Not because I’m big on fighting my brother, but because I’m so pissed off that I need to fight. He throws the first punch and I block it, bringing my right up, catching him in the ribs. 
 
    His breath rushes out with a grunt, but that doesn’t mean he’s hurt enough not to catch me with a gut-crusher of his own. I groan as spittle flies from my mouth. Nah, this bastard doesn’t get to come into my room and get a hit on me. We’re on.  
 
    I’ve been in bar brawls before, but tonight I’m not a drunken asshole. Tonight, I’m out for blood. And it appears he is, too. Hannah screams. Brinley screams. Both women step between us. Brin gets in my face, pushing me back at my shoulders.  
 
    “Go splash some water on your face. Cool down, okay?” 
 
    Yeah, okay. I only do it because she asks me to, but I stomp to the bathroom and slam the door shut, then I lean over the sink with my hands gripped to the porcelain basin and just breathe. In and out. In and out. I squeeze my eyes shut, then decide Brinley was right and turn on the cold water, letting it get icy before scooping handfuls up to splash on my face. The chill is startling and I take in a couple more long breaths before grabbing the towel off the rack to dry my face and in a much calmer mood, I walk back out to an almost empty room. Blood and Hannah are gone now. Brinley sits on the edge of the bed, waiting for me.  
 
    “Okay,” she says. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay before I leave.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I grumble. “I’ll feel those punches for a while—” 
 
    “Good,” she says and I actually chuckle because I deserve that.  
 
    “Listen,” she says. “I don’t know what spooked you. And right now, I’m too angry and hurt to care. Shit happened last night that I needed to tell you about, but you never came home for me to tell.” 
 
    “What shit?” I ask, concerned and giving some of myself away in the process.  
 
    She shakes her head. “Doesn’t matter. That’s my business now. Yesterday it might have been yours, but it stopped being yours when you decided you didn’t care enough to even send me a ‘I’m not coming home tonight’ text.” 
 
    “Brin.”  
 
    “I’m going home now. You go back out and enjoy the party. I’m sure there are plenty of pieces out there who would give their left hand to make you feel better and I really don’t want to see you tonight. Probably not ever again. But don’t worry. It won’t be long before I’m out of Thornbriar, then you’ll be rid of my ugly ass for good.”  
 
    “You’re not ug—” 
 
    “Stop,” she orders. “I told you before. I know who I am.” Then she leaves me standing in my room feeling like an asshole. I should go after her. I should, but I don’t. I wait to give her enough time to leave, then make my way back out to the party.  
 
    Brinley wasn’t wrong; the pieces descend on me like vultures. “Hey, Hero, you’re looking down,” Destini says. I shoot her the ‘I’m not interested’ look. It doesn’t work. She climbs uninvited onto my lap.  
 
    “What part of I have an old lady do you not understand?” I ask her.  
 
    “The fat chick? She got in your face, then you took her to your room. When she left she looked upset. I figured you finally came to your senses and dumped her massive ass.” 
 
    “Get gone, Destini. Even if we had broken up, which we haven’t, she’d still be one of my friends and you don’t talk about my friends.” As I push her from my lap, Elise walks over to us. Apparently, she was listening to us because she grabs Destini by a rough handful of hair and yanks her toward the door.  
 
    “She’s my friend, too, bitch,” Elise yells over the music. “Get your skank-ass gone.” 
 
    Destini honestly tries to fight Elise. “Get your bitch hands off me,” she protests. “Who do you think you are?” At least a dozen men jump and go running to her aid. No need, though. Elise is tough.  
 
    “Destini, you have to be one stupid bitch. So stupid you give women everywhere a bad name. You know exactly who my husband is. I’m the VP’s old lady. I say I want you gone, you’re gone—poof!”—she snaps her fingers.—“just like that.”   
 
    Elise pushes open the door, shoving Destini out into the cold. Then she turns to address the room, shouting again over the music. “Let that be a lesson to all you pieces. Know your place.” 
 
    “Christ,” says Boss. “That’s so fuckin’ hot.” He stalks over to his wife, lifting her in his arms to plant a mother of a kiss on her lips. She wraps her legs around his hips and still joined at the mouth, he walks them toward the back hallway.  
 
    Blood slides in to the seat next to me. “I was out of line, brother,” he says. He was. But so was I.  
 
    “Butch, two beers,” I order. The kid pops the top off of two icy cold Buds, sliding them over. I hand one off to Blood. “Here,” I tell him, shoving it in his hand. Then I take a long pull before ponying up my apology. “I was an ass, too, brother.” 
 
    “I never admitted to being an ass, just out of line,” he says back and we both laugh, clink our bottles together, and drink. “Seriously… Brin’s the best thing to happen to you. Don’t fuck it up.” 
 
    “Says the man who can’t commit,” I joke. “There a reason she has her own room instead of staying in yours?” 
 
    “She won’t go there. It ain’t me. Trust me. I’ve all but begged. But that’s a story for another night.” 
 
    We hear a cheer coming from across the room and look over in time to see two eager pieces inaugurating Dutchy into the joys of being a patched-in member.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
    I wake to the sound of pounding on my window and I jump from the bed. When I pull back the drapes, Blaze is standing there yelling at me. “Go to the door!” he yells.  
 
    Shoot. I glance at the clock by the bed. 3:30 a.m. Something has to be wrong for him to show up here at this time. I rub at my eyes and run to the front door, throwing it open. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s Hero,” he says. “He got so worked up after you left that he took off like a bat out of hell. He was in an accident. We have to go—now. He’s in the emergency and it’s bad, Brin. They’re talking airlifting him to Lexington.” 
 
    Oh my god. I don’t even think about the fact that I’m only in my robe and slippers. I grab my purse and run out the door, slamming it shut behind me. Blaze steers me to his beat-up old Blazer. I hop in the front seat and wait for him to climb in. Since tonight was Dutchy’s patch-in party and they had Butch on the bar, they moved another new prospect—Griff, I think his name is—up to the gate. That’s a big step. I wonder why not Butch. I like Butch. Anyway, the new guy waves us through and we set off down the mountain.  
 
    My stomach is in my throat. I told him I didn’t want to see him and now he’s in the hospital. Blaze has to look into new shocks because every bump or pothole he hits, my head hits the ceiling or the window. I’ve cracked it like four times now and it hurts. I rub the spot vigorously. Blaze gains speed the closer we get to the bottom of the mountain. Only when we reach Tobacco Road, we’re supposed to turn right to head toward the hospital.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask. 
 
    “They’re airlifting him.” 
 
    “What? How do you know?” Something isn’t right. Like at all. Blaze merges onto the highway and it says north toward Ashland. North? “Blaze, we’re going the wrong way. Lexington is west of here.” 
 
    “Northwest,” he points out, which is true, but we aren’t heading northwest.  
 
    “The sign said we’re heading north, north toward Ashland. Why are we heading toward Ashland?” 
 
    “You couldn’t leave it alone, could you, Brinley?” he says in a scarily bizarre statement. “Telling the president’s wife? She’s gonna turn me in and then where will I go? I got nothing. Nothing but the club. I gave everything for them. I got shot for them and they’re just gonna toss me to the side like I don’t mean shit.” 
 
    What? “Blaze, we didn’t tell him. That’s why we came to you first. We want to help you so the brothers never even have to know.” 
 
    Quicker than a blink, I watch his hand leave the steering wheel and shoot out like a coiled snake to land a strike to my cheek, leaving me no time to move out of the way. The impact knocks me back into the window where I hit my head hard.  
 
    I gasp and even though I try not to cry out, it hurts enough that the sound pops out with me unable to stop it.  
 
    “You fucking opened your trap to Hero!” he screams. “He confronted me about it tonight after you left—so don’t tell me about not telling the brothers—you’re a fucking liar.” He strikes out a second time, but I’m able to outmaneuver his fist to avoid the blow, pressing my back against the door and window.  
 
    I just wanted to help him. My dad refused to be helped, but the rules for the Pythons are far different from the rules of the Lords. I only wanted to help a good friend of my man. Give him the shot I couldn’t take with my dad.  
 
    “If you let me help… let Caitlin help… there’ll be no reason for the club to—” 
 
     “Shut the fuck up!” he screams, dropping his hand between the seat and the door to produce a .22. The shiny, black semiautomatic pistol might not pack the punch of its higher-caliber counterparts, but especially at this range, it could cause me a whole lot of damage. I grew up around guns. If it’s one thing a bunch of druggie assholes shouldn’t play with, it’s guns. But one thing a bunch of druggie assholes got off on playing with on a regular basis, was guns.  
 
    I bite my lip, nodding instead of answering, my gaze never wavering from the black steel in his hand. If he keeps waving it around like that, he might accidentally clip the trigger. Really bad news for me.  
 
    Okay. What to do?  
 
    If I open the door to leap out—I look out the window at the mountains speeding past us and I look out the rear window at the cars behind us—I might survive the impact, but the chances are high that I’d hit my head hard enough to give myself a concussion or worse, knock myself out. The chances are even higher that I’d get run over by one of the cars behind me before they ever have the chance to swerve or stop. So that’s out. Option two is that I could lunge for the gun, take him off guard. But he’s unpredictable and I’d really worry about getting shot. Even if the wound injured rather than killed on the spot, I’d bleed to death because Blaze isn’t dropping my bloody ass at the ER to keep me from dying.  
 
    My only choice is to wait it out. What do those detective shows say? If you reach your destination, you’re dead? Yeah, I think that’s it. I don’t want to reach his destination, but it’ll most likely kill me before we ever reach his destination if I attempt an escape now.  
 
    After I stay quiet for several minutes, Blaze sets the gun on his lap, barrel pointed in my direction for quick discharge. I take in a lungful of breath, swallow down my fear, and try reasoning with the man again. 
 
    “Blaze, you don’t have to do this. We can figure something out.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he bites back.  
 
    “You’ll hurt Levi if you go through with this. “ 
 
    “Shut up!” he screams again, this time in my face. 
 
    “You don’t want to—” 
 
    His fist catches me square in the face and the world turns black.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18. 
 
    Levi 
 
      
 
    I’ve been sitting on the barstool for the past twenty minutes thinking about the fight with Brin. How I left her vulnerable at work and made her feel like she was nothing when she’s fucking everything and that’s the problem. Then there was the talk I had with Blood. And finally, that shit show of a talk with Blaze. I didn’t want to believe it, even though she warned me. But when I sat him down with a beer, his eyes looked wrong. He was twitchy as fuck. I knew she was right.  
 
    Even when I promised him we wouldn’t go to Duke yet. We’d get him the help he needed. Yeah, the club has rules, but I couldn’t ever just leave him flapping in the wind with an addiction monkey on his back.  
 
    My leg keeps bouncing furiously enough to jackhammer a hole in the floor. She doesn’t want to see me tonight. No—she has to see me tonight. I need to make things right. I need to make sure I didn’t screw up the best thing to ever happen to me in my life to the point that it can’t be fixed.  
 
    Brinley’s mine.  
 
    I close my eyes picturing her legs wrapped around my hips as I thrust inside that tight, wet, heat. Never felt anything like it. Not just on my dick, but inside. All of me. Brinley uses her whole body to let me know how she feels. No woman has ever given her feelings for me using her whole body until Brinley.  
 
    Shit! I leap from the stool to jog out to my place. Our place. The home and the bed I should’ve slept in last night instead of being a pussy and sleeping in my room in the clubhouse. My jog picks up to a run across the blacktop to the row of trailers. Mine is dark. Brin’s most likely in bed. She remembered to lock the door—that’s good. I told her when we first moved in to always remember to lock the door. We might live on the compound, but in our life, a whole lot of shit happens, and I didn’t want it happening to her.  
 
    I fumble with the keys, then letting myself into the black space, I run to the bedroom and flip on the light. The bed’s been slept in. Her head indent is on the pillow and the covers are whipped back like she’d gotten out of bed fast.  
 
    “Brinley?” I call out, jogging to the bathroom. Empty. Empty? I check the other rooms. “Bird, baby, come out. We need to talk.” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    My woman is gone. Shit, she left me? Trying to clear my head, I walk back into the bedroom to check the closet. All of her shirts hang on hangers next to mine.  
 
    Next, I check the drawers. Underwear. Pants. Socks. All still in their spots. In the bathroom again, her toothbrush and shampoo remain in the cupholder and shower. Her car. I run back out to the living room to see if her car is gone, but as I step out onto the stoop something catches my eye and I step back inside. The brown jacket I gave her is hanging on the hook next to the door. My gaze drops to the floor where her shoes—her fucking shoes? —rest on the mat where we keep them because she doesn’t like shoes worn on the carpet. 
 
    All right, Levi, stay calm, man. Stay calm. I pull the door shut behind me and jog to where her car is parked. And it’s still parked right where we left it the last time we let her drive the thing. She didn’t leave in her car. Think. It shits me to have to wake people with kids up at this time of night, but if she’s with any of them, they have to let me talk to her. We’re sleeping in the same bed tonight.  
 
    She’s mine.  
 
    I walk across the tarmac to Duke’s place, banging on the door until a grumpy-as-shit, half-dressed president opens the door. “Fuckin’ better have a good reason for waking my house. My boy was asleep and now he ain’t.” He growls at me. 
 
    “Brin in there?” I ask, holding back my intimidation.  
 
    He squints at me. “The fuck?” 
 
    “Is Brin in there with you? She’s not at home. We had an argument earlier. I went home to make it right and she’s not there.” 
 
    “Sorry, brother, ain’t seen her since she railed yer ass at the bar.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m sorry to bother you.” 
 
    “Gimme a second,” Duke calls out to me as I take off running next door. 
 
    “No time,” I yell back. And I do the pounding on Scotch’s door next. He’s even less happy to see me. It looks like I interrupted some middle-of-the-night nookie.  
 
    “Giving ya a second to convince me not to kill ya,” he grits out.  
 
    “Sorry, man, but is Brinley here? I can’t find her.” 
 
    His whole body goes alert. “No. Haven’t seen her for hours.”  
 
    “Shit. I got a bad feeling, man,” I admit. “Her coat and shoes are still in the house.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Scotch expresses exactly what I’m feeling right now.  
 
    “Yeah, so I’m checking in with Hannah. Sorry to bug you.” And I take off running again, not bothering to listen to his parting words. The party is still going, wild as ever, and I spy Hannah playing pool with Blood.  
 
    “Han—you seen Brin?” The panic rises in my voice. I hate it, but my woman is missing. I made her vulnerable again and now she’s missing. 
 
    “Not since she left,” Hannah answers. “Did you check at home?” 
 
    “First place I checked. The bed was slept in, but her shoes and jacket are still there. So is her car. Where the fuck would she go without shoes and a jacket?” 
 
    “The hell you talking about, brother?” Blood asks.  
 
    “Brin’s missing.” 
 
    “Does she have her phone? Have you tried to call her?” asks Hannah.  
 
    Not yet. I don’t remember seeing her purse or phone, but then again, I wasn’t really looking for it, either. I pull the phone from my pocket and press her contact. It rings. One… two… three times and then the voicemail picks up: Clearly, you caught me at a busy time. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you. Have a great day. 
 
    I don’t normally leave messages, but I do this time. “Brin… bird, baby. I’m sorry I was an ass. Call me back. Let me know you’re okay. I need to see you… I need to make it right.” 
 
    Too uptight to give her the chance to listen to the stupid message, I call four more times, hoping to annoy her enough to answer, which she never does. Then I remember I put that find my friend app on her phone. I click on the icon and click on Brin’s name. It pings on a hit, but it can’t be right. The ping puts her going north. The biggest city closest to her is Ashland, though the ping puts her still south of the city.  
 
    “Anything?” Blood asks. 
 
    “It’s putting her north of here, heading toward Ashland. Can you rally the brothers?” I ask Blood. “My gut tells me this is bad.” 
 
    “On it,” he says at the same time Hannah gasps out a cry. Blood can comfort her. I don’t have time.  
 
    “Blue?” I yell. 
 
    “Over here,” he yells back and I scan the room until I see him sitting with a couple of pieces on the gross, old sofa. 
 
    “Need you, brother,” I call back and at my words, he shoves up from the women, slamming his drink down on the coffee table, and jogs over to me. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Brin’s gone and I got a bad feeling. Seen Blaze? I need you guys with me.” 
 
    “Haven’t seen him for probably a half hour.” Half hour? That was about the time I ended the talk with him about the drugs. I run back to his room. His bed’s empty. I run outside to the blacktop and his truck is gone.  
 
    Blue reaches my back. “He’s gone,” I say, really beginning to panic, but the pissed kind of panic not the scared kind. “He’s gone and Brin’s gone. I never thought he’d—”  
 
    “Hey now,” Blue says, cutting in. “Why would Blaze take off with Brin? Don’t be irrational now.” 
 
    “I’m not fucking irrational. I confronted him about drugs tonight. Brin told me she caught him using. The hard stuff. And I confronted him, wanting to get him help.” 
 
    “What?” Blue asks and he looks like I socked him in the gut. “Drugs?” 
 
    “Yeah, man, I didn’t notice it, either. But Brin did and now they’re both gone. Fuck! This is my fault. What if he hurts her for ratting him out?” 
 
    Instead of answering, he plucks the phone from my hand and runs to my truck, waiting for me inside the cab on the passenger side. I slide in, start the engine, and back out. Griff opens the gate for us and I speed down the mountain, making the trip to town in half the normal time it takes. But once we reach town, we turn onto Tobacco Road to merge onto the highway going north.  
 
    “Hit Blaze’s number,” I order Blue and Blue does it right away, handing it over. I hear it ringing. One the third ring, he answers.  
 
    “Hero, s’up, brother?” he asks.  
 
    “Where are you?” I ask.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Blaze, you got Brin with you?”  
 
    He sounds off—tweaked. Guilty, when he says, “Naw, brother. I ain’t seen her in hours.”  
 
    I know he’s lying. “She’s missing. I need you.” 
 
    “Fuck, sorry. I decided to head to Nashville for a few days. Chaos okayed the vacation time.” While he’s telling me his story, I tap the find my friend app again and tap on his name. It pings on the same spot Brinley’s avatar pings.  
 
    “Sure,” I say into the line, showing Blue the screen of my phone. “I get it. Have fun in Nashville.”  
 
    “You need me to come home?” 
 
    “I’ll call if I need you,” I say, then hang up.  
 
    “Nashville?” asks Blue. 
 
    “He told me he cleared a couple of vacation days with Chaos and he’s heading south toward Nashville.” 
 
    “Then he took the wrong highway because his avatar is right next to Brin’s.”  
 
    In a rare moment of emotion, I glance at my friend and ask, “What if he hurts her? What am I supposed to do? I promised her she’d be safe with me—fucking promised.”  
 
    “He’s not thinking clearly, but we’re getting to her. She’s not going to be hurt by his hands and if he tries, I’ll kill him myself. We do not hurt women. We especially don’t hurt an old lady. So when that old lady belongs to one of your best friends, there’s no coming back from that. But we don’t have to worry because we’re getting to her in time.” 
 
    I have to believe that. We will. We’re getting to her.  
 
    Both Blue and I keep silent as I speed toward the pings of Brin’s phone, though. With each passing mile, the closer we get to one ping, the next shows up on the screen, never getting me closer to her.  
 
    I press down harder on the accelerator.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19. 
 
    Brinley 
 
      
 
    When my eyes begin to open, I almost don’t know they’re open from the unending blackness surrounding us. It’s not until I see the lights of the dash and the interior of the Blazer that I know I’m actually awake.  
 
    I blink several times, pressing my hand to my face. Ugh! My head aches something fierce. I think he might have broken my nose. Wiping above my lip, a rust-colored crust rubs off on my finger and blood stains my robe. 
 
    It’s a dark night with rarely a star in the sky. The moon’s been smudged out by cloud cover. It’s actually so dark, the headlights seem to be swallowed up by the blackness, as if being sucked into a black hole. But from the little I can see, and can definitely feel, judging by the jostling in the seat, we’re traveling down a dirt road. Well, it might be a road, might be a really long drive. It’s hard to know in these parts. Since in the time I’ve been in Kentucky, I’ve seen plenty of both.  
 
    When a red brick farmhouse, complete with a decrepit front porch, comes into view—chipped paint on the white railing, slats completely missing in several spots and boards missing from the steps--I know it’s a long drive rather than a road. The house looks as if it’s been abandoned for years. It’s too dark to see the roof, but considering the state of the rest of the home, I’ll bet part of it has collapsed in on itself.  
 
    The glowing eyes of animals peer out at us from under the porch. Could be cats. Could be possums. Hell, it could be a skunk. What I know it is it’s wild. They withdraw into hiding from the rumble of the Blazer’s engine.  
 
    “Out,” Blaze orders, gun raised and pointed at me.  
 
    If I run, which way would I go? I can’t see two feet in front of my face. Is there a drop-off? What about a river or lake? Despite having a gun pointed at me, it’s too dangerous to run. Not to mention the cold and here I am in a robe and slippers.  
 
    How could one girl be so damn unlucky? I’m a cautionary tale and not necessarily of my own making. Brinley Brown: The girl who finds herself in yet another unfortunate situation. Maybe after I’m gone, they’ll make T-shirts: Don’t Be a Brinley Brown. And just like that, those stupid tears show up again, pricking at my eyes. I hate tears. Other than flushing out your eyes when dust flies in them, they’re useless.  
 
    “Move,” he says again, his voice louder and this time, I pull on the handle to push open the door, sliding out. My feet squish into the muddy, damp dirt.  
 
    We walk up the path to the house. Blaze uses the flashlight on his phone to light our way as I maneuver around missing steps and plank boards on the porch. The screen door hangs off the hinges, but the heavy wooden front door with two of the four panel windows missing doesn’t want to budge. Dried leaves have collected along the threshold baseboard and in the corners of the door.  
 
    Blaze shoves me out of his way to shoulder the door open. It creaks and groans, but after two powerful shoves, the door reluctantly gives in, allowing us entry. He forcefully grabs my upper arm, digging his fingers in as we walk, preventing me from attempting an escape.  
 
    It’s not much warmer inside the space than outside. Blaze sweeps the room with his flashlight. It’s empty save for a broken rocking chair, missing one of the rockers, and a couple of mice scurry across the floor, heading toward a hole where the runners come together.  
 
    “Sit,” he says, pointing to the broken rocker. I walk over and use my hand to wipe off a thick layer of dust, so thick, it moves in a sheet like lint, causing me to cough and sneeze. I turn then to sit and the rocker wiggles off balance and I almost fall backward. Thankfully, it stabilizes before I crash to the dirty floor.  
 
    The room grows colder by the minute. I wrap my arms around my middle to conserve my body heat, though I know it won’t work if the puffs of white breath coming from my mouth and nose mean anything.  
 
    Headlights light up the room and for the briefest moment, I get excited imagining Levi coming to my rescue, but who am I kidding? Not because I believe he was in an accident. I have enough brains to know that was a ruse by Blaze to get me into his truck. No, I know he won’t come looking for me because he never came home last night and I told him not to come home tonight.  
 
    When the lights extinguish, I hear a door clap shut and boots clomping up the broken steps. There’s a “Fuck” shouted and a loud bang, like whomever is coming in fell through one of the holes. After a final “Goddammit” a large form fills the doorway. Blaze turns his flashlight on the stranger and the breath steals from my lungs. My stomach plummets to depths unknown and I honestly feel like I’m about to vomit. Because the trog is the figure in the doorway.  
 
    Crush, battered from his fall, stomps over to where I’m sitting. Fear ripples through me, the visible trembling gives evidence to that. “Fuckin’ cunt,” he growls. “Make me chase you halfway across the fuckin’ country.” He fits his hand around my throat and lifts me from the chair. It hurts. He’s crushing my windpipe. The man kicks the chair out of his way and just lets me touch my tiptoes to the floor, taking some of the pressure from my neck while he shoves me backward until I hit the wall. He begins unbuckling his belt. “Gonna fuckin’ take what’s owed, then I’m gonna end you, cunt. Your last breath’ll be taken full of my cum.” 
 
    Silent tears streak down over my cheeks. But he can’t concentrate on unbuckling his belt and keeping a death grip on my throat at the same time, which means he loosens his hold on my throat enough for me to take in a breath.  
 
    My words sound croaky and shaky when I speak, trying to get through to him, trying to buy myself time. “If I’d known we were coming to meet with you, I’d have brought your money. It’s still at the compound. All there. If we go back to Thornbriar, you can get it all back.” 
 
    “Bitch, you think I’m stupid?” 
 
    “N-No. But I have it. Only I know where I hid it… please. I can get it.” My shaky voice cracks on the please. It makes me sound weak and I cry even harder for that, too. Crush apparently changes his mind about taking what’s owed him. His belt’s undone, but he doesn’t go after his fly, dropping me to the floor. There’s a feral anger in his eyes. Wild and crazed. And he punches me in the stomach hard enough, I double over, falling to my knees. It hurts bad enough that it feels like he hit me in slow motion in order to prolong the unbelievable, excruciatingly unbearable agony.  
 
    If that was only the end of it. 
 
    Crush lifts his meaty leg, catching me upside the head with his boot. Searing heat explodes behind my left eye and I scream. I can take a punch—you don’t grow up in my life without learning early how to take a punch—but the punishment he doles out is nothing like I’ve ever experienced in my life.  
 
    Another punch to the gut lifts me up off the floor from the momentum and finally his backhand sends me flying across the room until I hit the corner and slide down, covering the hole where the mice retreated. I’m dizzy and the coughing jag sounds liquid-y. I cough up blood. I’m shaking uncontrollably. Shock. I think my body is going into shock. 
 
    As my consciousness swims in and out like a ripple in the water, he must lose interest. Maybe I’m not enough of a challenge any longer. I fall forward, faceplanting, and watch his boots stomp away from me through one eye. He turns his ire on a stumbling-backward Blaze.  
 
    “Fucker forgot my money?” And I think I hear a fist hit flesh, but I can’t see above their feet. “Contact me to make a deal and you can’t get somethin’ that simple right?” 
 
    More sounds of fists hitting flesh, slushy wheezing, grunts, groans, and all the other sounds that come from a man getting the crap kicked out of him. I think Blaze gets some strikes in of his own, judging from the way Crush stumbles a few times. Maybe the sounds of a man getting the crap kicked out of him don’t solely belong to Blaze.  
 
    Blaze gets a good hit on Crush, sending him teetering on his heels until he tips backward and crashes to the floor. Then I see Blaze’s feet stumble toward the exit, only to stop abruptly.  
 
    “The fuck did you do, man?” 
 
    I might have sucked in a breath if I could actually do it because that voice belongs to Levi. My Hero.  
 
    “Can’t believe you.” That has to be Blue.  
 
    “Blue, brother… It’s not… You can’t take his side. She’s brainwashed him,” Blaze says. “She used that pussy of hers to convince him he loves her. Disgusting, right? He thinks he actually loves her.” 
 
    I see Blaze’s feet lift from the floor as Blue orders, “Shut the fuck up. You go against your brothers? Your club, man?” 
 
    As they’re dealing with Blaze, Crush finds his feet, his boots charge toward Levi, but Levi’s so fast and strong, Crush doesn’t stand a chance of taking him down. I hear Crush, his heavy, juicy breaths. Then I hear the unmistakable sound of a Glock.  
 
    Levi’s feet cease moving and he says, “You can kill me, but you aren’t getting out of here alive. The brothers are right behind us.” 
 
    That’s when I pull, from the depths of my soul, the fortitude to push myself up off the floor. I brought this on them. Crush wouldn’t be here if not for me. I’ll die before I let anything happen to Levi or Blue. If feels like forever before I’m standing against the wall. I shove my hair out of my face. 
 
    “Brin!” Levi shouts when he sees me and Crush uses the lapse in guard to raise his gun, aimed at my man. 
 
    I scream his name at the same time Crush fires. Blue knocks Levi out of the way, and he falls against the wall. The cell phone’s flashlight illuminates the room enough to show the bullet wound in Blue’s shoulder.  
 
    Oh, no… Oh, god…  
 
    More shots ring through the air. I use what’s left of my strength to lunge for Crush but peter out before even making my hit. “Bird, baby,” says Levi and despite having a maniac firing a gun at him, he rushes to catch me before I fall.  
 
    “Two for one,” Crush growls the words as he opens fire again. We’re dead for sure—there’s no way to outmaneuver the bullets flying. The sound of a bullet ripping through skin, muscle, and bone is as unmistakable as fist hitting flesh. I feel no new pain, which means it wasn’t me who got hit. 
 
    “Levi?” I cry. 
 
    “I’m okay, baby… I’m okay.” 
 
    “Then who?” I ask, but I get my answer when Blaze stumbles, falling to his knees. Red spiderwebs over his shirt just like in the movies. Instead of leaving, Blaze jumped in front of those bullets meant for Levi and me. He took bullets for us and I don’t know what think.  
 
    Blue picked up the broken rocker from the chair and uses his good arm to swing, knocking Crush in the back of the head, who falls face-first as both Levi and I drop down to hold Blaze. 
 
    He opens his mouth and only blood gurgles out. 
 
    “Oh, no… Oh, god,” I cry. “He needs help. We have to get him help.” 
 
    Blue drops down next to me, taking Blaze’s hand in his. “Brother,” he says. More lights fill the living room from headlights and a battalion of men rush inside with us. Blaze’s chest struggles to expand one more time, stuttering, and then he just dies. Right in front of us, the man ends.  
 
    I’ve known a lot of men who’ve died, given the life my dad lives, but I’ve never witnessed a man die, especially so violently.  
 
    That’s all I can take. 
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    While Duke and Scotch help walk Blue, who needs that shoulder wound closed, out to a truck in order to get him to the ER, I pick up Brinley to carry her. She’s passed out completely. My guess, from the shock of seeing Blaze die. That’s not a sight I’ll ever forget. Now, I just want her home.   
 
    Brin shivers the whole way to my truck. I wrap her up in the blanket I keep in there for emergencies and turn the heat up to hellfire. She still never stops shivering, so I drive like a bat out of hell to get her back to the compound and Caity. I trust Caity. Brinley trusts Caity.  
 
    She keeps her eyes shut the whole way home, but my hand never leaves her. I have to touch her, to remind myself that the woman is still breathing. When we finally turn onto the compound, Griff opens the gate for us. The lights are on in my trailer. I park, then run around to lift Brinley from the seat. I carry her inside. Caity is waiting for us in the living room in full Dr. Brennan-Ellis mode.  
 
    “Take her to the bed,” Caity orders.  
 
    I don’t argue, taking Brin to the bed and laying her down gently.  
 
    “Go on,” she says. “I’ll call you when I’m done.” 
 
    “No,” I protest. “I’m staying. I need to be here for her.” 
 
    “That’s gallant of you, Hero. But I have to check to see how bad her injuries are.” 
 
    “So check,” I say, getting annoyed.  
 
    “Hero.” The way she says my name snaps my attention. “There are certain checks I have to make. Ones you might not want to see. Ones she might not want you to see.” 
 
    Then I get it. Shit. That thought never occurred to me. “Could she really have been violated?” 
 
    Caity shakes her head. “I don’t know yet. I need to check to know for sure. Please. Go.” 
 
    I bend down to kiss Brin. “Don’t know if you can hear me, baby. But I’m gonna be just in the other room.” 
 
    But when it comes down to it, I can’t leave, even to let Caity examine my woman. I close my eyes when she gets to the personal business. Otherwise, I watch every move Caity makes, ask more questions than a med student, and annoy Caity to the point she threatens to call Duke to come extract me. Though finally she sighs, realizing that I need to be near Brin. Need it as much as air in my lungs and she ceases arguing.  
 
    Two days pass and Brinley hasn’t exactly been the ideal patient. Never met a woman so disinclined to have a man wait on her.  She hadn’t been violated, but she did have the shit beat out of her. The torture Crush put her through—I want to kill him myself. Brin has been on the good doc’s house call rotation. Caity buzzes around the place changing bandages, checking for infections, and giving her shots of antibiotics because Brin has a broken jaw.  
 
    “Just tell me what to do,” I order Caity for the probably thousandth time since Brin was injured. “I can do it. You got other patients to care for.” It’s uncool for me to lose my temper when she’s only doing her job, but I want Brinley alone. I want to take care of her the way only I can take care of her. 
 
    “I can train you to change a dressing,” she says, and in a move of exasperation, blows a piece of hair out of her face. “but people need actual training to give shots. And what if her temperature spikes? Do you know what to do for that? What if her blood pressure spikes or plummets? What then?” 
 
    “I’ll call you.” I mean, she lives across the forecourt. It’s not like she has to travel in from Timbuktu.   
 
    “Yeah, well… consider this me cutting out the middle man.” 
 
    “Fine.” I sigh, shaking my head and leave her to it. Brin needs breakfast, anyway. 
 
    Chaos gave me as much time off as necessary to take care of Brin, the same way I’d stepped up to temporarily run the day to day operations back when Liv was going through her shit. It’s not a marker thing—you don’t take markers from family and these men are my brothers. It’s a family thing. Family steps up for family.  
 
    Once Caity’s done checking on Brin, I walk her to the door and give her a hug and quick cheek kiss to make up for being an ass.  
 
    “I get it,” she says, patting my hand, then she heads out into the cold to treat other patients.  
 
    Before heading back into the room, I fill the stove with more pellets in order to get the place nice and warm. Brin’s not accustomed to the cold yet. Then I move back inside the bedroom. As it’s early, I threw sweats over my boxer briefs when Caity got here, so I’m good to slide back in bed. Rolling onto my side, I pull Brin in close without touching the worst of the injuries, propping my pillow and my head up on a bent arm.  
 
    “How you feeling today, bird?” I ask, picking up a tendril of her long, silky hair to wrap around my finger. Might as well wrap her hair as the rest of her is already there.  
 
    “My head sort of hurts,” she replies through clenched teeth and wires because she’s not supposed to move her jaw. We thought it was only bruised but after a day of intense pain, Caity had me bring Brin down for x-rays. She has a small fracture near the hinge of her lower jaw, not bad enough to require surgery. It’ll just take time to heal. “Not so much here.” She gestures to her forehead. “Or here.” She circles the back of her head. “Pretty much right here.” And the goof circles the front of her face, where the worst of the damage from that asshole’s fist is located, made to look all the worse by the broken nose she sustained by Blaze’s hand. “Is there a mark?” she asks and I throw my head back, laughing.  
 
    “Fuck, bird…” 
 
    “Yes, please,” she says, though it’ll be a while before we can go there.  
 
    “When you get the okay, I promise to jump you on the spot. Unfortunately, that’s gonna have to wait a while.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Baby, you’ve got nothing to apologize for. I’m just glad to have you back alive.” 
 
    “And I’m happy to be alive.” Her wide, brown eyes stare dead into the heart of me. “But, um… Shoot, this is hard…” 
 
    “But um, what? Just say it.”  
 
    “I’m not meaning to sound ungrateful for your care, it’s just that, well, I don’t want to be your consolation. I don’t want to be the woman you settle for. Having you turn cold killed.” She swallows down saliva. “I won’t go through it again.” Then she swallows a second time. “You have to decide what you want. Do you… know what you want?” Brinley lightly dances her finger through my sparse chest hair and I bite down on my bottom lip because her hands on me feel so fucking good. 
 
    I pick her hand up from my chest and kiss the knuckles, keeping hold of it as I lay it out for her. Everything I should’ve already told her. “When I found you missing—fuck. Never been so scared in my life. Not even when I was tracking Elise and Liv. I needed to find them before they got hurt, but Duke always said it’s different when they’re taking your dick.” I laugh under my breath. “And dammit, if he wasn’t right about that. When the woman you love is on the line—” 
 
    Brinley gasps, tugging at her hand. I clasp it tighter, trapping it flat against my chest, rubbing my thumb over the juncture between her thumb and finger. 
 
    “Oh, did I forget to tell you that I’m in love with you?” I ask, smirking.  
 
    “What? When did this happen?” 
 
    “About the time we went out for pancakes, I think. I didn’t even realize it because we hadn’t known each other very long.” 
 
    “Then why’d you leave me stuck at work, no call, no text, and you didn’t come home? Why would you do that?” 
 
    I laugh again, even though nothing about this situation is funny. “Fuck… I did everything wrong. I got this call from Sly saying he saw some Devil’s Advocate asshole in the other side of the county.” 
 
    Brin’s eyes get huge. 
 
    “Yeah, bird. It flipped me so bad that I had to see you, feel you, taste you, that I never even stopped to consider we were at work and you were on Liv’s desk. I just needed to feel you. When Liv walked in on us—that was the exact moment that I realized I flipped because I was in love with you, and that freaked me out more than just about anything ever could.” 
 
    Tears I don’t necessarily understand roll down over the apples of her cheeks. “Because you were embarrassed to be in love with someone who looks like me?” 
 
    I sit up, shaking my head vigorously. “No, fuck that. See… that’s the thing. I went through all sorts of excuses in my head about why loving you bothered me. But that’s all they were, excuses. When Blue and I were following your trail, speeding to get to you, I had to come to terms with what I was feeling so I wouldn’t be that stupid ever again.” 
 
    “What did you come up with?” she asks, wiping at her face. 
 
    “My moms died when I was really young and I told you, Pops never got over that shit. Then my pops, the closest person in the world to me, dropped dead one day with no warning. What happens when I marry you, bird? What happens when you give me our first kid? I’m gonna fall harder and harder for you—that shit’s not going away. Everyone I ever loved died on me. And as bad as it hurt to lose my parents, how would I survive losing you? Pops never got over my mom. Never. All these what ifs inundated my thoughts. What if I can’t be the man she needs? What if I can’t protect her?  When I pictured losing you, I couldn’t breathe. Pain tore at my heart, bird…” 
 
    The pussy that I am, I wipe at my eyes, ridding them of the tears blurring my vision.  
 
    “I’m so fucking sorry, baby.” I lean in to kiss her forehead. “You’d never have been put in the position to leave with Blaze if I’d been honest with you. I’ll never forgive myself.” 
 
    “It’s not really yours to forgive. It’s mine, Levi. And as long as you promise not to pull that shit on me ever again, I’ll forgive you.”  
 
    “Promise, bird. You’re stuck with me.” 
 
    Brin snuggles closer to me, resting her head on the pillow next to mine. “In case you’re curious, I love you too.”  
 
    Even spoken through a clenched, wired jaw, no words sounded more beautiful to my ears.  
 
    “I miss him,” I admit to the one person in the world I’d share this part of myself with.  
 
    “Your dad?” she asks and I suck in a sharp breath because she deserves to know the truth. 
 
    “Blaze,” I answer, squeezing my eyes shut so I don’t have to see the disappointment on her face. 
 
    But rather than shifting away, she burrows closer. “Hey, look at me.” Her voice comes soft and breathy, smooth and sultry. It’s everything wrapped up in one. The kind of voice a man could listen to forever and forever wouldn’t be enough. I have no choice. I open my eyes. “He made some bad choices, okay? I’m never going to be okay with those choices, but drugs—addiction—changes people. That doesn’t mean you don’t have the right to miss him. He was your friend.” 
 
    “But he took you, got you beaten up. Tried to give you back to that trog.” 
 
    “He did. But he also attacked Crush two different times. Making it so Blue got caught in the shoulder and not the chest or gut, which have a higher risk of being mortal wounds. And then, he fell saving you, babe. You’re here with me because he took the bullet meant for you. That has to count.” 
 
    “You’re not mad then?” 
 
    “Never. You and Blue and all the brothers and old ladies need to mourn the man you knew before the drugs got their claws in him.” 
 
    “How’d you get so smart so young?” 
 
    She chuckles. “I’ve seen too much in my twenty-two years. Life can be a brutal teacher.” 
 
    I bend in to place a light kiss to her lips, her forehead and under her ear. Those are the only places I can reach that aren’t black and blue or scabbed over.  
 
    “Hungry?” I ask. 
 
    “Mm… yeah.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Pancakes,” she says and that makes me laugh. 
 
    “Right. Strawberry smoothie it is.” Then I heft myself out of the bed in order to make my woman breakfast. 
 
    When I make my way back to bed, it’s with a tray of hot coffee and a bowl of yogurt, granola and fruit for me and a special coffee smoothie that I searched for on the internet. It has all kinds of goodies that shouldn’t taste good in it, like greens and avocado and oatmeal, but it tastes exactly like a mocha smoothie. Her eyes light up when she sees it. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    I bring the straw to her lips. “Taste.” She sips, smiling with her eyes even if it’s harder to do with her mouth, and she sighs.  
 
    “That’s delicious.” 
 
    She seems to enjoy her drink, but eyes my bowl of goodness like a jewel thief eyes the Hope Diamond.  
 
    “I want you so bad right now, bird. Look at this.” I point her gaze to the outline in my sweats. “You do this to me—my dick is rock hard. But since you’re injured, I’m gonna just hold you.”  
 
    She presses her hand to my cheek. “You had to tease me with that, didn’t you? Well…” Brinley stops as if to consider her next words. “Having you hold me will be a great consolation.” She means those words, I have no doubt, but she has expressive eyes and I know her well enough to read them. Something else is swirling in that brain of hers.  
 
    “What is it, Brin?” 
 
    “It’s just—what happened to Crush? Do I need to worry about him?” 
 
    Not the kind of shit I want to be dealing with while my woman is injured in bed, but I’m not hiding anything from her. She’s my old lady, my partner, and this is the life. “You won’t ever have to worry about Crush again, baby.” 
 
    “The police—” 
 
    I, gently as possible, hold her chin and turn her head to face me. “Bird, listen to me. You were raised in the life, so you know, we handle our business.” 
 
    “Crush is dead?” she asks. 
 
    “Are you okay with knowing?” 
 
    Brinley nods. 
 
    “Right. That bastard will never hurt you or any woman ever again. But baby, we still have to keep vigilant. Blood’s been checking things out. Blaze contacted Crush. He was planning on handing Lords territory over to the Riot for drugs. Turning on us, selling us out.” 
 
    A lone tear rolls down over her cheek. Seeing Brinley cry even a solitary tear breaks my damn heart.  
 
    “No more, it’s too much for you.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she argues. “Sad for you and Blue, especially, but fine. I need to know.”  
 
    This is the hard part. “When we hunted that Advocate, he wasn’t alone. The Advocate’s aren’t only in bed with the Pythons, but the Riot, too. And they’ve been busy brokering deals with the Anguino Cartel.” 
 
    She sucks in a sharp breath. “A cartel? Babe, that’s nasty business. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We aren’t doing anything. It doesn’t touch you. It doesn’t touch any old lady.” 
 
    “Levi, I know what these guys are capable of.” 
 
    “We’re done talking about this. I needed you to know, but now we’re gonna cuddle and watch TV. Be right back.” I take the tray with my empty bowl and coffee mug back out to the kitchen, then unplug the television from the wall across from the sofa to carry it back into our bedroom. I set it on the dresser at the foot of our bed and plug it in. I shed my sweats and help Brin down to her bra and boy shorts because I might not be able to fuck her, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want maximum contact.  
 
    Finally, I climb in next to the woman I love, pull her close, and use the remote to flick on the TV. We spend the day binge-watching reruns of The Office.  
 
    It’s a really good day.  
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    Two weeks later… 
 
    “How many lights do you want?” Blood asks, like he thinks I’m crazy, but he doesn’t understand. There was one thing Brinley wanted. One, and by god, I was making it happen.  
 
    “You don’t have near enough. More white outdoor, yeah?” 
 
    He sighs an insufferable sigh. “Whatever.” But he does as tasked, stuffing his cart with more outdoor lights. I have a cart full of inflatable lawn ornaments, tree ornaments, and every other Christmas decoration I can get my hands on.  
 
    Despite how much I like seeing her in my brown jacket, it’s too cold for a simple leather jacket now. I put Hannah in charge of picking out the winter coat, gloves, hat, earmuffs, scarf… anything she thinks Brin will use for the winter or what I like to call the reason I gave my woman for going out to Walmart with her sister.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re doing this for her,” Hannah says as she sniffles.  
 
    “Get my woman a coat? What, you think I’m an asshole?” 
 
    Hannah punches my shoulder. “No, but you are a dumbass. Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing for my little sister.” 
 
    I’ll buy out the whole goddamn store to give Brinley the Christmas she’s always dreamed of. It doesn’t matter how much money I have to spend to make it happen, which is a good thing because it ends up costing me over $600 at checkout.  
 
      
 
    Four weeks after that… 
 
    “Han, I’m leaving now.” Chaos let me take the day off, even though I’ve only been back on the job for a week. Brin needed my help. Period. But when she felt ready to return, obviously, I returned with her.  
 
    Hannah walks out of her bedroom looking beautiful as always. She’s wearing a tight pair of jeans, those UGG-style boots, a pink knit cap, and gloves, along with a puffy coat. She wears her makeup heavier than Brin. But Brin’s so naturally beautiful, she only wears it because she wants to.  
 
    “Come on, woman,” I say, holding my arm out to her.  
 
    Butch steps behind the bar from the kitchen. “Damn, Hero,” he says, “One Brown woman not enough for you?”  
 
    “One Brown woman is all I’ll ever need, man. We’re just making sure she wants to keep me around.” Ain’t that the truth? Brinley won’t ever forget this Christmas.  
 
    I pull open the door for Hannah and we’re hit by a blast of frigid air. Feeling that wind, part of me is ready to say fuck it and stay inside. But no, I’m about to win the boyfriend of the year award, here. We leave the warmth of the clubhouse to step into a bitter chill of December wind and blowing snow. “We need fucking Rudolph to get through this,” I yell to Hannah as we fight our way to the truck. Remote start—gotta love it. I already had it heating for us. As the climate’s been shifting, winters have been getting colder and snowier every year. It’s a miracle that we make it to the doors; the wind practically pushes us backward.  
 
    Even with snow tires on the truck, I take it slow going down the mountain. Brinley and I have too much life to live for me to bite it in a winter storm and I don’t know if she’d forgive me if I killed her sister. It takes me twice as long as it normally would, but Hannah and I reach our destination in one piece, which is the most important thing today. We fight our way through the near-blizzard conditions, stepping through knee-high snowdrifts, to make it inside the Walmart at the top of the hill in the uptown district. Yes, with a couple of new home stores and restaurants on top of the hill, Thornbriar now has an uptown.  
 
    Hannah’s with me today to get the shopping done because she’s a shopping guru. Brin and I are hosting a holiday meal and she doesn’t even know it.  
 
    After planning a menu on the fly, we decide on turkey and ham to give the guests options. She’s helping make a chestnut stuffing, a yam casserole, homemade cranberry sauce—Brin made it for Thanksgiving and it was so fucking good we had to have it for Christmas, too—vegetable, cheese and pickle and olive platters, mashed potatoes, and white gravy. I’m making green bean casserole because it’s Brinley’s favorite and I want to give her that.  
 
    Then it’ll be whatever anyone else wants to bring. Duke says Caity makes the best pies I’ll ever put in my mouth. Now, I’m not for getting in an argument with my president, so I let him have that one, but Brinley cooks like she went to school for it, so I’m pretty sure she could take Caity in a pie battle.  
 
    On the way home, I call Tommy and Maryanne to invite them to Christmas dinner. Then I catch Boss and Elise, then Sneak and Trisha, and finally, Chaos and Liv. I think either Blood, Duke, or Hannah got to them before me because not one couple or family say they have other plans.  
 
    When we turn onto the compound, I drop Hannah back at the clubhouse and we haul all the groceries inside to the kitchen with notes attached to everything we need for our dinner, threatening the life of any brother or hot mama who even thinks about touching our food. 
 
    Blue took off work early to help me get the house ready. We had to wait until the wind and snow died down. The forecast says we have a small window of time to work with before we’re hit by another round of shitty weather. He meets me in my bedroom in the clubhouse, where I’ve been hiding all the decorations. Well, the decorations minus the ones for the tree and the few to decorate the inside of the house. The day after Thanksgiving, Brin wanted to put a tree up, which meant she and I huffed it out to a Christmas tree farm, where I sawed that sucker down and dragged it back to pay for it.  
 
    She made me buy a silly mantle to fit around the stove pipe in order to hang our stockings. I could’ve made it myself, but I no longer own the tools. And she didn’t exactly make me… she asked. And I did it because turning Brin down isn’t something I’m apparently capable of.  
 
    Before we get to work on the lights, I walk over to Duke and Caity’s place. Jade squeals in the way only a little kid who’s in the throes of Santa’s-coming-to-town excitement can. She answers and yells, “Daddy, Hero and Blue are here.” Then she follows that up with, “What did you get me for Christmas?” 
 
    Both Blue and I laugh. “You’ll have to wait until Christmas, squirt.” I answer.  
 
    “Fine,” she says, her mouth turned down in a pout.  
 
    “Gonna freeze out there. Come in,” Duke yells and from the distance, I know it’s from the living room floor. When we walk in, he’s changing Diesel’s diaper.  
 
    “The Ellises coming to Christmas dinner?” I ask.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah. My wife’s been baking pies for the past two nights. She’s got some chocolate-cherry upside-down cake planned and a trifle or some shit. So you can count us in. Four’ll be there, three’ll eat.” 
 
    “Good deal,” I say. “We got more houses to hit. Did you get the lights up?” 
 
    “Not a brother, old lady, or kid’ll have seen anything like it.” 
 
    Perfect. We clap hands and Blue and I leave to visit with Scotch and Frankie and even Crass and Brighton, who moved into a place on the property right before Thanksgiving. All the women asked what they could bring. I had to keep a mental note of everything the other women said they were bringing.  
 
    Finally, Blue and I set to work outside. Four hours later, we’re frozen, the snow and wind picked up about thirty minutes ago. We’ve done just about all we can do. “Okay, brother,” I say. “I have to go grab Brin. I don’t like her driving in this.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure the finishing touches are ready.” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” I give Blue a pat on the back. It’s been hard without Blaze, but we’re managing.  
 
    I hop in my truck, cranking up the heat, and head back down the mountain to get my woman from work.  
 
    I text her: Out in the truck. It’s warm. 
 
    A few minutes later, she pulls the door shut behind her, wearing the new UGG-style boots Hannah had picked out for her, along with the sleek, thick wool- and faux-fur winter coat. It’s black and ties at the waist and looks sexy as hell. She has on the wine-colored knit beret and earmuffs, and wine Isotoner gloves I got her, too. Every time I see her, I think, how did I get so fucking lucky? And today is no different.  
 
    She jogs over to the truck; I pop the door for her so she can just slip in and buckle up. 
 
    “Hey, babe,” she says breathy and shivering.  
 
    “Bird,” I answer, and lean in to kiss her. Moving my hand to grip the back of her head, I pull her in to deepen an already perfect kiss. I got it bad for this woman.  
 
    Then I shift into drive and take my woman home.  
 
    The compound is darker than usual because the brothers made sure not to have the outdoor lights lit. Without Brin seeing, while Griff opens the gate for us, I send out a mass text for the Lords to ready.  
 
    Then, as I turn into our parking spot, the Christmas lights blink on all at the same time. Our home, Duke’s, Scotch’s, Crass’s, the clubhouse—it’s blinding. There are inflatable lawn ornaments on all of our lawns and one of the guys even hooked up speakers to play holiday music. Brothers, old ladies, hot mamas, and kids file out into the cold to see the spectacle, but mostly they do it for Brinley. Jade and all the babies, their eyes light up. Their smiles are so huge, I secretly can’t wait for when Brin and I have a couple of our own. We’re not ready for that yet, but someday. 
 
    Brin jumps out of the truck, her face exactly like Jade’s. Like she just discovered that magic exists in the world. Tears form in her eyes as she spins in a slow circle, taking in each house on the property and the clubhouse.  
 
    “It’s just like Christmas Vacation,” she whispers to me and I can’t wait any longer. I pick her up and kiss the shit out of her.  
 
    “It’s all for you, baby,” I whisper in return, with my lips pressed to her ear. “Never seen the compound this lit up before.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you remembered,” she continues to whisper, her eyes are shimmering in the light and she keeps twisting her head every-which-way like she can’t decide where to look next. Then to everyone else she yells, “Thank you! Thank you all so much for doing this.” I move my lips to press against hers again, allowing me to taste her tears.  
 
    As it’s so cold, we all begin to funnel back into the warmth of our homes. I had a dinner of store-bought rotisserie chicken, a mushroom risotto from the deli, and a salad on the table waiting for us, courtesy of Blue helping a brother out. We even have hard eggnog to sip on along with hot tea, a delicious lemon-ginger brew that happens to be one of Brin’s favorites, too.  
 
    “I can’t believe you did all this for me,” she says, staring into my eyes, a smile taking up the corner of her lips. “I still can’t believe you remembered.” 
 
    “Bird, I’ve told you before and one day you’re gonna believe me—the days of you not getting what you want are over.” 
 
    Brinley stands, folding her red, paper napkin with the holly leaves on the table and walks over to me—a festive touch I thought she’d appreciate. She leans in to hug me. There’s a lot communicated in that hug. It’s not sexual, not to start anything. It’s love, plain and simple. I hold her back, reveling in this one perfect moment.  
 
    Once she lets go, she sits back down to continue eating. I let her discuss work, the weather and what Christmas specials will be airing tonight. I even answer when appropriate, but in my mind, I’m thinking that tonight is our very first Christmas Eve dinner. We have a lifetime more to come. And I almost let this slip through my fingers.  
 
    “Levi?” Brinley asks. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    I smile because what I’m about to say is the honest to God truth. “I’m great, baby.” 
 
    After dinner, we snuggle on the sofa, watching cheesy Christmas movies until I can’t take one more big-city, suit-wearing executive being dumped for the small-town, plaid-wearing Christmas tree farmer and switch off the TV.  
 
    “Hey,” Brinley says, protesting the move. “I was watching that.”  
 
    I’ve got something better. Pulling her up by both her hands, I lead her into the bedroom and then it’s on. I bring my lips to hers, moving my arms around her waist, and walk us toward the bed. She’s walking backward, her hands sifting through my hair, but when the backs of her knees hit the comforter, she lifts one bent leg and then the other on top of the mattress, scooting us but never releasing my lips. My sweet, innocent old lady has a naughty side and it’s my job to give her the safe space to let it flow. Though I’ll take Brinley however she wants to give herself to me. Tonight, it seems she wants to go slow. I don’t actually know if I can handle slow. I am beyond ready for this sexy, sensual woman. I’m the lucky bastard who gets to celebrate her body and all the ways that she moves for me. The littles gasps or mewls or moans she makes—all for me. Only for me. In her entire life, those have only been for me.  
 
    She runs her hands down the length of my torso until hitting the hem of my T-shirt and she digs her fingers under the fabric so her warm hands touch my burning skin. That touch sears me. If we turned off all the lights and used an ultraviolet wand, her handprints would show up, she’s that hot.  
 
    And when she’s ready for my shirt to go, she wastes no time lifting it up over my head, tossing the fabric to the floor. My kisses become harder and I cup her face to really get in there while she unsnaps the button on my jeans, unzipping them and pulling down on the denim. She hooks my boxers along with my jeans, shimmying them down at the same time.  
 
    Her I am, ready for her, but she hasn’t lost a lick of clothing yet. “My turn,” I whisper and her sweater is the first to go. Those skinny, black jeans next. I don’t tease her the way she did me; I’m not patient enough to tease. I lay her back, staring down at those luscious melon tits pushed up and forward in a black, lacy bra. I have to taste and bring my head down to suck on each cup. First the left, then the right. She begins to pant. I fucking love when she pants. Now the bra come off completely.  
 
    Brin still has a few scars on her body from when that asshole hurt her. The first time we were allowed to make love after the incident, I had a really hard time looking at them and all that stood to do was make Brinley feel uncomfortable about her body. It wasn’t that they were ugly, more that they were a constant reminder of how I’d failed her.  
 
    Today, though, I see them. I acknowledge them in my head. But the puckered skin gets the same exact treatment as the rest of her.  
 
    She lifts her pelvis up, grinding it against my very prominent erection, killing me with the scrape of lacy fabric. They go next. She loves these panties, which means I have to calmly drag them down her legs instead of tearing them off the way I want to.  
 
    Brinley looks good enough to eat, and so I do. First dropping kisses down over the swells of each breast, across the hill of stomach and farther south. She opens her legs without me having to ask. The promised land. I take my time, getting my fill of sweet musk, breathing it in deeply before ever going in for my first lick of the night. Then, curling her pubic hair around the tips of my fingers to spread her, I taste. Licking and sucking, never getting enough of her sweetness. She lifts her hips, writhing, pushing her sex harder against my tongue. Her hips leave the bed, pushed up and teetering on her tiptoes. Her bottom half almost looks to be levitating as she grips handfuls of comforter and groans loudly, grinding her heat against my face.  
 
    I give her my finger, gliding in and crooking it forward while I continue to feast. She loves when I use my finger.  
 
    “Oh, shit… shit, shit, shit, Levi,” she pants. 
 
    “Let go, baby. Give it to me.” She grinds her hips in circles against my face, trying to get me to touch everywhere at once. I feel her tighten around my finger. She’s loosened up a little since the first time, but she’s still so fucking tight, my cock aches to be inside her just from the memory of it.  
 
    Her orgasm is explosive and I’ve been a good boy thus far, but I have to be inside her and I reach over to the bedside table for a condom. After tearing it open and rolling it on, I glide inside, the pleasure of her walls cocooning me. I slide in a little and pull back out. Then I go in a bit deeper and withdraw again. She gets angry, slapping my arm, and I laugh, pushing in all the way until bottoming out, buried the deepest a cock can go. She’s already shaking. I press down with my thumb on that sensitive little nub between her thighs. She moans my name. Playing with Brinley in bed is by far my favorite pastime. Making her go wild, and reminding her again and again how beautiful I find her and more than that, how beautiful she just is.  
 
    Only now do I find her mouth. We’re a slow pursuit of tongues and teeth. Sweat slicks our skin as we continue to grind. I switch to thrusts but don’t keep that up for long because Brinley prefers the pressure buildup from the grinding motion. 
 
    Her breath hitches and the tiny pants start again. As she pants, she squeezes around me tighter. Her arms, her legs, her tight, sweet, sweet pussy. Christ, how can it keep getting better each time?  
 
    Now the sex noises come from me. I groan and growl out her name. I moan and rumble, “Fucking fuck me, bird…”  
 
    Every muscle in my body strings tight. I vibrate from head to toe and I know it’s going to hit hard. When the shudders start for Brin again, I know she’s close. “Baby… you gotta come for me,” I whisper and she kisses me, holding my lips crushed to hers as she lets go. There’s nothing like the sight of her really letting go. It’s a dream come true. A dream rippling over waves of euphoria.  
 
    We press our foreheads together, our heavy breaths mixing. Chests heaving.  
 
    “Love you, Brin,” I manage to get out.  
 
    In the few minutes it takes to collect myself, I hold her. There’s nothing I like less than having to get up from lying with Brinley to clean up, but after a quick cleanup, I lie back down next to the best woman I’ll ever know. We pull the covers down and hold each other while we drift off to sleep.  
 
    During the night, I slip from the bed to stuff the stocking with goodies and put her gift under the tree. When we wake up the next morning, she sheathes, then mounts me, sliding down my hard length and rides me until neither of us can think straight.  
 
    Best Christmas of my life and it’s only getting started.  
 
    We shower, dress, and go out to open presents. Sometime during the night, she had to have gotten up because there’re boxes with my name on them, too. 
 
    “You first,” I say, handing her the smallish box. She unwraps it carefully, tearing the paper at the tape, and lifts the lid off the box.  
 
    Her eyes fill with tears as she lifts the blown glass from the padding. “It’s Christmas Vacation,” she cries. Not just any scene from Christmas Vacation, but the scene. With Randy Quaid in his hat, short robe, and boots, emptying his refuse tank into the sewer. And it might be cheesy, but I had them personalize it at the store. Levi and Brinley’s First Christmas.  
 
    With tears in her eyes, she hangs it front and center on the tree, then climbs on my lap, wrapping her arms around me, and plants a delicious kiss to my lips. This, right here, right now is all the presents I need.  
 
    She pulls back. “You next.” Then she slips off my lap to slide the big box over to me. It looks heavy. I don’t bother to be careful, ripping it open like a kid, well, like a kid on Christmas. She bought me a sander, carbide scraper, contour scraper, dust sponge, tack cloths, wire brushes in different sizes… it’s amazing. I’m struck dumb, unable to speak at her kindness. She remembered about my dad and gave this back to me. 
 
    “Thank you, baby. This is… This is amazing.”  
 
    Once all the gifts have been opened and we’ve cleared away the debris of paper, bows, and boxes, we make an easy breakfast and lounge most of the day until it’s time for us to dress. One of the hot mamas cleaned for us yesterday while Blue and I hooked up lights.  
 
    At half past three, Hannah and Blood show up with goodies galore. I’ve set the table and the sideboard. Next the Ellis family shows with kids and dessert. Brinley’s eyes grow huge, brimming with unshed tears of joy once she catches on to what’s happening. The MacGregor-Cardone family shows next. Then Crass with Brighton, I never learned her last name. But I have a feeling it’ll be Duncan sooner rather than later. Then our home fills with the Hollisters, the St. Jameses, and the Doyles. Drinks are passed. The smells of fruit and spice and the holidays fill the small space.  
 
    There are bright eyes from the children waiting to open more gifts. Through the din of flatware clanking against plates and conversations vying to be heard over others, I catch Brinley’s eyes and she smiles at me. The kind of smile to fucking take my breath away and I can’t believe how good it feels to finally be claimed.  
 
    


 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





