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    When the world goes mad 
 
    Got you feelin’ bad… 
 
      
 
    Hold on babe, I’m coming. 
 
      
 
    When you’re feeling doubt 
 
    That we can work things out… 
 
      
 
    Hold on babe, I’m coming. 
 
      
 
    The only words for you to heed 
 
    Are the ones I’m speaking now 
 
    I’m the only lover you’ll ever need 
 
    On that you have my vow 
 
      
 
    If the cold, dark night 
 
    Ain’t got you feeling right 
 
      
 
    Hold on babe, I’m coming. 
 
      
 
    Through death and life 
 
    Through pain and strife… 
 
      
 
    Hold on babe, I’m coming. 
 
      
 
    -Hold on Babe, I’m Coming 
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 See how Hero’s story goes in:  
 
    Hero: Claimed (Brimstone Lords MC 5) coming soon… 
 
    Bossman: Undone (Brimstone Lords MC 1) 
 
    Duke: Redeemed (Brimstone Lords MC 2) 
 
    Chaos: Calmed (Brimstone Lords MC 3) 
 
    Scotch: Unraveled (Brimstone Lords MC 4)  
 
      
 
    Liked what you read? Consider leaving a review. 
 
      
 
    You can find me at: 
 
    Amazon Facebook Instagram Goodreads Twitter BookBub 
 
    * * * 
 
    If you’d like to keep up on all my new releases, giveaways and other fun stuff, join my newsletter at: http://www.sarahzoltonarthur.com/subscribe 
 
      
 
    Hero: Claimed (Brimstone Lords MC 5) 
 
    Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer… It’s a bitch when they’re one and the same. 
 
      
 
    Brinley 
 
    I know who I am, I know what I look like and it’s not the woman who belongs on the arm of a sexy biker. He’s drop-dead gorgeous and a notorious ladies’ man. They call him Hero. To save my life, I have to call him my old man. 
 
    When my dad sold me to a biker gang to pay off his debts, I escaped to the only place I could think of safe enough to help me lay low and plan out the rest of my life. With my sister Hannah and The Brimstone Lords.  
 
    Now, after the bad guys have found me, the only way the Lords will protect me is if I belong to one of them… and that’s not going so well.   
 
    Hero 
 
    Who does she think she is showing up at the compound looking the way she does? Yeah, she’s pretty but she’s clearly never strived for thigh gap. Big girls don’t belong with bikers. But she’s Hannah’s sister and needs protection. With our club at war with the Horde, we can’t go against any new threats without reason. To get our protection, she needs to be connected to the Lords and the only way to do that is to be claimed.  
 
    I think we’re both in trouble.  
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 1. 
 
    Scotch 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can’t go in there!” 
 
    That’s yelled from outside. Sounds like Dutchy, one of the prospects. What the ever-loving-fuck now? It’s far too early to be dealing with shite. And don’t we deserve a break? It’s been one thing after another for going on two years now.  
 
    “One thing after a-fucking-nother,” I murmur. Two mugs low on coffee. I don’t even have a shirt on. Not that I care about shirts. But I do care about commotion on the compound, so I walk over to the front door, throwing it open.  
 
    A woman? All that yelling over a woman? Albeit a hot woman, at least what I can tell of her through blurry-needing-more-sleep eyes. Big hair. Bigger tits. Decent face. Smoking curves. It’s never too early to think about pussy, as in, getting some. And in an instant, I go from sleepy to getting some mode as I assume the pose. One arm propped up against the doorjamb, resting my weight on one leg.  
 
    Then I reach out to stroke her arm with one finger, shooting her The Smile. It gets me what I want. Always has. And right now, I want her mouth wrapped around my cock.  
 
    Oh, yeah. 
 
    “Hello,” I coo, cocking an eyebrow at her in that come-hither way the lasses seem to get off on.  
 
    “Scotch,” she says back, and I wrinkle my brows. She knows me? Her laugh comes humorlessly. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”  
 
    The woman doesn’t give me time to answer.  
 
    “Of course you don’t. Not the mighty Scotsman. Isn’t that what you had me call out when you were fucking me?” 
 
    It’s probably what I had her call me. I’ve had women call it plenty of times in the past, but she’s right. I don’t remember her. “What do ya want?” I ask.  
 
    Her laugh grows louder. “They’re your problem now,” she bizarrely answers as she moves both hands to point down by her feet. There’s a baby carrier set on the ground next to each.  
 
    I look at them, then look back up to her only to see her retreating backside. What the hell is going on?  
 
    “Ya can’t leave them here—” I pause because I can’t recall her name. 
 
    “It’s Constance, asshole.” She flips me the bird but doesn’t stop walking. “And yes, I can. Have fun, Daddy.”  
 
    Daddy? 
 
    Daddy?  
 
    Wait— “No.” Once it clicks, my body jerks and I take off running after her, but she’s already made it inside her car, started it, and put it into drive. “Close the gate!” I shout to Dutchy. Constance, or whatever she said her name is, accelerates. If he closes the gate, that bitch is crazy enough to ram it. Only one woman I ever went ungloved with and this bitch ain’t her. How the fuck did this happen? Was I not careful pulling out? Did the condom roll? I bet it rolled when I was pulling out. Wish I remembered.  
 
    Dutchy whips his head between me and the car and wisely, though I’ll never tell him this, moves out of the way, not attempting to close the gate. Her tires squeal as she guns it out of the lot, sticking her finger out the open window to flip me off once again.  
 
    “What the fuck is goin’ on out here?” Duke, our president, storms out of his house, no shirt and belt buckle undone. Shite, his pants are unbuttoned. No hiding what he’d been up to.  
 
    Caity, his old lady, runs out as she wipes at her mouth. Her fiery locks disheveled. It’s a contrast to her professional doctor scrubs and white coat. That man lucked the fuck out with a sexy doctor for a wife.  
 
    Then from behind me, I hear, “Scotch, you can’t leave them unattended.” Boss’s old lady, Elise, calls out to me. 
 
    Leave them unattended? I turn to look at her. I mean, I love her. Not a brother on the compound hasn’t jacked off to dreams of her bedroom eyes shining up at him while she sucked him off, not that we’d ever tell Boss. He’d kill us while we slept. She’s one hot lass and fucking funny. She gives Boss a run for his money on the daily. But why is she here so early and what the fuck is she talking about? I squint my eyes at her and shake my head mouthing a silent, “What?” 
 
    “The babies,” she calls back. “You can’t leave them sitting here unattended.” 
 
    The car is gone and I’m at a loss. My hands go from hanging limp—the only part of me to ever go limp, at least I’m certain ’a that—to resting at my hips while trying to put together what happened. “Babe-ies?” I ask slowly.  
 
    “Fuck, brother,” Duke shouts. “Go get yer kids. Take ’em inside the clubhouse. It ain’t really cold out, but it ain’t warm, either.” 
 
    “I—what?” I ask again. The man spoke words; hell if I understood any of them.  
 
    “Go get yer fuckin’ kids.” His eyes go wide in the way he makes them when he’s telling someone to move their arse without words.  
 
    Good thing my feet listen as the rest of me is still stuck on ‘Go get yer kids.’ Next thing I know, I stop next to these two baby carriers and can feel everyone’s eyes on me.  
 
    “Pick them up,” Elise whispers.  
 
    Right. Elise, holding her son, Gun, uses her elbow to hold the door open for me as I pick up the carriers, one handle in each hand. I have to turn sideways to fit through the doorway, then walk them over to the bar. The women set carriers down on the bar top all the time. So I know the brothers won’t yell at me for that one.  
 
    Each babe has a pink knitted stocking cap on its head. Pink. Do women put pink on boys nowadays? “Please for the love of all that’s holy, someone tell me pink is a boys’ color now, too.” It doesn’t matter who answers. I feel them all gathering at my back, the nosey fucks. Just as long as someone answers me the way I need them to answer. 
 
    Caity giggles. Elise joins in. Shite, then as if there weren’t enough bitches and babies converged here today, Trisha, Sneak’s old lady, whips her blonde hair back as she outright laughs. She wears it longer than when he first started bringing her around the club, but Sneak doesn’t mind. He says she’s got less time to work a haircut into her schedule, but it’s okay because he likes to wrap it around his hand and tug when he’s fucking her. TMI, but I get it. Gotta love the hair tug.  
 
    “Pink is a perfectly acceptable color for any gender,” Elise answers. She sets her hand on my back, probably intending to comfort me before the blow she’s about to wield. “But typically, clothes makers use pink for girls.” 
 
    Fucking hell. I was afraid she’d say that.  
 
    “Plus,” Caity joins in, “women don’t usually name their sons ‘Mollie’ and ‘Macie.’” 
 
    Mollie and Macie? 
 
    She points to the caps on their heads. Sure enough, sewn in white, curly script, one says ‘Mollie’ and the other ‘Macie.’  
 
    The Macie one looks at me and her lower lip quivers. Then she lets out an ear-piercing cry. Soon as she does, her sister starts on one too. Solidarity? Baby Gun, baby Diesel and baby Briar Rose pick up the cause, wailing too. It sounds like a daycare up in here. But they have mothers to bounce them and whisper sweet shite in their ears.  
 
    All I can do is stare at the alien creatures responsible for setting off all the other alien creatures. This can’t be happening.  
 
    “Pick her up,” Duke orders gruffly. Not that he knows how to talk any other way except to his wife and kids. He’s a giant motherfucker and can be intimidating to those of us who know him, scary as shit to those who don’t. But to Caity and the kids, ya’d think he’s a teddy bear.  
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” I ask not intending to piss anyone off, it’s just I’ve never held a wee babe in my life. Duke, apparently done with my ineptitude, shoves me out of the way with his tattooed shoulder to unhook the restraints and scoop the lass from her carrier. One hand splayed wide under her neck and the other her bum. Then he shifts her to rest her head against his chest.  
 
    “Shh…” he says as he bounces her.  
 
    Caity steps to his side, holding out her finger for Macie to grab hold of. “They look about four months old,” she says in one of those annoying baby voices that people talk to their dogs in. “Cutie pies. Yes, you are a cutie pie, aren’t you?” She shakes her finger the baby’s holding and dammit if the rugrat doesn’t stop her crying. Then Caity looks to me. “I’ll examine them after I get home from work, but they look well cared for.”  
 
    “Pick up the other one,” Duke snaps at me.  
 
    Copying him exactly, I unhook the restraints and slide one hand under Mollie’s neck, the other under her bum, and lift her from the seat. Her cap slips a little on her head and I see she has the same coppery red hair as me.  
 
    “Shh…” I continue to copy Duke, bouncing the lass. “I’m Scotch,” I tell her for some stupid reason. It’s not like she can understand me.  
 
    “You’re ‘Daddy,’” Elise corrects me. “I’m sure Caity can run a paternity test, but dude, they’re your mini mes.”  
 
    My mini mes?  
 
    “Except for their vaginas,” I feel the need to point out. “What the hell am I supposed to do with vagina-wielding babes?”  
 
    They laugh at me as if any of this is funny. Trisha steps up next to me. She runs a bent finger gently over Mollie’s cheek. “You take care of them the same as the rest of us. Duke took to raising Jade right away. And if you need advice on baby girls, Sneak’s a pro now. You’re not alone. It’s what the club’s about; we have each other’s backs.” 
 
    “Am I allowed to change their names at least?” I ask because really? Mollie and Macie?  
 
    “Why?” the women ask together.  
 
    “Because those are not badarse biker names. How about Rebel and Rocket?”  
 
    “Rocket?” Elise asks, full of incredulity.  
 
    “Yeah, I can call her ‘Rocky’ for short.”  
 
    “I think you’ve got bigger things to worry about than names,” she replies. “You’ve got nothing for them. You’ll need clothes, diapers, formula…” 
 
    This day just keeps getting worse. I look at the clock on the wall and realize if I don’t get ready, I’m gonna be late for work. 
 
    “Can ya take them?” I ask. “I’ve got work.” 
 
    “Call in. Tell them you’ll be late. I’m pretty sure your bosses will understand.”  
 
    She only says that because all the men work for club-owned businesses. It makes things easier for the brothers, especially the tatted ones, since we never go anywhere without our cuts and the Lords have garnered a reputation for not putting up with shite. We tend to get railroaded when applying for jobs. That, and it helps us to stay employed when we get called away on runs or the club heads out of state for a rally.  
 
    “Well, aren’t you lucky we all showed up here today?” Elise shifts baby Gun on her hip to let Mollie hold her finger too. Unlike Caity who lives in a house on the compound, Elise and Trisha live in town with their men, though they spend plenty of nights here in the clubhouse on nights they can get a sitter. Each patched-in member gets a room if he wants one. Keeps the party going, they don’t have to worry about driving home drunk. Plus, it’s convenient when a brother gets an itch to fuck his old lady or one of the pieces or hot mamas. Real convenient.  
 
    “So ya’ll sit with them?” I ask, putting Mollie back down in her seat, though the little one keeps her hand gripped tightly around Elise’s finger. 
 
    “No,” Trisha says, not even attempting to sugarcoat her refusal for me. “The whole reason we showed up here is because we like to meet for coffee at Caity’s before we take the kids to daycare. But when I got to the Ellis abode, she was… indisposed.” Caity pops out a loud laugh, covering half her face with her hand. “So I came into the clubhouse to wait.” 
 
    “What about the babes?”  
 
    “I have to work, too.” My heart drops when Elise says that. Though,” she continues, and I think I’m about to get a boon from the universe when—bam!—she shuts me down. “I’m sure the boss will understand if I come in late, seeing as I’ll just give him a blow job when he gets home and all will be right with the world. I’ll take you to the store. Help you find some emergency provisions.”  
 
    Provisions? Are we taking care of babies or preparing for nuclear fallout? Nausea roils through my stomach and I haven’t even eaten today.  
 
    “They just opened up the new infant room,” Caity says. 
 
    “Yeah, that new teacher is so sweet,” Trish adds. “Because they have her now, the daycare is taking on new kids.” 
 
    Wait, “Ya mean they’ll turn away kids?” I ask.  
 
    “If they don’t have the room,” Trish answers. “Law says they’re only allowed so many babies per teacher. The spots’ll fill up fast.” 
 
    “Man, will they ever,” Caity agrees. “So if he’s going to get the girls in, he better do it today. I gave recommendations to two different infants’ parents yesterday. It’s a good daycare.” 
 
    “The best,” Elise says. “After we stop at the store, we’ll stop off there and hopefully get the girls signed up. Gun loves it there.” 
 
    With their coffee plans out the window, Trish and Caity give the girls cheek kisses, then each woman touches her cheek to mine, as if we ever interact this way. They pack up their babies and walk out the front of the club. Caity only after her man grabs hold of her wrist to spin her to him and mutters, “Lips.” Their inappropriate lip-lock done, he drops a kiss to his boy’s head. Lastly, he bends down to kiss his daughter, Jade. Sweet little thing, I think she’s in kindergarten now. Spitfire like her ma, Duke’ll be lucky he doesn’t end up in prison from killing any pubescent piss-wad who gets too frisky with her when she gets older. I never even saw her enter the clubhouse. He lets the three of them go. All the while holding my new dau—er—Macie.  
 
    While I hook Mollie up in her restraints, Duke hooks up Macie. 
 
    “Yer in good hands,” he says as he crooks his finger and uses it to tickle under the lass’s chin. Then he clomps off into his office.  
 
    Whose reality did I fall into? 
 
    “Come on.” Elise snaps me from my baby stupor. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Where am I supposed to put them? I only have my bike.” 
 
    “We can carpool today, but you’re going to have to sort this out. Babies can’t ride on the back of your bike.” 
 
    Like I didn’t know that.  
 
    She drives us down the mountain into town and turns into the Wally-World parking lot. I’m not sure where that term came from, but everyone here calls it that.  
 
    The carts are extra wide and Elise shows me how to hook the car seats up safely. Then we shop. It’s an athletic event. Diapers. Formula. Bottles. Burp cloths? What the hell do I do with a burp cloth? Wipes. Diaper rash ointment. Blankets. Booties. Sleepers.  
 
    “Laundry soap for sensitive baby skin?” I read the side of the bottle.  
 
    Elise chuckles, although she doesn’t answer me, too busy dropping more outfits than they’ll probably ever wear in the cart. I mean, how much clothing do the wee tots need? They’re just babies, for Christ’s sake. I make bank at the shipping company but looking at the price of the formula, I think I might have to take on a second job to pay for this shite. Somewhere there’s a CEO laughing his or her fool head off at my pain while checking their bank balance.  
 
    “There,” she says. Her eyes have glazed over with a primal exuberance of a huntress winning the hunt. She’s a bit scary. “This should do you for a few days.” 
 
    Excuse me? A few days? 
 
    But before we leave the baby department, she hefts another industrial-sized box of diapers into the cart. And lastly, she grabs a black leather diaper bag off the hook as we pass. It’s similar to the one I’ve seen Duke haul around.  
 
    We go through the self-checkout. It takes us fifteen minutes to scan and bag what might equate to half the baby department and it’s a good thing I brought my credit card. Just this load came to over $300.  
 
    Once we’re back at the car, Elise helps me pack the diaper bag. “Are ya kidding me?” I ask. “They’re going to daycare, not trekking to the summit of Mt. Kilimanjaro.” 
 
    “Scotch.” She pats my chest. “You have so much to learn. Just trust me on this one, yeah?” 
 
    “I yield to the master.”  
 
    Ten minutes later, we pull into the Happy Child Daycare and Learning Center. I hook the diaper bag strap over my shoulder and unclick the seatbelts to heft the baby girls in each hand. Loaded down with kids, Elise and I walk inside.  
 
    She shows me where the sign-in is, then we wait for the receptionist to get the forms for me. And that’s when my worst possible nightmare comes true. 
 
    “Elise? Is that you?” The voice hits us first. Sweet with just a hint of husky. And then there’s the woman belonging to the voice. A woman I haven’t seen in eight years. The only woman to ever break my heart. 
 
    “Frankie?” I ask, and I almost drop the carriers, tightening my grip at the last second.  
 
    Francesca “Frankie” Cardone. Fuck me. She’s as beautiful as I remember and I’m sure her feminine wiles are just as lethal. Only now, there’s a tiny diamond twinkling from the left side of her nose and one above her lip like a glittering mole, showing a little more of her bad girl side that she used to reserve mostly for me. My heart races and I almost drop the carriers.  
 
    She’s wearing her hair’s shorter than she used to wear it—that’s not hard considering when she used to wear it down, the tips brushed her ass—it’s still long enough to catch a man’s eye and silky enough to wanna run my finger through it. I can tell even through the messy braid she wears flipped over her shoulder, hanging down the front. Though it barely reaches her tits now. It’s lighter in spots, too. Like she’s added highlights or hell, maybe she spends a lot of time in the sun. And good goddam, Frankie can still fill out a pair of jeans like no woman I’ve ever seen. Her pink skin deepens to red at her cheeks and her forearms. She’d always flushed red when she was angry or really turned on. But it’s her eyes that undo me. The sweetest toffee colored eyes that once held so much love for me now look at me like I’m dog shite stuck to the bottom of her shoe. Did this day ever take a turn in the wrong direction.  
 
    She gasps and whips her head to look at me. “No,” she says, then quickly collects herself. “Are you giving Elise a ride?” 
 
    “’Fraid not. I’m signing the lasses up for childcare.” 
 
    Her ruddy complexion goes ashen and she looks about ready to vomit. I know exactly how she feels.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    The universe officially hates me. Hates me. There’s no other explanation as to why Rory MacGregor would show up in Thornbriar of all towns toting not one, but two babies. We didn’t even meet here—we met three counties away when I moved to take care of my mamaw after graduation. And his babies are freaking adorable to boot. They look just like him with all their coppery red hair and piercing blue eyes.  
 
    Speaking of piercings. The Rory I knew never had his ears pierced, let alone gauges. Though, I’ve always considered gauges hot—no, Frankie. Not on him. Gauges on Rory are bad. He’s bulked up. Rory was always tall, but now he looks like he’s spent the last eight years eating sides of beef for three meals a day and bench-pressing people. How dare he show up here looking that good? The audacity. 
 
    The years have been kind to him, too. Really kind. His best friends, in fact. With the exception of the lines around his eyes implying he’s done a lot of laughing, further implying he’s had a lot of happiness, he’s hardly aged a bit. It’s possible the guy vacuum seals himself at night to keep himself fresh. It’s more than possible that the man hasn’t spent the last almost decade pining for me or lamenting making the single biggest mistake of his life in letting me go. 
 
    That doesn’t suck, it hurts. Kills. Is it too much to ask to have him show up here a haggard mess of a man regretting every second of the past we weren’t together? Is it? Is it?  
 
    I realize I still haven’t responded to him and as a potential client I probably should, but instead I keep my lips pressed together scrutinizing every inch of him on display for public consumption. Come on, there has to be something. Find it, Frankie.  
 
    Well… there is that scar that slices through his eyebrow now and his hair hangs a shade too long around the ears which I’m telling myself neither are sexy even though they freaking are. There’s light scruff along his upper lip, chin and jaw. So not sexy either, except for I love the scruff. Scruff another woman gets to enjoy, Frankie. Don’t forget that.  And he joined a motorcycle club? I mean, he always wanted a bike, but that’s a far stretch from simply wanting a bike.  
 
    He has kids. Stop, stop, stop, Frankie. Stop obsessing over that. Water under the bridge. Professional mode engaged, I plaster the best smile on my face I can muster without looking maniacal and lead him to the cubbies where I assign one to each girl. That’s where he can store their diaper bag and lunch boxes as they get older. If we have notes for him, that’s where they’ll be.  
 
    “Frankie,” he says once more, but I have to put a stop to whatever he’s going to say and instead of responding, I snatch a baby from each of his hands.  
 
    “Say goodbye to Daddy,” I say, lifting the girls up to get one last glimpse of him. “I have to get back to my room now, Mr. MacGregor. You can finish up with Felicity, our receptionist.” Then—and no, it’s not my proudest moment—I speed-walk away from him, back into the safety of my infant room. 
 
    Boy, little Macie has a set of lungs on her. Bottles. Burping. Diaper changes. Playtime on the mat with the mobiles—nothing satisfies her. I’m determined to make her happy despite her sister being so easy you could almost forget she’s in the room, and thus, being the sweetheart I naturally want to gravitate toward. Mollie gets her time, too. Each of my five babies gets Miss Frankie time. I don’t play favorites.   
 
    “That hot dude’s here for them twins,” my coworker Nissa says, popping her cherub-faced head around the doorjamb into the infant room I’m working today. That’s not possible; he literally just left us. I mean, he did just leave us, right? 
 
    I look up at the old analog clock hanging on the wall and gasp. Has it really been five hours already? As shocked as I am at the time passage, part of me is glad to give Macie back for the night. Today has been too mentally draining to deal with a grumpy baby. Even I have my breaking point. Had she not belonged to Rory I might not have reached it. But the fact remains she does belong to him and I can’t deal with seeing him again after the day I’ve had.  “Nis, can you hang in here? I’ll take your room until he leaves, please.” I beg her.  
 
    “Girl, did you not hear me? He’s hot. Why do you want to hide your eyes from that tasty piece of man candy?” 
 
    “It’s a long story… just, please.” 
 
    “Sure, go now before he gets in here.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nis.” I squeeze her arm as I pass by and duck right away when I exit the room. Our daycare has a long hallway where the cubbies are located as well as the preschool and school age rooms. Then there’s the front desk for check-in and check-out. Beyond the desk is a great room where the kids eat breakfast, lunch or dinner, depending on the times they attend, and a large carpeted area for play. Off the great room there are the baby and toddler rooms. Three each. I work with the babies in room three next to Nissa’s toddler room. I’ve never hidden from a parent before, but there he is gathering the girls’ bag and sweaters from their cubbies. His head’s bent low so he doesn’t see me. I slip into the toddler room next door where Nissa had been.  
 
    After twenty minutes, she walks back with me. “He’s gone. Babies that age, the boy should be better equipped. But he don’t know what he’s doing.” 
 
    That’s odd. His girls are like four months old or so. He should have a better handle on things. Maybe his wife or girlfriend does more of the day-to-day care.  
 
    Oh, crap. The thought hits me: I’m going to have to meet his baby mama. Chances are she’ll be the one bringing them tomorrow.  
 
    As soon as I’ve signed out and second shift has started, I pull my phone from my purse and dial Brighton, my best friend growing up. She heard all about Rory from the time we met to the day he shattered my heart, and for months after.  
 
    “S’up, babe?” she answers.  
 
    “Can you meet for a drink? I need you.” 
 
    “Sure, now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Whoa, Frankie. It’s not even the weekend. What the hell happened?” she asks. I can hear her keys jangling in the background. She doesn’t even have to ask where to meet. We go to the same place ever time one of us needs to blow off steam, since the day I’d rolled back into town and she introduced me to it. A cool little bar called Lady Sings the Blues.  
 
    Odd name, I know, but the atmosphere is incredible. And the bartenders—wow.  
 
    I give her one word: “Rory.”  
 
    She sucks in a sharp breath. “Be there in five.”  
 
    That’s the mark of a true best friend. When I get there, she’s already sitting at a table and has my cherry 7 and 7 waiting on a paper napkin in front of my empty spot. As I walk over to her, a waitress approaches the table, setting down french fries, onion rings, deep-fried mushrooms, and a huge platter of battered catfish. Tonight is a battered catfish kind of night.  
 
    “Talk to me, babe,” she says as I drape my jacket over the back of my seat and slide my bottom down on the old-yet-sturdy wooden chair.  
 
    Before I do, I slam down half my drink and then load my plate with fish, fries, mushrooms, and rings. She ordered us two separate bowls of ranch to dip in. Yes, bowls. That’s a lot of fried goodness. We need the ranch to break up the richness from the oil. Plus, it tastes good.  
 
    I dunk a mushroom, pop it in my mouth, and chew. “Rory’s here,” I tell her around my food, then swallow. She starts to respond, but I hold up my hand and shake my head. “He has kids.” 
 
    “Fuuuck.” She drawls out the word.  
 
    Fuck is right. “Twin baby girls. Mollie and Macie. They’re the sweetest things ever. And he joined the Lords. Did you know that?” 
 
    “I don’t exactly hang out in the same circles as the Brimstone Lords, so no.” Brighton is so pretty with her long, wavy, coffee-brown hair. She has these delicate features and the most interesting brown eyes with a hint of yellow. I know why I’m still single. Men are scum and can’t be trusted. But I can’t believe she’s still single. She’s never been damaged by love. She’s never even tried for it.  
 
    “He just enrolled them at the daycare,” I tell her, shoving another large bite into my mouth. Normally, I’m not this garish; it’s him, or rather the stress of seeing him again, that’s turned me into a boar.  
 
    “Got that,” she replies. “Listen, I need to be honest with you.” She picks up her bottle taking a hearty swig before ever saying another word. Yes. I’ve known this woman all our lives and she is stalling. 
 
    I swallow my catfish bite hard. An opener like that means I’m not going to like what she says. “Okay, sock it to me,” I tell her. 
 
    “I knew Rory was in town. Cross my heart swear I didn’t know about the lords.” She uses her finger to swish a cross over her chest. “I was afraid if I told you, you wouldn’t come home… and Frankie, you’ve been away for so long. I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you, too. But you should’ve told me. Thornbriar’s not that big.” 
 
    “I know. I’m a selfish hag. He’s been seen—that can’t be undone. The question is, what are we gonna do about it?” 
 
    Do? Aren’t we currently doing something? I’m drowning my sorrows in greasy fried food and booze—well technically not booze. One drink doesn’t equal drowning. That comes later after we’ve both made it safely home and aren’t leaving the house until tomorrow. I thought she understood. All I know is that once we’ve consumed every last bite of food on the table, I need to undo my pants, and I’m ready to really get my drinking on.  
 
    We split the check, and Brighton heads to the cashier while I pull on my jacket and collect my purse. We head to our cars. I send her home to dig up some jammies and a blanket for me because I plan on getting so drunk, I have to crash on her sofa, while I, of course, head to the liquor store.  
 
    I’m in the whiskey aisle perusing the shelves for the Seven Crown, my cart already half full with three two-liters of 7-Up and three jars of maraschino cherries, so ready to erase any errant thoughts of the sexy Scotsman that I don’t see them until it’s too late.  
 
    Elise Hollister and Caitlin Brennen-Ellis. Daycare moms. And funnily enough, Lord old ladies. These sweet, easygoing, educated women attached to the club. I don’t know how they do it, or why for that matter. It’s hard enough to put up with a regular man. I’ve heard tales about the biker life.  
 
    “Miss Frankie,” Elise calls over to me. “It’s good to see you.”  
 
    “Thanks.” As I try to discreetly push past them, she blocks my cart with hers, leaving me with only one option. To play along. “How’s Gun?” I ask, forcing a smile onto my sullen-not-nearly-inebriated-enough-to-deal-with-these-two face. 
 
    “He’s with his daddy. Male bonding, so Caity and I decided to have a girls’ night at her place.” 
 
    I look over to smile at Caitlin. It’s odd to hear people refer to her as ‘Caity.’ She’s a doctor. “Hi, Caitlin. I suppose Diesel is bonding with his dad, too?” 
 
    “Sure is. Lords from birth.” The two women crack up laughing, as if that’s supposed to mean something to me. “Jade’s with him too until we get back, and then she’ll come back to the house with me. But it’ll be bedtime, so she won’t see mom getting snockered.” 
 
    That’s good, I suppose. “Well,” I say to wrap this up. I’ve got drinking to get on as well. “It was good seeing you.”  
 
    “Wait,” both women say at once. Elise throws her hand out in front of her for effect. She’s the one to continue. “How do you know Scotch?” 
 
    “Scotch?” I ask. I don’t know a Scotch. Could she be referring to—“Do you mean Rory?” Great. I’ll never stop thinking about him now.  
 
    “Rory?” Caitlin asks. “His real name is Rory? That’s amazing. I’m so calling him that when I see him.” 
 
    “No. You can’t,” I plead. They look at me like I’ve ripped the heads off their Barbie dolls. “He’ll know I talked about him. Please don’t. For me. I know we don’t know each other well, but please.” 
 
    “Okay, we won’t,” Elise readily agrees. My heart grows lighter. “If you tell us why you looked like you’d been kicked in the gut when you saw him this morning.”  
 
    Well, there goes the light heart. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Oh, girl, you so can. We need to know this story.” 
 
    I could fight it. But the fact remains, I don’t know these women well enough to discern if they’re being truthful about ratting me out or blowing smoke up my ass. I sigh and ask, “You promise?” 
 
    Both women nod and give their verbal yeses.  
 
    “We dated a very long time ago.” 
 
    “How long?” Caitlin asks.  
 
    “About eight years. I met him in Lexington when I moved there to take care of my ailing mamaw. He’d only been in the country a few months. I mean, it’s not hard to see why I fell for a man like him,” I ramble on. 
 
    “You fell for him?” Elise leans way close to me like I’ve just given her the best secret she’s ever heard in her life.  
 
    Shoot. Why couldn’t I be more careful with my words? Yet another reason to prove the universe hates me.  
 
    “Yeah. We dated for two years.” 
 
    “What happened?” Elise again. 
 
    “We broke up.” 
 
    “Noooo.” She draws the word out incredulously as she shakes her head. Then, bestowed with powers the moment sperm met egg, to perfect that mom-guilt look that all moms get, she throws a healthy dose of it—the mom guilt—in my direction. And she’s not even my mom, but resist as I might, part of me finds it difficult to deny her an explanation. “No one turns ashy white simply from seeing an ex. Spill, sister.” 
 
    I lean deep in her space, pressing the cart into my stomach to beg. I’m not above begging. I’ll do almost anything not to have to talk about him with them. Only Brighton knows the whole story. “Please, guys, we’re in a liquor store.” My stomach ties itself in knots making me regret this evenings food choice and I become a stupid, teary-eyed mess. “Can’t what I’ve told you be enough?” 
 
    “No way,” Caitlin says. “The very fact that you’re crying in a liquor store after seeing your long-lost ex proves it’s not enough. Nothing will ever be resolved if you don’t talk about it. Trust me, I’ll tell you Duke and my story sometime.” 
 
    “Mine and Beau’s too,” Elise cuts in.  
 
    “Trust me when I tell you there’s nothing to be resolved. Relationships end all the time. It is what it is.” 
 
    This time it’s Caitlin to mete out the mom guilt, raising her eyebrow at me, no words necessary to get me to crack.  
 
    “Fine,” I say on a defeated sigh. “But then I’m leaving.” I clear my throat before continuing. “He asked me to move in with him. I mistakenly thought we were in it for the long haul. I’d been saving money to go to college and when I got accepted to Northern Kentucky, I asked Rory to go with me. He refused, said he wasn’t about that life. It was too domestic. He just wanted to have fun. And that’s why he wanted me to stay with him, so we could continue to have fun.” It took a second for me to rid my mind of that last conversation with Rory after admitting my stupidity. Then I rushed to finish. “I was thinking marriage and family while he was thinking orgies.”  
 
    No, I don’t actually think he wanted orgies, but I’ve made my point—if the way Elise sucks in a sharp breath means anything.  
 
    Caitlin reaches over her cart to grab my hand resting on the cart handlebar giving it a gentle squeeze. Her comforting touch, her earnest ‘I’m sad for you’ eyes, honestly make me tear up yet again. And I take off without even saying goodbye so they don’t see.  
 
    “He’s a good guy,” Elise calls after me. “You should really get to know him again. I think you’ll be surprised.” 
 
    The cashier rings up my purchases and I pay for them, getting out before Caitlin or Elise can jump me in the parking lot or something. I don’t trust those women now. One doesn’t corner an innocent person in a liquor store in polite society. That’s the rub thought, isn’t it? They don’t live in polite society. They’re Lords old ladies through and through despite their outward appearances. I mean, how dare they look professional and nonthreatening when they’re anything but? What gives them the right to come in to the daycare with their adorable kids and be all funny and friendly when that’s a lie? They belong to him. They’re his friends. If I don’t shut them down, I’ll never get out from under the fog of Rory MacGregor. A fog following me for almost a decade.  
 
    I spend a few extra moments sitting in my car in the parking lot, my hands gripping the steering wheel, my head pressed against my hands to decompress before driving back to Brighton’s house. The whole route including stoplights takes only a few minutes. Not only do I have to drink away my encounter with Rory, but now two daycare moms whom I actually liked and now… I can’t. And that pisses me off.  
 
    Brighton takes the brown paper bags from my hands and replaces them by shoving sleep pants and a T-shirt at me right as I walk through the door. “Go get comfortable,” she orders, already having changed into her comfies.  
 
    “Those two Lords daycare moms, I saw them at the store,” I shout to her through the partially open bathroom door.  
 
    “Crap,” she hollers back.  
 
    “They stopped me. Wanted to know about me and Rory.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’re like stalking you, do you?” 
 
    I walk back out to her living room not totally dressed, the tee draping down over my stomach. “Nah.” Since we’re relatively the same size, her shirts pull a little snug across the chest so I avoid her button-downs to avoid button gap and my ass and thighs push the limits of the stitching along the seams of her jeans and trousers but I’m far from spilling out of anything, I tossed my clothes in the hamper inside her laundry closet as I walked down the hallway. I’ll just borrow something of hers to wear tomorrow. “I think it was just coincidence.” 
 
    “Do you think maybe you should look for another job?” she asks from the open kitchen.  
 
    “No way. I’m only a teacher there for a few more months, then I take over as director when Ms. Lockhart retires. The money is too good and there aren’t that many daycares in or around Thornbriar. That means I’d have to commute or move again.”  
 
    “I just got you back. You’re not leaving.” Brighton hands me off a cherry 7 and 7 and kisses my cheek, then taking hers, we walk to the sofa where I plop down, spilling a few drops over the rim of my glass onto my hand. No shame, I lick it off. Wasting even a drop of cherry 7 and 7 could be considered sacrilege. I tuck my legs under me, pull the blanket she left folded on the cushion over my lap and commence with my forget Rory MacGregor plan.  
 
    Several hours later, when I’m much drunker than I should be on a weeknight, Brighton squeezes my knee. “Seriously,” she slurs and because it’s slurred, it sounds more like ‘suriously.’ “Whatcha gonna do about Rory?” 
 
    I shrug. “Don’t really know. But I think it’ll involve making him sorry he ever broke my heart.” 
 
    “Good plan,” she says, her eyes drooping right before she passes out.  
 
    It is a good plan. Screw you, Rory MacGregor. Screw you. 


 
   
  
 

 3. 
 
    Scotch a.k.a. Rory 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You think you can shut that kid up?” One of the crotchetier brothers, Crude, yells at me as I stand in the kitchen measuring formula into bottles. “I’m out here tryin’a get laid. If I wanted to hear that shit, I’d be at home with my own brats and old lady.”  
 
    That pisses me off for three reasons. First, I’m trying here. I’ve had them for two days, he’s lucky I’m doing this well. I didn’t ask for this shite. Second, it’s Saturday and there’s a Lords’ party going on. Some fine pieces showed up tonight. Brothers out there getting laid and I’m making up fucking bottles. Third, he’s a brother, so I’ll refrain from giving him a piece of my mind, but I fucking hate when men don’t respect their women. Ya took her on, ya built a family with her, put a ring on it, ya don’t stick your dick in any other woman. Period.  
 
    He’s a lucky bastard and doesn’t even realize it. How many men who want the love of a good woman can’t find it? Or us stupid shites who thought we had it once upon a time, but it turned out we were just fooling ourselves?  
 
    After it’s cooled enough so as not to burn the little ones’ mouths, I pour the warm water into the bottles, screw on the nipples and shake the ever-loving-shite out of each one before walking them back to my room. A couple pieces approach me on the way until they see what’s in my hand. Then they back off. Best they back off anyway. It’s not like I can bang ’em in my room with the girls there and although I don’t judge the brothers who do, I’ve never been one for pounding pussy over the pool table or the old sofa. I much prefer pussy pounding in private. 
 
    Jesus, you can hear them throughout the whole flipping hallway. I didn’t know babies cried so much. I don’t remember Gun crying so much. But sure enough, there’s Macie, red-faced and screeching. Mollie isn’t far behind. She’s crying, but at least it’s not that dimmable screech of her sister. 
 
    I use the trick Elise taught me, to use one of the blankets balled up to help prop up the bottle, because they’re not big enough to hold the bottles themselves yet. Once they settle and get sleepy, if the bottle slips, the crying’ll just start up again.  
 
    Mollie takes her bottle and quiets right away, whereas Macie, my problem child, refuses to settle. Going off the checklist in my head Elise gave me, I pick her up and bounce her. I kiss her head and try to comfort her. None of it works.  
 
    I pat her diaper and it doesn’t feel too wet. It hasn’t been that long since one of the hot mamas came in to change her; I don’t think anyway. Macie and I walk over to the door. I open it and scan the hallway for Hannah—she’s a hot mama, a dancer at the club and Blood’s unofficial old lady, though the man really needs to get his head out of his arse and make it official because she’s fine as hell and sweet as sugar (though not as fine or sweet as Elise), and best of all, her room is only one down opposite mine. Right now, I’ll take anyone else. The problem is, I don’t see her or anyone else.  
 
    What if she needs to be changed? Is it legal for me to see their parts? How the hell do single fathers do this? Lucky for us, there’s always been a woman around for changing or bath time. Well, until now that is.  
 
    Before I pull my head back into the room, Duke and Caity round the corner into the hallway and he calls out to me. “Need to talk, brother.” 
 
    I wait, holding the door open for the both of them.  
 
    Duke takes Macie from my arms. “She needs changing.” 
 
    “I couldn’t find any women to help,” I admit, shrugging.  
 
    “You have the women change their diapers?” Caity asks. 
 
    “I didn’t know if it was allowed for a single man to change a baby girl’s diaper.”  
 
    Caity bites her bottom lip to keep from laughing at me. Duke shakes his head.  
 
    “Of course yer allowed. Their yer babies. Lay her on the bed. I’ll talk you through it,” he orders.  
 
    I take Macie back from him and lay her down on my bed. She has this purple onesie thing on that doesn’t match the knit cap neither of the babes is allowed off except for bath time, until I can tell them apart—though Mollie seems a bit more mellow. The onesie snaps at the crotch. I unsnap it, then wait.  
 
    “Peel the tabs,” he tells me, and I do. “Good, now grab her feet by the ankles in one hand and lift her butt to pull the wet one away.” 
 
    I do that too. But her bits are covered in an angry red rash. “Is that normal?” I ask Caity. 
 
    She moves past her husband. “No, Scotch. She’s got a diaper rash. Poor baby. No wonder she’s been crying. That’s got to burn.”  
 
    Now I feel awful. She’s been dealing with a rash on her most private bits. “I have this cream Elise had me buy. Should I use that?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says, exasperated. “For goodness’ sake, get it out.”  
 
    I walk over to the dresser where I keep their essentials and pull the unopened box out, then I walk it back over to Caity. “Here.” I offer it over. 
 
    “I’m not doing it. They’re your girls, Scotch.” 
 
    She’s going to make me touch her? Why couldn’t they have been twin boys? At least there are witnesses to prove my innocence should the baby police raid the compound for single men who have seen their daughter’s naked bum.  
 
    Caity stands to my side watching but not offering to help. Before doing anything else, I read the directions on the box.  
 
    It says there’s a foil piece under the cap that needs to be removed first, which I do—or I try to do. Picking with fingernails doesn’t work the ten minutes spent attempting what should be a minor task if the damn aluminum wasn’t spot-welded to the spout.  
 
    Finally, I give up and use my teeth. Macie, for her part, stopped screeching, taking it down to a basic cry.  
 
    I squeeze a big blob of the cold white goop on my fingers to keep enough of a barrier between me and her skin when I start spreading it. Nothing for it. Every red-dotted spot gets a coating. She startles when the chill meets her flaming skin, but it must feel good because for the first time since they’ve been with me, and she’s been awake—Macie stops crying.  
 
    Thank fuck. 
 
    I look to Duke and Caity with my mouth hanging open, shock clearly evident. “She stopped crying,” I say, stating the obvious.  
 
    “Put the dry diaper under her in case she pees,” Caity directs me. “But leave it off for a little while to help her air out and let the ointment begin working.”  
 
    Mid-diaper-under-the-bum slide, Duke gets to what he really came in here for. “The brothers are complainin’.” 
 
    “I know. But she’s stopped now.” 
 
    “They’re sleepin’ in car carriers. You don’t even have proper cribs for ’em. It ain’t good for ’em to be in a biker clubhouse. They can’t lie on the floor to roll and kick.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do? I’ve lived here since I prospected.”  
 
    “We got them trailers on the property. Some are occupied, but we got empty ones, too. Hell, my kids’ got a fuckin’ playground in our backyard and there’ll be other kids to play with as they get bigger.” 
 
    “When do I need to be out?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” He takes a ring of keys from his pocket. “These’re empty. Pick one. Bring me back the rest of ’em. Place’ll be yers long as you wanna live there.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say. Like Trisha said yesterday, this is the brotherhood. The reason we join the club. They have my back. Instead of getting sentimental, I tell him, “There’s this beautiful blue with white trim and a big-as-shite wrapper porch I have my eye on.”  
 
    “That one’s occupied.” He chuckles. Don’t think I ever heard the man chuckle once in all the years I’d known him before Caity came along.  
 
    “Thanks,” I tell him with sincerity.  
 
    “Right,” Caity says. “We have a sitter and I plan on taking full advantage of my husband before the clock strikes midnight and I turn back into a mom. Kids have this uncanny ability to know exactly when you begin to fool around, and that’s the exact time they need a drink, have a tummy ache or had a bad dream.” 
 
    She tugs on Duke’s arm.  
 
    “Night, brother. It seems I gotta go fuck my wife now.” He kisses her and traces his hand down from her cheek to grasp hers. They walk out, leaving me alone with an airing-out, naked-bummed Macie.  
 
    “Ya wouldn’t do that to yar old man, would ya now?” I ask, whispering because she looks to be falling asleep.  
 
    She smiles at me and I know this wee lass means to be trouble.  
 
    Sunday, I pick a nice three-bedroom with yellow siding and white trim for us. Unlike the other temporary singlewides we use when we have to bring families onto the compound for protection or whatever, this one has a small porch rather than a simple stoop and sits the closest to Duke and Caity’s.  
 
    There’s an ugly old sleeper sofa in the living room. Brown and orange flowers printed on whatever prickly fabric they covered sofas in back in the seventies—so whomever left it must have bought the thing at a yard sale. A wooden table with four mismatched chairs between the living room and kitchen, a few plates, mugs and flatware in the cupboards. Other than that, I had my work cut out for me. But at least in here the lasses won’t see something their innocent eyes shouldn’t witness.  
 
    Sunday night the little ones and I camp on the living room floor since we lack any baby bedding and I don’t want them rolling off the sofa sleeper bed to the floor.  
 
    We spent the morning cleaning the carpet, of all things, so they could roll around.  
 
    Bright and early Monday morning, I borrow Duke’s truck to take ’em to daycare. My truck, the one that I bought the day Mollie and Macie came to live with me, just came in. The lot didn’t have any extended cabs, which meant I had to order it.  
 
    Macie goes back to crying about the time I hook her in her car seat. I’ve fed her, changed her, and still, she cries.  
 
    My head is pounding when I bring my girls in and drop the bag on the desk. Frankie walks up to greet us because they’re in her room.  
 
    She checks the bag. “You don’t have enough diapers in here to last the day.” Her tone couldn’t be considered anything other than biting. I could almost deal with the biting tone getting to see her with her hair up in a messy bun, wisps of loose strands framing her face, and in that tight, white T-shirt showing off a hint of skin—one of my favorite places to put my lips when we’d messed around. She was so sensitive there… 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Fuck me.” 
 
    “Don’t curse in here. The children.” 
 
    “Ya know what—” I start but stop myself. She’s right. “I’m sorry. Macie’s favorite pastime is crying. We moved into a place yesterday, but they don’t even have cribs yet, so I had to sleep on the floor with ’em.” 
 
    “You hate sleeping on the floor. Your sinuses.” 
 
    I fucking can’t believe she remembered that after all these years.  
 
    “My head’s killing me. I have to pick up my truck and then I need to sort out a nursery. I didn’t even know I was allowed to touch their bums to clean them off during diaper changing until Saturday when Duke and Caity set me straight. I’d been finding women to do it for me.” 
 
    She throws her head back to laugh. The sound hurts my head thanks to my headache but I refuse to tell her because it’s a glorious sound I haven’t heard in too long.  
 
    Frankie always had the best laugh. I heard her laugh before I ever saw her throwing darts in a bar. Badly. It gave me the perfect excuse to go talk to her.  
 
    “I’m just so fucking—sorry—freaking overwhelmed here.”  
 
    “Doesn’t their mother help out?”  
 
    “No mother involved. Yar about to think I’m a major dick. But the first day I brought them in here was the first day I met them.” 
 
    She furrows her sexy—no, don’t think of her as sexy—her brow, her confusion clear. She is sexy and I’ve missed her. Best fuck of my life. But more than that, I never felt so good about myself as when I was with her. It took a whole brotherhood to give me only part of what this one woman offered—until she took it away.  
 
    “Here’s the worst of it. Their mother showed up at the compound, and I didn’t recognize her. I got a one-night stand pregnant. I mean, I didn’t even remember her name.”  
 
    She folds her arms over her chest, shifting on her hip, clenching her jaw, pursing her kissable lips. A shame because it’s a real judgmental pose and I want nothing more shove my tongue in her mouth. It’s her eyes though, they don’t match the rest of her. If I have to guess—I’ll guess relief. “You’re right—that’s a dick move,” she says. Though I feel like her eyes are giving me my in. And I plan on taking it. One more night with Frankie, how often had I dreamed of that?  
 
    “In my defense, she never tried to contact me. To tell me she was pregnant or that they’d been born.” 
 
    “How could she not tell you?” Judgement gone. Oh yeah, she’s giving me my in if I play this right.  
 
    “That, I have no answer for,” I reply, hefting a baby carrier on the desk instead of keeping Macie on the ground next to my feet. She dropped them off and said they were my problem now.” 
 
    Frankie unhooks Macie, who stills her crying in Frankie’s arms. “Did your mommy not take care of you?” she asks the babe.  
 
    I unhook Mollie and pick her up. She cuddles against my neck. “Yar with me now, little ones. I promise to take care of ya.” 
 
    That’s when a sigh resonates from around the room. I look up from my girl to see half of Frankie’s coworkers staring at us.  
 
    “Listen, if you need help figuring out a nursery, I’d be glad to help. The babies need a room. They need toys and beds.” 
 
    “Thank you, Frankie. Does yar car have a back seat?” 
 
    “Yesss,” she says slowly as if she doesn’t trust me. 
 
    “Would you want to take me, Mollie and Macie to pick up my new truck?”  
 
    She bounces Macie and leans her chin down to kiss the top of her head. “Be here when I get off work at six. I’ll take you to the dealership. We have an extra crib here you can borrow, then Saturday we can drive into the city to find proper beds and whatever else you’ll need. Have you considered a color scheme?” 
 
    “Color scheme? You do remember I’m a biker? We don’t consider color schemes.” 
 
    “Think about it. We can stop at the home store for paint.”  
 
    I’ll think about it tomorrow. The only thing I’ll be thinking about for the rest of the day is how to get her to have dinner with me and getting her out of her panties. If anything can help set my head straight, it’s a night with the beautiful Francesca Cardone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Promptly at six, which I totally didn’t expect, Rory shows up. He smiles. However, it’s not one of his flirty smiles. This one’s genuinely friendly. Before he even asks me a question, he walks over to where the girls are playing on a mat and bends down to pick first Mollie up. He kisses her head.  
 
    Even though he still looks so unsure of himself, I can see he’s trying. Next he bends down to lift Macie into his arms, kissing the top of her head, too.  
 
    “How’re my little ones today? Did ya miss yar old da?” he asks them and I watch as the girls snuggle down against his chest in the same spot I used to snuggle against when we were together. Whether we were in bed after making love or lying on the sofa watching television, that was always his most comfortable snuggle spot.  
 
    Only then does he turn to me. “How’s Macie’s rash?” 
 
    “It’s looking much better. You’ll want to give her a good soaking in the tub when you get home, then reapply the ointment. But you’re doing well.”  
 
    He pops out a surprising laugh. “Well? I’ll be lucky if the lasses don’t end up in therapy. But I can honestly tell ya I’m trying my best here. Seems their mother forgot to drop off the product care manual and maintenance schedule.”  
 
    God, I’m going to have to be careful around this man. With the sincerity shining through his deep, soulful eyes as he shows me a bit of his vulnerability, I have to fight the urge to run my hands through that thick, wavy ginger hair so I can pull his head down to kiss me. We’ve hardly spent any time in the same room, yet he’s bringing back all these old feelings. Feelings I thought I’d long let go of.  
 
    “Should we get going?” I ask, plucking Mollie from his arms because I think he needs a little more one-on-one time with Macie.  
 
    “Yeah, lead the way.”  
 
    I slip the jacket on the baby girl in my arms, then hook her into her car seat, while he takes care of the other. Then he packs up their bag and slings it over his shoulder. He signs the girls out and picks up the carriers.  
 
    When I offer to take one, he waves me off. “I got it, but thanks.” 
 
    Who is this man? My Rory never said thanks for anything other than an amazing orgasm. I always knew he was thankful, but he rarely expressed it, other than with a kiss to the temple. And he never apologized. For anything. Ever.  
 
    We walk out to my car. I bleep the locks. He takes one side while I take the other and we buckle the girls in at the same time. He finishes first, walks around to my side of the vehicle, plucks the keys from my pocket and climbs in the driver’s side, adjusting the seat back before I even have the back door closed. He adjusts the rearview mirror before I take the two steps to smack him on the back of his head for taking my keys. The hardheaded man doesn’t flinch.  
 
    Rory smiles an irresistible smile at me instead, the same one that got him into my pants on more than one occasion when we were younger. Only, back then, I couldn’t have taken my eyes off his pearly whites if I tried. Today, I’m older, wiser, and weary of falling for his charms again, so I force myself to look away. The weird thing is, even though his smile is aimed at me, his gaze is directed across the lot behind me, and it doesn’t match his easygoing demeanor. He’s fixated enough to get me to look over my shoulder, but when I do there’s nothing there aside from the bright red dumpster. When I turn back, his eyes are with me again and Mr. Smooth intercepts my wrist, kisses my knuckle, and orders me, “Get in.”  
 
    And there it is, that Rory-ness. That thing that is simply him. He’s not trying to be slick, he never had to be. He’s just being… Rory. Knowing this, knowing the way he gets to me has always gotten to me, I’d love for someone to let me know why I don’t go running for the hills. Why instead, for some reason that I haven’t figured out yet, I walk around the car—my car—and climb into the passenger seat. It’s ludicrous.  
 
    “What were you looking at?” I ask. “Just then?” Using my thumbs, I shift in the seat to point to the dumpster.  
 
    He shakes his head. “It was nothing—I don’t think anyway. Let’s go get the truck.” Rory starts the car, shifting into gear and rolls out.  
 
    We spend the next fifteen minutes listening to the classic rock station on a volume soothing to the ears of the little girls in the backseat while he drives us to the next town over. The leaves have started changing interspersing with the greenery still clinging to life, that along with the mountains makes this one of the most beautiful stretches of road in the county.  
 
    Staring blissfully out the window gives me time to think. Rory MacGregor and soft decibels doesn’t compute. He always wanted his music loud. The man only fucked to Ozzy. That’s not this man. As he turns into the Dodge dealership, I smile to myself realizing that I don’t know this Rory MacGregor at all.  
 
    “You good with the girls while I get the keys?” he asks, using those clear blue eyes to bore into my soul even if he doesn’t know he’s doing it. Shoot.  
 
    “Yes,” I answer quickly because I need to get him out of the car. How long has he been this new Rory? Years or since the girls came to live with him? Space. Distance. That’s what I need. Space and distance.  
 
    “Why don’t you and the girls follow me back to town afterward,” he says. “Let us take you out to dinner to say thanks. You always liked steak. How about the Roadhouse?” 
 
    This is the point where I should say no. It’s hard to put space and distance between us if I say yes, not to mention unprofessional to go out to dinner with a parent from the daycare. And there’s the little fact that he broke my heart so badly before that I’ve never allowed myself to fall for another man since. But the kindness he shines on me… 
 
    I should say it’s a ride and nothing else. I should say I’ll help him set up a nursery for the girls and nothing else. I should say and do all this, yet even as I think it, I know that’s not going to happen. Not with Rory.  
 
    “Sure.” The word falls from my mouth with ease. “The Roadhouse sounds great.”  
 
    He smiles again, brushes his finger along my cheek, and walks away, leaving me with the girls. About fifteen minutes later, he walks out and jangles the keys. I assume that means he’s ready to leave. I hadn’t even moved back to the driver’s seat yet, which I do. Having to readjust both the seat position, because I couldn’t even reach the pedal, and the mirror. Engine started, I wait.  
 
    Rory climbs behind the wheel of a brand new, giant, silver pickup and rolls out first, with me following close behind him. We make the drive back to Thornbriar and head in the direction of the Roadhouse. My stomach growls in anticipation of a dinner with Rory as much as actual hunger.  
 
    After he parks, I pull up into the spot next to his. We each go for a carrier and walk inside the restaurant looking every bit like the family I wanted with him so many years ago. And even though he’s holding one of the girls, he pulls a chair out for me to set Macie down on, then pulls one for me and finally Mollie before seating himself.  
 
    When the waiter comes to our table Rory orders a beer and me my cherry 7 and 7.  
 
    “Did Elise or Caitlin tell you I like those?” I ask.  
 
    The stilted look on his face tells me he’s taken offense to my question. “Because we didn’t date for two years?” 
 
    “It was a long time ago.” 
 
    “So ya’ve forgotten everything about me? How I like my eggs? My favorite drink? What helps me feel better when I’m sick?” 
 
    Shoot. He’s got me on that. I remember everything. Everything that made up Rory MacGregor during our time together.  
 
    Instead of letting him in on that little secret, because of what it says about me and how much he meant to me, I simply say, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Still eat yar steaks mooing?” he asks as our drinks arrive and he takes it upon himself to order for the both of us. Steaks. Baked potatoes. Onion blooms. Creamed spinach. Salad. Artichoke dip to start. Oh yeah, he remembers everything. 
 
    “No better way,” I respond, and in return, I get his glorious laughter.  
 
    Once the waiter leaves the table Rory takes a pull from his beer and says, “Tell me then, how long ya been here?” 
 
    “A few months now. You remember I’m originally from here.”  
 
    “Aye, I remember,” he says with a head nod. One might think he’s the epitome of composure the way he sits slouched on the chair, one bent arm over the back. Hell, I’d even think that if he weren’t picking at the paper on his bottle of beer, tearing little strips off the label to litter the table. “Ya got a place of yar own or ya staying with Brighton?” 
 
    “You remember Brighton?” Shock doesn’t begin to cover my reaction. I mean, she’s been my best friend my whole life and came up for visits. We’d talked on the phone like every night. But it’s not as if he’d spent oodles of time with her.  
 
    “Hard to forget a woman like Brighton. That woman laughed at fucking everything; so loud I heard her through the phone like she was standing in the room with us. Never met a woman who laughed so much—except when she saw me around town.” 
 
    How do I respond to that? He can’t blame her. She’s mine, therefore, takes my side in breakups. It’s written on the first page of the best friend’s handbook. Not to mention we’re here, having a good time. Anything I say in her defense will lead to an argument. 
 
    Instead, I push a forced smile over my lips and sip my drink, wincing at the pop of fizz going up my nose. “I have a tiny apartment at The Colonies.” 
 
    “Nice complex,” he says. “Expensive.”  
 
    “Expensive is right. But they had a studio available and I needed a place to live. I’d like to eventually buy a house.” 
 
    The waitress drops our appetizer between us and it’s the only reason I can think of to pull my eyes from his, and I need to. My head is so messed up being here, sitting across from him, waiting for our dinners, a scenario that played out so many times in our two years together. 
 
    My heart feels like its racing a million goddam miles a minute. 
 
    After I scoop some of the artichoke dip onto my plate and shove a packed chip into my mouth, that’s when I chance a look at Rory and the look on his face rips a hole in every one of my defense mechanisms. The ones I’d built around my heart since the day Rory crushed it so thoroughly. The ones I kept in place in case I ever ran into him again, and the ones I kept in place to keep other men at arm’s length. He knows what I’m thinking without need for anymore words.  
 
    Maybe I should’ve paid better attention to eating. Without chewing near enough, I swallow too soon and start to choke on the bite. I sip on my water to help force the food down while Rory shoots out of his seat to pat me on the back. Macie startles from the sudden movement shaking the table and scrunches her face up to cry. Up until now both girls had moved between smiling and gurgling, bouncing with baby fist pumps and kicky-legs each time the waiter approached the table to droopy-eyes and nodding off with the lull in activity.  
 
    Each contact from his hand burns a path of embarrassment straight through me, I feel so stupid. They could shove me in a lighthouse to guide ships home, I’m lit up so brightly, and I push up from the table.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I manage to choke out before I fast-walk to the ladies’ room. I seem to be having these moments a lot lately—running from the man I used to love.  
 
    Once I hit the restroom, slamming and locking the door behind me, a horrible sob escapes my throat. I knew when I bolted from the table is wasn’t about embarrassment. It’s what it was always about, what it always will be about. Rory seeing to my needs. Taking care of me. Being a good man and a good father. God, I’m being such a romance movie girl right now. But he hurt me so badly. Coming here was a mistake, but if I go back out there like this, he’ll know how bad he gutted me when he took his love away. He doesn’t get that from me. Never again.  
 
    If I’d meant to him what he’d meant to me, he’d have come after me all those years ago. He’d have held me in his arms and told me how he couldn’t imagine a life without me in it. But he didn’t do any of that. And I know he never would. Now he’s got the girls to love and protect. Club women to scratch his itches and beautiful baby girls to lavish his love upon.  
 
    Okay—so, I have to pull myself together. Calm down. Put a smile on my face. It’s just dinner with an old friend. That’s it. Even I can do dinner with an old friend. It’ll be fine. I bend over the sink to splash cold water on my face. Me and Rory, and two beautiful girls. This was my dream eight years ago. But the more cold water I splash on my face, the more slow, cleansing breaths I take, the better I feel.  
 
    There’s a knock on the bathroom door.  
 
    “Just a minute,” I call, then check my face in the mirror before I go back to the table.  
 
    Life took us un different directions. Remember that, Frankie. This is two old friends catching up. Feeling ready, I unlatch the lock and throw the door open to see Rory holding the girls.  
 
    “Christ, woman. I thought ya were dying in here.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Just embarrassed that I can’t hold my artichoke dip,” I reply, trying to laugh it off, grabbing Mollie from his arms. I couldn’t have felt any stupider standing here if I were naked wearing a crown of chicken feathers on my head.  
 
    “Yeah, well—yar cut off, then.”  
 
    “Come on, princess,” I say to the baby. “Let’s go eat steak.”  
 
    We walk back to the table and I’m able to get through the rest of the meal without being a spazz. The food tastes melt-in-your-mouth incredible, and so long as I keep myself removed slightly, our conversation flows. 
 
    Again, I do my best to avoid looking at him, shooting my gaze over his shoulder when I talk or fussing with the girls when he asks a question. But being back to this is better than being a blubbering mess.  
 
    At the end of the meal while he pays, I begin to bundle the girls in their jackets and hook them in their carriers. Rory said this was a ‘thank you’ meal, so I don’t even offer to pay. Then, once the waitress returns with his credit card and receipt, we’re done. I’ll see him when he brings the girls to daycare, of course. And I had offered to help him fix up the nursery, but that needs to be the extent of it.  
 
    “If you follow me back to the daycare, I’ll help you load that crib. You’ll want two, but it’s big enough to sleep both girls for now. Then you can get off the floor,” I tell him as we walk out to our cars. We pause so I can hold the door open for him as he’s carrying both girls again. Then, once we’re in the parking lot, I take Mollie’s carrier for him so he can fish his keys out and wait as he unlocks and opens the door.  
 
    Rory hefts Macie in first, buckling the baby securely in the back. This man… he blows my mind. He didn’t even have enough diapers that second day when he brought the girls in by himself. Now he’s buckling a baby in the backseat like he’s been doing it for years. “I can’t tell ya how much I appreciate this,” he says, and I swat his words away like they’re nothing.  
 
    Then, because I’m a train wreck of a human being around this man, I hear myself saying, “Well, it’s hard to entertain those club ladies with the babies on the floor.” 
 
    His eyes, I swear, grow three sizes as he chokes back an uncomfortable gasp before they go soft on me, crinkling at the corners. I guess neither of us expected that to come out of my mouth.  
 
    “Frankie,” he says, his voice softens, too and he takes a step forward, lifting his free hand to—I don’t know—touch me, maybe? 
 
    “Whelp.” I cut him off, shoving Mollie’s carrier into his hands between us. “I’ll see you back at the daycare.” I feel completely stupid and overwhelmed by all that is Rory being so close, saying my name in that soft tone I got used to all those years ago. It killed me when I no longer heard it. To hear it now, it’s like I’m having an out-of-body experience. Like I’m not really here right now with the man who shattered my heart into a million tiny pieces, like I’m only watching from the sidelines. I spin to run to my car like the winner that I am—not.  
 
    It takes me a couple minutes to collect myself, sitting behind the steering wheel with my palms pressed to my eyes, shaking. Why? Why do I still let him get to me? This one was completely on me, too. All he did was offer a friendly dinner. I’m the one who can’t let go of things. I kind of hate myself right now.  
 
      I start the car, reverse out of my spot and pull out onto the road with Rory and the girls in their big fancy truck following close behind me. He’s not speeding. He can’t because I’m not speeding and I’m right in front of him. He uses his turn signal; I see that too. My eyes should be fixed on the road ahead of me not watching him in the rearview, but then I’d miss out and I don’t want to miss out on one second of Rory while we still have this time together. Once we get back to the daycare, he goes back to being a daycare dad and nothing more. I owe myself this last little bit of happy.  
 
    With him following all the applicable traffic laws, what I don’t understand is why when we’re about a block from the center, does a pair of red and blue lights flash behind him? 
 
    Rory pulls over. When he does, I do too.  
 
    I know the cop isn’t after me or he would’ve jumped the line to get to me.  
 
    There’re cars that should be whipping past us at thirty-five miles per hour that, I swear, have shifted into neutral to let the wind push the butt-end of their trucks forward in order to get a good looky-loo glimpse of Rory rolling down his window, and I hear him greet the officer. County Sheriff’s Deputy to be exact. “Hello, Deputy—” he appears to read the man’s name tag, then finishes, “Rodrick. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I’m gonna need to see both hands now,” the deputy says back, as if he’s detained a hardened criminal. Not a man on his way home from dinner with his babies in the backseat.  
 
    What? 
 
    Rory moves like he’s reaching for his wallet from his jeans pocket and then picks up papers from the seat next to him. Then he closes his eyes and I’m pretty sure I see him sigh before he drops both hands out the window, pressing them against the metal of the truck. One still holding his license and registration and proof of insurance.  
 
    The deputy takes the papers and walks back to his cruiser. Less than a minute later, he’s back at Rory’s door with his gun drawn—what the hell? This escalated quickly. “Sir, I’m going to need you to get out of the vehicle. It’s been reported stolen.” 
 
    “Stolen?” Rory yells. “I just drove it off the lot not two hours ago.” 
 
    “Sir.” The deputy moves his gun up to Rory’s chest level. “Exit the vehicle.” 
 
    “No need to get upset. I’m getting out now,” Rory says, reaching his hand to open the door from the outside and without thinking, I hop out of my car. The deputy whips his gun between me and Rory.  
 
    “On the ground,” he yells at the sexy biker who’s already started to recapture my heart. “Ma’am, back in your car.” 
 
    “Back in yar car, Frankie,” Rory calls to me as he drops first to his knees, then lays flat on his stomach. His hands flat on the ground above his head. I don’t understand what’s happening. He didn’t do anything wrong. Then I realize that if he’s on the ground, Mollie and Macie are in the truck by themselves. 
 
    “The babies,” I protest.  
 
    “What babies?” the deputy asks. 
 
    “They’re in the backseat,” Rory answers. He’s so much calmer than I’d be in this situation if I were alone.  
 
    The deputy peers into the back of the truck. “Whose babies are they?” he demands.  
 
    “Ours.” I find myself lying because Rory has no family here in the states. Whatever’s happening, those girls don’t need to be caught in the crossfire. With him in lockup, the next call would be CPS. I can’t let them end up with Child Protective Services. They’ve already been through enough with their mother abandoning them.  
 
    Rory twists his head to look at me, but I refuse to look him in the eyes, fearing what he might be thinking of me right now. As far as I know, the Lords are clean—well, cleanish. And I could certainly be his alibi since I was there when he picked the truck up.  
 
    “Why he got ’em instead of you?” The more the deputy speaks, the more weasel-like he sounds. The man seriously talks through his nose. Not to mention, hello? Can anyone say the most sexist comment I’ve ever heard? Because women are always supposed to have the kids? 
 
    The one benefit to his comment is that it gives me the chance to think up a plausible excuse. “His weekend,” I answer. 
 
    “Get back in the car. Wait ’til I tell you it’s okay, then you can get your kids.”  
 
    “Yes, deputy.” I do exactly as he orders, climbing back in my car until the jackass has Rory handcuffed, pulling him up from the ground by the handcuffs behind his back, not even bothering to place his hand onto Rory’s bicep to help him stand. I don’t know enough about police procedure to know if any of this is legal, but it feels wrong, a bit over the top, cruel and unusual.  
 
    Once he has Rory locked in the backseat, the deputy, with his gun still drawn, motions me out of my car. I walk slowly so as not to startle him until I reach the driver’s side door, which is still open, to unlock the back doors. Then, as fast as I can, I pull each girl’s carrier and hoist their diaper bag over my shoulder.  
 
    My entire body shakes, no matter how many slow breaths I try or swallows I take. No one has ever pointed a gun at me before, and he won’t put that ugly piece of steel away, using it instead of his hand to shoo me back to my car. And with baby carriers in my hands. As I walk the fifty steps back to my car, I try to angle the girls in front of my body the best I can in case he discharges that weapon, it’ll hit me and not them.  
 
    With Mollie and Macie hooked safely in my backseat, I do something that I never in my life thought I’d ever do and head for the Brimstone Lords compound.  
 
    Situated several miles outside of town, cut out of the side of an incredibly tall hill, it’s never been a secret, their location. Out of the way, sure. But never a secret.  
 
    A large chain-link fence with a two-car width chain-link gate on rollers keeps the unwanted from getting in. A young, hottish guy wearing a black leather vest halts me.  
 
    “I need to see Duke Ellis,” I tell the kid, who scoffs.  
 
    “What you need is to turn this wreck around and head back down the mountain.” 
 
    Number one, my car isn’t a wreck. It’s only two years old. Number two, we don’t have time for this highly entertaining—not—banter. “Please call him or Caitlin if she’s home. Tell them Frankie Cardone is here and it’s an emergency.”  
 
    “Listen, I told you—” Whatever he’s about to say he can shove up his ass. I see a man mounting his bike and it’s one of the men who’ve come in to pick up Gunner or Diesel when their parents are working late. I hop out of the car, waving my hands in the air as I call out to him. There’s nothing ish about him. This guy is hot with a capital H. All that sumptuously dark hair, and deep soulful eyes darker than his hair. If I was five years younger… I have to stop myself from going down that road. What I need is to get his attention. Shoot if I can’t remember his name. 
 
    “Hey…” I call out. “Hey there…”  
 
    “Miss Frankie?” he hollers back.  
 
    “Yes,” I shout. Thank god. “Yes, it’s Miss Frankie. I need to see Duke Ellis; it’s important.”  
 
    “For god’s sake, Dutchy, let her in.” 
 
    The man at the gate, Dutchy, rolls open the gate to allow me inside. As I drive onto the property, I see Duke make his way out of a pretty home with a white wraparound porch. I stop my car not too far from him and jump out.  
 
    “Jesus, Miss Frankie?” he asks, staring at me with surprise written all over his gruffly handsome face. “What the fuck you doin’ here? Weren’t you s’posed to be havin’ dinner with our man Scotch?” 
 
    “Scotch?” I ask. “You mean Rory? Yes. We had dinner.” I don’t know that I’ll ever get used to people calling him ‘Scotch.’ “He picked up the truck today. We had dinner. Then out of nowhere, a Sheriff’s Deputy pulls him over, draws his gun, says the truck was stolen, then put Rory in the back of the cruiser.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he says, wiping his hand over his hair. “The babies?” 
 
    “With me. I lied—said they were mine and it was his visitation.”  
 
    “Good call. Take ’em into the house. Doc’s in there with the kids.” This he says to me before turning to the guy whose name I can’t remember. “Hero,” he says to him. Hero, that’s right. Seriously—drop dead gorgeous. Remember Frankie, no other man will ever be Rory. But boy, if any man could get me over Rory, it would be him. One look at Hero and I’m ready to flirt my ass off.  
 
    “On it,” Hero calls back, running into the clubhouse. Duke mounts his bike and takes off, not quite like a bat out of hell.  
 
    After unhooking each girl from the seat restraints, we walk up to the blue house. My mind is spinning. Caitlin Brennen-Ellis looks every bit like the wife of a biker when she throws open the door. Tight, white Harley tank and painted-on jeans. Her hair is tied in a knot on top of her head. She is straight up badass.  
 
    “Frankie?” she asks, then her eyes drop to Mollie and Macie and her voice drops. “This can’t be good.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5. 
 
    Rory 
 
      
 
      
 
    Duke, Boss, and Chaos, along with Sgt. Tommy Doyle of the Thornbriar Police Department have been here for fucking hours as we wait for them to release me. I bought the truck. I have the paperwork. Deputy Dipshit continues to live up to that moniker by continuing to be a total dipshit, dragging his feet until he hears back from the dealership, which closed hours ago.  
 
    Thank god Frankie had been with us. Though her getting out of her car when a man had a gun drawn wasn’t smart and we’ll be discussing that when I get out of here. But the fact that she didn’t panic and had the presence of mind to drive to the compound—I’m sitting in a jail cell for no goddam reason, yet I can’t wipe the smile off my face. She told the deputy they were our girls and got them to safety.  
 
    How many other women would’ve even gotten involved let alone thought so fast on their feet? 
 
    Since the men are already here, but I’m still due my one phone call, I use it to call Caity, as I don’t have Frankie’s cell, something I mean to rectify as soon as I get home. Hopefully she’ll still be there, though if she’s not, I understand. It’s getting late and she has to work tomorrow.  
 
    “Hello?” Caity answers.  
 
    “Are my girls with you?” I ask without pretense.  
 
    She laughs into the line. “All three of them.”  
 
    “Then I must have the wrong number because I swear I only have two.” 
 
    “She’s been here for hours. Since she doesn’t want to scare the girls, she’s decided to stay the night.” Caity must cover the phone because it becomes muffled, but I hear her say to her daughter, Jade, “Yes, sweetheart. You can change Mollie if she needs it.” 
 
    Scare the girls? They’ve lived on the compound since Thursday. In the trailer since Sunday. More like she doesn’t want to admit she’s scared to go home. Frankie never could admit when she was scared. It was always a guessing game with her. I laugh under my breath at Frankie thinking she could get away with her antics. Then I laugh more picturing little Jade changing my baby girl and actually missing changing her myself. Mollie’s little smile. The way she watches me as I clean her up, with those wide, innocent eyes. I’m fucked, totally fucked, and it’s all those wee babes’ fault. How the hell did a brother of the Lords end up missing wiping an ass? And I can’t believe that Frankie is willing to stay for my lasses.  
 
    Caitlin’s voice is clear again, but it drops to a whisper. “What I think, Rory MacGregor”—she’s been talking with Frankie, all right—“is that if you want three instead of two, then don’t fuck this up.” 
 
    Christ, what has Frankie been saying? “Can you put her on the line?” 
 
    “Sure. Hang on.”  
 
    The phone rustles and then I hear Frankie’s soft, “Hello?”  
 
    “Hey, Frankie.” I only have a minute left, so this has to be quick. “The girls okay?” 
 
    She sighs and I can hear the smile when she says, “They’re fine. Sleeping.” 
 
    “Thank you for getting Duke here.”  
 
    “Oh, Rory,” she says my name and sniffles.  
 
    “Shh…” I try to comfort her and it’s frustrating not being able to hold her to do it. My Frankie always felt better in an emotional situation when I was able to hold her to get her through it. It wasn’t a hardship.  
 
    “A-Are you okay?” she hiccups as she asks.  
 
    “Yeah. No tears now. I’ll be fine. Home tonight, I’m sure. I need to make sure you—” The phone cut off. Dammit! 
 
    A deputy leads me back to my cell and I lie down on the hard, wooden bench now picturing Frankie with my girls and ruminate on what Caity said. If I wanted three instead of two… Frankie is old lady material if any woman ever was. Then there’s the fact that no one can deny that she still has feelings for me. Sniffling on my behalf? If she didn’t care, I guarantee there’d be no sniffling from Francesca Cardone.  
 
    Hours pass with my brothers and Tommy trying to get me out. Middle of the fucking night they finally let me go. My truck I’ll have to pick up from impound when it opens. For now, they had a prospect drive Duke’s truck down. Even though I’ve been in lockup all night, I’m exhausted and I just want my girls.  
 
    I pull into Duke’s spot, cut the engine, and hand him the keys. Caity steps out wearing a satiny robe that shows off her figure. Our prez is a lucky man.  
 
    She kisses her man before anything and then looks to me. “Frankie took the girls home.” 
 
    Lifting my eyebrows, I ask, “Home?” Because I don’t know her address.  
 
    Immediately, she shakes her head. “Your home. We piled the kids in my truck and went to get the crib. They were missing their home and toys.” 
 
    “Thanks, Caity.” I turn to walk back to my trailer when Duke stops me. 
 
    “Yer off tomorrow. Already got Shifty to swap days,” he says to me, though he’s not looking my way. Who could blame him? With his old lady in that robe, hair mussed with sleep? If Frankie doesn’t have a satin robe, she needs one.  
 
    “Thanks, brother.” I take off on a jog to get home.  
 
    When I open the door, Frankie is sound asleep on the old pull-out sofa. After locking the door, I sneak through the living room to the girls’ room. Mollie and Macie lie sleeping, sharing a crib. They’re snuggled next to each other, holding hands under the soft, wide-weave yellow blanket. They look so peaceful.  
 
    Carefully, I bend in to kiss first Mollie’s and then Macie’s head. Macie moves a little but settles back to an even sleep.  
 
    I pull off my boots first, ripping my shirt over my head while walking back into the living room. Last to go are my jeans before lifting the blanket and sliding into bed next to Frankie. The first time in eight years. And I can’t help it, I roll into her. She sighs as she snuggles back into me. Her warmth puts my body at ease the way only she ever had the power to do, working out the ache in my muscles from spending hours on a hard bench and if I’m being honest, working out the ache somewhere else, too. This woman was my everything and now here I am, lying next to her again. Once I know she’s not waking up, I drop my arm over her waist in the exact spot I used to rest it when we lay in bed, press my groin against her sumptuous ass, and drift off to sleep.  
 
    The alarm on her phone goes off way too fucking early, and she screams the softest scream I’ve ever heard when she sees me lying next to her. I prop myself up on an elbow and use the hand on that arm to push the hair from my face because I still have my other hand splayed across her stomach with no plans to move it until she forces me.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” she bites out. 
 
    “Told you I’d be home middle of the night.” Even bleary-eyed, she’s the most beautiful woman in the world—and I’ve traveled the world.  
 
    “But you’re in bed with me.”  
 
    “Yeah, it’s my bed, at least until I get some real furniture up in here. Where exactly did ya expect me to sleep?” 
 
    “Jail,” she snaps.  
 
    “Have to say…” I pause to chuckle. “This is much better.” 
 
    “Rory.” She uses the tone as she shifts to look at me.  
 
    I know that tone and press my hand to cover her mouth. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “I’m here for the girls,” she tries to protest, but I know better, even if she doesn’t for now. And if she doesn’t, then it’s my job to make her see the light.  
 
    “Yar here for more than just that and ya know it.” 
 
    “Okay… you did nothing wrong. He pulled you over for no reason. I didn’t want you losing custody of the girls because I’m guessing he saw your vest through the window.” 
 
    “First, it’s a cut,” I correct her. An old lady needs to know these things. “Second, Rodrick has it out for the Lords. He’s been harassing the brothers for a while. Don’t know his game yet, but I trust that motherfucker about as far as I can throw him. Still, this is a sparsely populated county and he can get away with shite that would be harder to get away with in the bigger ones with more people.” 
 
    “But how can that be? I mean, I know I said he saw your vest through the window, even I had a hard time convincing myself of that. It was just the only thing I could logically come up with.” 
 
    “He saw me with ya. Today… at the daycare. When ya asked what I was looking at, it was him. He was watching us. I didn’t wanna scare ya so I blew it off. Now, I still don’t wanna scare ya but ya need to know. And I told ya, it’s a cut not a bloody vest. That’s important.”  
 
    “Cut, whatever.” She swats my words away and the motion dislodges my hand from her stomach. “There are more important things going on right now.” And I can’t help think there’s double meaning in that as she glances down quickly and her cheeks pink. Christ, she wants my hand back. I want my hand back. Before she can pretend she doesn’t want it, I drop my hand back in its rightful place and press slightly to make my point.  
 
    “Right, lass—” I’m about to lay down the law, tell her how it is now and how it’s going to be for us from this point on, when she licks her bottom lip. It glistens in the low light and I’m not a strong enough man to resist those plump lips when they’re wet. Never have been. Whether she forgot or subconsciously did that shite on purpose, I bend in to take her lips hard, tugging that bottom wet one into my mouth. She opens hers wider to gasp, which I capture while forcing my tongue inside her mouth to taste her.  
 
    Eight years since I’ve tasted this woman. And even only having just woken up, morning breath on the menu, she’s Frankie. My Frankie. She tastes exactly as I remember and even better at the same time. I taste hints of age and wisdom. Of life experiences. Want. Need. Hesitance. It’s all there as I continue to press harder against her.  
 
    She moves one hand to the back of my neck to grip my hair at the nape and pull me down as she lies back on the pillow. When she moans it’s soft and elongated and the sound moves through me to stop at my cock, a cock that wants this woman again as much as the rest of me.  
 
    Her back arches, tilting those beautiful breasts my way, her hard nipples protruding through the T-shirt, my T-shirt, that she’s wearing. It’s been too long since I’ve been laid. Even though it hasn’t actually been that long, it wasn’t with Frankie, and I can’t resist her, moving my body over hers to situate between her thighs. I suck one pert nipple in my mouth through the thin shirt and grind my hardened length against her panties.  
 
    Oh, fuck. Frankie. She widens her legs to accommodate me better and arches her back to a point I think it has to be almost painful. I take her other nipple in my mouth, continuing to rub the first until I can’t take it anymore and move my hand down her satiny skin to dip below the elastic of her panties. Her moan as I split her lips would’ve had me coming in my boxers if I’d still been sixteen. As a reward, I glide my finger through the wetness and press down when I’ve found her clit.  
 
    I swear her eyes roll back in this sort of euphoric reverie as she silently writhes beneath me, and I move my thumb to replace my finger on that magic little fun button in order to dip my two fingers inside her, the way she always used to like. Apparently, that’s one move too many. When her eyes pop open and she pushes me off her, I know I’m screwed in ways I don’t want to be.  
 
    I’m so fucking hard with Frankie so fucking wet. The memory of her moans still echoes in my ears. Her hot, heaving breaths tell me she wants this just as much as I do.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I ask, my voice low and raspy. I swallow hard because I fucking want to touch her again like I don’t remember even wanting to touch her the first time we were together. Because this time I know—I know—how good it can be, how incendiary we were together and with age and experience on our sides the potential we have’ll be off the fucking charts. The memories of this woman, the woman of my dreams, shuffle like a playlist through my head as I stare into her gorgeous eyes, guiding me to an edge I desperately want to leap over.  
 
    “We can’t, Rory.” 
 
    “Oh, I think we can,” I tell her, forcing a chuckle.  
 
    “I can’t. Not again.” She swallows hard. “Not ever again. You broke my heart. Crushed it. I don’t trust you.”  
 
    Tears roll over her cheeks and as much as I want to comfort her, I find myself pushing away instead. I broke her heart? This woman fucking crushed my soul, yet here I am, trying for a second chance. How can she even utter those lies? For Christ’s sake, I asked her to move in with me. There wasn’t a woman before or since that I felt close enough to live with. I fucking couldn’t wait to get away from my own mother. But Frankie? She’d been my everything.  
 
    “Not exactly as I remember it, lass.” Shit. This morning started so sweet. I sit up to turn my back to her, my feet to the floor. My dick is so hard, it pains me pressing against my boxers. Elbows to knees, I press the palms of my hands to my eyes.  
 
    “Not how you remember it?” she asks, though it’s more of an accusation, and she tries to take steadying breaths. “I wanted you to come to Cold Springs with me. I had visions of a home and family,” she cries. “And all you wanted was a plaything. ‘Easy pussy.’ Weren’t those the words you used? We move in together and you could have pussy any time you wanted. And I could have your cock.” 
 
    Goddammit. I’d said that. Exactly that. But I’d not meant it the way she took it. The woman came from a fucked-up broken home. I’d come from an even more fucked-up home. She’d been scared to take the next step with me because of those demons haunting her. Frankie loved my cock. She’d used those exact words on too many occasions. ‘Rory, I love your cock.’ I heard that every time I moved inside her. She’d be lying if she said I didn’t love her pussy as I was inside her more than I wasn’t when we were alone together, back then. Making dinner, I’d bend her over the table to fuck her. Watching a movie, I’d split her legs and shove inside. Hell, I remember times when she’d only just step inside my apartment when I’d unzip her pants, spin her around, and take her against the closed door.  
 
    Frankie was made for me. Always ready to take me. As much sense as we made while fucking, we made equal sense when we weren’t fucking. Goddammit, this woman was my best friend. The good. The bad. Everything in between. If it happened, she was the first one I wanted to tell.  
 
    But the further she went in school the less she involved me in our life together. Making decisions instead of talking things out with me. We had a life in Lexington. By the time she’d ended us, she’d been finishing up her two years at Bluegrass Community College. We both had jobs. I’d felt like she was pulling away because we were getting too close, but I’d wanted everything with her. Fucking ready to put a ring on her finger. Then the next thing I knew, she was informing me she was attending Northern Kentucky in the fall. No discussion. No applying to universities closer to where we lived. She was going and I could come if I wanted. That was the moment I knew where I stood with her.  
 
    With all this mess running through my head, I guess I stay silent too long, feeling her weight leave the bed. “Francesca Cardone, sit your arse back down before I pull you over my lap and spank it good and hard for the nonsense ya pulled.” 
 
    All this time wasted—for what? 
 
    She gasps and says, “You don’t get to tell me what to do.” But she does it, sitting her arse back down. 
 
    “I was crazy about ya. Don’t pretend now that ya didn’t know, woman,” I grumble because I’m feeling ten kinds of stupid right now. Her response is to keep quiet. Good. Because I have things to say and she’s not leaving here until we’re on the same page again. “All that shite you thought could’ve easily been cleared up if you’d just have called me on it. Told me what ya were thinking.” 
 
    “You let me go,” she says. “I got into a good school to better my future—our future and you just let me go.”  
 
    “Woman, tell me ya didn’t say that. By not even mentioning ya’d applied to that fucking school, ya told me how ya thought of us. And not once did ya ask me to move. ‘I’m getting an apartment’, that’s what ya said. So, tell me how I was supposed to act any different?”  
 
    When she opens her mouth, I’m prepared for her to argue but she doesn’t. No, she begins to fucking giggle when I’m being fucking serious here. Giggle? What’s worse, I love the sound, miss the sound. “What’s funny?” I demand to know. 
 
    “I forgot how strong your accent becomes the more you get worked up.” 
 
    The more I get worked up? Jesus, this woman’s going to be the death of me. None of that other shite matters now. We got a second chance here and we’re taking it. Don’t care if I gotta drag her along with me kicking and screaming. We’re taking it. “Yar mine.”  
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask, raising my eyebrow at her in my ‘I’m not fucking around’ way she wouldn’t have forgotten. “I’ll give you a second to rethink that conclusion.”  
 
    “God, were you always this bossy?” 
 
    “If I wasn’t, then I should’ve been.” 
 
    Her gaze travels from my eyebrow to my lips and then she licks her lips nervously before she looks away. She was an active participant in the aftermath of when it happened a few minutes ago. It takes everything I’ve got to not let it go there again, but we can’t go there again until we get this bullshite hashed out. Though, our separation proves too much and I stand to walk around the bed, kneeling in front of her to put us at eye level—so she knows I mean business—and I grip her arms. “Frankie,” I say gently. “Yar mine, lass. Ya know it. The fact that ya showed here instead of heading home proves it.” 
 
    Frankie places a hand to each of my cheeks and looks me in the eyes. “Miscommunication or not, you broke my heart.” When I open my mouth to protest, she moves one hand over to cover my mouth. “Please, Rory. Let me finish. How I remember it, no matter if it’s right or wrong, is that you broke my heart. I’m scared to go back there with you. Mollie and Macie are so precious. The more I’m with them, the deeper I fall in love with them. What happens if we lose our way again? It’s not just us. You’ve got girls to think about. Girls who can’t be getting attached to every woman you bring around, only to have that woman ripped away from them, too.” 
 
    That’s unfair and pisses me off. “Francesca, I would never put those girls in the way of hurt, and ya damn well know it. I would never put you in the way of hurt, either. I’ll give ya time to get to know me again, but I’m never letting go. This is it, so ya best get used to the idea. Yar mine. Period.”  
 
    She closes her eyes to breathe in and out, slowly centering herself. And surprising the hell out of me, she bends in to kiss me. A sweet, tender press of her lips that reignites my love for her in spite of all this who-hurt-whom past crap, a love that might have settled to burning embers over the years we were apart but was never extinguished. Could never be extinguished. Not even someday when in death we do part.  
 
    Oh yeah, she’s definitely my old lady.  
 
    Frankie moves her lips away to search my face, running her thumb down the scar that cuts through my eyebrow. Something new since the last time we were together. The remnant of a bad decision made from a wild broken heart and the abandoning of senses to follow. When she left, I didn’t care what happened to me and I predictably found trouble.  
 
    Then she moves her fingers to the scars on my chest. “What did you get yourself into, Rory?” she asks, but she’s not really asking. More wondering out loud.  
 
    I have a few more of those. Bullet wounds. Life tumbled into a never-ending pit of booze, women, and hard living after she left. I’m not the same Rory she fell in love with the first time. Self-destructive Rory took over, leading me down a path that was sure to end my life if I hadn’t found the brothers. Sometimes I ran my mouth on drunken bravado, sometimes I took offense when someone else did. And some of those women weren’t exactly single.  
 
    Fuck, I’m not proud of that time in my life. I’m not in a hurry to let her know just how badly it tore me up when she left. That knowledge gives her power and despite how badly I want her again and know she’s mine, I’m not ready for her to wield that power over me.  
 
    “I’ll tell ya anything you want to know, but not right now,” I whisper and close my eyes, pressing my nose to her cheek. “Don’t want to scare you, lass.” She was right. As I calmed down, my accent rescinded.  
 
    A pained expression on her beautiful face, she bites down on her bottom lip this time, thankfully learning not to lick it. “You scare the hell out of me, Rory MacGregor.” 
 
    “But you still love me,” I tease, hoping to elicit a reaction, in the affirmative if being honest.  
 
    “What am I going to do with you?” she asks, bending in to take my mouth again. We press our foreheads together, then as she holds my face and she swallows. “I have to go to work.” 
 
    “But yar coming back here?” What is she thinking? God, I can’t lose her again.  
 
    “I’ll bring the girls with me.” 
 
    That’s not a fucking answer.


 
   
  
 

 6. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rory and the girls arrive at my apartment complex first thing in the morning. It’s Saturday, the Saturday after he’d been arrested by that jerkwad Rodrick and I promised Rory a nursery. They get me because we need his truck to haul our bounty home and I certainly plan on hauling back a bounty. What can I say? I’m a woman. I love to shop. And what’s better to shop for than baby stuff? 
 
    Answer: Nothing.  
 
    There is nothing better. Not shoes. Purses. Clothing for ourselves.  
 
    He looks gorgeous sitting behind the wheel idling in the parking lot in front of my building, having texted me when they arrived so he didn’t have to unhook Mollie and Macie, and it was the right call. Through the windshield I can see he’s got on one of those skintight because his muscles are so big, thermal Henleys under his leather cut. It’s black, just like his cut and I’d be willing to bet that he’s got bootylicious black jeans on too. Rory tends to like his black clothing.  
 
    “Donuts?” he askes when I slid in the front seat next to him. I don’t even have the door closed yet, but my tummy answers for me in the form of a growl. I answer him anyway. 
 
    “Donuts sound amazing. I am so in the mood for Long Johns.”  
 
    “Ya do like your cream filling,” he jokes with me and I roll my eyes at his inference. Ever since I let him tackle my mouth with his tongue, he’s been trying to get me to recreate that morning. Though he won’t recrate it. I think he’s waiting on me, which I actually think is a super sweet gesture. I’m just not ready yet. Hopefully I’ll be ready sooner than later because Rory’s lips are magic. Pure unadulterated magic.  
 
    And he’s getting to me, too.   
 
    I mean, he’s Rory, how could he not?  
 
    We roll out of the lot onto the street and head in the direction of this new donut shop Glazed and Confused, it’s only been open for a few months but I think they’ll be around for a long time. Only a five-minute drive from my house, it’s early enough that the line isn’t long at the drive-thru. I order a large coffee with two creams and a stevia. He takes his with cream and no sugar because he’s going to eat donuts. But what kind of person drinks coffee without sweetener? Serial killers, that’s who. The Rory of ol’ didn’t drink unsweetened coffee.  
 
    I narrow my eyes at him and then at his cup and snarl, “I don’t even know who you are.”  
 
    He bursts out laughing loud enough to startle the babies who’d fallen back asleep from the car ride. 
 
    It takes us an hour and a half to reach Lexington and when we do all the good memories come pouring back. I’m surprised he remembers all the old haunts, but he drives us past several locations, pointing them out and starting every sentence with, “remember when we…”  
 
    Yeah, oh hell yeah, I remember. I remember everything about our time together. The best seven hundred and thirty days of my life until they weren’t.  
 
    We finally turn in to the parking lot of the mall and park. Rory backs that massive machine into the spot. Backs it in. Showoff. He needs one of those double strollers, something I plan to rectify once we get inside our destination, a store called Baby Central. Until then, we each carry a baby carrier inside and rent one of the mall’s double strollers. It’s big and clunky but works for the time we need it to work.  
 
    “Ready?” I ask before heading inside Baby Central. Rory peers through the glass doors and through the windows, beyond the window displays to the pandemonium inside, slowly shaking his head no. “It’s their Columbus Day sale,” I tell him. “It’s like a Black Friday event. The sales are crazy.” 
 
    “How would ya know that?” he asks.  
 
    “Commercials, duh.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “Rory, I work at a daycare. A daycare that accepts infants. Infants, along with children of all ages, require all kinds of things. Not to mention what we keep on hand for when a parent inevitably forgets something crucial like diapers or wipes. Can’t leave a baby marinating in their own stench all day, now can we?” 
 
    “I s’ppose not,” he answers, then sighs a resigned sort of sigh. “Right, I’m ready. Let’s do this.”  
 
    And we do.  
 
    Our first stop is in the baby clothes section to begin filling our cart with all the necessities involved with raising baby girls. It’s a clothing extravaganza. I’ve found my happy place. That being standing beside Rory with two beautiful baby girls to shop for. That’s also when we decide to split the colors. Totally my idea. In all honesty, the man looks to be one frilly dress away from total nuclear meltdown.  
 
    Because they look so much alike, in order for people who aren’t around them often enough to tell them apart, Mollie gets the colors pink, yellow, and green for her wardrobe choices. While Macie gets purple, orange, and blue.  
 
    The first thing I pick out is a puffy-sleeved layered dress with more frills and bows than should probably be legal. It comes with a matching headband, also with a big bow, available in both pink and purple. I squeal and do my own mini version of a touchdown dance.  
 
    The dress I lift from the rack is the pink one. “This will look so cute on Mollie!”  
 
    Rory doesn’t even have to speak in order to convey his disagreement on that point. He stares at the dress like I’m holding a rock of airplane sewage in my hand.  
 
    “What?” I ask, sort of pouting. Okay, really pouting. “It’s cute.” 
 
    “The lassies have a fucking Lord for a dad.” And then he yanks the hanger from my hand, hangs the dress back on the rack, rather roughly if you ask me, and begins pushing the stroller to a different section of the store. “We don’t do frills in the MacGregor house,” he grouses.  
 
    He means every word. I know he does. That doesn’t stop me from chuckling because he’s right. What kind of self-respecting biker dresses his girls in frills, ruffles and bows? Since shopping is my middle name, all I need are the parameters he wants me to stick within. We stop in front of, believe it or not, baby Harley tees, jeans and the sweetest little leather jackets.  
 
    “Badass baby chic,” I whisper, and I go wild.  
 
    From clothing we walk along the back wall of the store, the area with all the cribs, dressers, rocking chairs and all other manner of furniture one might need for a nursery. Rory splurges for two new cribs instead of one—deciding to give back the one from the center—because both his babies get new, he says. He decides that they need the matching changing table, and also purchases a dresser, a rocking chair, a table with a table lamp, and a bookshelf so he can read to them. All painted black. All slick, badass pieces.  
 
    Yes, this biker decides he’s going to read to his babies at night. Read to his babies at night? Ovaries go boom! 
 
    Once we finish with Baby Central, we load the girls back in the truck, heft all the large boxes from the roller cart we’ve rolled to stop by the bed of his truck, into said bed and I climb in the cab with the girls while he takes the cart back up to the store. There’s a light breeze out, but it’s an otherwise sunshiny, happy day.  
 
    It’s a beautiful Saturday. We’re both in a good mood and even Macie is gurgling and smiling instead of the crying she’s prone to. That’s why I convince him to stop at the closest home store.  
 
    Oh boy, don’t get me started on the home store. Rory really should’ve considered this one longer before we walked in, using the brand-new double stroller we bought at the last store. It’s not like it’s my fault the man disregarded the fact that I was an art minor in college. And okay, so I might get a little carried away when we hit the paint aisle. But baby nursery. Do I need to say more? 
 
    Apparently, I do.  
 
    “Christ, woman,” he grumbles, clearly exasperated, and he huffs in annoyance as he throws out a hand to the cart. “Are ya planning on buying out the whole fucking store?” I mean, he’s not wrong. We have five gallons of paint—cotton candy pink, lavender, sky blue, grass green and sunshine yellow. Then at least seven pints with various accent colors.  
 
    “Not the whole store,” I hedge, picking up a couple more small cans of paint. “But the gallons are the primary colors and the pints are the accents. You need accents or what are we doing this for?” 
 
    Right then, Mollie gives us a delightful squeal and grabs for Rory’s finger resting close to her carrier. He looks down at his girl, sighs instead of huffing, and says, “Do what you need to do.”  
 
    I swear my body goes into total organ failure as my heart melts and my ovaries simultaneously detonate for the second time in one day, falling to the bottom of my womb in a million tiny fragments of desire for the sexiest Scotsman in the state of Kentucky.  
 
    From there, the rest of the day goes easy. We move to a section of the store selling curtains and bedding. Women stop us to talk sweetly at the girls. Babies always garner attention, but with twin babies, it’s like they’re celebrities. Even men, especially the old guys with fifty thousand grandkids stop us to make faces at the girls. And the girls give back, giggling, squeaking and babbling.  
 
    More than once we’re told we have a beautiful family. I wish more than anything that we do. But in reality, I know that we don’t. He does. I’m just a willing participant taking what I can get of them while I can get it. It makes me sad, but I won’t let it get me down. Not when we’re having this much fun.  
 
    Though, even fun has its limits. And even good girls go bad as Mollie does when we hear a squirting sound coming from her posterior and this caustic smell permeates the air. Rory looks at me like he expects me to take her.  
 
    I hold out the diaper bag to him and half laugh, half say, “It appears your daughter needs a change.”  
 
    He rips the bag from my hand, slinging it over his shoulder in order to pick Mollie up. Holding her under her armpits with his arms outstretched, her little legs dangling, griping under his breath at her and at me as he stomps off toward the bathroom. 
 
    “They have a family restroom here,” I call after him.  
 
    In response, Rory holds Mollie up high enough for me to see him flip me the bird, and I throw my head back laughing.  
 
    The man is getting better at the whole changing thing because he’s back with us, Mollie in different clothing than she went in with, after only ten minutes. “I had to trash the pants and onesie,” he informs me. “There was a gooey racing stripe up her back.”  
 
    Oh yeah, he’s getting to me.  
 
    I take the girls back out to the Truck to get them situated in their carriers while he pays for the paint, curtains and bedding. Then, in another surprise move, Rory stops at a discount store, runs inside, then comes back out carrying a blanket.  
 
    “What’s this for?” I ask, pointing at the blue microfiber. 
 
    “You’ll see,” he says. And it’s true, I definitely do see when he stops at a local deli to grab us sandwiches, chips, pickles and sodas to go. We eat them at a park on the blanket he spread out for us to sit on, letting the girls stretch out until we pick them up to feed them as we listen to a free concert.  
 
    A biker took us on a picnic.  
 
    Sooner than I’d like, the concert is over and we make the hour and a half drive back home. Rory drops me off at my apartment. I’m sad for them to go, but it’s the right thing to do.  
 
    Sunday morning I throw on a pair of old, ripped jeans and an older, even more ripped T-shirt, then head up to the compound because Rory and I have a nursery to paint. The project consumes most of the day. He orders us baked macaroni and cheese with breadsticks to go from an Italian restaurant one town over, sending a prospect named Butch to grab it for us. That’s the life, not having to run out to perform tedious errands if you don’t feel like it because there’s a guy willing to do anything you ask of him in order to earn the same patch you wear.  
 
    No wonder he likes the club life so well.  
 
     Rory had amended my original design at the home store yesterday, hence the need for so many accent colors. But now Mollie and Macie are the residents of not a fairy garden nursery, but a Lord’s biker fairy garden nursery. It took me a whole lot of internet searching and even more cursing under my breath, but I finally found Harley-esqe images I could paint. Badass fairies ride Harleys.  
 
    On one whole wall, the longest, uninterrupted-by-windows-or-closet wall we painted the brightest yellow sun, and a blue sky filled with fluffy clouds. Tall grass opened to an enchanted garden where the fairies popped wheelies and rocketed through the flowers.  
 
    The curtains are white with fairies floating and flying. The bedding has fairies, too, including the crib padding which looks like grass and the comforter looks like grass and sky. As I stand in the doorway admiring our work, I can’t imagine any baby having a better nursery.  
 
    Mollie and Macie seem to like it, as they fell asleep right away when we placed them in their new beds. Rory moves in behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist, and rests his chin on my shoulder. “Yar amazing, woman… Don’t know how ya did it, but ya sure as hell did.”  
 
    I so want to kiss him. I shouldn’t kiss him, but I turn my head to plant my lips against his anyway. Not smart, Frankie. Not smart at all.  
 
    *** 
 
    Two weeks. I’ve now had two weeks of that beguiling man’s kisses and nothing else. Some of them have gotten a little steamy, I set the president on that Sunday nursery painting day, but he always—always—ends up breaking it off before we go too far and I’m not a hundred percent sure I want him to. I’m also not a hundred percent sure I don’t want him to. Basically, I’m a mess.  
 
    When he puts his hands on me—oh, lord. I have to fan myself. No man has ever touched me the way Rory does and I mean that in every sense of the word. But my favorite part is watching him interact with those girls. Big, bad biker Rory MacGregor, a.k.a. Scotch, has officially been wrapped around two tiny little pinkies. My heart might explode from the cuteness, not that I’ll ever tell him that.  
 
    It’s six o’clock, quitting time, and I’m about to do what I’ve done every night since he got out of jail. I’m going to pack up his girls and drive them up the mountain to the compound so the four of us can have dinner together.  
 
    I pick Mollie up first to pull her little Harley girl sweatshirt over her head and secure a little matching knit beanie over her almost completely bald head. She coos and smiles as I scrunch my nose and make little kissy faces at her. Mollie has such a calm demeanor. It’s no wonder Rory tends to go for her first. Macie likes to make her presence known, so when she obviously feels like I’ve spent enough time with her sister, she tells me in no uncertain terms and begins to cry her baby crocodile tears.  
 
    “Hey, sweetheart. You’re okay,” I coo at her as I pick her up to cuddle and give top-of-the-head kisses. We bounce and she quiets. Then I pull her sweatshirt over her head and top her with her beanie, too.  
 
    When I leave the daycare’s parking lot, I turn out onto the main road on my way to get dinner when I notice a police cruiser turn onto the street and follow me closely. I’m not speeding or anything, so I turn on the radio and sing along to the music for the girls. I click the blinker and turn into the restaurant’s parking.  
 
    It’s not too cold out, only chilly, and I’m not going to be inside very long, but I don’t know what to do. I can’t carry two carriers and pizza and a bag with other food in it. Decision made, I leave the girls in the car with the doors locked, but use my remote start to keep it comfortable for them. I run in to pay and Benny tells me how much longer my wait will be. Instead of waiting inside, I go back out to the car with the girls.  
 
    On any normal day, I’d stay and chat. It smells deliciously of baking crust and oregano, but the babies have to be my priority. Once the ten minutes have passed, I keep the car running with remote start like before and run inside to grab our food. I’m not even inside for two minutes and when I walk back out, Deputy Rodrick, the one who’d arrested Rory, has his hands cupped around his eyes, bent forward, while he tries to look inside my backseat through the tinted windows.  
 
    “Can I help you?” I ask, and he startles, but I need him to move so I can get into my car to place the hot pizza box on the front seat. 
 
    He stands straight, turning to me. “Not real responsible leaving them babies alone in a running automobile.” But he puts an extra dose of Kentucky twang to the word, making it sound like “auto-MO-beel.”  
 
    “I couldn’t carry them both in, but I left the car running to keep them warm. Remote start. Can’t shift without pressing the brake, but you press the brake, the engine cuts.” 
 
    “Still,” he says threateningly. “I’d hate to have to get CPS involved.” 
 
    “I assure you, deputy, they were never in harm’s way.” I refuse to let him know how much his presence rattles me. The man drew his weapon at me and the girls the last time we were around him, and he’s threatening me? For running into a pizza joint? He steps back when I move in front of him to open the door, using the fob to unlock it. I set the box and bag down on the front seat, then scramble around to the driver’s side. “But thank you for your concern,” I finish before sliding in and shutting, then locking my doors.  
 
    He places a hand to the top of my car, leaving it there, to let me know he’s the one in control. I can’t back out of the space without risking driving over his foot or something, which means I’m stuck here for an extra few minutes until he decides to head back to his cruiser.  
 
    Rory wouldn’t lose his girls for my actions; he’d at most be told I wouldn’t be allowed to care for them any longer. The issue would be mine, well, my career. I work at a daycare with children and am about to be promoted to director when our current director retires. A visit from CPS could ruin me.  
 
    The jackass waits for me to withdraw from my parking spot and follows close behind again. This time, I am nervous, making double sure to use my blinker when I turn out onto the street and come to complete full stops at lights and signs. He continues to follow me to the edge of town and even up the mountain, only speeding past me when I turn onto the Lords’ lot at the compound.  
 
    I’m shaking by the time I turn off the engine in front of Rory’s place. Because of the extra time waisted having to deal with that dipshit deputy, he beat me home. When he walks outside to greet us, I settle myself. A dinner with Rory and the girls is the perfect way to forget my encounter.  
 
    He opens my door first to bend in and kiss me. I sigh. It can’t be helped. I challenge any woman to be kissed by this man and not sigh. “How’d I beat ya home?” he asks. 
 
    I point to the passenger side. “Stopped at Benny’s for dinner.”  
 
    His eyes widen at the sight of the Benny’s pizza box. “Yar the perfect woman, do ya know that?” Then he drops one more kiss to my forehead and backs out of the way so I can get out. We each grab one of the girls. He takes the pizza and I take the diaper bag and the Benny’s bag, then we head inside.  
 
    He gives each girl separate daddy time, loving on them while I wash my hands and throw together the salad. “They were good today?” he asks, Macie in his arms.  
 
    “Angels, like always.” I move to set the table while he sets Macie back in her carrier in order to prepare their bottles. “Need help?” I ask him. Two hands are better than one when feeding twins. “Everything’s set here.” 
 
    “Sure.” He pats the seat on the old sofa right next to him. I walk around the table and snatch up Mollie. He hands me off a bottle, then scoops back up Macie and we each take to feeding a girl. “How was your day?” he asks. “You look tired. They still giving you shite about the expansion plans?” 
 
    “Yeah. Big time.” As I’m about to take over as director of the center, our current director has me collaborating on all the non-child related business to make the transition easier, which means double the work for me. “And the state has changed some of their regulations, including how much they’ll cover low-income childcare, which affects more than a third of our families. My brain is about to melt from all the paperwork. So if you come to call one day and all I’m able to do is drool and stare blankly at the wall, you’ll know why.” 
 
    Rory pops out a laugh that I don’t expect, startling Macie, who’d started to doze off in his arms. She begins to fuss and he props her up against his shoulder to pat her back. She lets go a giant baby burp and spits up a little. He cleans her up and moves her back to finish eating. When both girls are asleep, we carry them to their room, execute a double diaper change and lay them in their beds. Each girl gets a kiss on the head from each of us, then Rory and I head back out to eat our dinner.  
 
    Before he sits down, he pours himself a scotch over ice and then mixes me up a 7 and 7, bringing them both to the table. He kisses my temple and slides onto his seat kitty-corner from me. “How’s work going for you?” I ask around a mouthful of cheesy, pizza goodness.  
 
    “Better now that we got that big shipping order taken care of.” Rory mostly works with the man they call ‘Chaos.’ His real name is Gage, but only his woman is allowed to call him that. It’s a biker respect thing, I guess. All I know is that I’m the only one who ever calls Rory ‘Rory.’ “Things should start to sl—” His phone rings midsentence and he pulls it from his pocket to answer. “It’s Duke,” he says. “Gotta take this.” Then he stands, presses the answer button, and walks down the hallway.  
 
    “Guess things won’t start to slow,” I mumble as I continue to eat alone.  
 
    About ten minutes pass before he slips back to the table with me. I’m pretty much finished with my meal and I’m tired. “Sorry about that,” he says, and he does sound sorry.  
 
    “No worries. But I’m tired, so I’m gonna head home, I think.” I stand to clear my plate and his face falls.  
 
    “Not yet,” he says, tugging me forward by the finger he’s hooked into my jeans pocket. I fall onto his lap and Rory bends in, pressing his lips to mine. He keeps it slow and torturously lingering until he moves his mouth, pressing kisses up my chin until he reaches my ear. “I have to talk with ya.” 
 
    “Talk,” I answer dreamily because his kisses have always brought out that response in me.  
 
    “That was Duke on the phone. I have to go out of town—club business, so don’t ask.”  
 
    Yeah, I learned that quickly enough. There are parts of the club the women are privy to and then there’s whatever this is that we aren’t. Especially not me, since I’m not an old lady or anything. I’m not exactly sure what my role is right now.  
 
    I wait for him to continue.  
 
    “Frankie, will ya take care of the girls while I’m gone?” 
 
    Uh… “What?” 
 
    “They’ve spent more time with ya than anyone else and I trust ya with their lives. Please. I’ll try to get one of the women to watch ’em, but it’d work out better if ya did it instead. They can go to the daycare with ya in the mornings and come home with ya like they do now.” 
 
    There’s my answer. Now I know my role: babysitter. I bite down on my bottom lip while I consider it. It’s a little disappointing that he’d use kisses to butter me up and I’ve got my hands full at work right now. Do I really have time for the girls, too? If they were mine, I’d have to deal with both. They aren’t mine, however. Yet I kind of feel like they are. He’s right; I spend more time with them than he does. I know their cries when they’re hungry or need a diaper change. I know how long to give Mollie cuddles before Macie starts to get squirmy for her cuddles.  
 
    The fact remains that I’m the most logical choice. No one else would watch these girls the way I would, like they’re mine. I look at Rory and sigh. “Okay, let’s get them packed up before I head home.” 
 
    “No. I need ya to stay here, Frankie.” 
 
    “That’s not happening. I have an apartment big enough to accommodate the girls for a few nights.” 
 
    “It could be up to a couple of weeks, lass, and I need to know yar safe. Sleeping here, I can be free to get done what needs doing knowing yar all safe behind the gates of the compound.” 
 
    Two weeks? That’s a whole lot of commitment and responsibility to take on for a friend. Or more than a friend, that’s a thought for a different, less hectic day. Speaking of friends, I owe Brighton a phone call tonight. Spending so much time with the MacGregor clan, she’s bound think I’ve disappeared and call in a missing person report.  
 
    Still, who else would I trust to take the girls for that stretch of time? The answer remains no one. But sleeping here for two weeks? 
 
    “I’ll watch the girls, but I like my bed, Rory. It’s the biggest, softest king in the world. No offense, but I don’t know how you sleep on that pullout every night.” 
 
    “We’ll bring yar bed up here. Yar right, the pullout is trash, but it was here when I moved in and I’ve not had the time to shop for myself yet.” 
 
    “We can’t bring my bed here,” I protest.  
 
    “We can. I’ll get Hannah to come sit with the babes while we go down, pack ya for a couple weeks and I’ll get one of the brothers to help me pack yar bed.” And before I can protest further, he whips his phone back out, presses a button in contacts, and says, “Blaze, brother. Ya busy?” 
 
    How did this conversation spin out of control so fast? 
 
    As I ponder this, I look around the room. This could really be a nice place if he slapped some paint on the walls and bought some new furniture. Maybe hung some artwork. I remember singlewides being cramped, but this is very much a newer model. Maybe a couple of years old and laid out to get the most from each square foot of space.  
 
    The kitchen, dining, and living areas flow into one large space with the dining area delineated from the kitchen with a bar that with some stools would make a nice snack or homework area for when the girls are older. Or more places for people to sit and eat if he ever holds a dinner party, not that bikers give dinner parties. The change in flooring separates the dining from the living areas. Laminate flooring runs into the kitchen under the table and the rest of the floor was carpeted at the factory in a pretty tan color.  
 
    I blink and return to reality when I hear him say, “Hannah, can ya come sit with the babes for a bit? We need to get Frankie’s bed.”  
 
    When it hits me how that might sound to her, I slap his chest. “Don’t tell her that! She might get the wrong idea.” 
 
    “The wrong idea about what?” he asks. “Aren’t we going down to get yar bed?” 
 
    “Yeah—yes. But she might think it’s for a far different reason.” 
 
    “Oh, she definitely will.” He laughs as my panic grows.  
 
    “Rory, this isn’t funny. The more I think about it, they’re all going to think something else. I can’t stay here.”  
 
    “Listen to me good, Francesca.”—Francesca, yikes! — “I’ll not push ya, promised that already. But yar the only one not admitting where this is heading, so I don’t give a fuck if every damn brother, old lady, hot mama, or piece of ass who walks onto these club grounds thinks yar in my bed. Because ya will be soon as ya get yar head out of yar ass.” 
 
    Oh, he’s lucky when the knock comes at the door right before it opens to a beautiful woman with light honey-brown hair, who must be Hannah, saying, “Knock, knock.” Lucky because I was just about to administer my win-any-argument-with-Rory combination knee to groin and nipple twist. He always twisted his thigh to keep me from hitting the target, and the nipple twisting used to make him laugh. Come to think of it, we ended up falling into bed more times than not when I ended arguments this way, so it’s probably a good thing she interrupted us.  
 
    And honestly, I’m not exactly sure what he wants with me when women like her hang around the clubhouse. I’m not Quasimodo by any stretch, but she’s exquisite.  
 
    “You must be Frankie,” she says sweetly and I kid not, she walks over to hug me.  
 
    “Yeah, nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Frankie,” Rory says, “Hannah is Blood’s old lady.” She glares at him hard and he clears his throat. “Or she will be once he gets his head out of his arse, too.”  
 
    I look to Hannah. “It appears according to this one”—I use my thumb to point at Rory—“a lot of people around here require head-from-ass extraction surgery.” Hannah laughs. 
 
    “Before we go,” I continue, “I needed you to know that we’re getting my bed because Rory is going out of town and needs me to look after the girls. His couch is shit, so we’re bringing my bed here. We’re not together or—”  
 
    “Yeah, we are,” he says over me, not letting me finish my sentence.  
 
    Oh, boy, she mouths as she tries to suppress a smile.  
 
    Oh, boy is right. I think I need another drink—stat.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7. 
 
    Rory 
 
      
 
      
 
    We finally roll up on the property of the Devil’s Outcasts, a club we’ve been helping to get clean from the drugs and guns that nearly brought an end to the Lords some years back. They took over an abandoned town. Their clubhouse used to be a strip mall. A fucking strip mall. I hate this hellfire Texas heat. Bullshite, it’s not the heat but the humidity. When it hits this hot, it’s the fucking heat.  
 
    My hair is plastered to my head because once the babes came into my life, I forced myself to start wearing a helmet, and I’ve got a goddam sweat-soaked T-shirt on. Someone should’ve warned me not to wear black.  
 
    Since the Outcasts legitimately own the whole town, there’s not even a fence surrounding the property. Their president, Mad Man, steps out into the sun once we shut down our bikes. He’s a giant motherfucker. Beard hanging down to his gut, equally as long ponytail hanging down the back. I’d hate to meet him in a dark alley. I’m not small, but he could end me without breaking a sweat, which in this heat, says something.  
 
    The man puts out a calloused hand to me. “Scotch, good to see you, man.” I’m lead on this, so out of respect, he directs all initial communications to me. 
 
    “Good to see ya, too,” I answer. “Ya know Blaze and Hero?” I point to the brothers with me.  
 
    Mad Man holds his hand out to shake each of theirs.  
 
    “What we got going on?” I get to the point, but Mad Man shakes his head.  
 
    “Business tomorrow. We got a welcome party waiting inside for you.” 
 
    Blaze and Hero ain’t got women back home and their smiles show how eager they are to join the festivities. Me? I’ll have to respectfully decline. Frankie might not admit she’s mine yet, but she’s mine and I won’t risk losing her again by partaking in the pieces here. Even on the road. Even if she never found out, I’d know. And that’s one line I’d never cross. Ya got a good woman, ya don’t stick yar dick in other pussy.  
 
    “Much obliged,” I tell him. “These boys”—I nod in the direction of my brothers—“they’ll partake in whatever ya got on offer, but don’t take offense if I only kick back with a cold one and conversation.” 
 
    “Got you a woman back home?” he asks.  
 
    I can’t help the smile. “That I do.”  
 
    “What’s happened to the Lords?” he asks jokingly. I raise an eyebrow at him anyway. “You all turned domestic. Morally superior and shit. Never met a club more willing to give up easy road pussy for the promise of some bitch back home.” He outright laughs at that.  
 
    “This gonna be a problem?” I ask.  
 
    “Fuck, no. I just wish we grew women here in Texas as good as you grow ’em back in Kentucky. Got a picture I can use to get me there while I’m being sucked off inside?”  
 
    “Yeah, sure.” I stuff my hand inside my front pocket and pull it back out, flipping him off. The fucker’s joking and he’s lucky I know that or I don’t care how big he is, he’d meet my fist before he had the chance to turn around. He barks with laughter, throws his arm around my shoulder, and walks us inside.  
 
    It’s pandemonium and my brothers hit the party running. Blaze walks up to a bitch—I don’t even think he asks her name before he has her on her knees. I walk over to the bar. This is gonna be a long night.  
 
    Once the fucking starts to get wet and loud—women pinned against walls, bent over tables, or hands braced against barstools—I excuse myself to the room the Outcasts have put me up in. I lie down on the bed and dial Frankie. 
 
    “Hey,” she says all breathy, the sound making my dick twitch hard. “Everything good?” 
 
    “Yeah, missing my lasses is all.”  
 
    “Well, they’re down for the night. If you call a little earlier tomorrow, I’ll put the phone up to their ears,” she says, not catching my meaning.  
 
    “Miss all three of my lasses, Frankie.” 
 
    “They miss you, too,” she whispers and I know how much that cost her to admit it, but I’m damn glad she did. Those words spread a stupid smile across my face.  
 
    “What did ya get into today?” I ask.  
 
    “You know, it was so weird. A Sheriff’s cruiser followed me from the time I left work with the girls. We stopped off at the grocery store so I could cook dinner—oh, do you still like pot roast?” she bizarrely throws in.  
 
    “Back up, a police cruiser followed ya?!”  
 
    “Well… yeah. But I need to know about the pot roast,” she answers, brushing me off. I’ll give her that for now, though, only for now.  
 
    “Been a while since I had it, but sure. Yars was always the best… Melts in my mouth. And those carrots and potatoes? Ya had to double up on ’em because I ate so many. Remember?”  
 
    She laughs into the line. “Oh, I remember. I bought you a large crock pot—housewarming gift. But if I’m being honest, it’s kind of for me, too.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. “How so?” 
 
    “When I get back to your place, I’m pretty pooped. So if I get dinner going in the crock pot before I leave for work, it’ll be less hassle when I’m too tired to cook. It’ll be great for you when I’m back at my place, too. You’ll always have dinner ready for you and the girls.” 
 
    I don’t justify that with a response because I’ve made a decision. She’s not going back to her apartment. She’s sharing my life and my bed as long as I’m breathing on this Earth. “Making me pot roast?” I ask instead.  
 
    “If you let me know when you think you’ll be home, I’ll get it done then. We can have a celebratory ‘Rory’s home’ dinner.” 
 
    She’s totally mine.  
 
    Now that we got that out of the way we need to reverse this conversation back to the thing she said that I can’t overlook. “What about that Sheriff’s cruiser?” 
 
    “Oh—it was probably nothing.” 
 
    “Tell me anyway,” I prod.  
 
    “Well, he followed us to the store. But then, when I left the store, he was on my tail again. Followed me right to the turnoff that takes us up the mountain. Then he turned to go back toward town.” 
 
    She pauses and I’m pretty sure I don’t like the pause. I’m sure I don’t like any of this. That fucking Rodrick pulled me over, drew his weapon, and tossed me in jail on trumped-up charges. Now a Sheriff’s cruiser is following Frankie? 
 
    “Then,” she continues, “Caitlin came home while I was unloading the last of the groceries and I walked over to say hi. She looked troubled, so, of course I asked what was wrong. She said a Sheriff’s Deputy pulled her over and insisted on searching her truck.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, she told me she refused him because she hadn’t done anything wrong, so he threatened to bring her in and impound the vehicle for probable cause or something. Luckily, Tommy Doyle was passing by in his cruiser and recognized the truck, so he stopped. Caitlin explained the situation to Tommy and he and the deputy had words. The deputy wrote her up a ticket for speeding, which she insisted she hadn’t been at all, and left. Tommy escorted her back to Lords property before turning off.” 
 
    “Are ya okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Just… something didn’t sit well, you know? That wasn’t the first run-in I had with a deputy. When I stopped for pizza the other day, the same deputy who took you in started harassing me.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Frankie? Why didn’t ya tell me then?” 
 
    “Because it was my fault and I didn’t want to make you mad. I wanted to enjoy the evening with you and the girls.” 
 
    “How was it yar fault?” I wipe my hand over my face, knowing that what she’s about to say will piss me off and I’m too far from home to do anything about it. 
 
    “I left the girls in the car—please don’t be mad. I couldn’t carry them and the pizza, so I left them; the car was locked and remote start kept it warm. I wasn’t even gone two minutes. Only long enough to grab the food, I swear.” Fuck. I gotta get home. Whatever’s up Rodrick’s ass, he’s escalating aggressions following women or having them followed. Whomever bothered Frankie, Rodrick’s stink is all over it.   
 
    “How’d he know ya were there with the babes? Ya got tinted windows.” 
 
    “Uh, well… he followed me from the daycare. I didn’t see him turn into Benny’s. But he was peeking through the back windows when I came out with the food.” 
 
    “Shite, Francesca… ya should’ve told me.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I just didn’t know what to do with them. If I’d only had one of the girls—” 
 
    “I’m not talking about the babes, ya blasted woman. I meant the deputy. Ya did fine with them. I’d have done the same.” 
 
    “You’re upset,” she says, and fuck, I want to hold her so bad right now that I think I might actually hate Duke for sending me on this business. I’ve never hated Duke, but then again, I’ve never had a family before that club business kept me from protecting. 
 
    “Of course I’m upset. I’m twelve hundred miles away and there’s an idiot harassing my woman.” 
 
    “Where’re you at?” she asks, changing the subject, but not denying she’s my woman. Point scored. I’m not happy about the goings-on back in Thornbriar, but I’ll let it go for now and call Duke and Tommy Doyle when I’m off the line with her.  
 
    “Texas—it’s hot as blazes. Good thing ya prefer to vacation at the beach because we’re never coming back here.” 
 
    “Texas has beaches,” she teases.  
 
    “Not in our world. Virginia has a beach. Myrtle has a beach. Hell, even Long has a beach.” 
 
    “I see where you’re going with this. Remember that first trip we took to Bald Head Island?” We both start to laugh. “You leaned so far over the rail of the boat to see that sea turtle, you fell in.” 
 
    “When do ya get vacation next?” I ask with visions of Frankie in a bikini floating around in my head.  
 
    “I’ve got time off coming in about three weeks. My director was sending me to Pennsylvania for a conference about autism, but she told me today that plans fell through because the keynote speaker broke her leg and has to have surgery or something. So I guess they’re rescheduling the whole shebang. But since I’ve been putting in so much extra time at work, she told me that I still have to take the days. They’ve already scheduled the part-time girls to cover me. Why?” 
 
    “Because we’re heading to Bald Head. The four of us.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything for a few long moments and I prepare for her to fight me when she says, “I’d love that. I’ll hop on the computer and see what I can get booked.” 
 
    From there, I relax to the point that both of us start dozing off while still on the phone. She reluctantly hangs up when I insist she head to bed and I roll over and fall asleep.  
 
    The next morning I’m up and ready to get down to business well before any of the other men in the clubhouse, including Blaze and Hero. I don’t give Mad Man the choice to put me off, however, banging on his door and shouting the place down until he and his lieutenants are seated around their conference table with me and my brothers at the visitor’s end.  
 
    “You couldn’t have waited an hour?” Mad Man grumbles.  
 
    “We both know it’d have been longer than an hour,” I say, “and I’ve got my own shite to deal with back home.” Both Hero and Blaze look over to me, but I give my head one quick shake to let them know not now. I’ll tell them when we’re through here.  
 
    An Outlaw brother name Dark speaks up. “The Continuars are now henchmen for the Anguino Cartel.” He sits directly to Mad Man’s right and appears far more awake than the rest.  
 
    “The Anguino Cartel?” Hero asks. “Sorry, but what does that have to do with us?” 
 
    “Ya asked for me specifically,” I remind them of something they already know. “Why? I don’t speak Spanish.” 
 
    “They brought in a man, last name Balfour,” he says. When I hear that I get a good idea of why they asked for me. “The bastard’s got a couple of men with him at all times and they refuse to speak English around us.  
 
    Balfour, he’s a Scotsman like me. They need me to listen when he’s conversing with his men in Gaelic so the Outlaws know how much they’re being lied to and about what. Mad Man and his brothers are attempting to buy their way out of the contract the president before him signed with the cartel.  
 
    Can’t blame them. Nasty business dealing with cartels.  
 
    Once Mad Man calls the meeting, a group of ten of us mount our rides, heading for a warehouse about twenty-five miles away where the meet will take place with members of the Anguino cartel, including Balfour and his men. They’ve agreed to only ten men of their own, but as I’m not stupid and neither is Mad Man nor any of the Lords or Outlaws. We position our men strategically to have our backs in case of trouble.  
 
    Before we left the Outlaw compound, I had a meeting with Hero and Blaze. Our official job at this meet will be as third-party arbitrators. Because I clearly have an accent, Balfour and his men will know my real purpose the minute I open my mouth. Therefore, I made the decision for Hero to act as lead, for him to do all the talking for us. Blaze and I will sit at his side and take it all in.  
 
    We’re met by the ten expected men. Five from the cartel, with the obvious leader dressed like he shopped at Tommy Bahamas for his outfit. The rest of his men sport military-style garb and carry automatic weapons. Fucking great. Then there’s clearly Balfour and his three men, none of whom look like the cartel.  
 
    “Hola, Sen͂or Perez,” Mad Man greets the Tommy Bahama wannabe. They shake hands and Mad Man turns to introduce us. “These are the members of the Lords sent for arbitration.”  
 
    Our patches are prominent on our cuts. This guy knows we’re legit. “Ah, Brimstone Lords,” he says in broken English. “Your reputation precedes you.”  
 
    “Then you know not to fuck with us,” Hero says and damn, I would’ve thought he was Duke’s progeny with the authority he exudes. “Either of you.” He looks between Mad Man and Perez. 
 
    “You are young to be in charge,” Perez says to Hero.  
 
    “I get the job done,” he replies. “Now, are we gonna keep standing out here frying in this goddamn heat or are we goin’ in to work?” 
 
    The men turn around to walk inside the warehouse, Perez’s men at our backs. They lead us to a room off the main storage area, empty for now. These men definitely ain’t stupid. There’s a large conference table set up with those uncomfortable metal folding chairs situated around. We each take a seat.  
 
    The Outcasts to the left and the cartel to the right. Hero sits at the head and Blaze and I stand behind him to the left and right. Hero gives Mad Man the floor first to get his grievances out, then he looks to Perez for rebuttal. That’s not what I’m here for, though. I listen closely to Balfour and by the shite he and his men are spewing, I’m a hundred percent sure Perez doesn’t speak the language either.  
 
    Ya have to be pretty stupid to go against the Anguino Cartel and that’s exactly what this idiot plans to do, and screw the Outcasts over, framing them for the job they’re about to pull, at the same time by double-crossing the cartel. Clearly, they don’t go into the entire plan. No need, considering they’re all in on it. But from the jokes they make, I get enough to understand. 
 
    When we’ve heard both sides out, I lead Hero and Blaze out of the room to fill them in on what I overheard. Shite’s about to get real. No way were we getting out of here without guns drawn. 
 
    “Ready, brothers?” I ask. We ain’t going back in there ’til I know where their heads are at.  
 
    Both men nod and say, “Ready.”  
 
    We make our way back inside and Hero casually takes his previously occupied seat. “Here’s what we’ve decided.” He looks to Perez. “You are going to let him out of the contract. Shake hands. Part ways. This is the end of it. No retribution.” 
 
    “And why would I do that?” Perez asks.  
 
    “Because we’ve got information that we think you’ll find very useful and the Outcasts were the ones smart enough to bring us in. You have my word we’re not trying to screw you over.” Hero points around the room. “My guess, with these men and the ones you’ve got situated around the rest of the property, you’ve brought enough firepower to completely decimate a small country.” Perez laughs, but Hero is unamused. “So we’re not about to fuck with you.” 
 
    Perez turns to Balfour. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think it’s bull,” he says. “I think you should put a bullet in his brain for suggesting this farce in the first place.” 
 
    “That’s an option,” Perez answers. Then he turns to his men to converse in Spanish. Finished with them, he turns back to us. “We will accept your offer.” 
 
    The Outcasts sigh and murmur amongst themselves as Mad Man and Perez sign the contract. Once that business is finished, Perez’s men lift their weapons, ready to fire. “Now, Sen͂or Hero, you better hope you wow me with this information.” 
 
    There are so many ways this could end. It’s a risk trusting the cartel to keep their word, but if it’s one thing I know, they hate traitors as much as they hate competition. As the Outcasts are getting out of the game, they won’t be competition and once they know about the traitors in the mix, god willing Hero, Blaze, and I will make it home alive.  
 
    I step forward. “While you were hashing out terms of separation, I was listening to your friends, there.” I point to Balfour. “You should know, they have men in place ready to abscond with—” I look at the Scotsman. “What was it, forty million dollars in guns and heroin?”  
 
    Balfour’s mouth drops open and then all hell breaks loose. His men draw their weapons and begin firing. Perez’s men return fire. The Outcasts drop and draw, as do Hero and Blaze. It’s utter chaos and out of the corner of my eye, I see one of Balfour’s men aim for Perez. God help me with what I’m about to do, but a marker from Perez would go a long way and so, I send my love to Frankie and the wee ones, then I throw myself on top of Perez, knocking us both to the floor. I know the second I’m hit. Pain burns through my leg, but it doesn’t feel like the other times I got shot, so I know it’s a flesh wound. I look at the blood and realize it might be a little more than a flesh wound. Cartel men and Outcast men flood in. Someone takes out Balfour, a bullet right between his eyes, and he drops.  
 
    Two of his men are subdued and one is as dead as he is. Time to fucking go home.  
 
    If it were only that easy. Mad Man needs us around for the cleanup, and Perez wants us around to organize the takedown of the rest of Belfour’s men. Men in poor knockoffs of Outcast cuts that up close anyone can tell aren’t legit. However, in the fray, Perez would’ve certainly gone after Mad Man and the boys before figuring out they’d gotten it wrong. Can’t lie, it was a solid plan. Though, Balfour clearly underestimated the Outcasts’ intelligence by reaching out to us for help.  
 
    How do the men with old ladies explain this to them? We may not get home in time for me to take Frankie to Bald Head. I have a new bullet wound. How’s she gonna react when I can’t answer the questions she’s bound to have?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mollie and Macie are on their way with me to meet Brighton for dinner at the new sushi place that just opened up. I was skeptical when Brighton first suggested we try it out. I mean, we live in the mountains of Kentucky, nowhere near the ocean. If I get gut-cramping food poisoning, who’s going to watch the girls? They’re my responsibility. But she assured me that it’s safe. The fish is simply farm raised instead of wild caught.  
 
    I owed this to her, though. We haven’t been hanging out much since Rory came back into my life. He has this way of keeping me occupied even when we aren’t together, the same as he did back eight years ago. Now even more so with the addition of the girls. Plus, with him away on business and me staying at the clubhouse, between our work schedules and the fact that she won’t step foot on Lords property because she finds them intimidating, Brighton and I talk on the phone, but we haven’t had any real girl time in weeks.  
 
    She’s waiting in the parking lot for us when I turn in and she waves big like she’s picking me up from the airport after I’ve been gone for three months. “Hey, chickee,” she shouts as I climb out of the car and she walks over to hug me. “I’ve started to forget what you look like.”  
 
    I open the backdoor to unhook Macie’s carrier. She does the same for Mollie. “Hi, beautiful,” she says to her. “I hold you in no way responsible. No, I don’t… you’re just a cute, innocent baby with a biker for a dad who has kidnapped my best friend’s heart. Yes, he has. So, I owe your daddy a punch in the gonads.” I punch her arm. “Ouch.” She sets Mollie on the trunk of the car to rub the spot out.  
 
    “Do not talk to Mollie about her daddy’s gonads,” I reprimand.  
 
    “Uh, sweetie, she’s going on five months old. She has no idea what I’m saying, just that I say it softly. I never thought these words would leave my mouth, but maybe you need to reacquaint yourself with daddy’s gonads. It might put you in a better mood.” 
 
    “I’m in a fine mood,” I snap. “Can we please go in and eat?”  
 
    She laughs as we walk inside, each of us holding a carrier. We get situated at the table and the waitress takes our drink orders, then we each take charge of a baby to feed while we peruse the menu. I kind of feel bad about taking up one of the six-person tables in the center of the restaurant, but all the four-persons are taken and we need chairs to set the carriers on.  
 
    When the waitress drops off my tea and Brighton’s Coke, we order a battalion’s worth of sushi. The place is decorated with stereotypical Japanese watercolors, lanterns, and what we know as Fu dogs, but are actually called “komainu,” “lion dogs”—I googled it one time for shits and giggles.  
 
    My eyes grow huge when she brings our trays of spicy tuna, salmon, baby octopus, eel, California rolls, and seaweed salad just to name a few. I’ve just loaded the perfect spicy tuna bite with pickled ginger and a hint of wasabi dipped in soy sauce and am ready to cram that sucker into my mouth when the bottom drops out of the entire evening.  
 
    One second I’m laughing with my best friend, having a good night, and the next the Sheriff’s Deputy Rodrick—the same douche canoe who hassled Rory and has been hassling me, walks up to our table, thumbs hooked over his belt, one intimidatingly close to his gun holster and the other to his baton . He stares down Brighton and me, looming.  
 
    “Little late to have them babies out, don’t you think?” he asks and I look around at the other families with children of all ages in the restaurant.  
 
    “It’s dinner time, so no. Not too late,” I reply, not sarcastic but still a little shocked, I suppose.  
 
    “Got a smart mouth there, missy.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Brighton asks, and I kick her underneath the table because I don’t want her getting on this guy’s radar.  
 
    “Deputy Rodrick, is there a reason you’re here at our table? Is something wrong?” I ask.  
 
    “Your man not with you tonight?” he asks back instead of answering, looking toward the hallway with the restrooms.  
 
    “My man?” I blink at him in confusion. “No. He’s out of town on business. I’m just out with a girlfriend. Have I done something? Because I’m still not sure what’s going on here.” 
 
    “Not keeping real good company. Could get you into trouble.” 
 
    “You mean Brighton?” I point to her, this time very shocked.  
 
    “I mean the Lords. You still heading up to that clubhouse every night.”  
 
    “How the hell do you know that?” Brighton asks, not taking my under-table kicking for what it is. “You following her? That’s harassment, deputy.” 
 
    “Brighton,” I hiss, but her distraction gives me enough time to slide my phone from my pocket and call Tommy Doyle. As one of Boss’s best friends, an unofficial brother of the Lords and a Sergeant on the Thornbriar Police Department, Rory made sure I had Tommy’s number programmed into my phone before he left because, ‘ya can’t have enough friends looking out for ya.’ Thank god he did.  Brighton glances over to me for just a second and keeps the deputy occupied while I talk to Tommy. “Where are you?” I ask with a tremor to my voice.  
 
    “Maryanne and I are on our way to that new sushi place. Grand opening.” 
 
    Oh, thank god. “Are you close?” 
 
    “Just turned in the lot, why?” 
 
    “Because I’m sitting in here trying to enjoy my sushi and Deputy Rodrick is harassing me and my friend. I don’t know why. We’ve done nothing.” 
 
    “Comin’ in now.” He disconnects and in the next moment I hear the bell over the door jingle and I look up to see Tommy Doyle walking with swift steps over to our table.  
 
    “Fancy seeing you here,” Tommy says to us, and Rodrick startles. “Deputy, there a reason you’re here with these ladies? Know you’re not exactly friends.”  
 
    “You should head over to your own table, Officer Doyle. This has nothing to do with you,” Rodrick says back.  
 
    “It’s Sergeant, and last I checked, this is my town and these are my friends. So I think you’re wrong.”  
 
    “We went ahead and ordered,” Brighton says to Tommy. “You and Maryanne just need to order your drinks.” Brighton knows Maryanne Doyle quite well. They went to the same church as kids—benefit of being small town, I guess. Brighton isn’t known for pleading faces. She says what she wants and if you aren’t on board with that, she figures something else out, which means Rodrick’s intrusion must really shake her because as she looks at Tommy, all I see is pleading.  
 
    Tommy, of course, smiles his good ol’ boy smile and says, “And you made sure to get the octopus. You know that’s Maryanne’s favorite.” 
 
    The bell over the door jingles again and Maryanne walks in. Tommy no doubt gave her an order to hang back for a couple minutes. Brighton and I wave her over as if we’ve been expecting her and we move the platters to accommodate the two fresh plates for Tommy and Maryanne.  
 
    After hugs and cheek kisses, the Doyles smile and pile their plates with food. The waitress comes over to take their drink orders. All the while Deputy Rodrick stands close to our table with his hands on his hips, his pinched face and looking ten kinds of pissed. We pretend to ignore his presence, but I’m aware of every move he makes and doesn’t make—as in how he doesn’t leave. 
 
    He probably stands there for two more minutes before the deputy finally turns to leave and I let out the breath I’ve been holding. “Sorry if we ruined your evening,” I say to Tommy. “I just didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Girl, ruin our evening? Please. Good food with good people—ain’t much better than that. You did exactly the right thing by callin’ me.” 
 
    Maryanne stuffs a California roll in her mouth, chews and swallows, then points her chop sticks at me. “Just yesterday Elise and I were hanging down at Lady’s shooting the shit and there was nothing wrong with her car. Then when we leave, he’s pulling her over for a busted-out taillight. I swear he did it. It was too convenient. She don’t have a busted taillight when we go in, she does when we come out, and he’s right there pulling us over?” 
 
    “Yeah, that doesn’t sound suspicious at all,” Brighton says, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Huge ass ticket, too,” Maryanne goes on. “We went back inside, where Boss was covering for one of his bartenders to tell him what happened. The man lost his mind.” 
 
    “Why us, though?” I ask. “Why go after innocent women, most of whom have children with them?” 
 
    “He’s obviously got some issue with the Lords,” Tommy says. “Easiest way to force a man’s hand to step outta line is to go after his woman. I’ve sworn to uphold the law and there ain’t nothing I wouldn’t do to keep Maryanne safe. Especially not now.” A sly smile spreads across Tommy’s face. 
 
    “What?” Brighton asks. “You’re not—”  
 
    “That’s what I was shooting the shit with Elise about. Tommy and I are expecting,” Maryanne says, absolutely beaming.  
 
    “Oh my god.” Brighton and I squeal so loud, we startle the girls, who’ve been sleeping this whole time. Luckily, they settle back just as quickly so I can stand and walk around the table to give both Tommy and Maryanne hugs of congratulations.  
 
    “Seriously,” Tommy says. “Last I’m gonna say about it tonight because I want us to enjoy ourselves, but you ladies be vigilant when you’re out and about around the county. Make sure your man knows what’s going on at all times. We’re here to protect you.” 
 
    Maryanne beams at her husband and I’m still so happy for her, for them… but I can’t stop thinking about it. I’m the odd one out here. Brighton isn’t connected to the club, so she should be safe, but if Rory is my man, he’s not here, is he? He’s off doing business for the club and holy shit—I just offered that information up to Rodrick.  
 
    I’m so stupid. Single Woman Safety 101: Don’t tell asshole men when there isn’t a man around. It sucks that we have to consider these things, but we do and I’ve totally blown that all to hell.  
 
    At the end of the night, to be safe, we escort Brighton back to her home and then Tommy and Maryanne escort me and the girls back up to the compound before they turn off for home.  
 
    A different prospect works the gate tonight. Jack or something, I think. I haven’t been around him much, but he knows my car and my face enough to wave me through without hassling me and I continue on toward Rory’s home. Tomorrow is Saturday, so the girls and I have a whole lot of nothing to do, which sounds completely wonderful. Maybe they’ll even let me sleep in a bit.  
 
    Fat chance, but a girl can hope.  
 
    Once inside, I lock up and then proceed to our nightly routine. Bath time when needed, which happens to be tonight. Fresh diapers. Jammies. And finally, bedtime. I wait a few moments to make sure they’re actually settled before hopping in the shower myself, and I ready for bed as well. There’s just something about stretching out under the comforter on cool sheets at the end of a long day. I use the remote to flip on the television and check email on my phone when it rings in my hand.  
 
    I sigh and press answer happily. “Hey,” I say.  
 
    “Hey back,” Rory says. “Missing ya.” 
 
    “I miss you too. When are you coming home?” These past few weeks have been long ones. I was pretty pissed when I found out he’d be gone longer than I first agreed to, but between the weariness in his voice and the million and one apologies for having to stay away, I couldn’t hold onto it. Now I just want him home because his face needs my kisses and his body needs my hugs—I’ve decided.  
 
    “Be there tomorrow some time. We stopped for the night. How’re the babes?” 
 
    “Sleeping. I’m just in bed watching History Channel.” 
 
    “In bed, eh? Then I got something for ya.” He chuckles, and I know I’m in trouble with this guy. A series of photo texts begin popping up on the screen, then disappear. I go to my texts to open them and… 
 
    “Why are you sending me pictures of random ugly dudes?” I ask.  
 
    He laughs harder. “They’re dick picks. See that first guy.” The guy is wearing a cut that reads, Devil’s Outlaws. “He was a dick.” 
 
    They probably hear my laughter inside the clubhouse, I laugh so hard. “Second guy was a bigger dick,” he goes on. “The third”—the third is the picture of a shorter possibly Mexican man wearing a linen suit and an arrogant scowl—“is a major dick,” Rory finishes.  
 
    “Oh, poor baby.” I continue to laugh. “It must be difficult to be around such massive dicks. Maybe I have something to make you feel better.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    Frantically, I search the internet, but all I can come up with are a series of cow udder pics that I save and text to him. 
 
    “Uh, Frankie… not exactly what I had in mind, lass.” 
 
    “What? You sent me dick pics, so I returned the favor with tit pics.” We both continue to chuckle. 
 
    “Any chance of me seeing the ones attached to Francesca Cardone?” he asks sincerely then.  
 
    “Do whatcha want to do, but don’t let it get caught on film. You know the rules.” 
 
    “It’s digital.” 
 
    “And the internet is forever.” We had that same rule in place eight years ago, too.  
 
    “Does that mean what I think it means, mo leannan?” There’s a definite smile to his voice. Well. I didn’t mean for our conversation to turn this corner.  
 
    “It means we have a lot to talk about when you get home. And for full disclosure, I had another run-in with Deputy Rodrick. I called Tommy Doyle and he came right away, but what happens if Tommy’s not available?” 
 
    “Yar home safe now. Let me call Duke. I hate saying goodnight—fuck!” 
 
    “Then just tell me, ‘See you tomorrow,’” I say, not really wanting him to say goodnight, either. 
 
    “See you tomorrow, mo leannan.”  
 
    Sleep does not find me a happy participant. Sleep and I actually clash the whole night and as the girls’ cries come at me—the room still dark—I glance at my clock to see it’s too-freaking-early-o’clock and use the pillow to cover my head for a few minutes. Rory is going to owe me bigtime… Then I haul my dragging butt out of the warm, soft, comfy bed to the girls’ room.  
 
    First thing first. Each girl gets a morning diaper change and then we head to the living room for a twinsie breakfast of yummy formula while my coffee brews in the pot. The glorious caffeinated smell is at least enough to get my eyes open a little wider.  
 
    The girls and I watch Food Network together and veg in our jammies for half the morning. Isn’t it always when you’re at your most comfortable that crap happens? My phone rings and it’s my director, Ms. Lockhart. I listen intently as she tells me the center is flooded out, someone saw this morning as they drove by and called her, but she’s on the other side of the state.  
 
    “Sonofabitch,” I mutter in a whisper so the girls don’t hear me cuss. Then I look to both Mollie and Macie. “When it rains, it pours… yes, it does.” The girls smile at me and it warms my heart. “I have to find you a sitter now because a flooded daycare is no place for sweet babies… no, it’s not.” I bend down to kiss the bottom of their toes as each girl plays kicky-legs.  
 
    Then I call up Caitlin since she’s right next door. Twenty minutes after, the girls are at the Ellis abode and I’m driving down the mountain to get to the center. Fifteen minutes after that, I’m wading through ankle-deep water to find the main waterline. A freaking pipe burst. Normally a worker like myself wouldn’t know where to shut off a main waterline. But as I’m about to become director, Ms. Lockhart has been running me through the paces. Thus, even sleep deprived, I find the wherewithal to remember the day we went over how to turn off the main waterline. Where the breaker box is located and how to reset the furnace if necessary.  
 
    It doesn’t want to budge when I attempt to turn the valve with this long pole I’m supposed to use for such occasions. Ten minutes after that, I get the valve to budge and then it turns for me.  
 
    Now, soaking wet, I have to hunt up a plumber on a Saturday and contact a restoration company to “make it like it never even happened” or whatever their slogan is.  
 
    Today is one of those days I wish I’d never gotten out of bed. I go all day long, so it’s a good thing my vacation starts Monday. It’s dark, I’m starving, my head hurts. I’m cold and still very wet by the time I’m able to call it a day and head back up the mountain. Ms. Lockhart took my calls for updates, but I found out she wasn’t on her way back, deciding I could handle it. Uh—I don’t get director pay yet.  
 
    Just past the edge of town, with the soft hue of business lights behind me and darkness to the front of me, red and blue flashers come out of nowhere. My first reaction is to look down at my speed. Since all this stuff with the deputy started, I make sure to use my cruise control, but I look anyway and no—I’m not speeding.  
 
    I don’t like it out here in the dark. It’s one of those ‘listen to your gut’ moments, but he’s a cop. I have to pull over. I click my blinker and pull off the road as much as I can on a mountain. He rolls up behind my car and steps out. I pull my license from my purse and registration and proof of insurance from my glovebox waiting for him to get to me. 
 
    Deputy Rodrick knocks on my window and I roll it down. “What can I help you with?” I ask, too tired for pretend niceties.  
 
    “Out of the car,” he orders me. 
 
    What? I’m not— “Out of the car,” he barks this time, pulling on my handle. “Doyle ain’t around to help ya this time, bitch. Out of the fuckin’ car.” 
 
    “W-Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Whores like you like it bad… puttin’ Lords in yer bed. Guess what? I can be bad, too… I can be real bad.” It’s a threat I take seriously. 
 
    I try to keep the door closed, lock it, and start the engine at the same time. This is some beginning of a horror flick playing out and I’m making it to the end. Even if I get arrested, at least it’ll be with witnesses. I stomp on the gas pedal, spraying gravel and squealing my tires as I peel out, speeding up the mountain, taking those curves too fast considering they’re mountain curves and the time of night, but I’m too scared to slow.  
 
    Rodrick doesn’t follow me, though. I make it back to the gate and Dutchy is back, waving me through. I’m shaking so badly that I don’t even bother to go grab the girls. They’ll have to stay next door until I calm down enough to take care of them.  
 
    I unlock the house and walk in, and I don’t have one care about leaving the door open—stupid, I know. Way to let in bugs and cold, but I’m on a mission and not thinking properly and head to the kitchen to pour a glass of whiskey. I hate it, but it’s there and I need something. That’s when I see someone out of the corner of my eye and whip my head up. 
 
    Rory. It’s Rory. He’s home. I stifle the sob and watch him. He walks cautiously toward me but pivots to move to the door. Still shaking, I pour another three fingers and shoot it back, listening for the raid that should happen any second now. I fled the scene of a traffic stop. Rodrick probably sped off to get reinforcements, hellbent on bringing me in. Ending my career here in Thornbriar. I’ll have to move. I’ll have to leave Rory and the girls… and Brighton. I promised her I wouldn’t move again.  
 
    And what will happen to the girls if the compound gets raided? Did I screw Rory over by coming back here instead of going home? 
 
    Sonofabitch.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9. 
 
    Rory 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shut the door and when I turn back around, Frankie is standing next to the arm of my old, ratty sofa. She slams back another triple shot of whiskey and has tears spilling down over her cheeks. I take a step forward, but she shakes her no and with much calmer hands pulls her sweater up and over her head, tossing it to the floor. Jesus, she was shaking not two minutes ago and now she’s stripping for me. I need to find out what scared her, but the look on her face pleads for me to let it go, at least for right now. It takes me a moment to make a decision because I don’t want to make the wrong move here and risk somehow losing her again. But if what I hope is about to go down is what she needs, then that’s what she’ll get.  
 
    Torn between hating myself for what I’m about to do, as there’s clearly something major going on, and the rush of lust and love causing my dick to stage a mutiny against my mind, I press my palms against my forehead and run them up through my hair to put a little time and perspective in the situation.  
 
    Frankie has more of a woman’s body now than when we were together before. Almost a decade will do that. She has on this sweet pink, lacy bra, but it’s what’s underneath that so captivates me. Her curves are rounder than before. More pronounced hips. Fuller, heavier breasts, though she’s never had children. Christ, how big would they get if we had one together? Soft instead of firm. She even has the tiny hint of tummy. She’s a woman who works, not works out, except for the physical activity required to keep up with the wee ones.  
 
    She’s fucking unbelievable. And when she moves her arms behind her back to unlatch her bra, letting the scrap of material fall away, I know waiting was the right choice, letting her come to me, to trust me to take care of her, made this night possible.  
 
    There’s a vulnerability on her face probably because I haven’t spoken yet. The woman is just so beautiful standing there, baring more than her body for me, that words actually escape me.  
 
    It’s not until she takes a breath in, heaving those glorious breasts up and down and says, “It’s yours if you want it,” that my mind clicks back on and I move in two steps across the floor to reach her, undecided if I want to crush our lips together or keep getting my fill of looking. In the end, I decide to rest my hands on her shoulders and slowly glide them up to cup her neck. Her hands move to hold my waist as I pull her in for a kiss. Frankie’s kisses undo me, but it’s those little whimpers that break my control wide open.  
 
    I’m already breathing heavily when she digs her fingers under the hem of my shirt, pulling it up and off. Her cheeks are still wet, but the crying has stopped. While she’s distracted throwing the damn shirt to the floor, I grasp her other hand to press against my straining erection. “This is what you do to me, Frankie,” I whisper. “It’s what you’ve always done to me, mo leannan.”  
 
    Fuck if she doesn’t squeeze and begin to stroke me through my jeans. This is happening. She shows no signs of backing out. Her touch brings me to my knees, literally, because I haven’t tasted her in way too many years and my tongue craves her sweetness as much as it ever did. Whatever her troubles, it’s my job and she’s relying on me to help her forget them. No buttons to fumble with, I slide her yoga pants down her statuesque legs, snagging her pink, lacy panties as I go.  
 
    Frankie never waxed down there. Thank Jesus, she remembered how I like it and even if it isn’t for me, I’m going to pretend that it is. What’s most important is that she remains unwaxed. Trimmed up nicely, but I enjoyed playing with those little curls while my face was buried between her thighs. I nuzzle her pussy, already wet for me, using the tip of my nose to push through, coating it in her musky, womanly honey. Her knees slightly buckle, but I catch her before she can fall and spin her to land on the sofa cushion, pushing her legs up to bend at the knees and out so she’s spread wide for me. Those curls glisten. My dick is so fucking hard.  
 
    “You better get naked before you start,” she whispers on a laugh. No truer words. I can’t have anything in my way once I’m ready to slide inside her. Quickly, I unbutton and unzip my jeans and tug at my boxers, shedding those bastards in record time.  
 
    The blasted woman reaches down to stroke me again as I drape her legs over my shoulders. The feeling of her hand has me going out of my mind. As she stares at me through hooded, wanton eyes she asks breathily, “Well, what are you waiting for?”  
 
    I use both thumbs to pull her apart and using only the tip of my tongue, I lick from almost the bottom of her arse crack up the entire length of her soaking wet pussy.  
 
    “Fuck,” she moans out at the same time I do because she’s just so fucking appetizing. Spread before me, she’s a ripe peach that I want to devour. I pull back to gauge her reaction and then I dive back in, circling her clit with my tongue to tease her. She whimpers, bucking her hips in tiny bursts and I go back in, this time no teasing. This time she’s going to know how eight years has given me skills that will blow her fucking mind.  
 
    Her whimpers become stronger, turning to cries. The muscles in her thighs spasm. The lips of her pussy begin to quiver as her swollen little nub pulses. The whole time my dick twitches, anticipating finding home.  
 
    As I continue my tongue assault, she tries to squeeze her thighs together to alleviate some of the pressure and stimuli building up inside her, but I lock my arms to keep her spread wide for me. Her hips buck harder now, coating half my face in her wetness, and I pursue her harder. 
 
    “Come for me, mo leannan,” I order right as she cries out, her orgasm hitting so fiercely, if my dick had been inside her, I think she’d have snapped it clean off. 
 
    “I have an IUD,” the fucking gorgeous woman murmurs. My fucking gorgeous woman. “If you’re clean…” She trails off as she tilts her hip upward silently begging me to give her my dick. Before the comedown, I stand and kneel on the edge of the sofa cushion, draping her legs over my thighs now and I run the tip of my shaft up and down through her wet, coating it, using it to tease her still pulsating clit to the point that she cries again. I push inside her tight heat and begin to move.  
 
    “Oh, god!” she cries.  
 
    “Rory, yes!” she cries harder, moving with me. Rolling her hips with every one of my thrusts.  
 
    “Please, baby…” Frankie lifts her hips from the cushion, locking her legs tighter around my thighs to keep herself up “Please, dammit Rory… I need it harder… oh, fuck yes…” She ends on a moan. 
 
    Oh, fuck yes is right. She’s perfect. I bend forward to brace my hands on the sofa beside either side of her head to change up the angle I use to fuck her… and I fuck her. I give it to her hard, exactly as she begged for it. The trill of excitement begins to build at the base of my spine and I’m so fucking close. I pull out and begin to jack off at the same time I move my thumb down to press and rub her swollen again clit.  
 
    “Fuck!” I shout as I come all over those course, curly hairs and she drenches my hand and the cushion.  
 
    She’s gasping for breath, but I’m not near done with her. I might be in my thirties, but after having been deprived of this woman for so many years, I have the recovery time of an eighteen-year-old.  
 
    Even with this miraculous recovery time, that doesn’t mean I have the impatience of an eighteen-year-old, which means for our second go, I decide to take it slower and pick her up so I can lay flat across the sofa and set her down to straddle my hips.  
 
    “Rory,” she whispers. “I… I can’t. It’s too much.” 
 
    Reaching up, I switch between gliding and stippling my fingers up and down her thighs. Her whole body has pinked with that freshly fucked flushness, except her nipples, which darken from their normally rosy hue to almost brown. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.  
 
    “Put your hands on me, mo leannan.” I move them to press flat against my chest so she has to bend slightly forward to distribute some of her weight onto her arms to feel even a little in control, which she’s not and won’t ever be tonight. My dick is trapped between us. “Lift up, Frankie, and take me.” 
 
    She bites her bottom lip, indecision on her face. If she’s too sore from me fucking her, dammit, the woman couldn’t have been laid in forever. A slow smile creeps over my face from that thought. Not that I’m happy about Frankie not getting any for however long she’s gone without, but that it’s me she uses to break her dry spell. But I know my woman, and as I thought she’d do, she lifts up her hips, situates herself over my erection and glides down. Her head falls back as she sighs. Shite, yeah.  
 
    “Ride me, yeah?” I whisper, too caught up in all things Frankie to speak any louder. She begins to move in a rocking motion at first, my hard length hitting the front and back walls of her sex. As she rocks, she starts to lift herself and glide back down. That, along with the rocking, creates a sensation I can’t even describe.  
 
    Tentative in the beginning, she finds her rhythm. I no longer have to do the work; she’s working herself around my dick. She brings up my hands to knead her breasts, grinding her hips slightly faster with each squeeze of my fingers.  
 
    This is good, but I want more, so I pull her down in order to suck one of her nipples into my mouth. This change in position gives friction in different areas. She gasps, moving her mouth like she can’t catch her breath.  
 
    “Breathe, baby.” Letting go of her nipple must have done the trick because she sucks in a lungful of air and rocks harder. Our pace meanders, but she knows how much pressure she needs at any given time to get her off.  
 
    “I missed this, Rory… missed you…” She moans deep and throaty, throwing a changeup in her hip rotation. “Love you,” she says and as she keeps up her grinding. I don’t think she realizes what she’s said.  
 
    “Ya still love me?” I practically growl those words, needing to hear her answer.  
 
    “Yes,” she mumbles. “Never stopped…”  
 
    Fuck me, I didn’t know how badly I needed to hear those words until I heard them. Frankie never stopped loving me. When I pull her toward me, it’s with far less finesse than I intended, but I need her lips. Moving my hands to hold her cheeks, I use my whole mouth—lips, tongue, teeth—to show her how I feel. She holds on to my wrists as she kisses back, rolling her hips over my length, and it feels so good I’m surprised my heart hasn’t stopped. She tries to pull away to release a moan, but I hold her mouth captive against mine, owning it as my due spoil.  
 
    A light sheen of sweat has broken out over both our bodies and as she continues to plunder my mouth with her own, Frankie moves one of my hands down to find her clit. Along with her continued glide, her hips begin to buck erratically and I know she’s close. “Come on, baby. Take it. It’s yars, mo leannan.”  
 
    On the final downglide, she clamps around me and lets loose an orgasmic battle cry. And I get to watch her break apart above me. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.  
 
    “Your turn,” she mouths, too spent to utter an actual sound. I nod and flip us so I can take her at the angle I need. Only a handful more strokes and I press my forehead in the crook of her neck as I come inside her. My beautiful Frankie.  
 
    I collapse, bringing more of my weight down on top of her and she circles her arms around me to hold me close. This is home. “I’m never letting ya go again, fair warning,” I tell her as I shift us so that she’s lying mostly on top of me now. “Rest now, Frankie. We’ll figure everything else out later.” 
 
    Remarkably, she plants a kiss on the center of my chest, then drops her cheek to rest exactly where she’d placed that kiss. Her breaths even out and I know she’s fallen asleep. Whatever happened tonight, I smell the stink of Rodrick all over it. If that bastard thinks to keep harassing my woman, he’s got a shock coming.  
 
    And that’s my promise. To him… and to her. On that thought, I kiss the top of her head and close my eyes.  
 
    I let her doze on me for a while, but the pull of that giant bed in my room becomes too much to resist. Ever since we set it up, I’ve been picturing spooning next to this woman. She barely even stirs when I shift her off and then reach around her body to heft her up into my arms and carry her to bed.  
 
    After laying her down and pulling the comforter up over her naked body, I begin to back away to round the bed when she surprises me by reaching her hand out to grasp mine, stopping my retreat. “You’re not leaving?” she asks.  
 
    “No, mo leannan. Not leaving, just moving around the bed. Didn’t wanna wake you.” 
 
    She smiles sleepily and releases my hand in order to flip back the comforter on my side, so I waste no more time standing around like an idiot and climb in next to her. I was right; it’s the softest fucking bed I’ve ever lain in. Even softer than the one she had when we were younger. We were both broke back then. 
 
    Frankie doesn’t even give me the chance to pull her against me, nuzzling her ass against my dick. As soon as she settles, my arms get wrapped around her and we both drift off.  
 
    The daylight barely peeked though the bedroom curtains when my eyes popped open. My thigh smarts having her leg, hand or whatever other part of her she pressed down on it last night while we were enjoying each other’s company. I rolled onto my side to face her, propping my head up on my bent arm watching her sleep.  
 
    She looks so peaceful sleeping. I take this time to get up and limp to the bathroom so I can take a few ibuprofen for the pain. While I’m up I check on the babes. Caity showed up with them when I got home yesterday. She told me about Frankie’s work emergency after I updated Duke on the Anguino Cartel situation. The lasses’re still off in dreamland. Good. It gives me more time with the woman I love before I have to be a da again.  
 
    Unfortunately, when I slide back under the covers, the movement wakes up Frankie. Fortunately, she turns her stunning brown eyes on me and smiles. 
 
    “Morning,” she says.  
 
    “Morning, mo leannan. How’re ya feeling?”  
 
    “Fine. Sore, if I’m honest. But the good kind—like after a good workout. I haven’t…um…  been with a man since… well it had been years.” 
 
    She doesn’t have to tell me how many. I knew it last night it had been eight of ’em. “We gotta talk,” I whisper, staring at her laying beside me, in awe of the fact that she’s here. After all we’ve been through, life brought us together again. It’s a goddam miracle.  
 
    “I know,” she answers, solemnly.  
 
    “What had you so rattled last night?” 
 
    She sighs. “Rodrick.”  
 
    At his name my body goes taut. “Go on,” I urge. 
 
    “He stopped me. It was dark and we were alone. He said some really nasty things.” She emphasizes the word nasty and I can read every bit of her meaning in her eyes. Though, I don’t need to because she gives it to me straight. “He tried to drag me from my car but I held on to that door for dear life until I could get it locked. Rory, I was so scared he was going to rape me that I sped off—left the scene.” 
 
    The frown spreads over my face but I keep silent, attempting to rein in my temper.  
 
    “What if he comes after me, raids the compound—I’m so sorry I brought this on you.” Tears roll down her cheeks. I reach my thumb over to wipe them away. 
 
    “These’re the only tears ya cry, hear me? He didn’t call it in. That was a rogue cop doing bad, but even if he brought the fucking army down on us, you did nothing wrong.” 
 
    “But—” she tries to protest. 
 
    “You did nothing wrong.” 
 
    First, we make love in the bed and then I go down on her in the shower between washing up. And as much as I want to end that fucker Rodrick, I have to tread carefully. My family needs me. I already considered Frankie family, but when she said she loved me, that cemented she and I permanently in this relationship. No explaining away the time she and I spend together to Brighton. No more pretending it’s just for the wee ones. We’re officially an us and that’s forever. Fuck. I rub my hands over my eyes. I am so gone for this woman. So fucking, fucking gone.  
 
    I’m pretty proud of myself for keeping my cool, actually.  
 
    The babes wake up, Macie as vocal as always. Mollie coos and gurgles. Both their eyes lit up, seeing Frankie and me. Together we change and feed them as we pack for Bald Head. I made the decision as the head of the MacGregor family that from the moment we stepped from the shower, Rodrick was forgotten. We have plans. New memories to make. He doesn’t get to ruin them, so I’m not going to let him.  
 
    “I don’t have any swimsuits,” she complains. “I can’t leave from here.”  
 
    “It’s a beach; they’ll sell swimsuits there. I want us gone from here before that dickhead has the chance to throw a wrench in our plans.” 
 
    “We’re running from him?” she asks. 
 
    That just pisses me off. “Shite, no. We ain’t running. It’s called a strategic retreat. Out of sight, out of mind. Gives me a chance to figure out what to do with him.” 
 
    “Okay, I can see that.” 
 
    “Plus, it gives me a chance to fuck ya on a beach,” I say, and I laugh when she punches my shoulder.  
 
    After a quick pack, because anything we’ve forgotten we can buy once we’re on the road, Frankie hooks Mollie into her seat and I do the same with Macie and we head out to the truck. Duke already gave me the time off because I was injured doing club work and he knows the situation with Frankie.  
 
    We take the Interstate, driving until we decide to stop to stretch our legs in Ashville, North Carolina. We walk around, pop inside some of the shops. The lassies are glad to be out of their seats for a while, I think.  
 
    Ready for a late lunch, we take our seats inside an eclectic café with white Christmas lights strung artfully on the walls alongside antiques. There’re two creepy-as-hell ventriloquist dummies seated in child-sized wooden chairs secured to one wall playing poker at a child-sized table. I swear their fucking eyes follow us around the whole room. The menu boasts of the best She-Crab bisque in the state and fried green tomatoes so good, they’ll “make you smack your mama.” Lucky for her, my ma is back Glasgow because Frankie and I both order their specialties and end the meal with peach cobbler because when in North Carolina… 
 
    It’s not easy to spoon up bisque and fork up tomatoes and cobbler one handed with a baby on yar lap, but the babes need to stretch as long as possible. And the smile on Frankie’s face, the way her eyes twinkle as Mollie latches on to Frankie’s lip with her little fingers while Frankie tries to take a bite… the way she laughs and kisses Mollie’s hand instead of eating… I wouldn’t trade one fucking minute of it.  
 
    From the restaurant it’s a fill-up for the truck and we’re back on the road. The sun shines bright enough through the cab of the car that it heats us to the point I have to turn on the air. Stark difference from the chilly weather back home. Frankie and I fill the time with listening to music, talking about the last few weeks we were apart—pointedly omitting any discussion of Rodrick or for me, the cartel—and reliving fun stories from the last time she and I headed to Bald Head together.  
 
    Several more hours of driving go by until we finally reach Southport. I park at the marina and we each grab a bag and a carrier. I use one hand to shake open the stroller, locking the lasses down in the stroller seats, then we take a shuttle to the front dock, where we purchase our tickets for the ferry. The wind blows Frankie’s hair, framing her face, and the way the light hits it brings out dark, coppery highlights.  
 
    She must feel me staring because she turns to me, laughing uncomfortably. “What?” she asks. 
 
    “Have I told ya how beautiful ya are?” 
 
    In a bout of shyness, she lowers her lashes. “No.” 
 
    “Shame on me, then. Because a more beautiful woman has yet to be born. Have I reminded ya of how much I love ya?” 
 
    “Not today,” she answers, and the smile she shoots me turns coy rather than shy. 
 
    “Then you should know that, too.” I set the bag on the sidewalk and, shifting the stroller out of the way but still keeping a hand on the handle, I wrap my free arm around Frankie’s waist to draw her closer. I whisper, “Love ya” right before I kiss her.  
 
    The line to board the ferry begins to move, which means I have to end things sooner than I want to, though we’ll have more time for everything once we’ve checked into our hotel on the island. Although we’d both love to sit on the top deck to get the full ferry experience—that rush of wind and ocean spray hitting yar face—with the wee ones, we opt for the first deck inside but close to the windows so we can look out.  
 
    Twenty minutes of unbelievable views and conversation and we dock at Bald Head. No cars are allowed on the island, other than emergency vehicles. For the rest of us, it’s golf carts, bikes—of the cycling variety—and walking. Since we have both girls and luggage, once we’ve made it off the boat, I flag down a golf cart to drive us to our hotel. It’s situated on the waterfront, opposite end of the island from the dock.  
 
    Check-in goes quick. Our room is on the second floor with the balcony facing the ocean and marshlands. There’s a wooden slat boardwalk leading to the sand. It’s a great view, but my mind is on other things. I’ve not had sex yet while the babes were awake and I don’t know how else to proceed other than leaving them securely in their crib that Frankie was smart enough to request when she booked the room, and pick her up to carry into the bathroom.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asks, giggling as I kick the door shut. But she knows exactly what I’m doing, especially when my mouth finds hers hard and I impatiently undress her. Then there are no more words between us for some time when she wraps her legs around my waist and I take her against the sink basin.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Growing up in Thornbriar, I always thought of the Lords and bikers in general as scary outlaws because they lived their lives like scary outlaws. But there’s nothing remotely scary about the men I’ve come to know or the man I love. We take the girls out shopping and to the beach. People stop us, wanting to see the girls. Some people get a little flustered when they see Rory’s backpiece. It’s huge. All the brothers get one when they patch in. It’s the club’s flaming devil’s head with the words Live. Ride. Brotherhood. And of course, there are his very visible scars from the bullet wounds on his torso. Plus, a fresh pink one on his thigh that he hasn’t discussed with me yet and truthfully, I’m afraid to ask him about it.  
 
    Shoot, I’m a bad girlfriend. I was so preoccupied with what had happened with Rodrick and then with everything that followed the next day, leading into last night. And if I’m being honest, this morning, too… I failed to notice a pink, puckering scar on my man.  
 
    My mood sours a little, but as the umpteenth person stops us to say “What a beautiful family you have” I let that settle me and go about enjoying my beautiful family, even if they aren’t actually mine.  
 
    The days are hot here, a good ten degrees warmer than back home. The nights are hotter. Once I’d let him inside, that was it. Now Rory’s on a mission to make up for all the years of sex we missed out on together. Every night. Every position he can think of—mostly in the bathroom or in the shower. Only when he’s actually making love to me do we do it in the bed. We’re quieter when making love so we don’t disturb the girls. It’s a wonder I can walk. This reprieve from regular life has been exactly what we needed.  
 
    On our last night on the island, we’re lying in bed. My head is resting on his chest after receiving my third orgasm of the night; he’s twisting the hair at the nape of my neck gently around a finger and rubbing up and down the length of my arm with his other hand. We’re both content and sated, but now I have to know about the newest addition to his bullet wound collection.  
 
    “What aren’t you telling me about your trip to Texas?” I ask.  
 
    His finger in my hair stills, but his hand continues to rub my arm and he sighs. 
 
    “Come on, Rory,” I say. “Why do you have a new scar on your thigh? If we’re going to be together, to make this work, I deserve to know what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “That ya do,” he says. “Mind ya, Frankie, any club business we talk about has to stay between us. Ya can’t even tell Brighton. The other old ladies will know and understand. Ya need to talk, ya talk with them.” 
 
    “So it’s bad?” I ask, laughing humorlessly. “I honestly thought the Lords were different now.” 
 
    “We are. No peddling drugs, guns, or women. We own and work legitimate businesses, but we ain’t pussies, lass.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means when there’s a problem to be handled, we handle it,” he answers sternly, but with a hint of pride. 
 
    “And handling it sometimes means with guns?” 
 
    “Aye. Handling it sometimes means with guns. Another club has been trying to get out of the game, but their old president signed a contract with a cartel and we were brought in to negotiate the reversion of rights and separation. Things got a little heated with a group the cartel had brought in who were a bunch of backstabbers.” 
 
    “You got shot.” 
 
    “Hurt like a son of a bitch, too. But I also got a marker from the head of one of the largest cartels in Mexico because the bullet was meant for him. Since not everyone likes that we got out of the game, sometimes they try to pull us back in. Having that marker was good business.” 
 
    “The biggest dick, the man in the linen suit?” I ask. 
 
    He kisses the top of my head instead of answering.  
 
    “What if something happens to you, Rory? What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen to me.” 
 
    “It already did. You were shot.” My eyes begin to prickle with tears as my nose begins to run.  
 
    “Fine. I’ve got life insurance. It’s one of the first things I did after wrapping my head around the fact that Mollie and Macie are actually mine and will be living with me forever. I’ve already added ya. Did it before I left on business. Frankie, all of ya will be taken care of. Promise.” 
 
    “I don’t want your money, you stupid Scot, I want you. Alive. Fully functioning. This whole thing scares me.” 
 
    “Scares ya? So are ya walking away then? I need to know where yar head is at.” 
 
    I swat his chest. “No, I’m not walking away. You’re the only man I’ve ever loved and those girls own my heart now, too. I’m here, but I’m allowed to be scared.” 
 
    “Yar allowed to be scared, but it’ll all work out. I plan on giving ya the MacGregor name as soon as I can convince ya of it.” 
 
    “What? Are you asking me to marry you?” 
 
    “Not asking. It’ll happen soon enough.”  
 
    Uh—soon enough? We only just got back together. That’s a conversation for a different night, though he’s given me a lot to think about. Where do I want this relationship to go? Do I want to be connected to the Lords, given their extracurriculars get people shot? My head is a straight-up mess. Instead of replying, I tilt my head up, try to forget his life scares me as much as it does, and kiss him. We lay quiet for a while until we both drift off to sleep.  
 
    Bright and early the next morning, Mollie and Macie are ready for diaper changes and breakfast. Who needs a wakeup call when you’ve got twin almost-five-month-olds in the room with you? Since we don’t want to anger the other rooms who do require a wakeup call, that gets us up and moving pretty darn quick. We bring them in the shower with us to clean up, get them bottles of yummy formula, pack our bags—we’re leaving with a brand-new extra bag full of souvenirs—and make our way down to the dining room for the continental breakfast.  
 
    They offer all my favorites from biscuits and gravy to scrambled eggs to grits. We sit through two cups of coffee each, enjoying our last views of the ocean until we can get back here again, then we check out and grab a golf cart back to the dock. It’s sad saying goodbye to the island. I wish we could just move here, but our lives are back in Thornbriar.  
 
    After ten hours of highway driving, a couple of pitstops and a lunch break included in that time, we roll back onto club property. It’s Saturday and members with old ladies riding on the backs of Harleys rumble past the truck.  
 
    “Party tonight,” Rory tells me. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “It’s okay. You go. I’ll stay with the girls. I doubt a club party is the place for babies.” 
 
    “I want ya there as my old lady. Make it official with the club.” 
 
    What are we doing with the girls then? And really, making it official with the club? I don’t know if I’m ready for that. I love Rory. I want to be with him, but at the same time, he got shot and has markers owed to him by a leader of a cartel. That’s big. I should probably not be with a man who knows cartels, but it’s Rory. And if I walk away this time, there’ll never be another chance.  
 
    “What’s that face, Frankie?” he asks.  
 
    I didn’t realize I was making a face. “I just—” 
 
    “Ya’re backing out, right?” His face guts me, a combination of pissed and sadness. 
 
    “I’m not.” It’s sort of a lie because I don’t actually know what the hell I’m doing.  
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to figure out what to do with the girls. Maybe if she’s home, Brighton will watch them.” 
 
    He smiles at me and pulls my head close to kiss my temple. My stomach pitches in a way that I know I’m going to that party as his old lady because Rory. That’s it. Because freaking Rory MacGregor. “Take the girls in, get them changed. I’ll try Brighton.” 
 
    I pull my phone out from my purse to call my best friend. “Hey, babe,” she answers first ring. I can always count on Brighton. “How was Bald Head?” 
 
    “He wants me to go to this Lords party as his old lady—that’s how it was.” 
 
    She stays silent for a moment. “Frankie, you sleep at his place like every night. The Lords still scare the shit out of me, but that doesn’t negate the fact that even I know you’re his old lady.” 
 
    Right. If my best friend who is scared shitless of the biker life admits I’m a biker’s old lady, then I should probably admit it too. “You going out tonight?” I ask.  
 
    “Need me to sit for those precious little doll-babies?” 
 
    “Not if you’re going out,” I hedge, half-hoping that she’s got plans.  
 
    “Nope. I’m home tonight.” 
 
    “Brighton Lee, why the hell are you sitting home on a Saturday night? You never go out. If there’s something you haven’t told me, like you’re attracted to women or hell… maybe you don’t feel attraction at all, you can tell me. No shame in any of those games, babe.” 
 
    “I like men. It’s just… we live in this swipe-left culture, where guys are only interested in hooking up. Like not even a first date—meet for the first time to bang. Then they’re off to the next one. I’m not that kind of girl. I’m a Virgo. We can rock your world, but you got to work for it a little before we do.”  
 
    I laugh. She did make the guys work for it when we were younger, that’s true.  
 
    “All right, either Rory or I will drop them off. Thanks, babe. I love you; you know that?” 
 
    “Back atcha, girl. Now go get pretty to show all those party skanks up.” 
 
    Party skanks? I never thought about them. Shit.  
 
    In the end, we decide Rory should take the girls because when I asked him if party skanks will be in the clubhouse, he informed me that skank is a judgmental word, but yes, the pieces—which stands for “pieces of ass,” but skank is judgmental?—will be there. I have to make myself look like I belong on the arm of a Lord.  
 
    The music blares from the clubhouse loud enough that I can sing along with the AC/DC song playing and I’m still inside Rory’s home. Yeah, yeah… I know about your dirty deeds, I think continuing to primp until my man finds me in the bathroom.  
 
    “Goddammit, Frankie, I wasn’t planning on carrying tonight,” he says. I look at him, puzzled. 
 
    “Uh, why would you need to carry?” The thought of him and guns still makes me nervous as hell, but the fact remains that this is him now and if I’m going to be with him, then I have to accept the new brother-of-the-Lords Rory.  
 
    “Because I’m gonna have to put a bullet in any man who looks atcha, and when yar sexy arse struts in that clubhouse, they’re all gonna be looking.” 
 
    It’s just a black Harley tee cut with a wide neckline to drape off the shoulder and a thick leather belt cinching in my waist. I paired it with a denim pencil skirt and my tall, black leather boots with the pointy toe and pointier heel. I call the look “sophisticated biker.” Maybe eventually, I’ll let loose enough to pull off a micro-mini and a tube top that only covers my boobs, but probably not. Baby steps. We’ll see how much into the life I’m willing to go in baby steps.  
 
    My hair is bigger than I normally wear it with loose curls and I even pulled out my best gold hoop earrings for the occasion. After a YouTube tutorial and an hour of applying, scrubbing and reapplying my face, I’ve finally perfected the 1940s movie star makeup look I was going for, though.  
 
    “So you like?”  
 
    As his answer, Rory pulls me against his hard, warm body to kiss the hell out of me. Good thing my lipstick is smudge-proof. Damn, this man always knew how to kiss, but he’s only gotten better.  
 
    “Baby,” I whisper against his lips, hardly able to speak, needing to catch my breath. “We aren’t going to make it to the party if you don’t stop.” 
 
    “Don’t fucking care,” he whispers back.  
 
    One of us has to be the reasonable party here. I take it upon myself and push him back a step. The man is so strong, he only goes because he’s giving in, not because I stand a chance in hell of moving him on my own. “I got all dressed up. You’re taking me out,” I scold him. 
 
    He laughs as he takes my hand. “I’ll be with ya all night. Ya know Elise, Trish, and Caity—they’ll be there, too. But I won’t leave ya unless yar ready.” 
 
    “Have I told you today that I love you?” 
 
    “Ya have now.” And that was the wrong thing to say because we fall back in to another round of kisses. It takes us another fifteen minutes before we ever leave his trailer.  
 
    Cigarette smoke billows out when Rory opens the door to the clubhouse. I’m unsure as to how I’m going to breathe in there. It smells yeasty, like beer, and smoke… and sex. And the reason for all three is pretty clear. Brighton and I went to plenty of parties in high school, and Rory always knew where to go when we were together the first time. But this… 
 
    There are women and men casually talking and laughing. All with drinks. Some men smoking cigarettes and I even notice—because who doesn’t recognize that scent?—a few guys smoking weed. And not two feet from them, there’s a man pounding into a woman bent over a sofa arm from behind. Right next to that chick’s head, there’s another woman riding a man sitting on the sofa. 
 
    My mouth drops open and it’s a struggle to close it. “They’re having… um… sex… in the open.” I speak softly yet sternly into Rory’s ear.  
 
    “Just a bit of fun, lass. No harm. Those men don’t have old ladies.” 
 
    “But they’re having sex in front of everyone.” 
 
    “That gonna be a problem?” he asks. As if I’m the one overreacting here? 
 
    “It might be. You don’t expect—” 
 
    “No.” No what? Is he telling me it’s not going to be a problem for me or that he doesn’t expect me to engage in public fornication?  
 
    “Rory, I… This is…” 
 
    “Ya see Elise fucking Boss on a table?” 
 
    What? Horrified, I scan the room looking to see her. I just never thought Elise would… “I don’t see her, no.”  
 
    “Caity? Trish?” 
 
    Ah. Now I get it. “No. I don’t see them fucking Boss on a table,” I try to joke.  
 
    “Woman,” he says. “This is serious. Check yar judgement at the door. We do thing differently here. The clubhouse is a place to let loose. Some of us don’t like fucking in public, some as ya can see, don’t give a fuck where they get their rocks off.” His voice holds an edge of irritation and he actually drops my hand.  
 
    Is he angry? With me? Oh, hell no. “Well, it makes me uncomfortable. You should have warned me. I’d have had time to, I don’t know, mentally prepare or something. In my life, people don’t just have sex where everyone else can see them. I’m not the unreasonable one here.”  
 
    “Drop the judgmental, bratty behavior or I’ll sit yar ass up on the bar and fuck ya so hard, yar moan’ll have everyone in the room staring.” 
 
    I fold my arms over my breasts and through gritted teeth hiss, “Touch me and I’ll make you wish you were never born.” 
 
    A skank piece who really should’ve picked up on the vibe coming from our side of the room picks the worse time in the world to saunter over. “Hey, Scotch, baby… you look tense. How ’bout I loosen you up?”  
 
    Then, I kid not, she drops to her knees in front of him and starts to unbuckle his belt like she plans to suck him off there in front of me. Something snaps inside me. That saying, “I saw red”—it’s a real, legitimate phenomenon. I literally see a red film drop in front of my eyes and I grab the woman by the hair to pull her up. She screams and claws at my hand, slicing several marks. All that does is piss me off more. This is something I’ve never done before, but I ball my fist and swing, connecting with her jaw. Blood dribbles down her chin. 
 
    “Don’t you ever fucking go near Rory again.” I ground out and it’s now that I realize everyone in the place is staring at me, including a dumbfounded Rory. My eyes fill with tears and I take off running back out the front door. He doesn’t follow me, either.  
 
    Not when I go back in his place to grab my purse and keys. Not when I start my car and peel out of there.  
 
    I’m almost to my apartment when I remember that my bed is in his place. “Dammit!” I scream and cut a left to head to Brighton’s house instead. I’ve never punched a woman in my life and I think I might have knocked a tooth out.  
 
    This isn’t me.  
 
    Crying fat, ugly tears on Brighton’s doorstep, I ring the bell and wait. It takes two seconds for her to answer and like a best friend, she doesn’t ask one question, just pulls me inside and hugs until I’m ready to spill my guts.  
 
    I plop down on her sofa right next to where the girls are passed out in the pack-and-play while she walks into her kitchen. A few minutes later, she comes back with a tumbler full of what I know is a cherry 7 and 7.  
 
    “They were having sex right out in the open,” I cry to my best friend, then gulp my drink and hiccup. “And when I said it made me uncomfortable, he called me… me… judgementalandbratty.” The last word gets jumbled together as a fresh round of tears flow and a huge sob rips from my throat.  
 
    “Like real sex?” Brighton asks. 
 
    What does that even mean? “No. The fake kind, with robots. Of course, the real kind. Women bent over sofa arms or riding dudes right in front of us all.”  
 
    “And he never thought to give you a heads-up that this is what you might see?” 
 
    “No,” I answer. Brighton has known me long enough. If he’d just given me some warning, some time to mentally prepare, it wouldn’t have knocked me for such a loop.  
 
    “Asshole,” she mumbles through a loud pounding on her front door. “He’s gonna wake up his girls.” Brighton stands to storm over to lay into him when she throws the door open and it takes me a split second too long to realize that it’s not Rory come to hash things out with me. 
 
    It all happens so fast. All I see is a cut—but not a Lords cut, this one has blue lettering—and then an arm punches Brighton, knocking her on her butt and knocking her clean out.  
 
    Then he steps into the room. He fills the space in a very bad way. Shaved head, a bullet hole tattooed between his eyes, and a face that looks like he’d run it through a meatgrinder.  
 
    He glares at me, cracks his knuckles and his neck, and says, “Scotch fucked up. Yer gonna beg for death before I’m done.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11. 
 
    Rory 
 
      
 
      
 
    I can’t fucking believe she’d embarrass me like that in front of my brothers. Every one of ’em looked at me like ‘Can’t ya control yar woman?’ I stomp over to the bar. “Scotch,” I order, sliding onto a stool. “Triple.” The prospect behind the bar doesn’t say a word, flipping over a glass and pulling a bottle from the shelf behind him before he pours the first of what I can already tell will be many.  
 
    After slamming the first, I choke at the same time coughing out, “Another.” The kid pours me a second even as I feel heat at my back.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Duke grumbles, then he says to the prospect, “I’ll take one too.” 
 
    The kid slides my drink to me and then one to Duke. He opens a beer and hands it off to Boss, who stepped up beside me, too. Duke shoots back his whiskey and turns to lean on his arm so he’s looking right at me. 
 
    “I’ll ask again. What. The. Fuck?” 
 
    “I didn’t know that’s how she’d react.” I only drink half my drink down this time. “Thought she was old lady material. Guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “You were wrong?” Duke asks. “That’s all ya got ta say?”  
 
    “She won’t be back at the club.” 
 
    Boss grips my shoulder. That’s one hell of an act of aggression. 
 
    “My brother and my boss or not,” I snarl, “Don’t wanna turn yar wife widow. Ya remove that motherfucking hand now.”  
 
    “Calm the fuck down and think for a second,” Duke butts in.  
 
    “I said she won’t be back. What more do ya want?” 
 
    “For you to get your head outta yer ass and go after her,” Boss, who still hadn’t removed his hand, says.  
 
    It’s too dark to read his face and overly loud and I—shit—I don’t think I heard him properly. “Ya want what?” 
 
    “For you to get your head outta yer ass and go get that woman.” He speaks real slow. Annunciating each word as if he thinks I’m too stupid to understand.  
 
    “I—” Confused, my mouth drops open and stays open.  
 
    “Did ya tell her about the pieces? She know they like to fuck out in the open? That it’s a badge of pride for ’em?” Duke asks. 
 
    I shut my mouth. “No.”  
 
    “You warn her when she ain’t tryin’ to process everything she’s seein’ that Lords parties are almost anything goes, but she don’t have to participate in anything she’s not comfortable with?” Boss continues. 
 
    “No.” I grit my teeth and slam back the last of my drink, then use the back of my hand to wipe my mouth. No, what I did was run my mouth like an arsehole and tell her I’d fuck her on the bar top. It felt like a slap in the face, like she was judging me because I don’t judge the brothers who don’t take it into private. Like I’m somehow wrong. What else was I supposed to do? Frankie is everything to me.  
 
    “Did ya send Ronnie away when she dropped to blow ya in front of yer woman?” Duke asks. “Because it sure as fuck didn’t look like it.”  
 
    This time I don’t bother to answer at all. I was shocked that Ronnie would be so brazen and the way Frankie reacted, she didn’t give me the chance to do anything but stand there and look dumb.  
 
    “Brother,” Boss says. “You got a second chance with this woman. Don’t blow it. Elise loves her. Says she’s total old lady material.” 
 
    Okay. “Listen—” 
 
    “No, you listen. Don’t know if you remember, but Elise freaked the fuck out when she saw the pieces.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I was taking care of business. We didn’t meet until you were opening the club.” 
 
    “Right. Then you missed some fireworks, brother. I neglected to tell her how the parties go. She wasn’t used to that shit. But she got used to it, just like your woman will if you give her the chance.”  
 
    All this is getting us nowhere. I should’ve never brought her to the party. Why did I think she’d be okay with it? She’s a daycare teacher for Christ’s sake. Nothing more to be said. I stand from the stool ready to call this night a bust and start over tomorrow. “I think she’s just too… good for the life.” 
 
    Wrong thing to say. Both Duke and Boss take defensive stances in front of me, blocking me in. “Ya sayin’ Doc ain’t good?” Duke asks. “I’d think long and hard about how yer gonna answer.” 
 
    “Brother, you gonna talk shit about my wife?” Boss says at almost the same time. 
 
    “Fuck, no… wasn’t saying yar women ain’t good, I meant goody two-shoes. That’s the phrase my ma used.”  
 
    “Ain’t no woman worth takin’ on as an old lady who ain’t a little goody two-shoes in the beginnin’. She wasn’t, she’d already be a piece up here fuckin’ the brothers. You gotta ease ’em into the life,” Duke says.  
 
    “Don’t remember ya easing Caity into anything.” 
 
    “It took her a year of comin’ here before she started gettin’ used to how things work. That’s when she finally opened to bein’ my old lady. She and I’d been dancin’ around our attraction that whole time.” Duke lifts his glass to the prospect for another drink. “Look, I ain’t tellin’ ya who to put in yer bed. I’m just sayin’ you got a woman who clearly loves yer stupid ass, and she loves those babies better than their own ma. Like she was their ma—takin’ on all that responsibility while you were gone. Don’t love her back, yer call. But if she’s the one, then brother, you better get yer ass down the mountain and bring that woman home.” 
 
    Then they both turn to leave me standing knee-deep in my own misery. The realization of what a stupid fuck I’ve been hits hard. I scrub my hands over my face and take in several slow breaths. Christ, I screwed this all up.  
 
    Phone in hand, I dial Frankie while leaving the club. Predictably, she doesn’t answer. “Woman, pick up. I was a major arse and I’m sorry. We need to talk.” 
 
    I jog for home to get my truck because we might have to stop and get the lassies. Dutchy opens the gate for me to speed through. It takes ten minutes to reach Frankie’s apartment complex. I forget which number is hers because she always brings the babes home to me and have to scroll through old texts to find it.  
 
    Her car’s not parked out front. I throw the truck in park and hop out to run up to her door. And I stand there for several minutes like a damn fool, knocking on a door that no one’s going to answer. If she’s not home, then she’s with Brighton.  
 
    Back in the truck, I hightail it over to Brighton’s neighborhood. And I notice a problem right away. The lights are on in the living room, but the front door is wide open, though Frankie’s car is in the drive, so I know she has to be here. They would’ve had to have seen my headlights turn into the driveway and yet no Brighton in the doorway waiting to bitch at me. Something isn’t right. I reach over to pull my pistol from the glovebox before exiting the cab.  
 
    Arms outstretched, the barrel pointing low, I slowly move up the paved walk to the front of the house. Still no one shows to bitch at me. No noise but the television coming from inside. “Frankie?” I call inside. I’m getting a bad feeling. “Ya alright in there?”  My gut clenches. Fuck if I don’t wanna go in there but I know I have to. “Get the lasses, mo leannan. I was an arse for sure, but I’m bringing ya home.” 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    When I reach the open door, I know she’s not going to yell at me because she’s not fucking here. The front room is turned. Furniture flipped over. Broken glass. And I see at least one spot of blood on the carpet.  
 
    “Frankie!” I call out, again. “Frankie, it’s me. If yar here, please, Jesus, answer.” No answer comes. I run through the house, checking every room, using my shirt to open doors to not leave any prints. My wee ones are gone. Brighton is gone. Frankie is fucking gone. My chest grows tight. It feels like a fist wrapped around my heart trying to pull it out of my body.  
 
    Christ, it had to be loud. Did no neighbors come to check on them? 
 
    This can’t be happening again. We killed that fucker Houdini. Frankie had no psychotic ex coming after her. Did Brighton? I fall to my knees. If one hair is out of place on Frankie’s head, if they’ve hurt Mollie or Macie, whoever did this will wish for death before I’m done. That I swear.  
 
    Finally, a neighbor comes to check on the commotion I’ve caused. “You okay?” he asks. 
 
    “Call 9-1-1. The house is trashed. They’re missing.” 
 
    “Missing?” he asks, and I snap. 
 
    “Fucking go—now. Call the police.” 
 
    The man runs back inside his house and I fish my phone from my pocket to call my brothers. It’s Duke who finally answers. “Not goin’ well?” he asks, chuckling at something someone says there at the club. I can’t make out the words, just that there’s a voice. 
 
    “They been kidnapped!” I yell. “I need yar help.” 
 
    “What?” he shouts. “Music off!” The music in the background cuts immediately. “Fuck, you mean kidnapped?” 
 
    “I got to Brighton’s place; it’s turned. Furniture flipped and broken glass and the lasses are gone.”  
 
    “Call the police?” he asks.  
 
    “I had a neighbor call; don’t know if he did it. Duke, brother, my hands are shaking. I feel sick. Wanna take me on, fine, but women and babes?” 
 
    “I need the address.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Calm down and gimme the goddamn address.” 
 
    I finally hear the sirens in the distance. “Turkey Hill. Uh, five-thirteen. The cops are coming.” 
 
    “Stay calm, brother. Boss is on the line with Tommy right now. We’ll be there in ten.” 
 
    Before long, Brighton’s house is swarmed with Thornbriar PD and Lords on the front lawn waiting for news. Tommy goes in with a kit to check for anything biological aside from the small spot of blood on the floor.  
 
    “Got prints,” Tommy calls as he walks out. “No other biological traces.” He pauses to let that sink in. No other biological traces means he may not have violated the women, at least not yet. “But he sure don’t care if we find his identity—left prints all over the front room.” 
 
    “What now?” I ask, so tense I’m coming outta my skin. 
 
    “Now you head home and wait for my call ’less you want Blood and Hero on this, too.” 
 
    Duke cuts in. “Already on it.”  
 
    Go home? I can’t go home when my family’s missing, but the longer I stand around with my thumb up my arse, the angrier I get. Keep going over it in my head, who would want to hurt Frankie or Brighton? 
 
    Suddenly, the answer hits me like a shot between the eyes. It was that fucker Rodrick. I’d bet my life on it. Heading for my truck, one thing’s certain, I’m getting my family back before I put a bullet between his eyes. 
 
    “Where you goin’?” Blue, one of the newer brothers, calls out to me, catching the attention of the other brothers. Shite, that’s the last thing I need. 
 
    “Didn’t get yer answer.” Duke’s gruff voice stops me. “Where the fuck you going?” 
 
    “Shite to take care of.”  
 
    “What shit?” he demands to know. 
 
    “Gee, sorry, Dad… didn’t know I had a curfew.” Our president or not, he doesn’t get to control my movements. 
 
    “Yer woman and kids have been taken and I can’t have ya running off halfcocked causing trouble while we try to figure this out.” 
 
    “I didn’t join this club to be told what I can and cannough do.” I start for my truck again. 
 
    “Ya also didn’t join this club to deal with shit alone. Blue, Crass—yer on ’im. Lock ’im down if ya must. Ain’t wasting time bailing brothers outta jail while we’re trying ta mount a rescue.” Duke’s words are law and the next thing I know, Blue and Crass jog up to my side. They both mount their bikes while I pile back inside my truck, wishing like fuck that I had my bike because I need to ride.  
 
    Before I can think better of it, I turn in the direction of the Sheriff’s Department. It doesn’t take but ten minutes to get there and with my brothers at my back, I walk inside. I’m not stupid. It takes a great deal of strength, but Duke was right. I won’t do the lasses any good if I’m in jail. Before I hit the waiting area I breathe in slow-like, letting it go slower, to calm myself down. It’s a damn good thing I do, too as all heads turn to look at us when we enter. But I don’t give any of ’em a second glance, dead set on talking to the man himself. Murmurs rise in the air as I approach reception. 
 
    “I’m looking for Rodrick,” I tell the lass behind the desk. “He in?” 
 
    “Deputy Rodrick is in back. Let me call him. One moment, please.” Then she picks up the phone, presses a button, and waits. I hear it ring through the receiver. I know he picks up because she tells him, “There’s someone out front to see you.” After she hangs up, she tells us to take a seat.  
 
    My brothers and I drop into a set of uncomfortable wooden chairs lined against a wall opposite the desk to wait. Business carries on around us, though we continue to get looks. And the jacknut keeps us waiting forever. My leg bounces a mile a minute. I run my hands through my hair for the fiftieth time when Crass asks, “You wanna tell us now what we’re doin’ here? Already got Tommy on the case.” 
 
    “It was Rodrick. He took my family.” 
 
    “So you march into his house to confront him? Is that smart? You got proof?” He pulls a smoke from the pack in his hand but doesn’t light it because there’s no smoking inside the building. He taps it on the pack instead.  
 
    “He’s not wrong,” Blue chimes in. “Be smart, brother. Unless you got something Tommy don’t, let’s get proof before we confront him.” 
 
    “Listen, if yar scared, then get the fuck out. I didn’t ask ya here.” 
 
    Crass shoots Blue a look, but neither of ’em moves to go. Finally, I see the fucker walk out of an office. There’s a second man with him. They shake hands and the man turns to leave. Rodrick catches my glare and doesn’t make a move in our direction until that other man leaves. Only then does he saunter up to the desk. The brothers and I stand. And with them at my back, I make my approach. “My family’s missing. Where are they?” I demand to know. 
 
    “Did they go missing within the city limits? If so, then I’m afraid that’s TPD jurisdiction. I’d be happy to call down for ya,” he answers in a tone that couldn’t be more patronizing if he tried. I ball my hands to keep from reaching out to grab him by this throat. 
 
    “Where are they?” I ask again, losing patience.  
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know, seein’ as I been in meetings all day, but if you wanna make a report, I’ll be happy to call around, see what I can find out.” He raises an eyebrow at me like he thinks he’s won. Crass and Blue step to my back, each taking a side. 
 
    Then Crass leans in and murmurs, “Lock it down or we lock you down.”  
 
    Right.  
 
    And that’s when my phone rings at the same time as my brothers’ phones. It’s Tommy Doyle on mine. “Whatcha got?” I ask. 
 
    Blue and Crass crowd me. 
 
    “The prints got a match,” Tommy says. “The guy’s name is Ray Turnbull. He also goes by—”  
 
    “Bull,” I finish for him, gritting my teeth. “Fucking Horde.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every bone, muscle, tendon, and bit of cartilage in my body hurts more than I ever imagined I could hurt. Only one of my eyes opens enough to see out of; the other throbs, so completely swollen I couldn’t pry it open if I tried. Nausea fills my belly and I can only turn my head enough before I puke to not get it down the front of me.  
 
    I can’t see Brighton or the babies.  
 
    My whole body shakes as I shove up to a sitting position. Putting even the slightest pressure on my left wrist brings fresh tears to my eyes and I pull it back, cradling it against my body. I’m positive it’s broken. That’s when I see the blood in my vomit, but although concerning, I can’t be bothered by it right now. I need to find my girls. And it wasn’t my fault, per se, but Brighton only got dragged into this mess because of my association with the Lords. What else could it be? 
 
    The nausea comes back as I force myself to stand, still hunched over, because every time I try to make it to my full height, my breathing sputters and sharp lightning bolts of pain shoot through my system. I’ve never had broken ribs before and I’m no doctor, but it seems pretty plausible to believe there are a few broken ones now.  
 
    Slowly, I’m forced into a sort of limp-drag of my right foot, the only way for me to escape the corner our attacker dumped me in. Using the wall to steady myself, I make it to a flimsy wooden door, twisting the handle, expecting it to be locked. It’s not locked. The door doesn’t just look flimsy; it feels cheap and hollow and thankfully doesn’t take too much effort to push open, revealing an expansive room, dark in this corner. An ugly, garish orange light shines in the opposite side of the room—the side where the noise comes at me from. Not the noises from crying babies or a scared friend, but the murmur of low voices, maybe two. And the most god-awful burning chemical smell fills the entire space.  
 
    Oh god, my brain keeps thinking as my eyes blink continuously while I attempt to hold back the retching. If it didn’t hurt so much to move and I didn’t need my left hand to guide me along the metal wall, I’d use it to cover my nose and mouth.  
 
    Eventually, I have to push off the wall, seeing as the way is blocked by an overly large crate. The crate’s lid sits askew, leaving the—well, seeing as I don’t know much about guns, I have no idea if these are automatic or semiautomatic—but there has to be a whole lot of them in a crate this size and looking around the room, there have to be at least fifty of these same-size crates. Without looking inside each, I can’t know if they all contain guns, but I’m going to go with they do.  
 
    So I’m probably in a warehouse. A warehouse full of guns plus a burning chemical smell. I’ve watched enough cop shows to figure they’re probably cooking drugs in here. What kind of drugs get cooked? Meth, right? That’s one of the big ones? 
 
    This day just keeps getting worse. I can’t have Mollie and Macie around guns and meth—or whatever nasty thing they’re cooking. Before I reach them, I come upon another door and behind is where I finally hear the baby whimpers I’ve been longing to hear. But this door won’t open like mine did.  
 
    I shove on the door with my shoulder and frantically wiggle the knob to no avail. “Hey, sweetie,” I quietly call through the door. “I’m here. I’m coming.” Then I push harder, the panic beginning to raise because I’m so close and they need me. They need me. The door feels cheap and hollow like the other, but the lock and the frame surrounding the lock isn’t. Dammit.  
 
    Only one idea comes to me and it’s not one I relish, but my girls need care. They need formula and diaper changes. Shoving back the panic, I limp my way across the main floor, stopping intermittently to catch my breath and to fight back the pain in order to continue on, eventually making it to the garish orange lights and the three men busily making illegal drugs.  
 
    I count to three and then clear my throat. All eyes look to me. I hold my hand up. “Please… the babies. They need formula and diapers. I don’t care what you do to me, so long as you let me take care of them. And Brighton, please. She’s innocent. Don’t hurt her…” I swallow hard and cough.  
 
    Two of the men wearing cuts that read Horde move toward me. One of them unbuckles his belt. Okay. I resign myself to the fact that he’s looking to violate me. I refuse to flinch or cower, hoping that they see with me not fighting, that I’m a woman of my word and that they’ll let me take care of the girls. However, right before he reaches me, another man, the scary dude who attacked us at Brighton’s house, walks in from outside—I know it’s outside because the daylight floods in when the door opens—and stops him.  
 
    “The fuck you doin’?” he asks the guy who had his button popped, too.  
 
    “She said she’d do whatever we want if we let her take care of the kids. She’s hot and I’m horny.” 
 
    “Touch her, I chop your dick off, shove it down your throat, and beat you ’til you shit it out again. We got whores at the club. She don’t get touched. Scud’s orders.” Then he walks over to me. The soles of his boots clomp loudly on the thick cement floor until he reaches me. “Ain’t no place for you,” he says, grabbing a fistful of hair at the back of my head to pull me back toward the room with the babies. He walks so fast that it forces me to walk on my bad leg.  
 
    When we reach the door, he fishes out keys from his pocket, unlocks the door, and shoves me inside. I fall to the ground and make the mistake of using both my arms to brace my fall, which jams my already broken wrist, causing a whole lot of dry heaving on my part.  
 
    “I’ll be back with shit for the brats. Give me shit, they all die.” 
 
    “I won’t give you shit; I promise.” 
 
    Once he’s slammed the door and I hear the lock, I use my one okay hand and one okay leg to drag myself over to the babies sitting in their carriers on the floor. “Macie.” I singsong her name softly. She’s the closest to me. “Hey, sweetheart. I’m here.” Then I continue to drag myself until situated between the two girls. I bend in to kiss the tops of both their heads. “I can’t pick you up… sorry.” I keep on sweetly. “But I love you and I’m gonna take care of you.”  
 
    The tears breach the levies of my eyes, rolling down my cheeks. I still don’t know where Brighton is or what they’ve done to her. The thought makes me sick. Since every second stuck in this place feels like a millennium, there’s no way for me to know how much time passes before he shows back up with a couple of grocery bags. One has a box of diapers and the other has two new bottles, dry formula, and a gallon of water. Not ideal. I couldn’t chance wasting the water to wash out the bottles, which means they’ll just have to take their meals as is. It totally grosses me out, but what can I do?  
 
    Everything has to be held with my thighs because of my injured hand. Opening the can, which includes popping and peeling off the aluminum top, fishing out the scoop—my hand shakes as I try to dump a scoop into each bottle—then peeling off the plastic cap to the water. The full gallon is too heavy and I end up spilling water on my skirt. Screwing the caps on. Shaking the bottles. All of it done one-handed. I unsnap Macie’s onesie first and do my best to change her diaper, but having been in the same one all night, she has angry red splotches all over her baby girl parts. Mollie is less red but still she has splotches, too. Instead, I let them air out while I hand them off their bottles, using a rolled-up disposable diaper to prop them up for each girl. Thirsty myself, I take a swig of their water and then move to rest my back against the hard metal wall.  
 
    The girls get my soft rendition of “You Are My Sunshine.” They love that song. I try to get into it for them, but the whole time, all I can think is, Please, Rory. Please find us. 
 
    Eventually, the sound of whimpers resonates outside the door and when it swings open, Brighton stands next to another man I don’t know. On the side of her face where that devil-man punched her is blue and purple, and there’s some swelling. Her lip is scabbed over from the cut and, of course, her hair is disheveled and there’s a rip at the neck of her T-shirt she wore last night as part of her pajamas, as if someone grabbed it and pulled or dragged her from her house, most likely.   
 
    She’s visibly shaken and injured, but not cradling or favoring any arm, leg or ribs. Mostly she just looks scared. He holds her by her long hair, shoving her inside. She stumbles, landing on her hands and knees with watery eyes, yet she doesn’t cry out. My best friend is strong. 
 
    “Up, bitch!” he calls over to us. I don’t know who he’s talking to until he says again, “I said up unless you want me to tear up her sweet pussy.” 
 
    I struggle to stand.  
 
    “No,” Brighton breathes softly, shaking her head. But I have no choice. I promised that I’d do whatever they wanted in return for not hurting her or the babies.  
 
    “I have to,” I say to her, looking her directly in the eyes, hoping that she sees everything I can’t express out loud. “Help me up… Please.”  
 
    She nods once and pushes up off the ground to help me stand by wrapping her arms around me under my armpits. There’s no missing my limp, clearly now darkly bruised, broken wrist.  
 
    Up, I put my weight on my okay leg. “Take care of the girls,” I say, then turn away, limping toward the door with my lame leg dragging behind me again.  
 
    I’m in pain. I’m a mess. Still, I straighten my shoulders as much as possible and lift my head despite how badly it hurts to do it. He shoves me without regard to my injuries and I stumble but manage to stay standing.  
 
    “Over there.” He points to the lab area. I nod and walk. He steers me to a metal table, the kind they used in my college science classes. It holds a hotplate and an old frying pan coated in a white film. There are blocks of white powder and chemicals on the table. Instead of asking, he shoves me down onto a stool. “Cook the coke with the cleaner,” he orders.  
 
    “What is this?” I ask. 
 
    “Crack.” 
 
    Crack? I didn’t know people still used that. Obviously, the meth-or-whatever-it-is-production far surpasses the crack production, but I follow his directions. I’ll do anything they ask to keep Brighton and the girls safe. I can’t do it one-handed, but there are a couple of kitchen towels on the table. One of them I loosely roll up and tie around my wrist. It’s not ideal, but at least with the break somewhat immobilized, I can do the work. The second towel I tie around my nose and mouth as a sort of filter because I don’t think it safe to be breathing it all in.  
 
    Bikers show up checking on our progress, though there’s one man who’s clearly in charge. Average height, has a slight beer belly but looks like someone stomped on his face and it never recovered. Maybe I’m bias because he’s keeping us here and I hate him on principle. He paces around the lab with hard footfalls and his arms crossed over his chest, an always-present reminder of what’s at risk if I don’t comply—not that I could ever forget. They don’t let me up for hours, not even to use the bathroom. No one offers me a sip to drink or a bite to eat. The pain in my head starts to make my vision blur; still, I keep my head down and try to blink away the dizziness, never stopping production or uttering a peep of complaint.  
 
    Finally, when I think that I’m about ready to pass out from pain, hunger, exhaustion, dehydration, and the fumes, the man whom the others address as the infamous “Scud,” the man in charge, stops by my table. “Did good today. Got a cot and some soup for you.” 
 
    Thank the good lord. 
 
    “Can I see the babies?” I ask.  
 
    “They’re fine.” 
 
    “But they need to see me.” I slowly push up from the stool and attempt to stretch the kink out of my neck and back, courtesy of spending an entire day hunched over. 
 
    “You ain’t their ma,” he says. 
 
    “I didn’t give birth to them, but they’re mine… please. Even five minutes, then I’ll come right back here if that’s what you want.”  
 
    We walk to a different room than the one where they’d kept the babies earlier, farther back, still clearly rooms off a warehouse. When he opens the door, Brighton looks up from where she’s been sitting on an old coil-spring cot with a threadbare mattress. My girls are next to her. She gasps and pushes from the cot to run to me, throwing her arms around my neck and squeezing tight enough to choke me. My body screams under the pressure from her arms and I teeter on the verge of passing out. But as I can’t catch my breath, I can’t tell her.  
 
    In my head I find myself thanking whatever divine power in the universe reminds her of my injuries and my need to breathe in order to survive. She shoves me back saying, “Ohmygod” in a jumbled mess of words. “I was so scared when they took you away. Did they hurt you?” 
 
    I slowly, and with a tremendous amount of wincing, shake my head. “Bri, I only have a few minutes. Are you okay?”  
 
    “We’re fine. They left us in that other room for a really long time and then they moved us in here with the cot and the TV mounted to the wall.” Brighton points to the television as if I can’t see it there or hear the soft sounds in the background. “They only let me have one channel, but spending the day with fifties and sixties sitcoms is better than having nothing to do.” 
 
    Mollie and Macie smile and babble their baby gibberish, happy to see me.  
 
    “Hey, sweeties, I missed you.” As I couldn’t safely hold them both, Brighton first places Macie on my lap. I hold her with my good arm, kissing the tip of her head. “Your daddy must be missing you something fierce,” I say between more kisses. “He loves you. I love you, baby girl.”  
 
    Brighton lifts Macie, placing her in her carrier so she can hand me Mollie to hold in the same spot on my lap Macie just vacated. “Mollie, girl… I missed you, too.” Her head gets the same kisses as her sister. So many kisses.  
 
    “Time to go,” Scud’s gruff voice calls over to me. I don’t want to put Mollie down so soon, but I refuse to do anything that’ll put them in jeopardy. 
 
    “Okay, babies, Frankie has to go. You be good for Auntie Brighton.” With silent tears running down my cheeks, I give each girl a final kiss. Brighton helps me to stand again. My best friend gets a cheek kiss as well. Then I limp back over to Scud. 
 
    The farther away from the girls we walk, the more I think I’m being tested. It’s slow-going, but despite the pain, I keep up with Scud. On the opposite wall from the girls, he lets me through a door that leads to the outside.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask. Scud doesn’t answer, shoving me toward an outbuilding. Panic fills me as I think I’m about to die, but he simply opens a door, no lock, and shoves me inside. Just as he’d said earlier, there’s a cot, a toilet in the corner, a TV hanging on the wall, and a bowl of what was probably hot soup when they first brought it in here.  
 
    He slams the door shut behind me and I’m alone. Definitely a test. I could walk out that door right now. But would he be waiting out there for me? And really, how far would I get with all my injuries? Not to mention, how badly would they hurt Brighton and the girls before they killed them to get back at me? 
 
    I limp over to the toilet first and take care of business. Then I ease myself down onto the cot and use the remote sitting next to the soup to turn on the TV. Like with Brighton, there’s only one station. I drink the soup and crash to the sounds of The Andy Griffith Show in the background.  
 
    They think they know me? What I’ll do? They have no idea. 
 
    They will not break me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The fuck?” 
 
    A man’s shrill voice snaps me awake. I open both my eyes today. The swelling on the bad one went down enough overnight to allow that to happen.  
 
    I push up with my okay hand to stare at Scud. “Is something—” I clear my scratchy throat and try again. “Is something wrong?”  
 
    “You’re still here,” he says somewhat angrily.  
 
    “I gave you my word. So long as they aren’t hurt, I won’t try to escape. I’ll do whatever you ask of me.”  
 
    “Fuck if I thought ya meant it.” He scratches his head. “Get up.”  
 
    As directed, I slowly stand from the cot. He roughly grabs my upper arm to drag me from the room. A shed. Now I’m really confused because I don’t know what I did to earn this treatment. But when we get inside, I realize that they haven’t lived up to their end. When we pass by the room she was staying in, the door is wide open and Brighton looks like she’s had the ever-loving-shit kicked out of her. 
 
    “What did you do?” I ask, okay, well kind of screech.  
 
    He smacks my cheek, hard. “I ain’t done shit. One ’a the men thought he’d get a little somethin’ last night.” 
 
    I gasp.  
 
    “Calm your tits. He roughed her up but was stopped before he got any further. He’s been dealt with. When you’re given a direct order, ya follow it. 
 
    My poor Brighton; she must be so scared. We had a deal. I don’t give a shit if he’s been “dealt with” or not. It’s up to them to make sure their men follow the rules. I harden my resolve. All bets are off now… I’m getting them out one way or another.  
 
    The one thing that could throw me off my guard happens when we reach the lab again. Deputy Rodrick is there barking orders at the other two men whom I worked alongside yesterday.  
 
    Deputy Freaking Rodrick.  
 
    He saunters his way over to us, dragging his finger along my cheek like he’s checking out the merchandise. “Looky what we got here, boys. Guess she likes us too much to leave.”  
 
    I keep quiet, not giving him anything. Apparently, he doesn’t like that and lashes out, slapping my bad eye. It stings so badly and water leaks out, but not because I’m crying. Oh, no… only that eye leaks and I stand straighter. 
 
    “Not so tough without yer fuckboy to protect ya,” he says, and I want to laugh in his ugly, smug face. Scotch a fuckboy? Seriously?  
 
    Instead of responding to that, I turn to Scud. “Same thing as yesterday?” I ask.  
 
    He shoots me a chin lift, which I take as an affirmative and begin limping toward the crack table. Not getting the response he seems to have wanted, Rodrick grabs me by the back of my neck, digging his fingers into the flesh just enough to cause pain, and pushes me forward until I’m bent at the waist with my face smushed against the table.  
 
    “I could take what I want right now and there wouldn’t be a damn thing for you to do about it.” He says low and threatening in my ear. And he’s right, he could. But I don’t care any longer. I refuse to cower to this bastard.  
 
    At my nonresponse, he punches me in the side by my broken ribs and he puts his all into it. My breath rushes out in a gush, but I don’t move or make another sound until he pushes away from me. Then, even slower than yesterday, I limp around the table to sit and get back to work.  
 
    Every so often, Rodrick shows his slimy face in the lab to yell at us. “Faster!” he shouts. Or, “Gotta get this shit moved.”  
 
    At one point he walks in, screaming at someone on the other end of one of those cheap burner phones. I hear a ticking like someone lighting a burner and then—boom!—it sounds like I’m underwater as a rush of heated air blows me off the stool.  
 
    Pandemonium erupts everywhere, but it all looks to be happening in slow motion. I keep low, curling into a ball and covering my ears. My seat was far enough away from the backfire not to seriously injure me, but the moans and cries of the men who weren’t so lucky fill the room.  
 
    “Spike’s dead… Spike’s dead!” people keep yelling through the melee. It’s a chance you take when cooking chemicals.  
 
    As everything happens around me, I look to the left and to the right, trying to figure out what my next move should be and that’s when I believe there are no coincidences in the universe. I believe that because on the floor, against the metal wall, there’s the burner phone Rodrick was on when the blast happened. It takes real effort not to get stepped on or raise suspicion while crawling across the floor. 
 
    The black, plastic outer casing has melted and warped from the heat of the blast, but the screen is still lit up with the date and time in the window, which means it’s working. I slip it in my bra and wait for my chance to make my call.  
 
    Scud lifts me to my feet several minutes later and drags me to a utility closet, where he pulls on a long piece of string tied to a light fixture hanging from the ceiling to click on the light. Then he shoves me inside, shutting the door. After waiting a bit longer, I reach inside my bra to pull out the phone when the door opens again and I snatch my hand back quickly. He’s brought the hotplate, frypan, cleaner, and bricks of cocaine. “You work here,” he says, plugging the hotplate into the wall.  
 
    I nod, keeping silent and wait. Once he’s good and gone, I fish the phone out to call Rory, hoping like hell I press the correct numbers. He’s in my contacts, so I don’t have to dial the actual numbers when I call.  
 
    “Please, please, please be right…” It starts to ring. 
 
    “Who is this?” a person answers. 
 
    “Rory?” 
 
    “Frankie? Christ, Frankie… mo leannan, where the fuck are ya?” There’s commotion in the background and rapid-fire questions at him, but he ignores them all, focusing on me.  
 
    “I don’t have much time. There was an explosion. That’s how I got the phone. All I can tell you is we’re in a very large warehouse with smaller outbuildings on the property.” 
 
    “Warehouse with outbuildings,” he yells to someone else. “What else, Frankie? Anything lass.” 
 
    “The men are Horde… A man named Scud was in charge yesterday.” 
 
    “The Horde,” he yells. “Scud’s in charge.” 
 
    “Rory,” I talk over him. “Rodrick is here. He’s working with them.”  
 
    “Fuck…” He doesn’t yell. “The babes?”  
 
    “They’re okay for now. Only Brighton and I have sustained any injuries. “Please, you have to save us, Rory.” This comes whispered. “The warehouse is a meth lab and they have me cooking crack. I hurt all over, but I promised them they could do whatever they wanted with me if they’d keep the girls safe.” Having him on the line, revealing this secret, the sobs begin and I can’t stop them.  
 
    “What have they done to you, Frankie?” he asks, his voice lethal.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter…” 
 
    “It fucking well does.” 
 
    Outside the closet, boots clomp to a standstill and the lock jiggles. I hold the phone to my ear with my shoulder and frantically pour the cleaner and a scoop of coke in the pan, cranking the hotplate on and up to high. I hang up on Rory, shoving the phone back in my bra just as Scud gets the door open.  
 
    “Needed to make sure you’re workin’. Heard talkin’.”  
 
    “To myself,” I say. “Reminding myself how much of each I’m supposed to use.”  
 
    “Fuck, your heat’s too high.” He runs over to dial it down two notches. “Wanna blow this room, too?” 
 
    “No. I just… my head is foggy from the explosion. I guess I forgot the setting.”  
 
    “Yeah, okay… whatever. Just get it done.” He turns to leave me again, slamming and locking the door, and I sag against the wall. Then I start to cry. That was way too close for comfort.  
 
    I only allow myself a couple more minutes of self-pity, then wipe my eyes and get back to work. Rory knows… He knows and I have to keep the girls safe.  
 
    I feel our time here running down.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14. 
 
    Rory 
 
      
 
      
 
    Duke sets Blood and Hero on the trail but pulls me into the rally room so I can give a total briefing of the situation.  
 
    “What all she say?” he demands to know.  
 
    “Just what I told you out there—it’s the Horde and Rodrick. I knew that fucker was involved. There was an explosion. They’re cooking meth at a warehouse and Scud has Frankie making crack. My lassies are hostage in a meth lab.” 
 
    “Chill, brother. We’ll get ’em. How’d the situation with the Horde get so far gone? All these women’s shit… Fuck!” he yells, pounding his fist on the tabletop. “Years tied up in kidnappings and killings, Horde built this shit right under our goddam noses.” 
 
    “What do we do?” I ask. “She was talking on a burner. She found it in the commotion, but what if they let her find it? I can’t help thinking this is a setup.” 
 
    “Let me plan. You don’t do anything stupid. Stupid’ll fuck shit up worse, got me?” 
 
    “Aye, I got ya.” I turn to storm out of the rally room and the clubhouse, then I hop on my bike, fire it up, and peel out, noticing both Blue and Crass at my rear. 
 
    My phone rings. While I pull it from my cut to answer, my front tire skids over loose stones, causing me to nearly lay my bike down. Shite. I have to get my shit together. “Yeah?” I grumble into the line.  
 
    “We got one of ’em cornered at Shopper King.” Then the phone disconnects and I shove it back in my pocket. I hold up two fingers in the air to signal to Crass and Blue that I got a direction. The voice on the line didn’t need to identify himself. I knew the voice. Hero. And ‘one of ’em’ meant Horde.  
 
    Destination in hand, the brothers and I rocket toward Shopper King. Left turn, right, and another left brings the store in sight. Hero’s and Blood’s bikes are stashed off to the side of the building, no doubt in order to keep from being seen.  
 
    I signal to my brothers. We park next to the bikes and I pull my phone out to dial Hero. “Here. Where you want us?” I ask, no need for pleasantries. 
 
    “Meet you in the dairy aisle. We can cage him in.” 
 
    I disconnect and turn to Crass and Blue. “Dairy. We’re caging the fucker in.” Their looks remind me that they have no idea what I’m talking about, but they follow because they know this is about my woman and the lassies.  
 
    Hero creeps around the corner from a second aisle, finger to his lips to shush us. I nod once and look to the brothers behind me. They nod, too, and once we reach Hero, he whispers, “Blood’s on the other side. Two of you take the middle aisles. Scotch, follow me.”  
 
    We take up position, and on the count of three, while the fucker drops cheese and butter in his plastic basket, we move and he feels us. His back goes rigid as he slowly turns his whole body. His eyes dart around, frantically landing on each of us pinning him in with the cold door of the cooler to his back. 
 
    Being so close to this asshole, it’s hard not to take the lead, especially as I see his fear, smell his fear; and with each of my brothers closing in to keep him from bolting even as he straightens his spine in a ploy of false bravado—which, not gonna lie, pisses me off because I can’t help but respect him a little—I ball my hands at my sides to temper my emotions.  
 
    “The fuck you want?” he asks, though I pick up on the tremble in his voice.  
 
    All the brothers shoot me glances to make sure I’ve got myself in check, and as hard as it is to take that first step, I step back to bide my time until I’m allowed to put my fist through this motherfucker’s teeth for having the audacity to breathe the same air as my family. As us. For being a fucking Horde.  
 
    “You have something we want back,” Blood says, crowding the man—his cut says Scourge—getting right in his face.  
 
    “I don’t got nothin’ of the Lords. You must be mistaken.” He snickers.  
 
    Blood lashes out, squeezing Scourge’s throat. His face begins to darken from red to purple. “If you value your life, you’ll tell us what we want to know.” 
 
    “Where are they keeping the women and children?” Hero asks. We’re all losing patience. Hero’s breaths come hard through his teeth, baring gritted like a rabid animal, and we can all see he’s about to lose it, but it’s Crass who beats him to the literal punch, pulling a set of brass knuckles from his jeans pockets, shoving them over the knuckles of his right hand, and socking him right in the diaphragm. The asshole’s natural instinct to double over is thwarted by Blood’s hand at his throat, keeping him upright.  
 
    “Gonna ask you one more time and this time you better give the answer I want,” Blood says, his spittle flying in the guy’s face.  
 
    “Blood, man…” Blue says. “You might wanna let up on his larynx or you’ll crush it and he’ll never tell us what we need to know.”  
 
    Blood grinds his teeth but lets up just enough for the Horde bastard to suck in a sharp breath. His face stays pink, though it’s no longer purple. “Talk,” he orders.  
 
    “Other side of the county. Dead end off Squirrel Crick Road.” 
 
    Crass takes another shot at him, striking him in the shoulder. It’s definitely going to leave a mark. Scourge winces and sort of whimpers as he curses, “Fuck.” 
 
    Then I finally step up. “Ya know for a fact they’re there? Why were they brought there?” I press.  
 
    “D-Don’t know. Bull brought ’em.” 
 
    Bull. We know that name.  
 
    I push deep into his space one more time. “Ya sure? Because I get there and they ain’t, I’ll put a bullet in yar brain and let the animals’ snack on yar carcass.” 
 
    “No… no. They’re there. Seen ’em myself, I swear—they’re there.”  
 
    From behind me we hear Crass. “Need a pickup at the Shopper King.” I glance over my shoulder just in time to see him press the end call button on his phone.  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 15. 
 
    Rory 
 
      
 
      
 
    We wait by the dairy aisle for the pickup. Occasionally, shoppers turn the corner, stopping abruptly once they catch a glimpse of our Lords cuts, then they promptly spin around and head back the other way.  
 
    The people of Thornbriar don’t get involved. They know if ya piss off the Lords enough to corner in a grocery store, then yar bad. Period. We make the streets safe for their friends and family without the confines of the law binding our hands in red tape like the police have to deal with.  
 
    Boss and Chaos show for prisoner extraction. We form a circle around Scourge to march him out of the store. Not one person speaks or puts up a fuss. The manager nods then turns back to check out a customer. That’s the most attention they give. And Scourge, to his credit, marches out stone-faced instead of crying out for help like the pussy I thought he’d be.  
 
    More than that, he doesn’t attempt to escape before he’s shoved into the back of our old white van—older than most of the club members, but it runs like a dream thanks to the brothers with mechanic skills. 
 
    Something ain’t right here.  
 
    I know my brothers expect me to bust in guns blazing, but with my family on the line, I need to keep my head and my head says to proceed with caution.  
 
    We make the drive back up the mountain, avoiding the gated front entrance, cutting up a dirt path to the back of the property, where a decrepit pole barn stands, a relic of the old days of the Lords when they were involved in all things that brought death down on the club.  
 
    If Scourge was lying about where my family is, it just might mean death for him.  
 
    Sneak, Blaze, and Carver meet us, walking out of the pole barn. Sneak and Blaze are tall and lithe, but like snakes—all muscle. Similar blue eyes and brown hair, they look like they should be twins, though Sneaks like six years older and they ain’t blood related. Carver on the other hand, he’s a giant motherfucker—barrel chested, crazy, wild beard hanging down past his pecs that he keeps somewhat tamed by three rubber bands. The hair on his head is equally as wild. But it’s his attitude Scourge should fear. Nicest guy ya’ll ever know to his friends. But if he doesn’t like ya or yar stupid enough to threaten someone he cares about, watch out.   
 
    I look to Scourge. “Aye, I’d hate to be in yar shoes right now.” Then I snicker and despite his stone face, I see the way his throat bobs and the bead of sweat trickling down his forehead.  
 
    We move him from the van as one unit, not taking any chances that he might try to escape now that there’s no one to save face in front of. He keeps darting his eyes around, scanning the empty field and woods behind the barn as we walk inside. Before Scourge gets a chance to catch his bearings, Crass shoves him face-first into a rusty, metal folding chair. The douche trips over his own feet.  
 
    Sure hope he’s up to date on his tetanus shots, as he knocks his head hard enough to ricochet off the seat. There’s a trickle of blood where the skin tore, replacing the sweat. His words come slurred when he spews his bullshite. “E’rybody knows the Lords’re fuckin’ pussies now.”  
 
    Crass moves in, picking the fucker up by his hair and the Horde bastard loses it, crying out. Holy shite, I’ve never seen Crass this angry before. I think it has something to do with why he got involved with helping Elise and Liv when their thing with Houdini started and why he eventually transferred chapters, but still. If anyone ever doubted he was a badarse motherfucker, watching him now would change their minds.  
 
    “Who’s the pussy now?” Crass grounds out, dropping Scourge in the chair and waiting for him to answer. It’s clear Scourge thinks it’s rhetorical because he doesn’t respond. “I fucking asked you a question,” Crass repeats, bending to get right in his face, and when he still doesn’t answer, Crass presses his thumb into the deepest cut on Scourge’s forehead, pressing and grinding it against the wound.  
 
    Scourge cries out, “Stop. Please god, stop.” 
 
    But Crass doesn’t stop, digging his thumb in there deeper. “Why’d they take those women?”  
 
    When he still doesn’t answer I lose patience, stepping behind the chair to grab his arm. I twist it and bend it back at an unnatural angle. Enough to really hurt, not enough to break it—yet. Carver has his knife out, ready to show our prisoner exactly how he got his nickname, but it never comes to that. With tears rolling down his cheeks and snot bubbling from his nose, whether from the pain he’s already experiencing or the anticipation of what’s to come, he crumbles. “It’s a trap,” he finally says.  
 
    “Trap?” Boss asks, stepping closer. 
 
    “Rage has us workin’ with that dirty deputy, Rodrick. You been tryin’ to clean up the county…ah!” he cries out. “Stop… please stop.” I may have accidentally twisted his arm a little harder. “He was goin’ after Lord women because he knew y’all would lose your minds, people fuckin’ with your women. He tagged the ginger’s woman as the one to target, seein’ as he ain’t seen him around in a few weeks.” 
 
    I begin to lose it and twist his pinky finger until I hear it snap. He doesn’t just cry, he screams. Crass presses harder against the open wound. “Fucking finish,” Crass orders.  
 
    “What Rodrick got planned?” Boss asks next.  
 
    “He’s expectin’ y’all to invade the warehouse as one unit. Rest of the deputies don’t know Rodrick’s in on this shit. He’s settin’ up a sting. You there with the guns and drugs, he gets the commendations he wants—word is, he’s gunnin’ for the Sheriff position this next election—and he gets rid of the men gettin’ in the way of his money.”  
 
    “Fuck!” Boss explodes and turns to storm out of the barn. My guess, he’s heading to talk to Duke. Chaos follows, along with Blood. Duke’s lieutenants.  
 
    Crass looks to me. “Better go. I got this. Promise.” 
 
    My brothers have my back. They always have my back and even though I don’t sit at the table, it’s my woman and babes on the line; therefore, I earn a say in the rally room. We walk fast and quiet. Not much activity at the clubhouse tonight. Everyone’s on high alert, waiting for the prez to give our orders. We stomp to one of the doors behind the bar. Boss, Chaos, and Blood go in first. I wait outside until I’m summoned, which doesn’t take long. I walk in and take my spot against the wall.  
 
    “Can ya keep your shit together?” Duke asks me. 
 
    I nod. “Aye, I’ll keep it.” What are my choices? 
 
    “I’m thinkin’ those girls’ll be scared. They’ll need their daddy… and Frankie, she needs to know you’ll always come for her.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I say.  
 
    Chaos speaks up. “How do we go about it?” 
 
    “Send me in,” I say. “Me and a couple of brothers. They won’t expect us.” 
 
    “Rest of us can spread out in the tree line. We can send in small groups as needed.” Blood waits for Duke’s decision. It won’t be heavily guarded, not if he wants to bring in the Sheriff’s Department to take us out.” 
 
    Duke keeps nodding his head as he considers this plan. “I want Crass, Carver, Sneak, and Blue there with ya. Then we’ll have other groups set up, but you don’t need to be in on those. Sneak’ll get ya in. Crass and Blue’ll keep yer shit tight and Carver’s a crazy motherfucker when he needs to be.”  
 
    Everything he said is true. 
 
    “Callin’ Crass, Blue, and Carver down,” Boss says, pulling his phone from his pocket. “Blaze and Hero can keep an eye on the prisoner ’til we get up there to deal with him. But we’ll need them at the warehouse, so you’ll haveta send a couple brothers up to watch over him once we mobilize.” 
 
    We spend the next couple of hours piecing together a plan and making sure every man knows his place so we don’t have any fuckups. Part of the plan involves me and some of the brothers taking the van and the other brothers’ll ride toward the destination in the back of one of the shipping company’s long trailers. 
 
    It sucks not being able to ride, but the pipes are too loud and for this to work, we need that element of surprise. We don’t move until it gets dark. Another element of surprise. At dusk, Crass, Blue, Boss, Chaos, and Blood climb in the van with me. Blood drives. The rest of the brothers mount their rides to converge behind the warehouse of the shipping company and will follow as soon as everyone gets loaded. 
 
    “Brother, you got your shit together?” Boss asks as we speed down the back state highways crossing the county. How many times they gonna ask this question? Blood doesn’t fuck around. He uses the least-traveled routes to keep us from getting pulled over and alerting Rodrick we’re onto him.  
 
    I turn to stare at Boss. “Does my shite not seem together?” The last thing I need is for my brothers to start ragging on me when I feel like I’ve been doing everything to keep myself tight.  
 
    “Me and Chaos both know what you’re goin’ through. I’m gonna be real here. Nothin’ brings a man lower than knowin’ his family’s vulnerable in the hands of some crazy fuckwad.”  
 
    The wind has been picking up all day, blowing leaves and sticks across the road. Small cyclones of dirt and wind swirl up around the gravel shoulders, awaiting the storm rolling in. The thick clouds darken the sky from the blue of night to black. An ominous play by Mother Nature, considering what we’re about to do.  
 
    Fat raindrops begin to pelt the windshield as Blood makes the turn down Squirrel Crick Road. Fuck—I got a bad feeling things are gonna get worse before they get better.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maybe we chose the wrong woman,” one of the Horde—I can’t see his name patch because he’s turned away from me, but he’s wiry with dirty blond hair—says to Rodrick, as if I’m not sitting right in the room with them.  
 
    Unfortunately, this gives Rodrick cause to look directly at me and scowl. Then, without giving me enough reaction time to even flinch, his hand shoots out to fist the back of my hair and he pulls at it hard enough to tilt my head up to look at him. “Where’s yer man now, bitch? He get tired of yer ass? Not a brother who likes settlin’?” 
 
    I whimper with tears sliding down from the corners of my eyes as my scalp burns from where he pulls. I can’t help it. I wish I could because I don’t want to come off as weak in front of him, but it hurts.  
 
    I’ve been going along with the Horde, doing what they ordered me to do—never putting up a fight, never—not until now. Not until seeing that dead, evil look in his eyes and my heartbeat speeds up, thudding, thudding, thudding hard against my ribcage because I know something worse is on the way.  
 
    My skin prickles in an unnerving way a split second before he tugs hard on my hair, hard enough that I either stand or spend the next few months sporting a significant bald spot. I stand and immediately get shoved face-first over the table, knocking some of the cleaning products onto the floor.  
 
    But it’s when I hear the clinking of his belt buckle that my fight-or-flight seriously kicks in. The unzipping of his fly could’ve been a building collapsing for as loud as it rings in my ears. My hands flat on the table, his still fisting in my hair, he kicks my feet wider apart.  
 
    Now tears flow for a completely different reason. 
 
    Rodrick shoves my pencil skirt up to my hips. “Gonna fuck ya,” he grumbles in my ear. “Gonna tear up every hole you got just in case he decides to fuck ya again. He’ll take one look at what’s left ’a ya and toss yer ass aside because when I’m done, bitch, you’ll never take a dick again.” 
 
    While he’s distracted by attempting to rip off my panties—the man isn’t even strong enough to rip them off the first try—I bend my knee, crushing my heel in his balls. And as I caught him completely off-guard, he got the full brunt of my kick, a kick that might have taken away his ability to father children, not that the world would mourn missing out on the scumbag progeny from the likes of Rodrick.  
 
    He squeals like a piglet trying to escape the butcher and falls to his ass on the floor. I use that opportunity to make a break and sprint for it, though somehow, he manages to snag one of my ankles, tripping me up, and I fall face-forward, using my hands to brace, jamming my wrist while clipping my chin on the hard cement floor.  
 
    It could be a ripe peach the way the skin splits. Blood oozes from the open wound that stings badly and if I survive this ordeal, will probably leave a scar. Seems all my stunt accomplished is to set off a beast. I thought he was bad before, and he was, but now—before his eyes looked dead. Now I see death in them. My death.  
 
    I attempt to scramble away, but he’s on me, tackling me to the ground again, trapping me beneath his solid frame.  
 
    “Now I’m gonna fuck ya lookin’ in yer eyes. I wanna see yer fear. Can already smell it.” He breathes in deeply, flipping me over. I claw, kick, hit, and bite. Anything I can do to get him off me. He’s not going to violate me.  
 
    This feral warrior cry rips from somewhere deep inside me as I prepare to end this. Maybe I would’ve ended it, maybe I wouldn’t have, but Scud doesn’t give me the chance, shouting, “The fuck you doin’?” while ripping Rodrick off me. “You use her, she ain’t worth shit.” Then he looks to me. “Get up. Go clean yourself, then get back to work.”  
 
    Pushing up, I’m back to using strictly one hand because the injured wrist I kept immobilized with that towel is the same wrist I jammed again when I first went down.  
 
    I’ll be lucky if I don’t need surgery on it.  
 
    Between my wrist and my chin, not to mention the aches and pains from the struggle, it takes me forever—or what feels like forever—to hobble my way to the bathroom to clean up the best I can.  
 
    The best I can is the operative phrasing because I’m a mess, taking three bandages from a box sitting on the back of the toilet to cover the gash on my chin. For my wrist, I supplement the towel with almost an entire roll of paper towel the Horde had lying next to the box. Between the two, it keeps my wrist stable enough to hopefully prevent any further damage. 
 
    It doesn’t go unnoticed that as I hobble away from the bathroom, I’m only feet away from the door that leads to the outside. Time is hard a mother to keep track of in this place, what with only getting glimpses of day or night when one of the Horde boys comes inside or leaves the building, but since it seems that a bit of it has passed since the last time one of the boys showed up, I figure it has to be close to night.  
 
    I could probably do it right now. Make a run for it. No one would think twice about seeing me move out the back—but at the same time, if I did get found out, what would happen to Brighton and the girls? Rodrick would probably kill them.  
 
    All those thoughts jumbling around my head, it takes a beat to register the sound ripping through the building and my blood runs cold. Then I run. Every step hurts worse than the last, but Brighton’s screams echo so loud in my ears, I’m not sure if it’s a memory of the scream I just heard or if she’s still stinking screaming.  
 
    That sonofabitch Rodrick has my best friend by the hair, dragging her out of the room she’s been staying in with the babies.  
 
    Oh, god—the babies. I need to help Brighton, but the babies are babies. I need to make sure he hasn’t hurt my girls.  
 
    With his attention all on Bri, I pivot to take the wall, keeping off his radar. He pulls hair from her skull; I see him rip it out and she cries loud enough to make my gut clench. When he punches her stomach to shut her up, it takes everything in me to cover my mouth to keep him from hearing my gasp while I watch the most beautiful soul I’ve ever known double over as she loses her breath, unable to cry out anymore.  
 
    Tears rim my eyes and I have to look away. The closer I get to the room he pulled her from, I hear the precious sound of my Macie, my girl. Her cries sound angry, not hurt. But I have to see her to know for sure, which means as hard as it is, I turn my attention away from Rodrick and Brighton and slip through the open door. The girls’ carriers rest on the cot, my girls in them.  
 
    “Hi, babies,” I say softly. Macie hears my voice and stops crying. She hiccups, her face still red and looking a breath away from starting up again. I pick her up first. It hurts with my wrist mangled, but she’s more important than my pain. I kiss her cheeks, the top of her head, her chin. Anywhere I have to in order to calm her down.  
 
    Once I have her good, I place her back in the carrier, hook her in, and lift Mollie, who coos and babbles at me happily. “Mollie girl. I’ve missed you,” I say softly to her. Then I kiss her cheeks, the top of her head, and her chin before I have to hook her back in, too.  
 
    I move to the table with the formula and water to prepare a bottle for each baby and limp them back over to fill the girls’ bellies until I make my way back to them again, then I check their diapers.  
 
    Leaving them is an entirely different pain than the one in my wrist or my leg, but it cuts no less deep. “Love you, girls. I’m get us out of this… I promise.”  
 
    Then, as hard as this one is, I go. And it’s I do, because after sneaking out of the room, I follow Brighton’s screams to another smaller, adjacent nook, where he’s got Bri’s hands chained above her head—and I get the distinct feeling this isn’t the first time a person has been strung up from that metal hook.  
 
    “Not allowed to fuck the Lord’s whore,” he says to Brighton on a disgustingly evil sneer that makes me want to rip his slimy lips from his disgusting face and shove them up his ass. “Sucks for you.” As he finishes his villain-of-the-year speech, he reaches up to yank at the collar of her T-shirt. I hear the threads ripping, but like with my panties, he doesn’t have the stuff to rip it off her, and I’m not about to give him the chance.  
 
    He pulls harder. 
 
    The cotton tears at the shoulder.  
 
    We both see the strap of her bra.  
 
    I think only I see red. 
 
    And I launch.  
 
    Bent forward, I make sure to use my shoulder instead of my head and neck to plow into his side, knocking Rodrick off balance.  
 
    “Ya fuckin’ cunt!” he screams. “I’m gonna kill ya.” The evidence on his face proves his intent.  
 
    “Not this time!” I yell back, shrill and full of hatred for this nasty, poor excuse for a man. I punch him, not letting up. Punching him. Choking him. Squeezing his neck until his face turns purple. While it does, I lift his head to slam it against the cement floor.  
 
    I must be running on pure adrenaline because there should be no way with my broken wrist my actions should be possible. Unfortunately, I get overzealous with my actions, slamming him down too hard with my bad wrist. It might have been fractured before, but I feel it full-on break now, causing me to cry out. He takes advantage of my momentary lapse of concentration, managing to flip us—someone else must be running on adrenaline, too.  
 
    “Cunt!” he shouts again, slamming his closed fist against my jaw. “Fuckin’ cunt.” A second punch makes contact along with his continuing shout. The cut on my chin reopens, splitting even worse than before. “Got nothin’ to say now?” Spittle flies from his mouth, hitting my cheek and getting in my eyes along with my tears. “C’mon, cunt, fight back so I have a reason to kill ya.” 
 
    And he is, with or without giving him the reason he wants, I know he’s going to kill me because I lack the ability to get up. Rodrick is not the kind of man to let such a choice opportunity pass him by. Part of me is ready to let go… to be done with the pain and violence. But then, I swear I hear my sweet mamaw’s voice in my head telling me, “not yet” even as he pushes up from the floor, kicking me in the ribs over and over, a continuous assault with the metal toe of his cowboy booted foot.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17. 
 
    Rory 
 
      
 
    We park the van away from the compound and trek on foot through the wooded lot and my eyes narrow cautiously when we come upon a darkened figure standing just inside the tree line, somewhere he couldn’t be seen. Hands on my gun, I slow down to scan the area for any other bodies, holding my breath in preparation for battle.  
 
    I raise my weapon, only to let out breath, lowering it back down, when I see the darkened figure is Tommy Doyle. Thank Christ.  
 
    “We got a problem,” Tommy starts in a low voice once we’ve reached him. “I put out feelers to find out what’s been goin’ on. Although the Sheriff’s Department and TPD usually work together, Rodrick’s targeted me, tryin’ to make it look like I’m in on shit. It’s because of my connection to the Lords and that I been thwartin’ his attempts to put the screws to the women. So the Sheriff’s Department ain’t lettin’ TPD in on any of their plans.” 
 
    “The whole department in on this?” Boss asks.  
 
    Tommy shakes his head. “Nah, I think they’re all believin’ one of their own because he’s one of their own. Don’t think the rest of ’em are involved.”  
 
    Well, there’s that. It’s bad enough we got war with the Horde; don’t need war with the entire Sheriff’s Department as well. We decide to spilt up, half of us going left and half of us going right to case out the joint.  
 
    While casing the grounds, it becomes more and more difficult to avoid being seen by the Horde, who keep showing up—from loud, rumbling pipes disrupting the stillness of the countryside, to loading trucks with wooden crates I know have to be product.  
 
    I fucking hope it’s not all product because some of those crates are huge. It’s probably the first time in my life I pray for illegal guns.  
 
    Other men unload cardboard boxes of varying sizes, but none as large as those damn crates. The goddam Horde pushing all this product on the streets, ruining lives, taking lives. Watching the sheer volume of the operation, I lay my palms to my forehead, knowing that once I get my lassies back, I have to do anything I can to keep this shite from hurting them or anyone else’s family. 
 
    I turn to my brothers to see that the looks on their faces match mine, which means unsurprisingly, their thoughts match mine, too.  
 
    Each of them get a head nod from me, and they each return one to me, then we move as a unit toward a couple of outbuildings. We keep to the shadows, moving around the corner of the closest outbuilding to the warehouse when Crass points out a door leading inside the main building, darkened even blacker than the shadows we’ve been keeping to. Not a sliver of moonlight strikes that side of the outer wall.  
 
    Brothers at my back, I move quietly from the outbuilding to the door and gently check the knob to see if it’s locked. It twists in my fingers and I crack the seal. There’s more light inside than out, but it doesn’t flood through the inch or so I pull it open. They’re keeping the lights dim in that area, which works in our favor. 
 
    I slide inside, not having to look over my shoulder because I know my brothers are with me.  
 
    There’s a Horde infestation. 
 
    Time for duck and cover.  
 
    Time to get my family back.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    They must have a huge order to fill because I haven’t seen this many men since I woke up here. 
 
    And as gross as it is, even with my body broken from that asshat Rodrick, I see a lot of men giving me eyes. What kind of low-class caveman do you have to be to put eyes on a woman with a broken wrist, limp leg, broken nose, cuts and bruises on like every part of her body and unable to stand straight because of probable broken ribs?  
 
    Hell, I suppose my nether regions are the only part of me in full working order. What else do guys need? 
 
    One of them, a disturbingly handsome guy, keeps following me both literally and with his eyes, but what I notice the most is that granola bar he keeps taking small bites from like mouth porn. My stomach growls. I lick my lips. If he thinks it means more than what it does, so be it. My last bowl of soup was like a day ago.  
 
    I’ve never hit on a guy, so looking like I’ve been crushed under a dump truck that was driven off the top of the Empire State Building and managed to survive, I’m not feeling my most confident, but I need food and my babies need more formula and diapers. Then I need to check on Brighton.  
 
    Standing up to my full height as much as possible, I attempt to saunter, to look somewhat sexy, but sauntering doesn’t really work when you’re hobbling and dragging a lame foot behind you.  
 
    As his eyes go wide and they settle with heat, I figure I chose correctly. It feels like a million lifetimes go by before I reach him, which means my word come out breathier than I mean it to be when I say, “Hi.”  
 
    The breathy works.  
 
    “Hey,” he says back.  
 
    There’s longing in my eyes, but it’s for his food, not him. I love Rory. I’d been foolish enough to hope that this time would be our time, that we’d have forever, but if giving myself over to this guy means I can save my girls and Brighton, then that’s what I have to do.  
 
    He chuckles. It sounds nice. Really nice. I mean, he’s taller than average, broad shoulders, lean hips and powerfully built thighs. Thick, wavy black hair and closer to a six o’clock shadow rather than five o’clock cover his cheeks, chin and upper lip. His eyes are a shade lighter than his hair and that works really well with the olive in his skin tone. If he weren’t a Horde, I’d introduce him to Brighton. 
 
     My fear is that because he is Horde, he’ll eventually make his way to Brighton, and she’s good. She’s kind. She’s fun and funny and doesn’t deserve to be used and abused by a man who, judging by his choice of friends, is likely to use and abuse a woman because he can.  
 
    “Got another one of those?” I ask, pointing to his bar.  
 
    He smiles at me and I prepare to hear him respond with, “What will you give me for it?” Or some version of that. What I don’t expect to hear him say is simply, “Sure,” before digging into his pocket to withdraw a bar and hand it over. He doesn’t even toss it to the floor to make me scramble for it like an animal and give him a laugh. He simply hands it off. I tear into the wrapper, biting into the tastiest peanut-butter-and-chocolate-chip granola bar ever processed in the history of the world.  
 
    “Slow down there. You’re gonna make yourself sick,” he admonishes with what sounds like actual concern. This doesn’t make any sense. He’s a Horde. A freaking Devil’s Horde.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I ask. 
 
    He points to the name patch. “They call me Vlad.”  
 
    I don’t want to ask, but I have to. Despite everything going on around me, it’s a moral imperative to ask him, “Why do they call you ‘Vlad’?” 
 
    He smiles again. “Because Imma impale her.” 
 
    And that’s when it happens. I bite my lips to hold in the laugh until it turns to crying. I needed this release. I’m scared and I’m hurt. My best friend is hurt. All I want is for the four of us to be safe, the girls and I sleeping in my giant bed at Rory’s.  
 
    “My girls, they’re running out of formula and are probably running out of diapers. Please, we need help. I need to see Brighton, to see how she’s doing. Rodrick hurt her. I’ll… I’ll do anything—” I drop my voice on the word ‘anything’ to let him know without saying the words what I’ll be willing to do in return for his help. “Anything you want if you take care of things for us. Full participation. You have my word.”  
 
    He gives me a strange look that I can’t read, especially considering that he’s a Horde. The Horde, I’ve found, don’t give meaningful looks unless they’re of the anger or hatred kind.  
 
    “Keep away from Rodrick; he’s unbalanced. What size diapers do the girls wear?” 
 
    How does a biker in a biker gang go from telling me a man is unbalanced to asking what size diapers the babies wear? How does a biker in a biker gang even know that diapers come in different sizes? His words confuse me, but I nod. “I’ll avoid him. Girls wear three.”  
 
    “Keep away,” he says, then pushes off the wall to leave. I still don’t know what he’s going to want from me for this favor, but I promised I wouldn’t put up a fight. And I won’t.  
 
    I don’t know how much time has passed between when that bastard knocked my ass out and when I came to. The last thing I remember was the sole of his boot coming down on my face and then nothing. Now that I think about it, it was probably ridiculous for me to have propositioned Vlad, but most of these men would probably glean great pleasure out of sullying a Lord old lady.  
 
    “Hey, bitch,” one of the men I’ve only seen come and go over the past few days yells over to me. In my normal life, I’d have taken great offense to being addressed as “bitch,” though I try to be nice to just about everybody because you never know what kind of day that person has had or how your words affect them. Here, though, I hear “bitch” and turn to look. I learned that on the first day. “Brats won’t shut up. Shut them up or I’ll shut ’em up.”  
 
    I nod, then make my way along the wall to the room where the girls are. Every breath hurts. Walking makes me feel like I have to vomit and I only just had that bar, so I don’t want to vomit. Brighton’s not in the room when I finally get to them. Tears fill my eyes because I don’t have a clue as to where she’s been taken, but they also fill with tears because the moment my foot hits the threshold of the doorway, my nostrils burn with the caustic aroma of baby poo. No wonder they’re crying. Even my easy-tempered Mollie has a breaking point. And that diaper definitely reached it.  
 
    My poor babies. When I begin talking, they start to calm, but it’s only momentarily because once I reach the cot and they see my face, Macie specifically screams even louder. My face must look like hamburger to get her to reach those decibels. Still, mostly one-handed, I unbuckle and lift my girl; she’s leaked right through the onesie she’s been wearing. Not just poo, liquid poo. And no Brighton to change them.  
 
    “You’re okay,” I say in a singsong voice. “I’ve got you again.” Scud never brought wipes, which means I have to waste a diaper cleaning her up and there are only three left. Thank the good lord Vlad agreed to help me. Her skin screams angry bright red, sores open in spots, meaning she’s been sitting in shit for quite some time.  
 
    Mollie is soaked through, but she’s nowhere near as messy as her sister. Like Macie, I leave Mollie lying on the cot on top of a clean diaper but let them air out while I turn to fix them bottles.  
 
    The water for their formula is gone. How long have they been without food or water? Cripe—they’re babies. They need to be checked out by a doctor. This can’t be happening. I know Vlad is going to help. I know I’m going to have to fuck Vlad to earn his help. Where the hell do they have us stashed that Rory hasn’t found us yet? The clouds at the top of a giant beanstalk? I can’t do this anymore… I can’t do this anymore… My hands grip my head and I rock back and forth on the cot, attempting to calm myself down. The sobs sound so foreign, like they aren’t coming from me, but they are. They are because I don’t know how much more I have in me to take.  
 
    But it’s my fault that we’re here. I’m the one who started it back up with Rory even after I found out he was with the Lords. I let Elise and Caitlin convince me that the Lords were a clean club now and took what Rory offered. Took it to the point that when I found out that they dipped their toes in the vigilantism pool, I didn’t properly consider what all that entailed. He was shot and I was still too stupid drunk on that man to give it up. They don’t just dip their toes in a pool; they’re the British navy conquering the whole freaking vigilante ocean. And that creates enemies. Enemies that brought these two baby girls and the best friend a woman could ask for low. So damn low. Too damn low.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19. 
 
    Scotch 
 
      
 
      
 
    We drop behind one of the crates as four Horde round a corner from another area of the warehouse. The three of us could take ’em, but we have to be careful not to show ourselves just yet. I hate waiting to begin with, but this is excruciating. We’re so close to finding them, I can taste it.  
 
    When it’s clear, each man bends to keep low as we jump behind another crate, slowly, quietly, rounding more corners every time a voice comes near us. It’s like we’re playing a damn game of gun-crate-hopscotch, one crate at a time until we reach a shadowed bit of wall. The door’s cracked only slightly open, but I can hear the low whimpering in a higher voice. My muscles go tight. My stomach drops. Because if that moan comes from a dude, then his boys ain’t dropped yet. That’s a goddam woman.  
 
    I turn to look over my shoulder at Crass and Blue and by their hardened faces, it’s obvious that they’ve heard it, too. I nod once to let them know my intensions and keeping to the shadows, I jet to the door, peering inside first. When I see no one in the small space, I push the door open more to sneak in, my brothers on my heels. There’s an empty cot and the room is dark. Then I see her, slumped in the corner like a pile of dirty laundry. But it’s not my Frankie. It’s her best friend, Brighton. Fuck.  
 
    So much fucking fuck.  
 
    Blood soaks her T-shirt from wounds that I can’t see until we get a better look at her. She looks worked over. Her breaths come harsh and shallow, but at least she’s still breathing. We crawl across the floor to her. Her eyes open to slits and she whimpers, but with all the blood around her mouth, I think her jaw is broken.  
 
    “We gotta get her out of here,” I whisper. “Hey, Brighton, it’s me, Scotch. This—” I point to Blue. “is Blue and that”—I point to Crass—“is Crass. We’re here to help. It okay we touch ya?” Her head nod is hardly visible, but it’s there. “I gotta find Frankie,” I say to Blue.  
 
    “Got her,” he replies as he moves to lift her but is forcefully shoved out of the way by Crass. 
 
    “Don’t fuckin’ touch her,” he growls. Both Blue and I whip our heads to stare him down. “Hey, sweetheart.” He aims the softest voice I’ve ever heard from the bull at the scared, broken woman in front of me. “I got you now. Gonna get you safe.” Gently, he slips one arm under her, around her back by her shoulders, and the other he slides under her knees, then pushes up from the floor. When she whimpers, more blood oozes from her mouth. Tears leak from the corners of her eyes. “Got ya, sweetheart,” he keeps cooing. “Ain’t nobody gonna hurt you again. Safe now, baby.” 
 
    At the word “baby” Blue and I catch each other’s glares, knowing shite just got even realer than it had been. Though Blue doesn’t have an old lady yet, he’s well-versed in the ways of the biker and knows what I know, “honey,” “sweetheart”—those’re ubiquitous words for any woman. But “baby,” “baby”’s a word ya use for a woman ya plan on depositing in yar bed and keeping her there for a good long while.  
 
    Whatever he sees in her, he’s able to see it through the blood and bruises, meaning this woman is in the best hands possible and she doesn’t even know she’s been folded into the family. Another one bites the dust. Brighton just became an old lady whether she fights it or not, which she probably will because we ain’t that lucky, and that means shite’s gonna continue to go down because since Elise came into the picture, brothers get pulled through the wringer in a quest to win the hand of their lady in question—and they fucking drag the whole club along with ’em. And no, it’s not lost on me that I’ve dragged my club into my business with Frankie.  
 
    Brighton’s normally pretty eyes, now enormously swollen, barely slits to see through, she keeps them trained on Crass. Blue and I ain’t even in the room any longer, even if we’re standing right next to her.  
 
    “Checking the coast is clear,” I tell the men. They nod and I slip out of the tiny room for real. Left. Right. There’re Horde everywhere and I’m unsure how to go about getting her out without being seen.  
 
    Checking left a second time, I catch a familiar face out of the corner of my eye. Boss. Behind him is Chaos. And next to him, Blood. Reinforcements have breached the walls. Thank fucking Christ. I point to the crate nearest their group. It takes Boss a second to realize it’s me, but once he does, he nods, then leads the brothers to the crate. From there, they play the same game of hopscotch we did, weaving and dodging, keeping out of Horde radar. I slip back inside the room.  
 
    “Boss and the boys,” I tell Crass, who’s losing patience quickly if the clench of his jaw means anything, and at this point, it sure as hell does. Three men slide inside with us. Their faces when they see Brighton say what words never can. It’s how we’re all feeling.  
 
    “Ain’t that Frankie’s girl?” Boss asks.  
 
    I jerk my chin up. “Brighton. Hope to god that this means Frankie and the babes’re close. We gotta get her outta here, though.” 
 
    “Blood, Chaos, go with Crass. Keep his path clear unless—Crass you need one ’a the brothers to take her for ya?”  
 
    For his answer, Crass growls low and menacingly, like a pit bull protecting its family.  
 
    “Fair enough,” Boss replies. He gets it. Every brother in this room gets it.  
 
    After popping my head out once more to check how much time we’ve got to pull this off and counting five Horde moving around a little too close for comfort, I retreat back inside with the brothers. “Okay, we’ve got five getting close. If ya keep low and reverse the route we came in,” I tell Crass, “with Blood and Chaos at yar back, it’ll be close and not remotely comfortable… but ya just might pull this off without anyone getting dead.”  
 
    He nods, then slips out, crushing his back to the shadowed wall once more. Keeping low. Blood and Chaos flank him. Blue, Boss, and I watch until he drops behind the closest crate, then I turn to track down my wee lassies and woman.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m in the throes of my breakdown when a face peeks inside the room and I scream, jumping from the bed and tumbling to the floor because I put weight on my bad leg. As I fall, I see a finger shush me and that’s when I begin crying all over again, though for a completely different reason. Rory. My Rory. The most beautiful man in the world shines his gloriously blue eyes at me. His thick, ginger hair shines like a beacon for me. He’s here to lead me home.  
 
    “Frankie.” he shouts my name in a loud whisper as he darts into the room. Strong arms wrap around me, pulling the top half of my body up off the floor. “Mo leannan…” He kisses the top of my head. “I’m sorry, baby…” he manages to get out between kisses. “So damn sorry…” He moves to my cheeks next. “Gonna get ya safe.” His lips finally fall to mine, giving me all his fear as I give him mine in return.  
 
    “The girls,” I whisper, my lips still pressed to his. “They need to see you.” 
 
    The indecision clearly shows across his face as he looks to the bed and back to me, knowing he needs to go to them, wanting to go to them, but not wanting to let me go, either.  
 
    “I’ll be all right. Get the girls,” I order. Elise’s husband, Boss, reaches a hand out to me and as I grasp it, he pulls me up gently from the floor by wrapping his other arm around my waist. Once on my feet, he hands me off to Blue, who lets me lean my weight against his solid frame. I rest my head on his shoulder, watching my man shower love on his girls.  
 
    “Ya protected ’em, didn’t ya?” he asks, twisting his head to look between me and the babies. “Red bums and they’re needin’ some food, but other than that, not a hair outta place.” 
 
    I smile the best I can. “Mm… me and Brighton.” 
 
    “Got her. She’s in bad shape, mo leannan, but she’s with Crass, who won’t put her down.” I gasp at that news. He won’t put her down? “Crass’s a good man. No one’ll take care of our Brighton the way he will.” 
 
    “But—” I begin to protest.  
 
    “She got a brother in her bed, she’s got the club’s protection. It’s the best place for her to be.” 
 
    “I… The Lords scare her. Biker life scares her. Brighton’s not… She’s a…” I trail off without finishing my thought because he’s right. Until the Horde threat is neutralized, putting a burly, sexy biker named Crass in her bed is absolutely the safest course of action.  
 
    Another good thing about the club is the other brothers who just seem to get it. Whatever that it happens to be at the time. In this case, Blue must sense the mood shifting because he changes the subject and I could kiss him. “How do you know they need food?” he asks. 
 
    “I’m their da. Know their hungry faces.” He then bends in to kiss Mollie on the head. “Yar daddy’s here, lass. Keeping ya safe.”  
 
    Stupid tears rim my eyes seeing him so gentle with his daughter. I feel a tug on my shirtsleeve and turn to Boss, standing next to me. “You know Gun, right?”  
 
    I wipe at my eyes with my okay hand and smile. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Full name Gunner. Named after the man who almost bought it savin’ my woman. Gunner ‘Crass’ Duncan. When Scotch says he’s a good man, he means it. Your girl’ll be safe with him. He ain’t about hurtin’ a woman—ever. You get me? Got my promise on that. You didn’t see the way he looked at her, like she was a shining light through the darkness, and you didn’t see how she looked at him, either.” 
 
    “How’d she look at him?” I ask. 
 
    “Like he was her savior. We were all in the room with her, but it was him she focused on, him who kept her shit together. Him.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper.  
 
    “Right. Now we gotta get you and them little sweethearts outta this hellhole.” 
 
    I smile once again at Boss, thinking not for the first time that Elise found herself a good man, too.  
 
    When I look back to Rory, he’s got Macie, kissing her head. “Right, lass. Daddy’s got ya, too. Getting ya out and getting ya home.” Then he kisses her again and I know exactly how that feels. I needed to kiss the girls as many times as they’d let me when I finally saw them again for the first time.  
 
    “Best bet,” Blue says, speaking up, “is for two of us to take a baby and one of us to help Frankie.” 
 
    “How you wanna play this, brother?” Boss asks Scotch.  
 
    “You and Blue each take a babe. Frankie’s my woman; I gotta get her out.” 
 
    “Understand,” Boss answers. I don’t fully get it, but it has to do with respect. Boss has a woman, so unless there’s no one left to help, he doesn’t touch me. Yes, he helped me up and I’m leaning against Blue, but that falls under “unless there’s no one else” with Rory seeing to his girls. Blue doesn’t have a woman and I belong to Scotch. Which means from this point on, Blue doesn’t touch me, either, because you don’t touch another brother’s woman. It’s archaic, bordering on barbaric. But that’s the way of it. And really, if they bothered to ask me my vote, I’d vote Scotch. It’s selfish. I know how selfish I’m being, the babies being away from their dad for so long, but I love him and down to the smallest cell in my body, I know nobody would protect me the way he would.  
 
    “Carriers are too bulky,” Blue announces, pulling me back to the here and now. “It’ll draw less attention if we carry them, yeah?” 
 
    Okay, well that worries me. I’d feel better if they were in carriers and what about driving us home? How will we get them out of this godforsaken bedsore on the ass of this country? But when I hear Rory say, “Right, yeah,” I know that’s what they’re going to do because as much as I love them and as much as I think of them as my girls, legally, they aren’t. They’re all his and he has the final say.  
 
    Rory fastens the clean diaper I’d had each girl sitting on around their perspective bums, kissing first Maisie and handing her off to Boss. Then kissing Mollie before handing her off to Blue.  
 
    Then Boss walks, supporting Macie with a hand to her neck, spanning the back of her head, and one at her thighs, to peek out around the corner, scanning the warehouse. He uses his chin to gesture to Blue that the coast is clear and Blue, holding Mollie exactly the same way, steps behind Boss. The men bend low and run.  
 
    “Girls,” I sort of whisper-cry.  
 
    “I trust my brothers with their lives, baby. They’ll be good.” Then Rory scoops me up into his arms and I get the impression that he’s planning to carry me out. He can’t carry me out. If baby carriers are too bulky and will garner too much attention, then what’s a full-grown woman being carried through a warehouse going to attract?  
 
    “Put me down. I can walk.”  
 
    “Baby, you can hardly stand. There’s no way you can walk on it.” 
 
    “I have to. We have no chance of getting out of here unseen with you carrying me and you know it.”  
 
    He peeks out the door, then back over to me several times, then grunts. Taking my hand, he tugs. We crouch low, well as low as I can crouch with a bum leg, and I hobble behind him, biting my bottom lip to keep the sound of my crying down. A tight squeeze of the hand he’s holding lets me know he gets my pain.  
 
    “Lean into me, baby,” he whispers. “Keep the weight off that foot.” He drops my hand to wrap an arm around my waist. I drape an arm around his neck and lean in. We move together as one unit. He moves. I move.  
 
    We’ve dropped behind the first crate when we’re almost caught by several scowling bikers. Moving fast, Rory pushes me down around the side of the crate out of view and he ducks to drop around the other side. It looks like he’s preparing to take them on.  
 
    My heart is beating ten miles a minute. Thud, thud, thud against my ribcage. It kills to breathe so hard. When will something go right? 
 
    “Where you goin’, cunt?” Sonofabitch. Whenever that something right will come, it’s clearly not right now. Not with Rodrick standing above me, calling me a cunt.  
 
    I stare up at him. Swear to the good lord above, I’ve got nothing left. I can’t outrun him. I know it and by the ugly smirk on his face, he knows it, too. Instead of trying, I shrink into a ball, pushing against the wall of the crate, wishing beyond anything that I had the power to fuse myself with the wall of the crate in order to disappear from his line of sight.  
 
    So when he lifts his foot, I don’t even flinch. I knew he was going to lift it probably before he did. And when that metal toe makes contact with my chest, I lose my breath, gasping for air. Unable to even cough. The kick was to distract me, to keep me from seeing his real weapon, his closed fist poised and ready to strike. I do the only thing left in my arsenal. I force my body to go limp and play dead. The last time he beat me, after I passed out for real, he’d dumped me in room. The man clearly gets off on pain. If I deny him pain, then hopefully he’ll move on.  
 
    “Wake up,” he hisses at me. When I don’t, he kicks me. “Wake up, cunt,” He shouts in my face. I feel his breath against my skin but I refuse to give him even a twitch of my eyelid. I hope what I’m doing gives Rory enough time to figure out how to get us out of here. “Fine,” Rodrick says to me. “Not gonna play, then I’m done with ya.”  
 
    “Rodrick,” Scud calls to him, that’s Scud’s voice. “Quit dickin’ around. We got product to move”  
 
    I feel Rodrick’s body heat come close and his sour breath on my cheek. He flicks my face and says low, “Don’t know if yer out, dead or playin’ ’possum, but you ain’t gettin’ away again.” I force my eyes open, only slits, and stare into the face of true evil. There’s purpose there, in his eyes. Intent. Lifting his hand again, I know it’s going to be the last time he lifts it because I catch the glint of a knife that he skillfully swipes from a holder on his belt, lifting it over his head, ready to plunge it in my head or my neck. This is the kill shot. This is where I die. In a warehouse in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    Just as he brings the knife down, Rory lunges at him, knocking Rodrick off-balance but giving himself away. How in the hell does he expect to get out alive, back to his daughters who need him, giving away his position?  
 
    I’ve never seen this Rory before. This Rory, the man who savagely beats the living hell out of the deputy with bare hands, is no longer the father, the partner, the lover I know. This is the biker and it scares the hell out of me. Not that I think he’d ever hurt me, but he’s like a machine the way he beats Rodrick. Over and over, fist connects with flesh. I don’t want him to take a life. I don’t want him to have to live with that for the rest of his. 
 
    “Stop.” It’s the only word I can croak out. Rory looks down at Rodrick with his fist raised midway, coming up from a strike. He turns to me and stands, scooping me up to run. But the commotion has brought too much attention on us. Horde are descending, blocking our exit.  
 
    I’ve heard the saying my world stopped before. And honestly, right up until now, I thought it had. How stupid I was. Because as long as Rory was coming for me, my world might have slowed down considerably, but it didn’t stop. And I know that with certainty because it happens now.  
 
    Now.  
 
    Right. 
 
    Fucking.  
 
    Now.  
 
    A gunshot rattles the metal walls of the warehouse, echoing loudly around the room. Guns are bad, but it’s the way Rory’s body jerks a split second after the gunshot rings. That’s when it happens. That’s how I know the difference.  
 
    Still, he tries to keep running. Blood spiderwebs along the shirt he wears under his cut and that doesn’t stop him. The second gunshot, now that’s what drops him. His knees buckle and we fall, hitting the cement floor hard. Then right there, in front of a crowd of men, Rodrick discharges his weapon for a third time. The shot pierces Rory’s neck and there’s more blood than I’ve ever seen oozing from the love of my life.  
 
    His wet, shallow breaths begin to slow. He’s out. He’s out and I don’t know if it’s from the bullet in his neck or how hard he hit his head when he slammed against the cement. Rodrick laughs when he turns the gun on me and fires what will be his last shot, hitting me in the gut.  
 
    And as he turns to leave, he does it with the most god-awful parting words I could imagine. “Want ya to see it, cunt, see it when the last breath leaves his body. See it and know that’s on you.”


 
   
  
 

 21. 
 
    Frankie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the blood leaking from my body, despite the horrific pain rippling through me, I let loose a bloodcurdling scream. It’s my last battle cry. I scream, dragging myself over to the crate, and use my one okay arm to pull me up the side. I scream as I attempt to open the lid of the crate, desperate to get at a weapon, not bothering to consider the fact that there won’t be any ammunition to fire. I scream until my voice goes hoarse.  
 
    My feet slide out from under me. My weight is too much. With my eyes drooping closed, I miss the smoke but hear the deafening boom and open my eyes wide. Men in tactical gear flood inside the warehouse. Guns raised, they flood in through the holes they blew through doors and even a couple of walls. One on each side.  
 
    I’m caught in the middle of a warzone. The Horde don’t go down without a fight. But this is a meth lab. With all this firepower, this place could blow from the chemicals they use. Knowing that, I slide down to the floor, scooting to Rory, and hook my arm around his chest. Then I twist to get to my knees and drag him. It’s slow-going, but even with all the blood loss, his skin is still warm. Warm is good. Warm means he’s not dead yet.  
 
    As shots slow around us, I begin to sense the good guys winning. There are more Horde on the ground than officers. I keep crawling between the bodies. Finally, a hand stops me. I close my eyes, take in a long, watery breath, let it out slowly, and look up to see Sergeant Tommy Doyle squatting down next to me. 
 
    “We got him, Frankie,” he says. I nod once and collapse, letting go of Rory. It’s a blur from there. The sounds of Tommy yelling for officers to help Rory until medics get to us. Men dropping down to their knees, ripping open Rory’s shirt. Putting pressure on his wounds. Putting pressure on my wound.  
 
    Men and women running, rolling in stretchers. Stopping next to us. First shifting Rory. Next shifting me. An oxygen mask for me. An oxygen mask for Rory. There are others being attended to as they roll us out, loading Rory and me into separate ambulances. The very last thing I hear is Rodrick attempting to lie to an officer about infiltrating the Horde to get me and the babies out.  
 
    It’s the very last thing I hear because the medic plunges an IV needle into a vein in my wrist, taping it down, and turns on the drip. It’s clear. My brain goes foggy. Then I sleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22. 
 
    Scotch 
 
      
 
      
 
    Frankie’s eyes slowly open. The bruising was so bad from the beatings she took at the hands and feet of Rodrick that they’ve lasted for months. Even still, the yellowing around her eyes and nose and cheek, as faint as it is, remain a constant reminder of the ordeal. The girls sit up between us, playing, laughing, and giggling. Happy. Like they didn’t endure what they’d endured.  
 
    Macie’s teething and has Frankie’s ring in her mouth, slobbering all over it and Frankie’s hand. My woman looks down and laughs lightly.  
 
    I woke up in recovery after five hours of surgery. It was a close call. Although Rodrick didn’t sever the artery in my neck, the bullet nicked it and they had to actually get this one out in order to save my life. But it got worse because they couldn’t contain the bleeding. I died twice. Once in the ambulance on the way to the hospital and once on the operating table. That was the time they didn’t think they could bring me back from.  
 
    My first thought was Frankie. How was she? Where was she? I had to wait until they put me in a room to find out anything. I fucking hate waiting. Duke and Boss were the first to visit me. And they brought news.  
 
    Because I’m an ornery fuck, even with dying on the table, once they stabilized me, I never wavered. They kept me in the critical care unit for two nights until I became too much of an arsehole for them to handle and they kicked me out, switching me to a regular room.  
 
    Frankie wasn’t as lucky. Between the gut wound, collapsed lung, and one sprained wrist, her other wrist needed surgery—she’ll need physical therapy to get it back to full use. A broken nose. A fractured ankle. And what they worried most over was a nasty head injury. She actually started convulsing in the ambulance. Vomited twice. Neither of those is good when you’ve got a hole in yar gut. But they got her to the closest emergency and helicoptered her over to a class-one trauma center specializing in head injuries. They kept her on that floor for over a week. Best day of my life when they moved her to a regular room and I got to call.  
 
    She spent another week recovering in the hospital before she got discharged. I had Elise watch the girls while Beau drove me to get her. Mollie and Macie had been dehydrated and were put on an antibiotic because of the open sores on their bums they’d gotten from sitting in dirty diapers for days, but other than that, Frankie and Brighton kept them safe. Those two women put their lives in danger to protect my wee lasses.  
 
    They had me on several restrictions, including driving.  
 
    The minute I got Frankie home, Boss and I helped her to our room. Our room. She couldn’t help to notice all her furniture in my place at the compound. I was never sleeping another night not at her side. With the help of my brothers, who actually did the moving, we moved her in.  
 
    Once we were alone, I helped her undress from the ugly sweats we made her wear home into her nightgown and helped her into bed. She worried over me because that’s my Frankie. I gave her some pain meds, changed into pajama pants, and climbed in bed next to her. Before I let myself fall asleep, I did one more thing.  
 
    When Frankie woke, she woke with the largest morganite stone I could afford resting on her left ring finger. Set in rose gold, an antique setting, encircled with chocolate diamonds. She gasped when she saw it. “Does this mean you’re asking me to marry you? Like for real?”  
 
    “Already told ya, not asking. Asking gives ya a choice. No choice, mo leannan. Yar marrying me. Period.”  
 
    Tommy Doyle visited us at home, taking her official statement. With my statement and Brighton’s statement, we got Rodrick on assault and attempted first-degree murder. Plus, Tommy informed us with a huge smile on his face that several of the Horde were pissed that he brought the Lords into their operation to begin with. They could’ve made huge paydays if he’d stopped the bullshite and they started talking, cutting deals right away with the DA.  
 
    He tried and failed to claim he was only there because he got wind of the production and shipment of products in his county and went in undercover. But when every one of those men who turned named him as the ringleader of their meth and gun circus, his defense spiraled. Judge set his bail at two million dollars. Two fucking million.  
 
    It wasn’t but three days after bail was set that Rodrick bought it inside. No one knows what happened except he was found dead in the bathroom shower, a puncture wound below his ear, severing his carotid artery. He died in that shower, his life literally flowing down the drain. I didn’t cry over that phone call. Neither did Frankie.  
 
    Best we can guess, Horde on the inside did him.  
 
    Don’t know. Don’t care.  
 
    The world won’t miss an arsehole like Deputy Rodrick.  
 
    Because we have a growing family and I put my foot down about living anywhere other than the compound, Duke gave me permission to set up a doublewide on the property. When it’s ready and arrives, we’ll move this place to another section of property. Since Frankie loves the yellow siding of this trailer so well, I ordered us one with yellow siding, white trim. A fireplace. Huge kitchen. Laundry room. A master en suite. A room for each lassie. A guest room. A living room and a bathroom for Mollie and Macie to share when they’re older. Frankie’s getting her wraparound porch, her garden. Anything she wants.  
 
    Ms. Lockhart, her director at the daycare, had to put off her retiring plans for a few months longer while Frankie recovers. The selfless woman Frankie is, she offered to step down from the director position, but Ms. Lockhart assured her that there wasn’t anyone else she’d trust to fill the position. It would be waiting for her when she got back to work.  
 
    Thank Christ Frankie didn’t have to worry about that. Moreover, thank Christ I didn’t have to make a visit to the daycare in order to convince an old woman that she really didn’t want to pass my woman up. I don’t relish the idea of intimidating old women, but the days of Francesca Cardone—soon to be Francesca MacGregor—not getting everything her heart desires are over.  
 
    Brighton is another story. needed care after she got out of the hospital, so Crass brought her to his room at the compound to be the one to take care of her and to keep her close to Caity. Or Dr. Brennan-Elis, as the rest of Thornbriar knows her as. Brighton’s a beautiful girl, but she’s a pain in his arse. Thus, she’s a pain in the arse of all the brothers. She blames the Lords for what happened to her. It’s a narrow way of thinking, but still… I can’t blame her at the same time. Crass is determined to win her over. He’s got a long road ahead. I suggested winning her over one orgasm at a time.  
 
    Macie starts up her fussing louder than before to get a sleepy-eyed Frankie to pay attention to her and Frankie, predictably because it’s always how Frankie reacts when one or both of the girls require immediate attention, gives it.  
 
    “Hey, Macie girl… What’s wrong?” Frankie picks her up, giving hugs and peppering her head with kisses. “Frankie’s here for you.”  
 
    “Mama,” I correct her.  
 
    “Sorry?” she asks, picking Macie up to hug her tighter, but I think it’s more to give her something to do with her hands, something to look at to avoid meeting my eyes.  
 
    “Ya said ‘Frankie,’ mo leannan, what ya meant was ‘Mama.’ Yar their ma. Make it legal, whatever we have to do, but yar their ma—the only one they’re ever gonna know. And forewarning, that ring on yar finger says we ain’t ever letting you go, either.”  
 
    And exactly as I expect her to do because this is something else she does whenever I get soft—my woman can’t handle my soft—she bursts out crying. With Mollie and Macie between us, I pull her into my arms.  
 
    “Will I ever get used to this life?” she whispers.  
 
    “When ya do, I’ll do my best to make it better.” I place a soft kiss to her temple. Her tears roll harder and I take that as my shot to pick up the girls from the bed and walk them into their room, setting them both in the playpen. They ain’t tired. Neither am I, but I’m still going to lay with their ma. 
 
    Frankie sits on the bed, knees bent, arms wrapped around her legs, her chin resting on those bent knees. She looks up when I enter, smiling a watery smile, filling my life, my home, my heart with everything that is her. I stalk toward the bed, putting a knee to it, and crawl until I have her under me. I’m so ready for her and I know she can feel my readiness pressed against her thighs, but right now’s not about fast. This’ll be our first time making love since the kidnapping and I plan to do just that and do it right. I tease with my tongue, tasting her… her lips, her mouth, then I work my way down, slowly enjoying every delectable bit of skin.  
 
    She reaches up to run her thin fingers through my hair and there’s my ring on her finger, blinking in the sunlight, shining through the sheer curtains. I intercept those fingers, pressing those hands into the pillows, and shake my head no, rubbing my nose against hers to emphasize my point. She giggles, and it’s no longer the blinking gem to catch my attention, but the gleaming twinkle in her eyes shining only for me.  
 
    As I make my way down her body, I stop at the hem of her nightshirt, dragging it up her body using flat hands for maximum contact. She sucks in a breath, arching her back, shoving her luscious tits my way while I devest her of the shirt completely. I lavish attention on each breast, returning to my teasing, this time with each nipple, showing each one in the only way I can how much I’ve missed doing this, being here with her.  
 
    Attempting to pull her panties down her legs, they get tangled and I get impatient, yanking at the black satin fabric, tearing them from her body instead. Then I nuzzle my nose against her center, breathing in her sweet, decadent honey, and lick my fill. She moans, pushing harder against my face, riding my face. She’s taking what she needs and I fucking love giving it to her. As her orgasm hits, she pushes her hips up from the bed and I catch her arse on the way back down, positioning her the way I want her, legs flung over my shoulders, spread wide.  
 
    This is my favorite way to have Frankie, spread wide for me. I take my time, putting my mouth to her core again. She strains from want of touching me, fisting her hands in the sheets to keep from reaching out.  
 
    She’s so close to coming again, she squirms against me, the walls of her sex clenching, everything clenching. “What do ya want, mo leannan?” 
 
    “Your cock… Please, Rory. I need you.” 
 
    “Relax so I won’t hurt ya,” I whisper against her wetness. And I feel her force herself to relax. I push my sleep pants down my legs, kicking them off to the floor and position myself at her entrance. I use my dick to tease her more. “Never another woman for me…” I say as I push inside her. When I’ve filled her completely, I repeat that one word, “Never.” I glory in the feel of the woman gripping my dick as we begin to move together. I thrust; she thrusts. Sweat slicks our bodies. I bend in to conquer those lips once more. She’s mine. My Frankie. Still, she doesn’t touch me, just letting me do to her everything I want to do to her. It feels so damn good, I struggle to remain in control. Fuck, she undoes me. I could get off just watching her move, but that’s for a different day.  
 
    Today we give of ourselves. With every movement, I’m faced with the memory of how I lost her once for eight years and I thrust harder. Then I think about how I was so close to losing her forever, and I thrust harder still.  
 
    “Rory,” she calls and I look up into her unfocused eyes. “I… love you.” Then she squeezes tight around my shaft and I can’t hold on any longer, releasing a torrent of love in her through my mind-blowing orgasm. 
 
    She throws her head back, matching me moan for moan, bucking her hips, giving back her love to me. The pulses ripple but slow. My chest heaves and I press my forehead to hers.  
 
    “Love you too, mo leannan,” I say softly back. 
 
    Then we hear a baby squeal and burst out laughing.  
 
      
 
    The Story Doesn’t End Here… 
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