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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Welcome to the Hell’s Rebels’ MC.

      

        

      
        These songs that were important in the making of this story:

      

        

      
        When You’re Gone - Avril Lavigne

        Ho Hey - The Lumineers

        Pray - Sam Smith

        David Gray - Sail Away

        And most importantly…

        Lay Me Down - Sam Smith

      

        

      
        The last one hits me in the feels every time.

      

        

      
        You may find some of the grammar in the dialogue/conversations to be a little ‘unorthodox.’ Lol. It’s intentional. Plenty of ‘aint’s’ etc. These bikers are grammar rebels. Who am I to fight them? ; )

      

        

      
        The term ‘one-percenter’ is a type of outlaw MC. Unlike the other ninety-nine percent of clubs out there, these MCs are involved in illegal acts and aren’t a ‘riding’ club. They’re not there for shits and giggles, but for life. They ride hard until the day they die.

      

        

      
        As is the way with Ama’s men.
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      Everything smelled bad.

      So bad.

      It was like that time Lawrence, Jamie, and I had gone into the stables and found a dead cat. I’d cried when I’d seen it, had been terrified it was my cat, and when Jamie had pointed out that Jezzy was all black with no white socks, I’d been relieved but just as sad.

      There were flies all over the small body, and lots of crawly things that, even in this place, still made me want to barf all over everything.

      But that was how it smelled here.

      Like heat and dirt, death and decay.

      I’d been raised in an MC. I knew about some of the darker stuff in life. My daddies rode bikes and my mom called herself Queen Bitch when she thought I couldn’t hear, and they were nothing like the girls in my class’ parents.

      Not that I’d change them.

      I loved them so much and I might never get to see them again.

      Ever.

      My bottom lip trembled and tears began to roll down my cheeks. The liquid burned the raw skin beside my nose before it was caught by the fabric covering my eyes.

      I’d known Aaron a long time ago. Hadn’t really spoken to him that much, but he’d always been popular among the biker brats, as we were known. Then his momma had taken him away, stolen off ‘like a thief in the night,’ as my daddy Flame had phrased it, and I hadn’t seen him again.

      Until three days ago.

      I’d thought I was having a bad dream. Waking up to see someone standing over me, someone who wasn’t my momma or my daddies. But I’d seen his face and had known him instantly. Just as I was about to whisper his name, his fist came out of nowhere.

      The pain exploded through my nose and as blood bubbled and fell, I’d felt a weird buzzing in my brain as dots sparkled before my eyes.

      The next thing I’d known, I was being hauled into this room.

      It was dark, dirty, and Aaron kept saying things that scared me.

      He was muttering to himself as he paced back and forth. I didn’t have to see to know that was what he was doing. His motions were jerky, erratic, and the squeaky floorboards beneath his feet creaked every time he moved. It was like a horrible language I was starting to understand.

      “Gillipollas think they’re fucking kings. They ain’t. I’ll show them—”

      “—I’ll make them pay. Those hijos de puta—”

      “—bastards need to be shown they messed with the wrong Sanchez—”

      He kept repeating that, over and over and over, until I thought I was going to go mad from hearing it.

      I didn’t know what my daddies had done to make Aaron hate them, but I knew I was being punished for something he was blaming them for.

      Did it make me mad?

      Yeah. It did. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I was a good girl. I tried never to get into trouble, tried to always stick to the rules because Daddy Ryan had asked me to. When he went to heaven, he’d whispered to be a good girl because my momma needed me to be that. And I listened.

      I always listened.

      Even to things I wasn’t supposed to hear.

      But even though I’d been a good girl, I was being punished. It wasn’t fair. But then, life wasn’t, was it? My Daddy Ryan had died when I was little, and he’d left me and Momma to be all alone until she’d brought us home where my other daddies lived. Then my baby sister, the one that had never left Momma’s belly, had gone to heaven too.

      I didn’t like heaven. I didn’t understand why it kept taking the people I loved from me, but I had a feeling I was going to come face-to-face with it, because I knew, no matter what Aaron had said during that phone call to Daddy Wolfe, he wasn’t going to let me live.

      My hands were tied to the chair I was sitting on, my feet too. They kept getting pins and needles, and when I tried to wriggle them, my wrists and ankles rubbed against the rope. I could smell blood, could feel the ache of the rope’s kiss on my skin, and now it was starting to itch.

      But the worst thing of all, worse than having no food and no sleep, the aching body and the bleeding wrists and ankles, was that he never let me up.

      Never let me move.

      Even now, though he hadn’t let me have anything to drink, I needed to pee. So bad. So, so bad. But there was no point in holding it. Not really. I’d already had to do this several times, and the smell of pee was making me feel sick. I didn’t know what to do, but I knew he’d slap me again if I asked, but God, I needed to—

      “Baby, not long now.”

      Everything inside me tensed at that voice.

      A voice I hadn’t heard since forever.

      My dry mouth seemed to dry out even more as I processed the fact I could hear Daddy Ryan.

      In my head.

      It was wonderful to hear his voice, wonderful, but I was so scared because I knew he was in heaven.

      And his words…

      Did that mean I was going there too?

      Not long until what?

      I didn’t know how to answer him, how to speak with him, but maybe knowing wasn’t important, because he answered, No, baby. You’re not coming to see me. Not yet. And not for a long time. Just stay strong.

      Don’t leave me! I cried, certain he was about to leave, about to abandon me again.

      Never. I promise.

      Why are you only talking to me now?

      It was harder to get to you.

      Why?

      I don’t know. He sounded sad. Time?

      Time? What did he mean by that?

      I didn’t understand, but I didn’t need to. I just needed to know he was there. With me. That I wasn’t alone. That one of my most favorite people in the whole world was there with me.

      I love you, baby. You’ve been so good. So brave. So strong.

      Daddy?

      Yes, sweetheart.

      I need to pee. So bad.

      You do what you need to, baby. His voice changed, deepened. I knew what that meant, had heard Daddy Wolfe go from amused to angry in the blink of an eye. Never at me or Momma, but usually at my brothers.

      Like that time Seamus had decided to climb onto the clubhouse roof. He’d been amused until my momma had come out, seen him, then dropped to her knees and started sobbing. Daddy Flame had hushed her, even as Daddy Wolfe, seeing her distress, had screamed at Seamus to stay put, not to move ‘a goddamn motherfucking inch.’

      My daddies swore a lot.

      I was used to it.

      Shame filled me as I allowed my bladder to release. It hurt. That was how long I’d been holding it. It burned so badly, but there was also a sweet relief. It felt so wrong. I hadn’t wet myself since I was a little girl, and to do this now? When Daddy was there? I bowed my head, utterly miserable, not just from where I was and who had captured me, but because I had wet myself like a three-year-old.

      The floorboards creaked and I tensed, knowing full well what that meant.

      Aaron was capable of a stillness that went on for so long, it creeped me out. Maybe he was sleeping in those long stretches of time where there was no sound, but I heard no change in his breathing. Nothing that told me he’d begun to rest.

      Mostly, he was all over the place with his movements, and the floorboards told me where he was, if he was close or far.

      Now?

      He was close.

      My heart began to pound as terror flooded me.

      “Dirty bitch,” he howled as he tugged the blindfold down to my chin so he could glower at me. “I just stepped in it!”

      My mouth quivered as I stared up at him. The only reason my eyes didn’t ache was because it was so dark in here, so dark that there was barely any difference between having my eyes covered up and exposed.

      When his fist came again, I screamed as the pain hit me. He’d already hurt my nose twice, but this time?

      My scream was a mixture of my terror, bewilderment, and agony, and when I released it, it was like that was the trigger for my salvation.

      Even as tears flooded my eyes, making my vision blurry, I saw him. He came through the window, rolling through it like some kind of ninja from one of those stupid cartoons Jamie liked watching.

      One second, Ink was rolling onto the ground, and the next? He was there. With barely any squeaking from the floorboards, he was behind Aaron, holding a gun to the temple of the boy I’d known so long ago and now didn’t know at all.

      His gaze cut to mine, and he whispered, “Ama, close your eyes and don’t listen.”

      I couldn’t move my hands to my ears to hide from the noise, but I closed my eyes and hummed, knowing what he was about to do, knowing but uncaring.

      Guns were everywhere. We made them on the compound. Daddy Flame was going to teach me how to use one when I was old enough, and I knew what they could do. Had seen Jamie’s dad, Rodeo, come back, his arm bleeding from the hole a bullet had made in it.

      When I heard the blast, I knew what it was, and flinched.

      Aaron didn’t even moan.

      Didn’t make a sound.

      Hands suddenly cupped my chin. “Ama, open your eyes. You’re safe now.”

      As I caught his gaze with mine, I took a deep breath. The stench around me made itself known and my cheeks blossomed with embarrassed heat, but mostly, I just wanted to be what he said.

      Safe.

      “Ama!”

      My daddies!

      I whipped my head around, catching sight of Daddies Flame and Dagger barreling through the door they’d kicked in, with Daddy Wolfe and Axe right behind them. The second they all saw me, they froze, then their faces turned rigid with fury as they glowered at the crumpled form at my feet.

      “Daddy Dagger,” I whimpered, needing him to get me out of here. He always had a knife. That was why he had his name. “Please!”

      He tensed at my cry, then dragged his attention to me.

      You’ll be home soon, baby girl. I’m always going to be here when you need me.

      As Daddy Ryan disappeared from my mind, Daddy Dagger cut me loose. When his boots scuffed in my pee, and his fingers connected with my bloody, wet wrists, I froze inside.

      “It’s okay, Ama,” Ink rasped, and even though nothing was, I sent him a shaky smile filled with my gratitude.

      He’d saved me and I’d never forget that.

      Not for as long as I lived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Ama

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      How could someone be so handsome?

      I often stared at Saint and wondered how it was humanly possible. His face was like something Michelangelo himself couldn’t recreate in marble, but his features were somehow chiseled from that same stone—his jaw was hard and square, leading to a chin that had one of those little dents in the middle.

      His nose was firm, Roman, and it flared out slightly when he was mad. It was flattened at the base, making his upper lip curve when he was amused.

      His eyes could narrow into slits that burned with heat when his brown orbs gleamed with outrage, but were capable of such warmth they made molten chocolate look cold.

      His hair was black. Coal black. I sometimes wondered how he’d look when he was older. Would he go salt and pepper? Would that black be overtaken by a pure silver? I didn’t know, and hoped he would be in my life still so I’d find out. He was twenty-four and I was eighteen. There was a long time to pass between now and that point where he’d be turning gray, but I was fanciful by nature. Some might call me stupid, like Lora-Beth from my senior year did, but I wasn’t. I just saw things a little differently than most.

      Maybe that was why I often found myself studying the minutiae and not the bigger picture.

      Very few people would probably call Saint handsome. But I thought he was beautiful. Each individual feature was a gift from God, and yet, when put together, I knew what most people saw—a predator.

      I didn’t mind that though. I’d been around predators all my life, and even though someone like me could have been their prey, I was the creature they protected. The creature they’d lay down their lives to keep safe.

      That was what happened when you were the only daughter of an MC Prez, his VP, Enforcer, and Treasurer. Yup. I had four dads, five counting the one who’d died when I was little. Not biologically, but that had never mattered. Just as it had never mattered that my two brothers, Matty and Seamus, were obviously Flame’s sons—the clue was in their shockingly red hair.

      Paternity wasn’t what mattered in my family. Never had, never would. Not because my momma couldn’t keep it in her pants and had baby daddies running around, but because they were all together.

      Together together.

      Their relationship had always fascinated me, and although I’d been teased about it at school—somewhat miserably—I’d always been able to shove it aside because I’d never seen a dynamic like it.

      My friends, both girls and boys, came from single parent families, with divorced marriages and bitter regrets littering their background.

      Me?

      I was forged from love and had been raised in it.

      Funny how that worked. How we’d had Welfare around so many times to check up on us, to make sure things were copacetic at the clubhouse when we had the best family around.

      “You’re staring.”

      My lips curved. “I’m supposed to be. How can I draw you if I don’t?”

      Saint sighed and pressed his forearm to his eyes. I’d seen those brown orbs filled with rage and such passion. I wanted him to show me both, wanted him to burn me with his need for me. Rage or need, I’d accept either.

      Keys, to his left and jingling the keyring in his hand, grumbled, “Hurry up, Ama.”

      My nose wrinkled. “You can’t hurry greatness.”

      “Can’t we? We have to go on a run tonight. You gonna be done sometime this month?” he teased, and though I laughed, deep inside I hid my unease.

      I hated runs.

      For as long as I’d lived here, the Hell’s Rebels’ MC had been smuggling guns and cigarettes across state lines. Each time, there was the risk that an MC brother wouldn’t come home or, if he did, it might be in a body bag.

      Now Keys was a prospect, he’d been accepted just before we’d graduated high school, so he got to go along for the ride.

      Of course, he loved it.

      It was an excuse to be on the back of his bike for hours on end. But me? I was always scared they’d never come back.

      Two of the men I loved most—aside from my daddies—were going on tonight’s run. The thought of being here, without them, was enough to make me want to puke, but they believed I’d been doing well recently, and I didn’t want to disappoint them. Didn’t want them to worry about me. If they did, maybe they’d stop concentrating, and that could get them killed.

      I didn’t know what went down on a run, aside from way too much gas being used to carry illegal goods across the States—carbon footprints didn’t matter to the MC—but I knew they were in danger until they came back to me.

      That was what I had to focus on—their return.

      Releasing a breath, I began sketching Keys. Both boys were the sons of lifers—brothers who’d be in it for life. Until death.

      Lawrence, AKA Saint, was the son of Wheels, the MC’s Road Captain. He was in charge of all the runs, both the organizing and the security. Wheels was training Saint to take his place one day, a prospect that pretty much petrified me.

      Keys was Rodeo’s boy—the Sergeant-at-Arms was currently serving his fourth year of a seven-year-stretch, but was due for parole in the next two months. Jamie was beyond stoked, and I couldn’t blame him—I missed Rodeo almost as much as Keys did.

      I’d been raised with both men, had seen them morph from zit-faced teenagers to handsome guys, and still, somehow, they saw me as a girl.

      That I wanted them both was a given. I was my mother’s daughter, after all, and had been raised in the kind of relationship I wanted to have for my own, that I needed to have to feel safe, but both guys were stubbornly refusing to see things my way.

      They weren’t the only ones.

      Ink was just as bad.

      He was the club’s Secretary and he managed the tattoo parlor the MC owned.

      I’d loved all three since before I even knew what love was. To me, these three epitomized everything that was brave and loyal.

      Was it any wonder I fantasized about having more with them? Personally, I considered it a very normal response to being around three such fine specimens of manhood. If they didn’t get me hot and bothered, I’d truly consider myself beyond hope—that was how delicious they were.

      Keys broke into my thoughts when he clucked his tongue. “You said you weren’t sketching me.”

      When I saw he’d leaned up onto his elbow and was staring at my pad, I grabbed it and hauled it into my chest. “No peeking,” I grumbled. “You know the rules.”

      “Yeah, and you do too. You’re not supposed to sneak sketch.”

      My lips curved at his reprimand, a reminder of the last time I’d drawn him, and I reached for the tumbler of water I’d brought out with me. “It wasn’t my fault.”

      “You didn’t have to draw it!” he retorted, cutting Saint a furtive glance before glowering at me when he saw Saint was smirking up at the sky, his eyes closed as he listened to us bicker.

      “It was there! What was I supposed to do?”

      “Fuck’s sake, Saint, back me up on this or next it will be your cock on that pad.”

      I snickered. “It’s your fault,” I repeated. “You shouldn’t have had a boner.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “You shouldn’t have been looking.”

      Both men lived in their jeans and cuts, but there was a lake on the clubhouse property, one that we often went to once the weather grew warm. Last week, he’d changed into a pair of loose-fitting surf shorts, and I’d just happened to see the tip peeping over the waistband.

      How the hell was I supposed to not draw that?

      Especially when it was leaking pre-cum onto divoted abs that I wanted to lick.

      I’d fantasized about that, too, that night.

      But he’d undoubtedly been watching one of the sweetbutts. Hell, in my one piece, I was nothing in comparison to some of the clubwhores—and no, that wasn’t me being mean even though, sometimes, I really wanted to be. Especially since I knew both my guys had lost their V-cards to sweetbutts. Clubwhore was the title of a woman who lived at the clubhouse for free, and who paid for her living costs on her back.

      Still, I’d drawn him, laying out, the sun on his face as it was then and now, and the one-eyed snake glaring at me hungrily.

      My mouth grew wet at the thought, as well as other parts of my body.

      “That’s why I never take my jeans off,” Saint rumbled, before yawning. “You can never be caught off guard that way. You know what she’s like, Keys, obsessed with drawing us. No excuse in being caught off guard. It’s every man for himself where Ama’s concerned.”

      I knew Keys wanted to whine, so I grinned at him, and murmured, “Don’t worry, Jamie, I won’t look down there again if you don’t want me to.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Don’t call me Jamie.”

      “Oops, slip of the tongue.”

      He grunted, and I smirked down at my sketchpad as I drew him, furious features and all.

      He was just as beautiful as Saint, even if he was—in his own words—a mutt. He had blue eyes, olive skin, and hair that was neither brown nor blond but somewhere in between. His mom was Mexican, and she’d been Rodeo’s old lady before she’d died.

      That was why Rodeo was in jail.

      He’d gone mad when he’d lost Luisa. Beat up the doctor who’d misdiagnosed her and was serving time for aggravated assault.

      I bit my tongue at the memory, and even though I’d just been teasing him, I reached over and pressed my hand to his cheek. He was my age, but he looked older. His beard was grown out, and the stubble rasped against my hand as I flexed my fingers over the golden silk of his skin that spoke of his momma’s Mexican heritage.

      “Sorry, Keys,” I whispered, and would have laughed if I hadn’t just been thinking about that horrible time when he’d lost both his mom and dad in one fell swoop.

      Instead of looking relieved at my apology, he squinted at me. “Huh?”

      We teased each other. A lot. So I understood why he didn’t trust me.

      But because I was being sincere, I sighed and, bending over, pressed a kiss to his forehead. “I’m sorry for teasing.”

      He didn’t rear back, didn’t freeze or melt at my innocent and chaste kiss, but his suspicion lessened and he fell back onto both elbows, which he was using to prop himself up as he stared at me.

      “You sure about this?”

      I shrugged, aware that the conversation had returned to what they’d dragged me out here for. I always thought better when I was drawing.

      “It’s a big deal, Ama,” Saint rasped, his eyes dark now as he lowered his arm and tilted his head to look at me.

      “I know it is.”

      “A free pass to the Rhode Island School of Design isn’t something to turn your nose up at.”

      I cocked a brow at him. “Think I don’t know that already?”

      “Turning it down is a big deal.”

      It was.

      It was epic, especially since it was everything I’d ever wanted but, and it was a huge but, I couldn’t go further than Jonsson, the next town over, without having a panic attack.

      Rhode Island?

      Ha.

      As if.

      “You know why I can’t go,” I muttered, my gaze on the sketchpad once more.

      He sighed. “You need to spread your wings, Ama.”

      “Why?” I countered, tilting my head to the side. “Most people in town think I’m plenty spread enough.”

      He grunted. “Fuck those people.”

      Keys spat, “Yeah. Fuck ‘em.”

      My lips twitched, but I didn’t say anything. Trouble with being raised in an MC? People seemed to think I was a slut or something. They didn’t realize that I’d been carefully raised. That a nun had probably seen more action than me.

      Sure, I knew about the stuff that went down. Had even seen a few bits and pieces over the years. But nothing major. Nothing that I’d wanted to see, and if I did, my dads somehow knew about it and swooped in to make sure I remained ‘pure’ and ‘untainted’ from the MC life.

      I knew for a fact my momma hadn’t been raised that way, and I was a bit envious about that. For all the good it did me. Momma was the exact justification my dads would use—she wasn’t exactly normal. I mean, I loved her, and so did they. Hell, they’d kill for her and probably had, but she was nuttier than a bag of pecans.

      The time Maisy Louis had called me a slut?

      My momma hadn’t gone to the principal to speak about bullying. Nope, she’d followed Maisy around for a while, taken pictures of her, then had sent them to Maisy’s parents with a letter, informing them that they needed to better educate their daughter about what being a ‘slut’ actually meant.

      That was just one of the ways my helicopter mother-cum-biker princess had terrorized my school. It was probably no wonder that the only friends I had were in the MC. Everyone else was too scared to get on the wrong side of Lucie ‘Lucifer’ Steeler.

      I hitched a shoulder. “It’s all good.”

      “No. It isn’t. I wish I’d been old enough to shoot Aaron myself,” Saint rasped, finally curling upright into a seated position so he could glower—either at me or at life in general, I wasn’t sure which.

      “Wouldn’t have done me any good. Ink got him good and I still have nightmares.”

      Still couldn’t leave home for more than a day’s work, let alone leaving the town, without wanting to die inside from crippling fear.

      Still had to sleep near the clubhouse, on the floor under my bed, and even then I had nightmares, but they were better than the night terrors that came from being away from this place.

      Still couldn’t close my eyes without seeing Aaron’s face that one last time.

      Those things were the trials of my life, but they weren’t everything.

      There was joy too. Plenty of it. It came in the form of Saint and Keys, and Ink too. When he’d stop shutting me out, that is.

      “Ink got Aaron. Got me out, too.” That had rubbed my daddies raw, because they’d wanted to be my saviors, but instead, Ink had. “Just because he’s dead doesn’t take away from the fact I’m still as scared now as I was back then.”

      Knowing that you could be taken from your bed, under your parents’ noses, out of the safety of a compound manned by MC brothers, most of whom had served time or had been in the armed forces at some point, was enough to terrify anyone.

      Or so my therapist had assured me.

      A thousand times over the years.

      “I hate that it’s holding you back, Ama,” Saint grumbled, sincerity bleeding from his words as he looked at me—really looked at me.

      For the first time, it was like I was someone else. Not just his friend. Not just his Prez’s daughter.

      What he saw, I wasn’t sure, and though his tone was loaded with pity, that wasn’t what was in his eyes.

      “It isn’t all bad,” I replied softly. “Four years away from home would probably kill my dads.”

      “Us, too,” Keys groused, staring up at the sky again.

      “Why?” I asked, my heart racing with excitement.

      He sighed. “Never mind.”

      And I loathed myself for being too chicken shit to press for more, to make him explain why he’d miss me. When they switched to talk of some stupid game they’d watched last night, I knew I’d lost the thread of conversation and returned to my drawing.

      It wasn’t much, but it was something.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Ink

      

      

      

      As I looked out of the common room and over the hills in the distance, I saw the three of them.

      Picture perfect.

      All tucked in a circle, with Amaryllis holding her pencil in her hand and a pad on her lap, while Saint and Keys were slouched back, sunning themselves as she drew them.

      It reminded me of one of my favorite paintings. Manet’s Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe. Yeah, I knew it was an odd choice for a biker, but fuck, I couldn’t be stereotyped. The painting depicted an indolent picnic and two men lounging back with a nude woman at their side.

      Of course, Ama wasn’t nude. If she was, Wolfe or one of her fathers would undoubtedly chop Saint and Keys into tiny pieces, but there was a sensuality about the scene, an ease and peace that made me long to go over there and join in.

      But I wasn’t eighteen anymore.

      Fuck, I wasn’t even thirty.

      I was thirty-fucking-seven. Too old to be lounging back in the yard. Too old to be hanging around with kids who were young enough to be my kids. Well, all except for Saint. He was twenty-four.

      So, with all that in mind, why did I want to be out there?

      Why was that the only place I wanted to be?

      My stomach churned with want, and the sheer longing to be out there. It hit me hard enough that I pressed my forehead to the glass. The chill of it bit into my heated skin before it clouded with warmth as I sighed.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      I rocked my head on the glass. “Nothing.”

      Dagger snorted. “Fuck off.”

      “Nowhere to fuck off to,” I said glumly, then, taking a deep breath, asked, “Heard she got in.”

      Dagger grunted. “Also hear that she ain’t going?”

      My mouth twisted. “No. But I knew she wouldn’t.”

      “Full fucking scholarship. I wouldn’t have been happy with her going that far, Ink, but fuck. All that talent? It should be channeled somewhere. Instead, it’s going to go to waste because of that bastard.”

      The sins of the fathers had a habit of being visited upon the sons, or in this case, the daughter.

      Flame, the Enforcer of the MC, had slain a cartel foot soldier back when Ama had been five or so. The fucker’s messed up son had decided to get vengeance for his numbskull dad by abducting her and making her pay for her fathers’ sins.

      It was so Old Testament it was a joke, but then, that was our world. We worked with vengeance and vendettas on the regular. The life of an MC wasn’t all flowers and lace, but blood and tears.

      For Ama?

      I’d have wished the former, but she’d been dealt the latter.

      If I could have killed Aaron Sanchez again, I would have. In the blink of an eye.

      I knew Ama had panic attacks. She suffered with anxiety, barely slept a full night through without nightmares, and each and every time it made me wish that I’d had more time with the bastard. More time to make him pay, to make him suffer.

      Dagger’s hand landed on my shoulder and he squeezed. “I know you care about her, man.”

      I cut him a look. “Of course, I do.”

      His eyebrow arched, and with the narrowing of his eyes, I knew he was calling me on my bullshit.

      Rubbing my chin, I mumbled, “Ain’t gonna do anything about it.”

      “Don’t see why not. Maybe you’ll take the fucking nightmares away.”

      I doubted that. But then again, Dagger didn’t know Ama sneaked into my room some nights, climbed into bed beside me and hugged me like I was a real-life teddy bear.

      This wasn’t a new development, of course. Since she was seventeen, she’d taken to doing it, and the first time, I’d almost shot her when she’d slipped under the covers with me. Now? It just curtailed who I fucked and when, because the last thing I wanted her to see was some sweetbutt in bed with me.

      She had nightmares whether she was with or without me, but I wasn’t about to tell her daddy that, was I?

      “I’m too old, man.”

      “Maybe.” His voice lowered as he murmured, “This ain’t my idea.”

      “No?” I scowled at him. “Then whose idea is it?”

      “Lucie’s.”

      I winced. Momma bear knew I had a thing for her cub? Fuck. It was a wonder she hadn’t tried to castrate me.

      Dagger, spying my reaction, snorted, and his hand squeezed my shoulder, this time though, it was to the point of pain. “Just don’t hurt her.”

      Ama had been hurt enough. Saving my own ass wasn’t the reason I’d been steering clear of her.

      I was no good.

      Never had been, probably never would be.

      In fact, the only good things I’d done in my life revolved around her, and what that said about the past thirty-seven years, I wasn’t sure.

      Rubbing a hand over my face, I stared at her with the boys and felt jealousy curdling in my gut.

      She was always with those two. Always. And if I’d seen desire for me in her eyes, I knew I’d seen it in her gaze when she looked at Keys and Saint too.

      “I think she wants them,” I rasped, tossing out the idea to him, and hoping he wasn’t about to skin me alive for my audacity.

      All her fathers were protective of Ama. Not that I could blame them, considering her past. But Flame, in particular, took protective to the next level.

      I didn’t even want to think about what had happened to that boy who’d tried to force himself on her at a party… for the rest of his life, he’d be pissing with a bent cock, that was for sure.

      “Probably. Can’t be raised in a family like ours without being open to the possibility.”

      My eyes widened. “You wouldn’t be pissed?”

      “Me? Nah. Flame?” Dagger’s grin was toothy. “Probably. But he likes you. Likes Saint and Keys too. I’m sure if you make her happy then he’ll take it easier on you.”

      My eyes widened because, fuck, I was scared of very few people, but Flame was close to certifiable—and he sure as shit wasn’t getting better with old age. “Well, that’s reassuring.” At his snort, I grumbled, “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.”

      “Me either, honestly, but when she came to us today and told us about the scholarship, about her turning it down?” He sucked down a sharp gulp of air. “Something’s gotta give, man, and I don’t want it to be her sanity.”

      I flickered him a look. “What do you mean? Ama’s okay.”

      “Okay? She’s barely coping, Ink, and you know that as well as I do. Maybe if she has yours and the other two’s balls in her fist, she’ll be able to move on. Make something of herself.”

      My eyes narrowed at him. “You think Rhode Island would take her next year?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. But I wasn’t even thinking of that. I think that no matter how secure she feels, she’ll never be able to be far from home. Not about to complain about that. Like I said, I’d have dealt with it, but I didn’t want her in Rhode Island. So fucking far away. But I hate that the choice has been made for her by that prick.”

      My jaw clenched as I nodded. I knew exactly what he meant. Ever since I’d heard about the scholarship, I’d been dreading her leaving. Well, dreading something that I’d known would probably never happen thanks to Ama’s issues.

      Still, the fear of her somehow taking those issues and ramming them in the balls had filled me. And yeah, I knew how fucked up that was.

      I wanted her to overcome her anxiety, but I didn’t want her to go.

      Didn’t want her to leave the clubhouse.

      To leave Rutherford.

      To leave me.

      Fuck, I was a selfish bastard.

      Licking my lips, I rumbled, “I’m too old for her. But even worse than that, I’m no good.”

      “Think we both know that’s BS.”

      I’d done shit in the army, shit no fucker should ever see, never mind do. No way did Ama need my level of crazy in her life.

      No way.

      No how.

      “Anyway, not giving you a choice. Ama can’t just sit around the clubhouse all day. Can’t just stay at home, either. Think we both know where the natural place for her to be is, and it ain’t fabricating guns. So, either listen to me or don’t, but I want you to apprentice her.”

      My eyes widened. “You want her to become a tattoo artist?”

      “What else can she do?” he challenged, his gaze on his daughter.

      “She can still be an artist.”

      “Nah. Ama needs a purpose. This will be good for her and I know she’s been interested in the parlor for a while now. Not just because you’re there every evening, either,” he tacked on wryly. “She’ll earn her own money, get some independence, and if I know you as well as I think I do, she’ll get an old man out of it too. So if she asks, do it.” He shoved me forward so hard I almost collided with the wall before he slouched off as silently as he’d arrived.

      For a second, I was floored.

      Then, I was just uncertain.

      It wasn’t every day a man gave his MC brother permission to take his daughter as his own, but then, Ama was no regular daughter, and I was no regular MC brother.

      Sucking down a breath, I contemplated my next move. One that would be for Ama’s good as well as my own, because even though I was selfish, I tried not to be where she was concerned, tried to fight my natural inclinations.

      For her, I’d always tried to be a better man.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Saint

      

      

      

      “You gonna kiss me or not?”

      I narrowed my eyes at Bubbles. “Not.” Fucking her so hard the bedframe rattled, I planted Ama’s beautiful face over the hard-lined one of the sweetbutt I was currently screwing.

      To Bubbles, I did everything I couldn’t do to Ama. I fucked her hard, fast, and dirty. I was rough and mean with Bubbles who, fucked up as it was, loved me for it. And yeah, that was no word of a lie. She loved me and I just barely tolerated her.

      I was a bastard. I knew that. But to me, she was a hole, one I could fuck with no obligations. That was her job here, after all. It wasn’t just me who treated her that way, and maybe it was a testament to the fact I wasn’t all bastard that I felt shitty about what I was doing most of the time.

      When I blew my wad inside her, I immediately rolled off her body and got to my feet. I hadn’t even taken my clothes off, just pulled out my cock, touched her pussy for a while to make sure she was wet enough for me, then thrust into her. Now I was done, so I was out of here.

      “Where are you going?” Bubbles cried the second my zipper was pulled up.

      I tilted my head to the side. “What makes you think you have the right to ask that?”

      Only one person could ask me that and get an answer—Ama. Even my dad knew not to pull that BS on me now.

      Ama was the reason I had my road name, but I was a saint only for her. To her, and for her, I had unlimited patience. Everyone else knew to back the fuck off.

      Bubbles nervously licked her lips. Her blonde hair bobbed when she tipped her face down and processed the fact she’d just pissed me off.

      After I took a few steps toward the door, she mumbled, “I need to talk to you.”

      “Talk.”

      Man of few words, that was me. Saint or Mute had been my two options as a road name, and no one wanted to be called fucking Mute.

      She licked her lips and I eyed the worn makeup around her mouth. The paint she’d worn had bled out, making the once sharp line blurry. I didn’t even want to know how many brothers’ cocks had made that blurry line happen.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      I snorted. “So?”

      Bubbles squinted at me. “It’s yours.”

      Unable to help myself, I grinned at her. “Yeah. Right.”

      “It is!” she huffed.

      “Yeah? Got proof?”

      “No, of course not. But you’re the only guy I’ve ever fucked without a rubber.”

      My lips twitched at her lie. “I ain’t your baby daddy, Bubbles.”

      “You are!” she spat, snarling the words at me like an irritated cat.

      Folding my arms across my chest, I demanded, “Okay, so when did the immaculate conception happen?”

      “Eight weeks ago, at your daddy’s b’day party.”

      Deciding to see where this bullshit story was going, I tapped the toe of my boot against the floor. It made a thumping noise that would piss off the brother sleeping or fucking underneath me, but it was either that or start kicking shit.

      Impatient, see? Patience and tolerance weren’t the virtues I had in spades.

      “Oh yeah, I remember the party. Don’t remember fucking you though.”

      “You always fuck me,” she hissed, and damn, was that pride in her voice?

      “Not that night.” I’d remember too. I’d spent all night with Ama. She’d come down to the party, we’d had a few beers, and I’d taken her back to her room with Keys. As she’d fallen asleep, the pair of us had too, and we’d awoken the next morning sandwiching her.

      I swear to fuck, that was the best night’s sleep I’d ever had.

      Of course, the threat of losing a hand hadn’t made the night wholly pleasurable. If her daddies had found out about us being there, hell, we’d have been lucky just to lose a hand.

      Bubbles’ eyes began to dart around her shitty bedroom, a place that was loaded down with so much shit she belonged on a TLC show, and if she licked her fucking lips one more time, hell, I wasn’t going to be held responsible for my actions.

      “You know you’re the daddy, Saint,” she pleaded.

      “No, I don’t. I always wear a rubber. Always. I’m not about to touch you without one.” And fuck, I didn’t even leave the rubber in her room. Even now, it was still on my cock and would be until I made it into my bathroom where I’d flush it down the toilet.

      Sweetbutts were notorious for pulling this shit on single brothers.

      To be fair, most of my MC brethren didn’t have the smarts I did. Not only did I make sure to always use a condom, I never allowed myself to get that drunk where I lost all my faculties. No bitch could ever claim I was drunk and couldn’t remember the sex. No woman would ever be able to magically impregnate herself…

      Yeah, I knew it sounded crazy, and I was probably coming off as a real dick, but I didn’t give a fuck.

      Bubbles was trying to find a way to stake a claim on me. To get something out of me that wasn’t hers to have.

      If any woman was going to have my babies, it was Ama. Not this bitch.

      Goddammit.

      If there was ever proof I needed to stop fucking around and get a claim on my woman, this was it.

      If I’d been anyone else, then she might have been able to pull this dick move. I might have believed her, and even though I’d have made her get a DNA test when the kid was born, for all these months of her pregnancy, I’d have been obligated to hang around her, to treat her with consideration when the lying bitch didn’t deserve any.

      Rubbing a hand over my chin, I murmured, “Bubbles, you need to blame that baby on some other unlucky fucker.” Before she could do more than scream my name, I headed out the door.

      When I saw Keys waiting there, I frowned at him. “The fuck are you doing out here?”

      He snorted. “Waiting on you. Dumbass.”

      “You heard?”

      “I heard.” His eyes narrowed. “You sure it’s not yours?”

      “Sure as fuck.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “You know who else she’s been boning?”

      “Everyone,” he retorted.

      “Wonder why she thought she could pull that move on me then.”

      “You don’t think she’s right?”

      “She said I didn’t use a rubber with her the night of my pop’s birthday party.”

      That made his eyes darken. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh.” I walked away from Bubbles’ small bedroom, and when I was far enough away that I knew she wouldn’t be able to hear, hissed at my bro, “If you think I was about to sneak out of Ama’s room in the middle of the night to go and fuck that ho, you’re nuts.”

      He raised his hands. “Understood.”

      I tipped my chin. “Good. Just don’t understand why she’d try to pin that shit on me, you know?”

      “Because Ama is soft-hearted, and she knows Ama would probably convince you to be a proper daddy?”

      Rage swirled inside me. “Fuck off. You can’t mean that.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve seen her hanging around Ama the past few days.”

      “They been talking?”

      “Not sure.” He laughed a little. “You know what she’s like. Off in her own world.”

      Yeah, I knew that, and as much as I loved Ama for it, it also made me nervous as shit. For someone who should be hyperaware thanks to her background, she wasn’t. It was like she was in a bubble now. One that Keys, her daddies, and I would kill to keep her in.

      Scraping a hand over my face, I scented something that turned my stomach—Bubbles’ pussy on my fingers. Grunting, I mumbled, “I need to shower.”

      “You only have about thirty minutes before we’re setting off,” Keys warned.

      I shrugged. “So? That’s long enough.”

      “Ama wants to say bye. You know that takes ages.”

      Lips twitching, I hauled ass and headed back to my room. Keys clambered in after me and, pulling out his cell, lay flat out on my bed jingling his fucking keys as he caught up with his messages as I went and cleaned up.

      The shower didn’t take long. Just long enough to dispose of the sticky condom, to get rid of the scent of that bitch off my hands, and to clean my dick off.

      After I rubbed a towel over my body, I jumped back into my cut, jeans, tee, and boots, and returned to my room.

      Seeing Ama sitting cross-legged at Keys’ side had me shaking my head at her. “What are you doing in here?”

      She smirked at me. “Was hoping for a show.”

      A startled laugh escaped me, but I wasn’t sure why. Ama, though she was away with the fairies a lot, actually had a vulgar sense of humor. I wasn’t sure where she’d gotten it from—well, with four biker dads, I guess I didn’t have to look far for the culprit—but the shit she came out with usually had Keys and me chuckling.

      Though I was amused, I cocked a brow at her. “You’re not supposed to be up here.”

      She shrugged. “Not supposed to do a lot of things, but I do them anyway.”

      Keys snorted. “Just call you rebel, huh?” he teased from behind his phone.

      “I’m not a rebel, but I’m certainly not an angel, and I’m tired of you thinking I am.” She huffed and folded her arms across her chest.

      The move plumped up her tits, and the way she pouted? Christ, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about using those tits to get myself off in a titty fuck that would be better than any other I’d ever experienced. Especially if it ended with her opening up those pillowy lips and sucking on the tip of my cock.

      She was beautiful, my Ama. Like sin and sass had come together to make the impossible—an angel in hell. I didn’t care what she said, didn’t care how hard she argued. She was an angel. In both spirit and looks.

      Ama even had the white blonde hair, adding to her angelic image. With her light green eyes, creamy alabaster skin, and a mouth that made a rosebud look free of color, she was everything I wanted, and nothing I’d ever thought I could have.

      But…

      Maybe I could.

      Where there was a will, there was a way, right? Wasn’t that what Dorie, my stepma, always said?

      “Anyway, I don’t want to fight,” she was grumbling now, those tits still plumped up.

      “Who’s fighting?” I retorted, amused. If anyone knew what a fight was, it was Ama. Her momma and dads could argue like no one else. Of course, it usually ended with shit no daughter would ever want to be around, but I’d seen Flame fuck the mad out of Lucie a time or two—accidentally, of course.

      If any of her fathers knew I’d seen Lucie naked and being fucked, Jesus, they’d have my eyes.

      But I knew, deep down, Ama held that kind of spirit too. She was good, pure, but there was a wicked streak in her. I knew that and wanted to expose it. Wanted to mine that vein like it was made of gold, because to me, it was.

      She huffed again then changed the subject. “When are you back?”

      “You already know,” was all Keys said.

      “Four days. We’ll be back on Thursday. We’re only going up to Fort Hancock.”

      She pursed her lips. “Has to be because of Granddaddy.”

      “Maybe.”

      The war between the Hell’s Rebels and Satan’s Knights, whose main clubhouse was located in Fort Hancock, had long since celebrated a ceasefire.

      No one had known exactly why Satan’s Knights had pulled up roots from their temporary clubhouse an hour’s ride away, not until Ama had been abducted.

      Wolfe had called on Lucie’s father, Lucifer, the Prez of the Knights, to ask for help in finding Aaron Sanchez’s bitch mother. More manpower, more brains working to eradicate any threat against Ama. With that had come the revelation that Lucie wasn’t the old Prez’s daughter, and that she was the reason behind the Knights’ sudden disinterest in our business.

      She squinted at me. “Maybe?” She hummed. “That means yes. You never say ‘maybe’ unless it’s yes.” Ama reached up and began plucking at her bottom lip. “Wonder why Momma isn’t going.”

      I snorted. “Because this ain’t for fun, baby doll. It’s all business.” We had a shipment of cigarettes that Lucifer was going to take off our hands. We ran them up the East Coast, he took them along the West.

      Business, no pleasure now.

      I’d intended to enjoy some of the Knights’ clubwhores when I got there, but after fucking Bubbles? After potentially being tied to the bitch forever?

      No fucking way.

      When I came back, Ama was mine.

      No more waiting around, no more fretting like a pussy. It was time to claim her, and I just hoped she was ready to be mine. When I cut Keys a look, I amended it to ours, because that boy loved her just as much as I did. And hell, I loved him too. Not in a gay way, but like a brother, and we’d always been the three musketeers. Always.

      I didn’t see any reason to change that shit, not considering her past.
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      “Ink?” I whispered his name as I crawled into his bed. He didn’t stir, never did usually, so I climbed in and settled at his side.

      The second my body curved into his, I released a relieved sigh.

      With Keys and Saints having left for my granddaddy’s clubhouse, I wasn’t happy. Hell, that was an understatement.

      I hated it when any of the people I loved went on a run, but knew there wasn’t much I could do about that. Saint and Keys would be going on more and more. Ink, less so, and my daddies had stopped around three years before. Most of the younger generation, except for the Road Captain, handled the runs now, which was great in one sense because I didn’t have to worry about my fathers, but Saint and Keys? Nope. They’d be doing this stuff for a long time to come.

      Men didn’t always come back from runs.

      Sometimes they were shot by rivals and died. Sometimes they were arrested. Sometimes…

      God, sometimes were just as bad as what-ifs, weren’t they?

      My throat felt thick as I turned my face into Ink’s back. He scented of smoke, the soap he used—lime and mint, which was my favorite fragrance in the world, so he smelled like a mojito—and just that faint, underlying essence of him.

      With my nose burrowed between his shoulders, I forced myself to relax, but I wouldn’t until the guys were back. Still, I needed to sleep, and I knew, point blank, I’d endure another nightmare, so at least this way, I’d have something nice to wake up to if I was plagued again.

      Taking a deep breath, I let the calm of the night seep inside me—the music had cut out at three—and allowed myself to sleep.

      Of course, he visited me that night.

      Aaron didn’t always, mostly it was just flashes of his face, of the memory of what he’d done, but he did tonight when my saviors weren’t there to keep him at bay. I’d learned that I needed all three of them close at hand to evade Aaron, and with two of them gone? I was up shit creek without my paddle.

      Like always, Aaron was bleeding from the gunshot wound to his temple, the other side of his face a gnarly mass of ruptured flesh. I was an adult now, no longer a child, but whenever I was in this dream, it seemed to overtake me, overpower me until I was back to being that terrified twelve-year-old.

      The scream escaped me, and I thanked God for it because it tore the dream apart and returned me to the present.

      When I opened my eyes, I was tucked tightly in Ink’s arms, and his face was on my shoulder. His deep, even breaths should have made me think he was sleeping, but somehow, I knew he wasn’t.

      “Ink?” I whispered, twisting my head to the side slightly so I could wipe my tears on the pillow.

      He hesitated— I felt it. Knew he was trying to pretend he was still asleep.

      Had he done this before?

      Pretended to sleep when I’d awoken from a dream in his arms?

      I wasn’t sure how that made me feel, but at the moment, I just wanted him to recognize that I wasn’t about to let him pretend now. “Ink,” I repeated, this time with no questioning note to it.

      “Yeah, Ama.”

      “Would you mind if I came to work with you at the tattoo parlor?” It had been on my mind ever since Keys and Saint had left on their run.

      The idea of not going to the college of my dreams hadn’t been as hard to process as it might have been for some. Sure, the choice was taken out of my hands thanks to my past, but also, there was nowhere I really wanted to be other than here.

      At my question, he tensed a little. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

      I licked my lips. “Yes.” There wasn’t an ounce of hesitation in my voice, nor should there be. I’d only applied to the colleges I had for one single reason—proof that I was a good artist. That I had ideas that were worth exploring, a talent that was worth cultivating.

      That could be done here or there. I didn’t need to be in school for my abilities to improve, and now, with the proof that some of the best art schools in the land were willing to give me a full ride? It was the perfect validation.

      Ink couldn’t say no to my request.

      “If you want,” he grumbled. “It will be mostly admin work at first, Ama, you know that.”

      I shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Really?” He sounded doubtful. “You’ll have to talk to people and try to keep the place somewhat organized. Then there’s the cleaning shit you’ll need to learn—”

      “So?” I huffed. “You think I can’t learn that stuff?”

      “Of course, I do, I just don’t know if you want to. It isn’t all art and sketching, babe. There’s more to it than that.”

      Slowly, I rubbed my chin over his forearm. “I know.”

      He released a short laugh at that. “You do, huh?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, if you’re sure.” He shrugged a shoulder. “Why not.”

      My lips curved. “Thank you. Can I start tomorrow?”

      “So eager,” he teased lightly.

      “Definitely.” I’d been waiting for this opportunity since I was sixteen. I wanted to work with Ink so damn badly that I’d have been willing to drop out of high school if my momma hadn’t threatened to take me to class every day and tie me to the chair.

      Graduation was a big deal to my mom. My daddies, too.

      He hummed under his breath. “Go to sleep. We have work in the morning.”

      Excitement buzzed inside me, and it only stirred hotter and faster as he stayed exactly where he was—not moving away from me, not twisting to lie flat on his back.

      We were as close as two spoons in the silverware drawer, and I wasn’t about to complain about that.

      Normally, I fell back asleep with a respectable three feet between us, with Ink nearly hugging the edge of the bed. Now that I thought about it, I should have realized he’d been awake all along. Each and every time I’d awoken with a bang, he had too, and he’d hugged me through it before mumbling in his sleep and rolling over, putting distance between us.

      Tonight, he didn’t.

      Tonight, he stayed close, and I loved it.

      Loved his heat, his hardness. Loved how safe and secure I felt.

      When I awoke the next morning, it was to find his side of the bed empty, but I knew, point blank, that another nightmare hadn’t stirred me into wakefulness.

      Why?

      Because he’d held me close? Tucked me so tightly into him that I didn’t know where he’d begun and I ended?

      As I spread out on his sheets, I star-fished and took a moment to savor the scent of him in his own personal space.

      When my daddies had moved out of the clubhouse after momma and I had returned home, taking us to the custom-built house that was just across the compound, the single councilors and a dozen or so brothers had moved in too, filling the place to full.

      Ink’s room was unsurprisingly plain, except for the work he had on the wall. Whether he liked to admit it or not, ink and flesh were his medium, but he was more than just a tattoo artist. He was an artist.

      The plain white walls, the simple IKEA dressers, and the navy comforter didn’t speak of a biker. Hell, they just spoke pure bachelor. But the pictures he’d hung? Jesus, they were good—anything from Chinese-style dragons that soared over a three-foot by three-foot canvas, to tribal patterns that were heavy on repetition and detail.

      Even though the pieces themselves weren’t original concepts, the flair they were completed with was. I’d never seen work like Ink’s before, and the fact I was in love with him was only one of the reasons I wanted to work with him. Being at the tattoo parlor would bring us closer together, sure, and that was one of my goals, but being taught by Ink would be like a dream come true.

      His work created splashes of vibrancy amid a blank canvas of an anonymous hotel room, which was quite fitting considering the clubhouse was a seventies style motel. It had two floors—a wide reception area that had been converted into a common room, complete with bar and a small games room, and then at the opposite end, the family room and kitchen where the kids hung out.

      Most of my life had been spent in or around the family room, and graduating had meant I could actually enter the common room—even though I knew my dads loathed it when I crossed the threshold.

      I couldn’t blame them, not when I’d seen what I had. I knew if my momma wasn’t my momma, they’d have refused me entry, but Lucifer Steeler was all about equal rights, and if Matty and Seamus were going to be allowed in, then I sure as hell was going to be extended those rights too.

      I had a feeling that was because I wasn’t the type of daughter my mother had expected. She’d thought I’d be a rebel, true hellspawn, and instead I quietly obeyed all their dictates, listened when they asked me to, and behaved myself. Maybe if I’d been the former, she wouldn’t have let me.

      And yeah, I knew how ass backward that was, but I wasn’t going to complain, not when it meant I got to attend a lot of the parties that were held here.

      See, I’d learned that rebellion came in two forms. If I argued, they didn’t trust me—my brothers were proof positive of that. When I complied, they thought I was a good girl and that I could be trusted.

      But I couldn’t.

      I did everything with a purpose in mind. A purpose that saw me with a lot more freedom than my brothers ever had. And that freedom? I used it to hang around with Saints and Keys, and to sneak into Ink’s room the way I did.

      Parties were a way of life at the MC, and again, unlike my brothers, I never missed one.

      Every weekend, there were two in the bar, and then on Sunday, it was a kind of family day. In summer, there was a BBQ, and in winter, it was like a hog roast where my dads and the older guys all hung around bitching as the beast cooked itself on the spit they’d made.

      Personally, I preferred the Sunday family days, but Saint and Keys liked the parties and I liked hanging around with them.

      Sure, I cramped their style, but that was my exact intention. I couldn’t stop them from sleeping with the sweetbutts, but I could sure as hell do my best to put a crimp in their plans.

      Sweetbutts and clubwhores were another reason I loathed runs.

      Only God knew what they’d get up to in my grandfather’s clubhouse. Without me there… ugh. Jealousy swirled inside me, enough so that it had me surging out of the covers and into a standing position.

      Sometimes, they were so fucking obtuse that I wanted to scream at them. Other days, I just felt like flashing them my tits. Maybe if I did, they’d see me. See me and want me as much as I wanted them.

      There were three men I’d die for. Literally die for, and none of them saw me as anything other than an irritation or a sister.

      A sister.

      God help me.

      Stretching and pouting at the same time, I didn’t head into Ink’s shower like I wanted to. Instead, I moved toward the door, opened it a crack and, after making sure the coast was clear, I stepped out.

      As I headed down the steps, I heard a door open below me. The top level housed MC brothers, whereas the bottom level housed the communal rooms and the bedrooms of the sweetbutts.

      When I approached the bottom step, I saw Bubbles head out, tossing her teased hair over her shoulders when she saw me. Her brow quirked at the sight of me on the staircase, and her smirk had me narrowing my eyes at her.

      On principal, a part of me had always wanted to dislike the sweetbutts. Especially knowing that a lot of them fucked the bikers whether they had old ladies or wives or not. But I’d been raised with many of them, knew some of them were good people, even if the ones like Bubbles were pure trash.

      She’d been sniffing around me lately. I wasn’t sure what her end game was and I wasn’t interested. I recognized a snake in the grass when I saw one.

      “What are you doing up there?” she asked, her eyes narrowed on me to the point where she pretty much looked like they were closed.

      I frowned at her. “Since when do I have to answer to you?”

      It wasn’t like I lived up to the title, but I was the princess here. I answered to my parents, and if I was in danger or endangering the MC, then I answered to the MC brothers. The sweetbutts, on the other hand, held no power over me.

      “Not sure your momma would appreciate knowing you were sniffing around the brothers’ rooms.”

      Her snipe didn’t hit home, mostly because she had no idea who Lucie Steeler was, or what the Prez’s old lady wanted for her daughter… Sure, it was weird, but my momma pretty much wanted me to be normal. Not because she wanted me to rebel, not because there was anything wrong with me supposedly being average. No, my momma knew my past held me back, and she loathed that.

      If she thought I was fucking around with a biker, she’d probably be relieved. My daddies less so, but they weren’t who Bubbles had used to threaten me.

      My lips curved. “Feel free to tell her.”

      Bubbles scowled. “Huh?”

      “Tell. Her.” I scowled back. “Wait, you can’t, can you?” This time, my lips curved wider into an outright grin. “Because Momma said she’d throw out any sweetbutt who thought they could talk to her like they were her equals.”

      Bubbles’ face blanched then turned a bright pink that was all the brighter for the sheer absence of color mere moments before.

      Without another word, she spun on her heel and strode off as fast as she could in the too-high pumps she couldn’t walk in. With her tiny ass half out, thanks to the shorts that were like bikini bottoms but were actually jeans, and the string bikini bra covering her fake boobs, she looked like a stripper walking to the pole.

      “What did you do that for?”

      Wincing when I heard my daddy’s voice and the flicker of the lighter that told me, without wasting even a second in thought, which daddy was there, I looked over my shoulder and saw Flame leaning against the door studying me. His face, as usual, was expressionless, but there was definitely a watchfulness about him that told me he’d been there a while and was curious.

      “Why did I do what, Daddy?” I asked, stepping over to him and leaning up on tiptoe so I could press a kiss to his cheek.

      He was tall with bright red hair and so many freckles Momma said she couldn’t put a pin where there wasn’t any. She’d said other stuff that made me think he was covered everywhere, but I really didn’t want to focus on that.

      “Taunt her.” He tipped his head to the side. “Not like you, baby.”

      “I don’t like her. She’s been hanging around me, making insinuations.”

      His mouth tightened for a second. “About what?”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Saint and her.”

      He tutted. “You know the brothers and the sweetbutts are—”

      Lifting a hand, I grumbled, “I know. I’m not jealous. Not much,” I corrected when he cocked a brow at me. “But I just don’t trust her.”

      “With good reason,” a voice rasped.

      Hearing my mom and knowing she’d be on my side, I turned into her hold when she slipped her arm around my waist.

      “Why you interrogating our girl, Flame?”

      Her voice was husky, and even though no daughter liked to think these things, I noticed too much not to spot his visceral reaction to it. The face was my inspiration, after all. I loved drawing features, expressions, you name it. And as my momma’s gravelly tones spilled forth, I saw my daddy’s pupils dilate in full force.

      Lucie Steeler had something I never would—presence. She oozed a sensuality that kept four men in line.

      God, was it any wonder I couldn’t get Ink, Saint, or Keys’ attention? I looked like her, kind of, but I had the blonde hair that was pure Wolfe, my biological dad, and a feminine version of his features. My body was all Mom’s though. That had to be in my favor, right?

      “Not interrogating her,” he denied gruffly, his eyes flickering over her in a way that told me he was stripping her down—ew.

      “No? Sounds like it to me. That Bubbles is a bitch.” She squeezed me and peered down at me from the height her heels gave her.

      Somewhere around my thirteenth birthday, she’d morphed from shitkicker boots to heels. I wasn’t sure why, but it’d had my daddies panting after her ever since—she was a smart cookie, especially with so many sweetbutts around. At the time, it had made me wonder if there was something going on with their relationship, something bad, but they always presented a tight image.

      Even though I was technically behind closed doors, I wasn’t sure if anyone ever truly knew the state of any relationship unless you were in it yourself.

      “You think all the sweetbutts are bitches,” Dad responded, but he was grinning at her—Flame was always doing that around my mom. The man barely smiled at anyone, but around her, and me too, that unique twitch of his lips came out more often than not.

      “That’s ‘cause they are.” She sniffed, then, to me, directed, “You tell her where to fuck off if you need to, and if she doesn’t listen, shoot her my way. I’ll have fun tearing her to shreds.”

      Her grin promised death to any clubwhore who thought they could approach her without handling the consequences of such stupidity.

      Flame snickered, then winked at her. “Just remember all the ways I taught you to hurt a man without spilling a drop of blood.”

      I blinked at that, but wasn’t really surprised. I’d heard plenty of worse shit over the years, and the promise of violence to a woman who’d just been annoying me didn’t come as a surprise.

      My family was protective, and that was why Bubbles was an idiot for thinking she could aggravate me without punishment.

      “It’s okay. I’ll deal with it,” I told them both firmly, not particularly wanting bones to be broken or blood to be spilled.

      Lucie grunted. “What are you doing coming from upstairs anyway?”

      I heard the teasing note in her voice and my cheeks flamed in response. Dad just raised his hands and grumbled, “No father needs to hear this conversation.”

      When he slipped back into the main office, Mom hauled me away for coffee and girl talk. Not that I told her everything, just the basics, and not who either.

      It was weird to see her relief at my doing normal things, but I understood. She’d always feel guilty for what I went through, and though I didn’t blame her, that didn’t mean she didn’t blame herself.

      It was probably what made her such a good mom—her selflessness where her kids were concerned, and the fact that she’d go to hell and back to make sure we were safe.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Keys

      

      

      

      As I stared at the brothers around me who were in the middle of getting their cocks sucked or fucked by clubwhore pussy, I drank more of my beer and settled in for the show.

      I had no intention of getting my dick wet. Not tonight. There was too much at stake. This was my first run, and I didn’t intend to fuck shit up by getting drunk on booze or pussy. Nope, I needed my wits about me because I wasn’t about to pass up this opportunity.

      Prospects didn’t usually go on runs. We stuck to the clubhouse, did shitty chores, handled whatever the brothers wanted us to do—be it walk their monster dogs or get them a beer. Until we were patched in, we were their fucking slaves, but it was a rite of passage that we all moaned about, but we respected too.

      Every single brother in the MC had walked in my boots and that united us. Would tie us together even more when we went from being a Prospect to a full-fledged member of the club.

      So, my presence here was more than unusual, and the reason was the fact that my pop was banged up and had made the request of the Prez.

      The reason?

      My sister.

      She’d run off to the Satan’s Knights a few years back, and Pop had heard whispers that her old man was beating her up. I was here to make sure that wasn’t true, and if it was, to show him how he should be respecting her.

      So far, I hadn’t even seen her, which was suspicious in itself—

      “The fuck?” Saint growled out, jerking me from my thoughts.

      When I peered where he was staring, I saw a woman waddling toward us. I had to blink a few times before I registered exactly who it was, and when I recognized the woman as being Kenzie, I leaped to my feet and hurried over to her.

      She snuggled into my arms the minute I was there, and if I hadn’t seen the makeup plastered onto her face, anyone would think she was just happy to see her bro. But no, Kenzie wasn’t a hugger. She wasn’t affectionate. Never had been. Never would be.

      Yet… here she was, hugging me like she was gluing us together, and it was weird. Weird as fuck.

      I patted her back, and even though I was used to hugs because Ama was very tactile—thank fuck for that—I just wasn’t used to them with my sister. Yeah, sad, I knew, but it just made this even weirder.

      “Jamie,” she whispered, using my real name and not my road name.

      “Kenzie, what the fuck is going on? How come this is the first time I’ve heard you’re pregnant?”

      She gulped, burrowing further into my arms. “Can you get me away from here?”

      I pulled back, tipped her chin up, and stared at her. She had thickly coated foundation on her cheekbones and around her eyes, and her nose had a definite bump to it that hadn’t been there the last time I’d seen her.

      “Is he knocking you around?” Of course, I could see that with my own fucking eyes—I wasn’t a dumb fuck—but she had to admit that to me. Had to say it to me before I could do anything to help her.

      She was raining shit down on us, and she didn’t even fucking know it. Wars were started over old ladies, and this was even worse because she was carrying the fucker’s baby.

      “Y-Yes,” she whispered, sounding so miserable that for a second, it was hard to connect her voice to the one I’d heard screeching at me for most of my life.

      Kenzie and I hadn’t had the best of relationships growing up. She was six years older than me, liked me to know that, and had usually been the first to talk smack about me to our parents. She was a snitch, and I’d had my ass whooped too many times to count because of her, but all that shit fell away in the face of her misery and hurt.

      At her admission, I squeezed her tightly and mumbled, “Come and sit with me?”

      “Yeah. Hex is over there,” she murmured, pointing to the fucker who was her old man. Seeing him feeling up a sweetbutt, not having taken the fucking time or shown me the respect of introducing himself to me burned. Hard.

      Nodding my understanding, I shot Saint a look and saw he was watching me. Jerking my chin at him, I beckoned him over.

      “Can we go somewhere private without causing trouble?”

      I whispered the words in her ear, because Black Sabbath suddenly roared through the speakers. I didn’t wince at the change of volume—I’d heard shit far louder than this, I’d been born rocking to this music, but Kenzie did. Kenzie’d been reared like me, and yet, this music had her flinching.

      The hell?

      What had the bastard done to my sister? My pain in the ass, sabe-lo-todo sister?

      “Yeah, come with me,” she whispered back, and pushing her hand into mine in a move that made me wonder if she’d been taken over by a pod person, because Kenzie had never held my hand before, yet, here she was, dragging me through the dense crowd of partiers.

      Surreal.

      We passed a pool table that had clubwhores snorting blow as brothers fucked them from behind. Far as I could tell, the game was the bitches had to snort it faster than the guys could ram into them—and mess up their perfect lines.

      Behind them, on a grimy wall, was a dart board that a cluster of brothers were throwing darts at. When we passed it, I saw Lucifer, Ama’s grandfather, studying us with narrowed eyes.

      Because I wasn’t sure what he was thinking, and if I thought about it, I’d know it would be nothing good, I just tipped my chin at him and kept my face blank before I turned to my sister, pretending that she’d said something to me that I needed to listen to.

      With Saint at my back, we headed out of the common room of the Knights’ clubhouse, and made it into a hall. There were all kinds of club paraphernalia lining it, and Kenzie didn’t stop dragging me down the corridor until she opened a door.

      Half expecting this to be her place, I was surprised to see it was an empty bedroom—probably for high-ranking visitors. Prospects like myself, and Saint who, though a brother, was too newly patched to have any merit, would have to camp out in the common room for the night.

      It was plain but clean, and that was pretty good from some of the horror stories my dad had told me when he was on runs up the East Coast and spent the night at friendly MC clubhouses.

      “What the fuck, Kenzie?” Saint bellowed. I’d have told him to watch his tone, but I understood it. If ever there was a woman who you’d never think would allow herself to be beaten, it was Kenzie.

      And I knew that made me sound like an outright bastard, but fuck, you had to know Kenzie to understand what I meant.

      She was the kind who, in school, had sneered at girls if their boyfriends had hurt them. Had shouted loud and clear that she was a feminist, for fuck’s sake. Yet, here she was, beaten, pregnant, and cowed.

      I wanted to fucking cry for her, truly I did, but instead, I had to fix this because if my dad found out about this shit? More than he already knew? Christ, he’d be serving a longer sentence for beating a fellow prisoner up just to burn off some of his wrath.

      Kenzie whimpered at Saint’s bellow, and I reached up and pinched the bridge of my nose at the sound my intrepid sister should have never had to make.

      “P-Please, help me,” she whispered, her eyes too large in her pale face.

      “I can’t believe he’s beating on you when you’re pregnant,” Saint rasped, his words like mine, his tone just as perplexed.

      This life was hard, and not every brother treated his woman right, but fuck, when she was pregnant? That was a lack of respect just compounding a total and utter lack of respect.

      If I could have beaten the fuck out of Hex without starting shit between our clubs, I would.

      I fucking would.

      But I couldn’t.

      I was nothing, no one, in this world yet. The second I went to Hex and tried to start something, his brothers would be on me, and then mine would be on me too, hauling me back and away from the fight.

      As Saint and Kenzie talked—Saint more than Kenzie who was monosyllabic which was crazy because she’d always been an outspoken pain in my butt—I figured out a play I could make.

      It was a pussy move, but fuck, I had to do something, and this was the only way.

      Reaching into my jeans pocket, I grabbed my cell. Leaning against the door, I kept an ear cocked for any movement in the hall as I sought Ama’s number.

      “Keys? What’s wrong?”

      The panic in her voice the second she answered had my jaw clenching. I knew she had to think something bad had happened to me or Saint or a brother, but it was nothing like that.

      “Babe, it’s okay. We’re all good. I need a favor.”

      “A favor?” That she sounded perplexed was a given.

      “Yeah,” I rasped. “Kenzie’s at your granddaddy’s clubhouse.”

      A sharp, indrawn hiss was her initial response. “What on earth? Why? I thought she ran away.”

      “She did,” I said gruffly. “With a Satan’s Knight.”

      “What?” she squeaked. “And you didn’t tell me?”

      “Only found out recently,” I admitted. “When I went and saw my pop.”

      Her silence told me she was upset, and that was like a knife to my heart. Saint and I did our best to stop anything from hurting Ama, and here I was, hurting her by being secretive.

      “I’m sorry, Ama, but my dad insisted it stay private.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he knew shit could hit the fan if your dads were involved.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I couldn’t blame her, but I didn’t have any explanations that would appease her, not when I’d kept things quiet for one of my usual reasons—to keep her free from worries—and I was dealing with a time sensitive issue so now wasn’t the best moment for an argument on my inability to share shit I thought would cause her concern.

      “Kenzie’s pregnant, babe.” I sucked down a breath. “And he’s beating her. He’s beating her bad, Ama. She’s got bruises on top of bruises and she’s, what?” I turned to my sister. “Six months gone?” I’d been around enough pregnant females to know the signs.

      Kenzie bit her lip before she nodded and bowed her head like she was ashamed.

      Christ, she had nothing to be ashamed about.

      She was young, we all were. We made mistakes, but hers had put her in danger at the hands of someone who should have protected her.

      If anyone should feel shame, it was her fucker of an old man.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Six months gone.”

      “Oh, my,” Ama breathed. “How could he? I mean, how could he anyway, but still…”

      “I know. Trust me. Same thought process. I’d want to ram a knife in his throat whether she was pregnant or not. But now? I want to ram it in, twist it, then make him eat it.” My nostrils flared with irritation, and when Kenzie began to weep behind me, I seriously felt like bashing my head into the door. Instead, I rubbed my eyes and mumbled, “I need you to help me, Ama.”

      “Sure.”

      Her lack of hesitation, the immediacy of her answer, had something inside me sighing. God, this woman…

      “What can I do? Keys?” she prompted, when I remained silent.

      “I need you to call your granddaddy and explain that I’ll be taking her home with me.”

      She fell silent a second. “Is she an old lady?”

      “Yeah.”

      We both knew the ramifications of what I was asking, but she still murmured, “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thanks, Ama.”

      “Don’t thank me yet, Keys. If it were down to me, I’d just tell you to haul her out of that damn place, but—”

      “It isn’t. I know. Just try to work your wiles on your grandfather, yeah?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      And because it was Ama, I knew some people’s best were her ‘worst.’ For me, she’d go above and beyond thanks to a loyalty that had been forged when we were both kids.

      “Thanks, babe,” I rasped into the receiver, and cut the call before I started to get fucking teary-eyed. But Jesus, Kenzie’s tears? They were loaded with her desperation.

      She needed my help, and it killed me that I might not be able to give it to her.

      I wanted to ask myself what my dad would do, but I had a feeling I knew. There was a reason this wasn’t his first time in jail. He had a habit of getting charged for aggravated assault, but I didn’t intend to spend my first year as an adult in jail. Call me a pussy, but I just didn’t.

      There had to be a rational way around this, and I was just praying that Ama would help me find it.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Ink

      

      

      

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Ama peered at me from over the book she was reading. It was a health and safety docket that she’d have to study up on before she could even think about doing anything other than admin at the tattoo parlor.

      There were certain legalities we always abided by, and health and good practices were it. You could eat your dinner off the floor in my parlor, that was how spotless it was.

      Some people might think that because Black Ink was managed by the MC, that we cut corners. But that definitely was not the case. Not only because we had to be law-abiding citizens where it was concerned, but I actually gave a fuck about my work, about my clients, and about the ship I ran.

      “Just had a weird call from Keys,” Ama mumbled, her frown puckering her brow with a severity that had me wanting to rub it away.

      “What kind of weird call? He’s on a run, isn’t he?”

      She nodded. “Kenzie’s at the Knights’ clubhouse.”

      My eyes widened. “That’s his sister, right?”

      “Yeah. She’s one of the brothers’ old ladies. He’s beating her.”

      “Jesus.” I had a particular hatred for wife beaters. My own father had beat on my ma when I was a kid, and the first time I was big enough to defend her without him beating me blue, I’d knocked him out and taken great pleasure in doing so.

      Fuck, I’d wanted to do more. I’d have stabbed him if the sight of her old man on the ground hadn’t had my mother screaming at me like I was the one in the wrong.

      A battered wife’s relationship with her abuser was beyond complicated. But in an MC? Especially when that shit went into another club? It was more than that.

      I hated saying it, hated it with a passion because I knew what it was like to be reared in that environment, but I had to say it anyway. As a councilor, my hands were tied. “You need to leave it alone.”

      Her eyes widened. “No!”

      Rubbing my chin, I rasped, “Either that or you get your dad involved.”

      She shook her head from side to side. “No. I can handle this. I just need to speak with granddaddy.”

      Releasing a heavy sigh, I told her, “You know how it works.”

      “I do, and it sucks,” she growled. “No way is it right that a brother can do whatever the fuck he wants to his old lady with no repercussions.”

      I raised my hands. “You’re preaching to the converted here, Ama. My dad beat my mom, so you’re not going to hear me defending the fuckers who use their fists against a woman.”

      “Your mom was beaten by your dad?” she breathed, her distress evident.

      “Yeah. She was. I was beaten for a while too. Until I got big enough to stop him.” I cleared my throat, wishing it was that easy to rob myself of the memories. “I don’t think your granddaddy will be able to do much, Ama.”

      “He has to. She’s pregnant.”

      I shook my head. “He’s seen that. Will have seen the bruises. And he hasn’t done anything yet, has he?”

      I hated to disillusion her, but what I was saying was the truth. It was a shitty truth, but it was a truth, nonetheless.

      Her hand was shaking as she raised her fingers to her lips. When she covered her mouth, I knew she did that so I couldn’t see the tremor there.

      Reaching over, I patted her knee. “Call him,” I urged, even though I knew it was futile. “See what he has to say. I could be wrong.”

      Starkness puddled in her eyes. “We both know you’re not,” she mumbled from behind her hand. “I just—I can’t believe he’d turn a blind eye to something like that.”

      Sadly, it wasn’t all that uncommon. Not that I rubbed salt in her wounds.

      Kicking my feet apart, I slipped off my bed where I’d been laid out, reading a magazine with an article on the late, great Lyle Tuttle—a tattoo artist who’d been beyond epic. Getting to my feet, I crossed the room and sank into the sofa where she’d been sitting, her calves propped up on the armrest as she chilled with me.

      These moments where we just hung out were some of the most restful of my life. They’d started when she was seventeen, and they’d always been innocent. I’d never have broken her or her fathers’ trust by doing anything so fucking vile as coming onto her like that. But I knew she found a strange sense of peace when she was with me.

      This had all begun when Lucie had taken her to a shrink, and the shrink had suggested I come along. We’d been doing sessions together for a few years now, me only heading in with her a couple of times a year, but ever since, I’d seen, with my own eyes, how her behavior changed when I was around. So, though many would think it weird, I’d never discouraged her from hanging out with me.

      Sure, it cramped my style to have a teenager hanging on to my cut, but this was Ama.

      I’d never believed in that bullshit about falling in love at first sight. And in this instance, it was BS. I’d known her since she was five and her mom had traveled across Texas to bring her home to the clubhouse. But the first moment I’d recognized her as an adult?

      Yeah, that was when I’d fallen.

      And apparently, her fathers were in the know.

      The second I was close enough, she raised her head and settled it on my lap. I began to play with her hair, stroking it back from her forehead as she tapped her phone, set it on speaker, then waited for her grandfather to answer.

      “Had a feeling I’d be hearing from you or your momma tonight,” Lucifer grumbled—but we called him Martin around the MC. Mostly because it was confusing as fuck to have two Lucifers around.

      “If you knew, then why didn’t you do something,” she growled, and there was silence on the phone, silence because I knew Martin wasn’t used to hearing that from his granddaughter.

      Ama was a good girl.

      The best.

      She was soft-spoken, gentle. Delicate.

      Until she wasn’t.

      Few knew that side of her though. Few knew she had a temper, because it rarely came out to play. I’d seen it. A couple of times actually. Not just in therapy either.

      Flame might not have been her biological father, but fuck, the fire that emanated from her was all him when she was in a rage.

      “Hex is her old man. You know we can’t—”

      “Can’t is bullshit, Granddad. You can’t let a woman be beaten by her old man just because we’re set in the fucking Stone Age—”

      “Ama!” Martin sputtered, and if the situation hadn’t been so serious, I’d have laughed. As it was, I enjoyed the way she’d discombobulated her grandfather, all while I enjoyed her proximity and appreciated the silk of her hair against my fingers and palms. It actually calmed me, soothed my roiling mind as I thought about my mother, thought about Kenzie, and realized Ama was right.

      Not that that came as a surprise. For one so young, she was incredibly mature. Most people just failed to spot that. Saw the stain of her past in a different light, treated it almost like they would a severe mental illness, when, instead, it made her more advanced than her years.

      But in this, she was totally correct. Brothers were the opposite of perfect. We were in this lifestyle because we didn’t want to tread the path of goodness. We liked the dark too much. But I thought there was a special place in hell for the bastards who abused their old ladies.

      “What? It’s true, Granddad. She’s being beaten, while she’s pregnant, and that’s just a level of degradation that is going to spiral even further. What are you going to do when he accidentally hits her so hard it kills her? Feed her to the pigs? Use her as slurry for them when she’s the sister of my best friend?”

      “How do you know about the pigs?” he ground out, and I was pretty much on board too, because I knew for a fact that her fathers tried to keep her out of the business as much as possible.

      “Please,” she snarled. “I’ve watched Snatch, I know how these things work.”

      “I highly doubt that, and I hope you don’t. This side of the life isn’t for you—”

      “And I’m not meddling. Truly, I’m not. But this has nothing to do with business, and everything to do with one human being allowing another human being to be beaten. Grandfather, you have to stop him!”

      There was such entreaty in her voice that I knew, point blank, Martin would find it impossible to deny her.

      Ama wasn’t all good, even if that was the image she presented. Even in all the years I’d known her, I couldn’t say if even she knew the depths of her personality that Aaron Sanchez had plumbed out of her.

      People thought she was good because she was quiet and she followed orders well. They mistook compliance for behaving appropriately. I even thought Ama believed that.

      But being biddable because something made sense wasn’t the same thing as being good.

      Ama had a streak of fire in her, a vein of independence that she’d probably learned at her mother’s breast. Lucie wouldn’t, couldn’t rear a child who was an angel. I didn’t give a fuck about Ama’s past, about how it had forged her—I knew, point blank, that there was more to Ama than met the eye.

      And I couldn’t wait to meet every different facet of her.

      Because, seeing her here, like this, fighting for a woman who—if memory served—hadn’t particularly liked Ama, made me inordinately grateful that I had her daddies’ permission to pursue this.

      Rubbing a hand over my face to shake myself out of that line of thought, I tuned back into the conversation and instantly stiffened when she growled, “…do I need to come down there?”

      Martin snorted. “Is that supposed to be a threat? I ain’t seen you in a few months.”

      Her lips curved into a pout. “And whose fault is that?”

      He grunted. “Mine.” That was probably one of the few admissions of guilt the Prez of the notorious MC had ever made. Had to love how a woman could have you in knots. “I can’t always go down there, girlie. You know that.”

      Reaching down, I grabbed her shoulder and gently shook it. “Ama, you don’t like leaving the clubhouse.”

      “That Ink?” Martin grunted. “You staked a claim yet, boy?”

      Inside, I froze, and somehow, the sixty-nine-year-old biker made this thirty-seven year old feel like I was back at high school, on the brink of asking the future prom queen out.

      I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or not, but Ama’s reaction was so extreme that she didn’t even notice me. The color that blossomed on her cheeks made a plum tomato look pasty white, and she leaped up off the couch like a cat on a hot tin roof—I’d never seen that outside of shows and movies, but the sight had me laughing, especially when she knocked over the tumbler of water she’d placed on the ground beside her. Oh, and the bag of chips that had been on the table went flying too.

      Within seconds, my neat living area turned chaotic. Chips soaring through the air, soggy ones clinging to the rug, and Ama making a respectable go of looking like a working stoplight.

      “Ama? You still there? Everything okay? What’s all that noise?”

      Martin’s questions were the final straw—I couldn’t stop myself from bursting out laughing, and when Ama gasped in outrage, I laughed harder.

      “What the hell’s going on there?” Martin growled.

      I cleared my throat, forced myself to stop laughing, and told the Prez, “I ain’t claimed her yet, but I’m going to soon.”

      Martin snorted. “‘Bout fucking time.”

      “She only just turned eighteen,” I reminded him. Her grandfather. Total SMH moment.

      “Fuck that. Sometimes, you just know. Sometimes, two people need each other. And sometimes, age ain’t got nothing to do with it. Ama was ready two years ago—”

      “Granddad!” Ama squeaked, her mortification apparently complete.

      “Yeah, but the United States wasn’t,” I interjected on a short laugh, totally bewildered by the turn this conversation had taken. “Whatever, I’m glad that I’m not going to be serving time for statutory rape.”

      Martin grunted. “True.”

      Well, this was surreal.

      With my eyes on Ama, who looked like she wanted to grab a stick of dynamite to blow up the ground beneath her feet, I murmured, “Thought you’d be pissed.”

      “You don’t know me well enough, boy, to know if I’d be pissed. Just know my Ama has loved you since you saved her—”

      “Granddad!” Ama choked, and, once again, looked like she wanted the ground to open and swallow her up.

      Because I hated that, I held out my hand. She eyed it like it was a rattler just waiting to pounce, but deep in those beautiful eyes of hers? I saw want. Longing. Need.

      I sucked in a sharp breath at the sight and wiggled my fingers, silently urging her to take them. With her grandfather grumbling in the background about granddaughters who didn’t know what was what, she took a hesitant step forward and placed her fingers in mine.

      “Ama? You listening? I got shit to do, you know?”

      Her voice was still choked as, with her gaze locked on mine, she grumbled, “I got shit to do too. I’m apprenticing at the tattoo parlor.”

      Martin grunted. “How long’s it been since we last talked?”

      She blinked, and that was the only thing that broke our eye contact. Staring down at the phone like he was there in person, she mumbled, “Two days ago.”

      “Well, a lot of shit’s happen in two damn days! You’re supposed to keep me informed!”

      Wincing, she mumbled, “I got accepted to Rhode.”

      Martin released a sharp gasp. “No! No! My baby girl’s going to colle—” The way his words broke off told me he realized that there was nothing normal about Ama.

      Not because she was a biker princess, and not because her father was a Prez of an MC that, according to the ATF, ‘terrorized’ this part of Texas, but because of her past.

      “It’s okay, Granddad,” she soothed, and it amazed me that she did that.

      Nothing about this messed up shit was okay.

      Nothing.

      She should be going.

      Fuck, she should be soaring all the way to RISD. Instead, she was going to be stuck here…

      I blew out a breath because the rage welling inside me was something I’d never be able to control.

      In another world, another life, I’d have gone to therapy for what I’d seen and done that day.

      A little girl, tied to a fucking chair, like she was a hardened criminal. Before I’d hurled myself through the window, I’d seen her. Seen what Aaron had done to her—he’d treated her like he was punishing an MC brother, not their daughter.

      As I’d surveilled the bedroom, I’d seen what he’d done to her. Her eyes blindfolded and blood poured down her nose and face, and her ankles and wrists were fastened to the chair with rope, bleeding from where they’d chafed.

      The only relief I’d felt coming across that scene? Her PJs were on and hadn’t been disturbed. If he’d messed around with her in that way, I wouldn’t have been able to just blow out his brains. I’d have made him eat his sick fucking cock.

      Instead, he’d had a quick end, one that was too fast. One I’d forever regret, especially because I knew how Ama still suffered for that bastard’s actions.

      “Ain’t okay,” Martin growled. “Ain’t okay, at all.”

      She rolled her eyes at me, like he was wrong, but I shook my head at her and sighed because sometimes, despite her maturity level, she was so blind.

      Reaching up, I pinched the bridge of my nose and flopped back onto the sofa. She stared at me with a furrowed brow, but to Martin, inquired, “Are you going to do something about Keys’ sister?”

      “The second I saw them together, knew I was going to get this shit,” he groused.

      “You shouldn’t have allowed her old man to treat her that way, Granddad. Shame on you!” she growled at him, and I had to hide my laughter again at the eighteen-year-old telling off the hardened Prez who’d served fifteen-to-twenty for armed robbery.

      Lucifer had more than lived up to his road name during his years.

      “Since when was my MC a—”

      “A what? You rule over that place like a kingdom, Granddaddy. You’re the king, and if those plebs do stuff you don’t approve of, you’re supposed to behead them!”

      “Okay, this analogy has gotten off track,” I interrupted. “Are you going to do something, Martin?”

      She growled at me, but I let her. Ama needed to blow off some steam, and I was more than willing to be in the blast.

      “Yeah. I’ll do something. But you know this shit ain’t so easy to sort out, Ink. I mean, fuck. She’s his old lady. That’s sacred territory.”

      He wasn’t fucking wrong. It totally was.

      And that was the most messed up aspect of this situation.

      I reached up and rubbed my eyes, suddenly tired. It had been a long ass day already, and this moral debate wasn’t making the day disappear any faster.

      A hand rubbed my shoulder, and I felt the whisper of Ama’s body against my knees. Opening my eyes again, I saw she’d rounded the coffee table and was standing in front of me. Her heart was in her eyes, and my own felt like it was stuttering in my own fucking chest.

      “Being an old man is sacred territory too,” I rasped, aware that Martin was waiting on a reply from me. “He’s beating on her, Martin. We can’t let that shit slide. This ain’t the nineteen hundreds.”

      To be fair to Martin, I was surprised he was even willing to talk to me about this shit. Sure, I was on the Rebels’ council, but I wasn’t on his.

      He grunted at my reply. “I’ll see what I can do.” Another grunt. “Ama? Take me off speaker. I want to talk with you.”

      Her cheeks flushed as she looked at me, but she reached for her phone and did as he asked. Whatever Martin said had her cheeks turning an even brighter shade of red than before, but it had her plunking herself on my lap without asking—and that wasn’t something I was going to complain about.
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      “Kenzie?”

      Keys’ sister refused to look at me. Fuck, she didn’t do anything other than stare at her knees, and if she wasn’t staring there, she was looking at the door like it was the gate to hell.

      Maybe to her, it was.

      Maybe to her, what was out there was hell.

      Considering I’d known Kenzie pretty well before she’d run off—nothing dirty, just as friends—this side of her wasn’t something I was used to seeing.

      One word summed her up—mouthy.

      That was pretty much it. She had a big mouth, wasn’t afraid to run it, and usually didn’t give a fuck about who she pissed off in the run up.

      This?

      It was like night and day had decided to fuck and had created some other weird ass entity.

      I wasn’t even sure where the fuck Kenzie was inside the body that wasn’t like the one I’d known. Everything about her, from her conversation to her demeanor, her physical appearance and her spirit, had changed.

      And that made me want to strangle her old man.

      This wasn’t a woman you could easily browbeat, and yet, this motherfucker Hex had.

      Agitation had me jumping to my feet, something that was only exacerbated when Kenzie didn’t only ignore my attempt at conversation, but flinched when I began to pace.

      I caught Keys’ eye and knew he’d seen everything I just had. The rage flickering in him was so close to turning into a blaze that I knew, point blank, shit was going down. And hell, if he jangled his fucking keys anymore, he’d be writing an angry ad jingle for Harley.

      The confines of the bedroom only made things worse. We were trapped in here while Ama tried to work her diplomatic wiles on her grandfather, and though it had been a smart move on Keys’ part, we both knew it wasn’t going to work.

      Sometimes, in this world, violence could only be solved with more violence.

      Not something the philosophers like to think was true, but it was true, nonetheless.

      A fucker like Hex, who thought nothing of beating on his old lady, his pregnant old lady, would understand nothing unless the language was translated via fists. That was how some of these knuckleheads ran.

      Just as I started to get worked up, the bedroom walls feeling like they were starting to move in on me, a knock sounded at the door.

      Kenzie released a terrified gasp and huddled in on herself. Her shoulders seemed to crumple and if she could, I had a feeling she’d have rolled into a ball to make herself as small as possible.

      I hurt for her. Hurt. My God, what the fuck had Hex done to her? She’d barely been gone any time at all, and yet, he’d destroyed her.

      My throat worked as I started to call out, “Who is it?” But before the question even finished, the door was pushed open. I braced myself, waiting on Kenzie’s fuckwit of an old man, but it wasn’t.

      It was Lucifer himself.

      Clearing my throat, I asked, “Prez?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, then Keys, then when he looked at Kenzie, he sighed, and for the first time, his gaze softened.

      He closed the door behind him and stepped into the room, heading over to Kenzie’s side where he took a seat. She didn’t flinch, but neither did she move a muscle. Didn’t twist her head to the side to look at him, didn’t even make a whisper of sound.

      I truly thought she was frozen in terror.

      “We have to do something, man,” Keys rasped, breaking the weird silence we’d all fallen into as Lucifer studied Kenzie.

      The Prez cut Keys a look. “It’s all in hand.”

      “It is?” I demanded. “How?”

      He reached up, scratching his stubbled jaw. “Hex is going on the run to Colorado tomorrow. In the meantime, I’m going to visit my granddaughter.”

      Eyes flaring wide in surprise, I questioned, “We’re taking Kenzie?”

      Lucifer snorted. “What do you think, boy? Course we are.”

      “What about when Hex finds out she’s gone?” Keys asked quietly.

      “He’ll think she’s run off.”

      “Back home,” he retorted.

      “Maybe.” Lucifer shrugged. “If she lives on the compound for a while, she’ll be safe. If he comes around your territory…” He grunted. “I’ll have to figure out a way to sanction shit.” Under his breath, he muttered, “Goddamn meddling granddaughters.”

      Kenzie licked her lips, and for the first time, whispered, “He didn’t make me get a tattoo.”

      Lucifer’s head tilted to the side. “Excuse me?”

      Her cheek caved in as she gnawed on it. “I was pregnant, and the doctors said you weren’t supposed to get a tattoo when you’re pregnant.”

      Eyes flaring wide, Lucifer slapped his knee. “Well, looks like we have ourselves a loophole.”

      “Doesn’t take away from the fact she’s carrying his kid,” Keys grated out. “He ain’t going to let the kid just leave.”

      Kenzie’s face crumpled, and though I wanted to call Keys out on talking like that when she was here, the truth was, Kenzie was in this up to her eyeballs and needed to be here to hear the shit that was going to have to go down to get her out of this mess.

      I sounded like a bastard, I knew. But she should never have run off. Sure, I got the fact that some kids hated the life. They didn’t want the MC to tarnish their adulthood because not everyone had a good experience within the club as kids. But to run to another MC? One where your brother and father couldn’t protect you? That was the height of idiocy, and it surprised me because I’d never have considered Kenzie as being stupid.

      “Maybe he will, maybe he won’t.” Lucifer rubbed his chin. “Ain’t like Hex is paternal. He’s a bastard, sure. Might take an interest just to be petty. But for the moment, getting her out of here is all I got. And what I got is more than you’d usually be getting…”

      It went unsaid that he was only helping because Ama had twisted his arm. To be honest, I was astonished she’d managed that much. Although, maybe I shouldn’t be. Considering she had a way about her, some wiles that couldn’t be ignored and that usually had Keys and I doing whatever she wanted—within reason, of course—it figured that she’d be the one to save Kenzie.

      Even though I knew, point blank, Kenzie had been a bitch to her back in the day.

      Kenzie was a bitch, period, but it seemed like that had changed.

      At least, for the moment.

      She was too scared to be a bitch. Too terrified.

      Fuck, that bastard Hex needed to be made to pay.

      “What about Hex?” I rasped. “He shouldn’t be allowed to get away with shit like this. He’s just going to do it again.”

      Lucifer cut me a look. “Don’t start preaching at me.”

      “I ain’t preaching,” I growled back, hackles rising, and only common sense stopped me from surging forward and headfirst into a fight.

      This was Lucifer.

      Sure, he was older than me, a hell of a lot older than me, but he’d done shit that was legend in our world.

      The bastard had left prison and, from inside that world, had somehow made the contacts and allegiances that had helped him rise to Prez once he was out.

      Everyone knew what that meant.

      He’d killed on the inside.

      Without getting caught.

      And one murder would get you some good vibes from your brothers. Some fist bumps and ‘well dones’ on the outside. But the rise to Prez? Only Lucifer himself knew how many souls he’d had to take to get to where he was today.

      So, old or not, I was still only twenty-fucking-four with a relatively blank slate. Well, in comparison to the Prez. I wasn’t exactly sunshine and roses. If anything, my soul was painted a concrete gray, but that would only be absorbed by the sheer pitch of Lucifer’s black.

      “If he carries on, if he makes a nuisance of himself, then he’ll be dealt with.”

      I nodded, but persevered—I had to. Sometimes a rabid dog just needed to be put down. “You know he’ll do it again, don’t you?”

      The Prez’s mouth tightened. “I do. That’s how those fuckers work. Once ain’t enough.” He got to his feet with a lithe grace that belied his age, then headed for the door. “Be ready to roll out at seven-thirty. My guys will head out at six so there’ll be enough distance between us for safety.”

      Without another look back at any of us, and without another word, he left, leaving us staring after him.

      “Kenzie? You know you need to go back to him tonight, don’t you?” I rasped, and fuck, I felt like the evilest piece of shit in the world when she turned terror-stricken eyes my way.

      “I’ll go with her. He can’t say shit when I’m her brother,” Keys rasped. “Where you living?”

      “On the compound,” Kenzie whispered miserably. “We got our own apartment. It’s small, but there’s a separate living room. You can sleep on the sofa.”

      “Will it piss him off?”

      “Most things do,” Kenzie replied. “But if we’re lucky, he won’t even come back. Sometimes, at these parties, he doesn’t.”

      I nodded, knowing exactly what the fucker was doing while his pregnant old lady clung to the bed in terror, waiting for him to come back home.

      Jesus.

      Scraping a hand over my head, I murmured, “Don’t pack anything until right before we’re due to set off. You don’t want to clue him in to the fact you’re…” Was it stupid that I didn’t want to jinx it by saying it aloud?

      She sent a look my way, the first time she’d dared stare right at me, and murmured, “I won’t.”

      Twenty minutes later, when Keys and Kenzie left, they didn’t take the bad feeling I had in my gut away with them.

      I felt like crashing, but I knew the bed wouldn’t have been allotted for me since I was too low in the ranks. It called to me, though, and I forced myself to leave the room and head back to where the party was.

      The last thing I wanted was to be in the middle of a fucking rave. I didn’t want to see clubwhores sucking and fucking, didn’t want to see the drugs being snorted up bitches’ and brothers’ noses, didn’t even appreciate the lap dances some chicks were giving a few of the guys.

      Nope, I just wanted to fucking sleep.

      And those had to be the most pussy-whipped thoughts I’d ever had, because if I wanted to see anyone sucking, fucking, stripping, or even goddamn snorting, it was Ama.

      Jesus.

      I was fucked.

      But hopefully, in the best possible way.
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      What was it with family?

      They always butted in at the wrong time, making things harder, making a delicate situation a thousand times more fragile.

      I wanted to both strangle my grandfather while also kissing him on the cheek. The two discordant reactions were thanks to the mortification I’d initially felt at his blurted-out remark, but also, because when I looked in Ink’s eyes, I saw my granddaddy wasn’t wrong.

      He did want me.

      He wanted to claim me.

      And either prospect wasn’t something I’d ever planned on actually happening. It had been relegated to the land of dreams.

      Of course, I’d wanted him. But I didn’t want to be kidnapped and I’d wanted to go to RISD too. Shit happened and sometimes, life didn’t work out the way you planned. I’d thought I’d spend most of my years pining over the man who’d gotten away. Able to watch him while I worked in the tattoo parlor, wishing that we had more than the relationship we had.

      It didn’t seem possible that one of the doors to my dreams was opening, and yet, here I was, sitting on his lap. And not because I was having a nightmare.

      But because I wanted to.

      And because he wanted me there.

      With the call between my grandfather and I disconnected, I turned to face Ink. Of the three men I loved, his was the most lived in face. It was craggy and rough. At the corners of his eyes, there were lines that came from too much sun and exposure to the wind while riding. And on his temple and between his brows, there were frown lines gathering. But beyond that? He was rugged and raw, so handsome that I could have stared at him for days and still have found something new to draw.

      Though I was nervous, I was also happy, and it prompted me to lift my hand, raise it to his cheek, and cup him, feeling his flesh against mine and testing the stubble against my palm.

      It felt so fucking good.

      So damn right.

      And I shuddered in response. I actually shuddered. It was better than when I touched my clit on a night, better than when I slipped my fingers between my legs in the bath and got myself off.

      Just knowing that I could do this? That he wanted it too? It was like fireworks in my veins.

      “I’ve wanted you for a long time,” he rasped, his voice low and husky, hoarse with unspoken emotions that even his eyes, ever eloquent with their smoky, ever changing hazel hue couldn’t keep hidden. They flashed between gray and green, smoky brown and light flashes of amber. It was a trick of the light, I knew that, but still, it made me want to paint them.

      “How long?” I answered, my gaze twitching back to my fingers that were stroking the lean line of his jaw before they dipped down and began to explore his throat.

      “Longer than I should have. But not long enough that you’d think I’m a pervert.”

      Because he said it wryly, dryly even, I snorted out a laugh. “You’re not a pervert,” I told him.

      “You sure? I’m eighteen years older than you. I feel like a fucking pervert some days when I’m fantasizing about fucking your ass—”

      My fingers moved to cover his mouth, to stop his words. I gulped. His words were like kerosene on the flames of my desire.

      “You want that from me?”

      I hadn’t been sure if I’d been what he wanted. I’d seen his past girlfriends, had hated them on sight. I’d even watched him with the few clubwhores he interacted with. They weren’t like me. They were all skinny and big-breasted. They wore barely any clothes too.

      I, on the other hand, wore nothing but jeans shorts that didn’t spend its time up my ass crack and actually covered a decent amount of my upper thighs. I guess I wore tank tops, but not the strappy ones that looked like they’d snap if you needed to take off at a run. These were like the female version of wifebeaters—that name sucked now I knew a literal beater of his wife.

      Who the hell had come up with that name? I asked myself, then I realized I was going off on a tangent when all my hopes and fucking dreams were close to being realized.

      Stupid brain.

      His hand cupped my wrist, and I shivered again as his callused fingertips drew shapes on the sensitive flesh. It was tender anyway, but mine was more so than most. I had scars there. Scars that I’d been teased over all my life because stupid people thought I’d tried to kill myself. Yeah, because when you slit your wrists, you went all the way around to the back of your hand, right?

      I’d know, because I’d contemplated it a time or two when I was sixteen and the combination of no sleep and nightmares had gotten me so depressed, I didn’t know how to make it through the next day, never mind another night.

      It was weird to research ‘how to slit your wrists,’ but a shit ton of stuff had come up. You sliced down, not across, but it had never reached that point for me. Mostly because I’d known the move would be selfish.

      I was loved.

      So, so loved. Not just by my family, but by my friends—Saints and Keys. Heck, their parents loved me too. And then there was Ink.

      My warrior.

      He’d been a soldier before he’d been a brother. I knew he had to have seen and endured worse things than what had happened to me, and yet, he stayed standing. He didn’t take the easy way out.

      That was when I’d crept into his bed that first night. It was too easy. After my kidnapping, the security on the compound had become crazy, but only around the perimeter. More brothers were set on shifts of protecting the gates and any weak points on the compound. Extra alarms, dogs, barbed wire and broken glass on the walls, you name it, we had it.

      The tree that Aaron had climbed to get into my bedroom had long since been cut down. My momma had set fire to the pieces and I’d watched, feeling safer for seeing the destruction, but I hadn’t needed to go to such lengths.

      At sixteen, it wasn’t like my parents checked in on me at night before I slept. Sometimes, they went to bed before I did to do things no sixteen-year-old wanted to think of. I’d just stayed outside on the verandah, and when darkness had fallen? I hadn’t needed to climb down a tree. I’d simply crossed over to the compound, slipped past the party that was going down, and headed into Ink’s room.

      I knew I’d been lucky to find him alone.

      And every other night I’d spent there since, knew he had to have made a conscious decision to sleep alone just in case I showed up on a bad night…

      Was that him wanting me all along?

      Was that proof of that?

      My stomach churned as these crazy thoughts flashed through my brain, and all the while, he stared at me as I waited for him to answer. Waited on him to tell me how he felt for me, if he wanted those naughty, dirty, dark things from me.

      When he kissed my fingers, I almost fainted. Honest to God. I licked my lips as I lowered my hand and watched his mouth move as he answered, “I want everything from you.”

      My throat worked as I processed that. “You know I love them too, don’t you?” I had to get that out there. Couldn’t hide the truth from him, even when I was so close to getting him… because without them, there was no me.

      I knew that sounded crazy, dependent to the max, and a shrink’s wet dream as they tried to figure me out, but I didn’t give a damn about any of that. Ink wasn’t the only one who’d stopped me from hurting myself. I needed Keys and Saint just as much. They all grounded me. Kept me sane. And maybe I shouldn’t need men to do that, maybe that was what Prozac was for, but hell, I’d take my guys over that any day of the week.

      “I do,” he murmured, and those words sent tingles waving down my spine. His eyes didn’t darken with anger, his face didn’t even flicker with a frown as he spoke. No, he looked just as calm as ever. “You’re your mother’s daughter,” he teased, then he winced. “I just… I wasn’t sure if you wanted me too. Thought, maybe, I’d be too old.”

      I didn’t particularly appreciate being compared to my momma, even if Lucie Steeler did kick butt, but heck, I’d take it. If it meant I didn’t have to fully flesh out why I needed all three of them, then I was happy. My momma did things her way. She’d been raised with the five men who were my daddies, had almost been parented by them to a certain extent. I hadn’t had that with Saint, Keys, and Ink. They hadn’t been like my daddies. They’d been my saviors. My guardians. The keepers of my sanity.

      So, nope, I was more than okay for Ink to confuse the two.

      What I wasn’t okay with?

      Him not being sure I wanted him.

      “I sneaked into your room so often I’m surprised you didn’t kick me out, Ink,” I whispered rawly, the memory of all those nights flipping through my mind like a picture book. All those miserable nights where I’d needed him to hold me, and he had.

      No judgment.

      No questioning.

      Just acceptance.

      Of course, I’d wanted more, but that he’d been willing to give me so much had been an act of mercy in and of itself. And, as he’d said, if anything had happened, he could be looking at a statutory rape charge… That wouldn’t exactly be proof of my gratitude, would it?

      “You didn’t come on to me.” He shrugged. “I just thought you wanted comfort.”

      I gaped at him. “I could have gone to my dads for that!” When he just crinkled his nose, I reached up and rubbed that crinkle. “I need you, Ink.”

      He cleared his throat. “Liam.”

      My lips curved at that. “Liam. You want me to call you that?”

      “Think it’s only right,” he said, his tone staunch. Well, for Liam.

      Shyly, I smiled at him, and sighed when he raised his arms and drew me into them. When I pressed against his chest, I could feel his heart beating, but even better? I felt his cock under my butt, felt its hardness and knew without a shadow of a doubt that that was as much mine as his heart was.

      “I love you,” I whispered. “Have since I was a little girl, and over the years, it morphed, changed. At first, I loved you for saving me. But every year, that feeling evolved, deepened, until I couldn’t even think about seeing another day through without you in it.”

      “Hey,” he rumbled, his hand moving so that he could tip my chin back. “I ain’t going nowhere.”

      How had he heard that from what I’d said?

      How had he sensed my biggest fear?

      I gulped. “You promise?”

      “I fucking swear it, baby girl.” The pad of his thumb settled into the slight peach-butt of my chin. He rubbed there slightly, then murmured, his words almost a parallel to my own, “I love you, too. Have for a long time.”

      Twisting my head out of his hold, I buried my face in his throat and whispered, “I’m sorry for being a pussy.”

      He snorted, and just like that, the emotional few moments broke as he chuckled at my words. “You have to be a pussy. You got one.”

      “Momma ain’t a pussy,” I grumbled, but I was secretly pleased that he was laughing. I’d made things whiny and weird, overly emotional when I should have been trying to entice him into bed. But I’d always been able to make him laugh, and I liked his laughter almost as much as I liked his ass—trust me, the man’s ass was award-worthy.

      “Nobody could accuse Lucie Steeler of being a pussy, that’s for sure,” he teased, “but hell, you ain’t your momma, Ama. You’re you. And I love you as you are, even if you’re making me talk about mushy shit.”

      I peered up at him, watched him wink, and grinned. When his eyes darkened, I knew what was about to happen, knew it and welcomed it. My breath stuttered in my chest as he tilted his head down and slowly, so slowly it felt like ultra slow-mo, he moved until our lips were a scant hairsbreadth apart.

      Unable to breathe, I just waited for him to bridge the gap, to connect us in this way that was purely sensual, truly unlike anything else we’d ever experienced together, and when he finally did it, finally let our lips brush, it felt as though the earth quaked beneath me.

      I’d been waiting on his kiss for a lifetime, and he didn’t disappoint.

      As his mouth brushed mine, tenderly at first, my eyelids dropped and I shuddered in his arms. He dropped gentle pecks here and there, then he began to nip at my lips before faint licks made an appearance.

      My breath began to hiccup from me as he teased me, taunted me into needing more, craving more, wishing for and wanting all he had to give.

      My lips parted on a gasp when he sucked my bottom lip between his, and he took swift advantage and thrust his tongue against mine.

      And that was it.

      Not for him, but for me.

      I couldn’t take anymore.

      Pulling away from him, moving so fast that I knew I made him jump, I resettled myself so I was straddling him, until my sex and his were almost brushing, and I shoved my fingers through his hair, reuniting our mouths.

      The second we were connected once more, a sob of both relief and desire escaped me. I shuddered into the kiss as he took over again, dominating where I needed him to because this was my first real kiss.

      It wasn’t stolen from me like some of the idiots at school had tried to. This was purely for me, for us. It meant so much to me and it felt so good I dropped my hands to his shoulders and buried my fingers in the thick pads of muscles there.

      His tongue thrust against mine, making me think about what we’d be doing later, and when his hands dropped to my hips? I almost died. Why? Because he ground up as he pushed me down and his cock and my pussy collided.

      I tore my mouth from his and whimpered, “Fuck!”

      “Fuck’s the right word for it,” he grunted, his head falling back against the sofa headrest. His eyes remained glued to mine as he carried on grinding us together, and Jesus, I was—

      “I-I think I’m going to come,” I moaned, my eyes finally closing as a mixture of mortification and need overwhelmed me.

      “Open your eyes, Ama,” he growled. “Let me see you. All of you. The real you.”

      My throat worked as I tried to force my eyes open, but I could only get them into narrow slits. My vision blurred as his rough touch changed, sped up, and a sharp cry escaped me as the pretty innocent second base took me right where I needed to go.

      When another cry escaped me, this time higher and louder, his arms tightened around my waist and he hauled me into him. Before I knew what the hell was happening, I let the release take me, stirring me into a whirlwind that was like nothing I’d experienced on my own.

      As the pleasure ricocheted inside me, I grunted when I felt his mouth on my throat. His teeth nipped and sucked, licked and flickered against the sensitive skin, and I shivered as it prolonged the delirium that had overtaken me.

      My hips rocked of their own volition as I milked this for everything I could get, but when I finally came down, it was to the wonder that was Ink’s heavy breathing as his own need made itself known to me.

      A need he was experiencing for me.

      Angling my head to the side, I nibbled on his earlobe, loving his grunt as I teased him in turn. With his hands still on my ass, I wasn’t altogether surprised when he surged upward. Quickly wrapping my legs around his hips, I clung to him as he walked me over to the bed.

      With each step we took, I was half certain he’d change his mind.

      Why the hell would this gorgeous man, this beautiful soul, want me? I was broken. Wrecked. Even before I’d had a chance to live, Aaron had messed with my head… why would he want that in his life?

      And yet, when he tipped back onto the bed, I clung to him harder and squealed with laughter as we both bounced once his back hit the mattress.

      Just as he always did, as they did, he took my mind from the past. I forgot my dire thoughts, forgot anything but him as we stared at each other, me down at him, him up at me.

      Pressing my hands to his chest, I leaned against him and murmured, “Liam?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Yeah?”

      “I want you.”

      His lips twisted with a cocky grin that set me alight. “Yeah? Not as badly as I want you.” With that, he sat up, and his hands went to the hem of my shirt. “You ready?”

      “I’ve been ready for years.”

      His eyes darkened at that, and then I couldn’t see him as he ripped the tee over my head. For a second, with my head covered, my mind went to a darker place, and then it was gone as I stared into his beautiful face once more.

      All the while our gazes were linked, his hands went to my bra. He worked it open, freeing my breasts a second later, but he didn’t look down. Didn’t stare at them like I’d seen some of the brothers stare at tits like they had the answers to world peace scrawled on them. No, he saw me, needed me to the point where I wasn’t just a body. Wasn’t just limbs and body parts that were sexy or appealing to a man.

      To him, I was Ama.

      And that was somehow the sexiest thing this man could have done. Ours was a highly sexed world. Fucking happened everywhere. It was on tap. The clubwhores pretty much existed for that reason. They were holes for the brothers to fuck—mean of me, I knew, but it was the truth.

      I knew, point blank, that wasn’t what I was to Liam, and it made me love him more.

      Reaching for his hands, I pressed them to my breasts. When his fingers were there, the callouses scraping over my flesh, I shuddered and murmured, “I’m ready for anything you can throw my way. Although, I’d suggest we postpone the anal until I invest in a butt plug.”

      He blinked at me, then burst into chuckles. Though his hooting laughs had my lips twitching, I was actually being serious.

      For a few seconds, I let him carry on with the male equivalent of giggling, then I slapped his chest and pouted. “I’m being serious.”

      “I know, and that’s what’s even more hilarious.” He curled his lips inward as he stared up at me, and shaking his head, mumbled, “I swear to fuck, Ama, you come out with stuff at the damnedest moments.”

      I hitched a shoulder, and was satisfied this time when his gaze dropped to my tits as they jiggled with the gesture. “No point in lying.”

      “This is true.” He sighed, reaching up and gently cupping one of my breasts. His fingers tweaked my nipple, coaxing it to bud, making me sigh. When he pinched, I jerked in response and glowered at him.

      “No fair!” I reached down, and through his tee, pinched his.

      He grinned, sat up, curved his arms around me again, and then hauled me down until we were chest to chest. Rolling us both over until I was on my back, I sighed as his weight centered between my thighs, which I parted the second he settled over me.

      After his tongue swiped over my bottom lip, I whispered, “I’m ready, Liam.”

      “Fuck, you saying my name messes with my head.” He groaned, then reared backward and began shucking off his tee. I didn’t like it when he moved away, but I appreciated the view as he shoved his jeans down, baring everything.

      I mean, I’d seen way too much of the male body thanks to where I’d been raised. But seeing my man? Fuck, it beat everything else.

      Licking my lips as I stared at his thick, long cock, I empathized with all romance novel virgins—the ‘how will it fit?’ question surged to the forefront of my thoughts, but before I could worry about it, his fingers were at my fly. Within seconds, he was hauling my shorts down my legs, panties too, and I was just as naked as he was.

      It was the first time I’d been naked with anyone, and yeah, I kind of felt shy, but also just ready. I was so beyond prepped for this moment.

      I’d been waiting a long time, and it seemed incredible that my desires were well within reach.

      His hands smoothed over my legs, making me very grateful I’d epilated the day before, and when he trailed them down the insides of my calves, I licked my lips as I parted them, making space for him again. Except, he surprised me, he pushed them wider, nudging them apart even as he dropped to his knees at the side of the bed.

      Though I stared at him in surprise, I didn’t squeak as he dragged me to the edge and ordered, “Put your feet on my shoulders.” Obeying, I slipped them there and dropped my legs open.

      I kind of wanted to cringe, but mostly, I was just presented with this tempting image of the man I wanted who looked like he was dying to taste me.

      Biting my lip, I rose up onto my elbows so I could watch. Heck, I needed to watch.

      He smirked at me as he dropped his mouth to my pussy, and somehow, that smirk did more for me than that first lick. I narrowed my eyes at his arrogance, then I understood.

      “Fuck,” I whimpered, my head tilting back on my shoulders as I groaned out my pleasure. He licked and sucked, stroked his tongue along the central channel of my pussy, then slipped inside me. It was sweet torture, a delicious torment as he ate me out.

      For the first time in my life, I understood what that meant. He made me feel agony and wonder. My legs clamped around his head and my belly felt like it was caving in as he explored my pussy, making me need him more with every flutter of his tongue around a part I hadn’t even known was an erogenous zone—I’d just thought the clit was the MVP—how he proved me wrong.

      When I came, it hit me out of the blue, just like my first one with him. The scream that escaped me was unplanned, and it was followed by a guttural groan as he sucked on my clit in a move that had me shuddering and falling back into the bed with a kerplunk.

      I felt both tense and relaxed, and I had no idea how to deal with the discordant emotions. Apparently, he knew. Even though I was jealous of his past conquests, I had to be grateful that he knew how to read me. When he moved on top of me, his weight grounding me, I grabbed at him, clinging to him as I’d clung to him throughout my life.

      When his cock brushed against my pussy, I moaned again, and when he slipped inside me, it hurt, but fuck, it hurt good.

      It was the kind of pain I could get with.

      I felt too full with both his width and length, but God, I knew, one day soon I’d love every inch he was giving to me now.

      When he was all the way inside me, he froze, and I almost wanted to tug at my hair. It was like I didn’t know what to do with myself, didn’t know where to put my hands or arms, and then he took my confusion and inexperience away from me. Bridging my fingers with his, he pinned my hands on either side of my head, and slowly began to move with shallow thrusts.

      His eyes were bound to mine and it felt like he was more than just fucking my body, but making love to my goddamn soul. I felt like such a pansy, but when tears burned my eyes, I had no choice but to let them fall. No choice at all. It was beautiful and raw, and it was everything I’d never even imagined for my first time. When he dipped his head and trailed his lips along my tears tracks, I gulped.

      “I love you, Ama,” he ground out, his mouth dropped to my ear where he nipped my earlobe. “Are you ready for me?”

      I swallowed. “Always.”

      He froze. “Birth control?”

      “The jab,” I groaned.

      “Good.”

      That was all the warning I got before he began to thrust into me. My face crumpled as the painful pleasure he triggered inside me detonated. “Fuck,” I wailed, my head swinging from side to side against the comforter as he thrust hard and fast into me. It was too much, and yet not enough, everything but nothing.

      I hauled my legs up and dug my heels into his ass, using that to press him harder into me, wanting him to move faster and get as deep as he could. I wanted no space between us, wanted to feel him in my fucking throat.

      Unable to stop myself, I twisted so I could bite down on his shoulder—it was either that or scream. As the frustrated feelings coalesced inside me, I realized how painful pleasure could be. It was like he was teasing me, but he was giving me everything!

      My fingers clamped down on his as I bucked into him.

      “Ama?” My name was loaded with concern, but there was nothing to be worried about.

      “Harder,” I gasped, staring blindly up at him. “Please,” I begged.

      His grin shone briefly, and even as it lit me up inside, he gave me what I’d begged for.

      This.

      Fuck.

      This was what I needed.

      His cock hit me so deeply that I knew I’d be walking funny tomorrow, but did I care? Nope. I didn’t. I didn’t give a crap. Instead, I gloried in the pleasure that was bubbling away deep inside me. I knew I was close, could feel it, there, in the distance, ready to push me over, over—

      “Oh God!” I cried, my back arching, my head falling back into the covers as my entire body strained with the surge of pleasure that overcame me until I was drowning in it, until all that I was became absorbed into that bubble of pleasure.

      The only thing that penetrated that bubble?

      Liam.

      He growled, “Oh, fuck. Ama! Babe, Ama!” Each word was punctuated by a thrust until he stilled and I felt him, deep in my core, his heat, his warmth, the scalding sear of him.

      Everything that made me me was rewritten in that moment as I took that final step away from the past and into a future where he was in it, not just as a friend, but at my side.

      If that wasn’t enough to make my world brighter, then nothing was.
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      Having Kenzie on the back of my bike felt weird.

      Hell, it felt more than weird. The only woman who’d ever been on here before was Ama, and to be honest, that felt right. Having her body snuggled into me, even when it was a boiling hot summer’s day, made sense to me.

      It was like how my heart beat.

      My lungs bellowed air in and out.

      It just was.

      Kenzie’s belly didn’t help. It stuck into my back, making the nine-hour trip even more torturous than it already was. I mean, this was my first run, so I wasn’t accustomed to sitting on my bike for that length of time with very few breaks in between.

      I wasn’t bitching as this kind of run wasn’t something a prospect usually got to experience, but because Ama never liked going farther than Jonsson, we never really even crossed the borders of the district, so my ass was aching like a bitch, and my back, with Kenzie’s bump sticking into it? Yeah, I was going to be walking like I had something shoved up my butt for a while—and while I totally didn’t agree with kink shaming, there was no way in fuck that was my kink.

      When we made it to the last scheduled stop before we’d be approaching Corpus Christi, the city nearest us, I was relieved as all hell to climb off my bike after steadying Kenzie. She stumbled a little, but Saint was there to support her. I wished I hadn’t seen it, but I saw her flinch at his touch, even if it was supposed to be helpful.

      She kind of reminded me of a dog who’d been kicked. I just hoped that she wouldn’t flinch for the rest of her life, even if that cunt Hex had taught her to always be wary around other men.

      Would time heal that wound?

      I didn’t pray, didn’t really believe in God, but for her sake, I prayed she would overcome this, and knew that I’d do anything in my power to make sure she did.

      When Saint backed off after helping her, I cut him a look and dipped my chin in thanks. He grunted and asked, “Want something to eat?”

      “I’m fucking starving, man.”

      He snorted. “You’re always starving.”

      My cell buzzed and I dug it out from my pocket. Seeing a text from Ama, I laughed when I saw it was a photo of her eating a cookie. The little minx had made my favorite kind.

      Me: You’d better save me one.

      Ama: Maybe. Depends on how long it takes you to get here.

      Me: You know we’re not supposed to give out locations/distances.

      Ama: *shrugs* Sucks to be you then, doesn’t it?

      I grunted, then peered at Kenzie who was waddling behind Saint down the sidewalk. It was grim as fuck for a service station. Everything looked like it needed a coat of paint. Either that or a damn good scrub. I mean, I wasn’t the cleanest fucker in the world, but Jesus, this place was the pits.

      Scraping a hand over my face, I mumbled, “Fuck’s sake.”

      Me: You know that Dagger gave me a list of shit not to do before I went on this run, right?

      Ama: He did? Can I read the rules when you get back?

      I snorted. Me: No. Since when were you a Prospect?

      Ama: Since you became one. You’re my project.

      Hiding a laugh as I shuffled down the sidewalk behind my blood sister and a brother who was almost like blood, I typed: I got the whole ‘we know how close you are to Ama’ talk. I.e. they don’t want me to share shit with you.

      Ama: That’s because they think I’m a saint.

      My lips twitched because, Ama, even if she didn’t know it, was our saint.

      Me: Maybe. But we know otherwise, don’t we? ;)

      Ama: Okay, I’ll save you one. Seeing as you’re trying to guilt trip me.

      She sent another picture, this one had the chocolate chips oozing out from the cookie crumb and onto her hand. My mouth watered at that, but mostly, it was watering at the particularly nice shot I got of her tits.

      That was spank bank material right there.

      Me: Glad it worked. Gonna go eat now. See you soon.

      Ama: If it’s late, I might be at Black Ink.

      Me: Why? I frowned down at my phone at her text, and my frown only deepened when she didn’t instantly reply.

      Me: Ama? You getting a tattoo? I’d be beyond pissed if I missed out on her getting her first tattoo, especially after she’d laughed at me when I got mine.

      Me: Ammmmma?

      Ama: What?

      Me: Since when do you go to Black Ink?

      She usually avoided the place because she had the biggest crush on Ink. I didn’t think she knew we knew, but fuck, there was no hiding from it. Every time I saw her making goo-goo eyes at him, I wanted to ram my fist into his throat.

      Ama: Since I’m apprenticing there.

      That had me halting on my way to the service stop diner.

      Me: Holy fuck. Since when were you apprenticing there?

      Ama: It was decided after you left.

      Me: I’ve been gone like a day and a half.

      Ama: See what happens when you’re gone? You’re always gonna miss shit. Should have stayed here, and if you had, you’d be getting more than one cookie too…

      I rolled my eyes. Me: Yeah, yeah.

      Ama: :P Speak later, be safe, know I’ll kill you if you get into a crash, I’ll kill you before the crash can, and remember I have cookies I’m not afraid of eating.

      I’d like to eat her fucking cookie.

      Instead of texting anything like that, something that would probably stun the shit out of her, I just heaved a breath and typed: I’ll be safe. X

      For her. I didn’t tell her that, but yeah, I’d be safe for her because I knew she meant every word, and to be honest, I kind of liked that.

      Realizing that I was the only one of my brothers not to have made it into the shitty diner attached to the service station, I joined them.

      As I opened the door, my boots stuck to the cracked Lino and I headed past the equally cracked red vinyl booths toward the area Saint and Kenzie had taken. At their side was Long John—so named because he refused to go on a run without a pair of Long Johns on, didn’t matter if it was a hundred degrees outside or not—and Crocker, who was addicted to Betty Crocker cake mixes. Yeah, road names weren’t always representative of the mean fuckers out there.

      Long John’s work with a knife was pure art. Back in the day, when the MC had taken on plenty of murders for hire, he’d been on Dagger’s crew—knife jobs. Muggings gone wrong. That kind of shit.

      Crocker was an apprentice of Bomber Steeler. He’d been the Prez before Wolfe, and he’d died in a ‘skirmish’ with the MC we were currently riding down to the compound with.

      Funny how shit changed thanks to a daughter.

      As I slinked into the booth, Saint caught my eye. “Ordered you pancakes.”

      I pulled a face. “You sure you want to eat here? Looks like they spit in your food.”

      Long John grinned at me. “Ain’t nothing wrong with spit.”

      “At the risk of sounding like a girl, ‘ew.’”

      Kenzie, for the first time since she’d come to me, laughed. Actually fucking laughed. Her nose wrinkled as she murmured, “Well, I am a girl, and I’ll say it for you. Ew, LJ, that’s fucked up.”

      He shrugged, but shot her a wink. “I love me some spit.”

      She groaned. “Yeah, but a stranger’s? In your food?”

      “Prefer a chick’s.”

      I blinked at him. “Can’t believe we’re having this conversation.” Rubbing my eyes, I mumbled, “Dude, you’re gross.”

      He slapped me on the back. “I’ll remember that when I send you off to do some shit on my behalf. I’ll enjoy the fact you can’t say ‘no’ even more.”

      Shooting him the bird, I sank back into the booth and sighed.

      “Surprised you haven’t bitched about the long ride by now,” Crocker pointed out over his coffee mug. In his cut, he looked like the mean motherfucker he was. With the skull on his throat, the one that was smoking a cigarette, you wouldn’t think the bastard could get through four boxes of cake mix in a week.

      The bastard was skinny as a fucking rake too, and he had all his teeth. Somehow. Maybe that was more of a miracle than anything else.

      “My ass is aching,” I admitted, and grinned when they all hooted. Though I flipped them the bird again, I just mumbled, “Where’s the spit-pancakes?”

      Kenzie grunted. “You trying to make me puke?”

      “If four hours on a goddamn bike doesn’t make you puke, I think we’re good.”

      “I’d have preferred a chauffeured limo to be the vehicle that was used to rescue me,” she stated with a wry smile, “but I’ll take my knights however I can get them.”

      “Seriously, you okay?” Crocker asked, all serious now.

      “Yeah. I’m used to being on the back of a bike. More than boy wonder over there. This the first time you’ve left the county?”

      Fuck. Hadn’t taken her long to turn back into a bitch. Still, I preferred that to her flinching at everything and anything—in fact. What was that about?

      As I said, “Not my fault. Only just fucking graduated, Kenz,” I studied her. Studied her and saw that she was leaning into Long John.

      The hell?

      Long John was twice my age, which made the fact he wore thermal undies all the time even fucking weirder in my opinion—dude wasn’t pushing eighty, after all.

      “Bullshit. You still panting after little miz angel?” Kenzie taunted.

      My narrowed eyes should have told her to back off. “What’s got you in a snit?” I demanded. “You go from flinching when Saint helped you off the damn bike to, what? Turning back into a grade-A bitch?”

      “Just making a comment, that’s all,” she sniped back.

      “Fuck, well, I didn’t miss this Kenzie. I can tell you that for nothing,” I ground out. “Ama has never done anything but be nice to you, and fuck, if it weren’t for her, you wouldn’t even be here. Her granddaddy would have let you rot with that cunt of an old man you chose. So don’t you dare talk shit about her when she ain’t here to defend herself.”

      I wasn’t ashamed of the words I spoke, but I was annoyed at myself with the tone and the volume. She flinched again, but there was no way in fuck I was going to let Kenzie revert to the bitch of old just because she had a friend on her side again—because, now that I thought about it, Long John and my dad had been pretty close. But I’d been twelve when dad had been put inside, and I barely knew him, never mind his friends.

      Long John, to me, was just another brother. Wolfe, Flame, Dagger, and Axe had all helped raise me after Lucie insisted I come and stay at their house when dad had been locked up and my mom had died. They were the ones who’d taken over that role, and it was why I’d die for them, why I’d do anything in my power to give them whatever they needed because they’d taken a terrified orphan in and had treated me well.

      Long John… not so much.

      Not that I held a grudge or anything. Why would he give a fuck about a snot-nosed kid? But I just remembered he hung around a lot back then, and…

      My frown turned into a glower.

      Five years ago, my sister would have just been turning nineteen. Jailbait, sure, but fuck, when had that stopped anyone in an MC before? We didn’t allow sick shit to go down, at least not in the Rebels, but nineteen? Nah. That wouldn’t stop Long John, and it would explain why Kenzie was acting like top bitch again… as well as why Long John and Crocker were sitting with us when I’d expected to walk in and eat with just Saint and her.

      Neither man defended Kenzie, and Saint just tipped his chin, telling me silently he backed every word I said— I appreciated that he hadn’t waded in. I didn’t need anyone to fight my battles for me.

      It was just like Kenzie to do this. Back in the day, she’d called herself a feminist, but she was the one who’d run off to be with a biker, and who was now acting like a grade-A bitch just because she had another biker at her back.

      The silence was heavy as we waited on the server to deliver our meals, and I didn’t let it drop. No one could talk smack about Ama around me or Saint, and that was the way of it.

      If Kenzie was back for good, then she’d better get the jump on that real quick. I loved her, wanted the best for her, and didn’t want her to be hurt by the creep she’d picked as a partner, but Ama was the love of my fucking life. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know that yet, didn’t matter that she might not reciprocate my feelings and that she may have a thing for Saint, I’d defend her and protect her with everything I had.

      Just as I’d been doing since I was a kid.
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      “This is the autoclave,” I informed Ama, showing her the unit that sterilized all sharp materials. “Remember when we broke down the gun? Which parts need sterilizing?”

      She peered around the room. “Why’s it so tiny?”

      I snorted. “Because the law states this room has to be separate from the rest of the parlor, but they didn’t state how big it has to be. Now, which parts?”

      Ama waved a hand. “The grip, tube tip, and needles. They’re the only parts of the tattoo machine that come into contact with skin.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “How much reading did you do last night?”

      She beamed at me. “I read that whole pdf document you made me download.”

      “Didn’t you sleep?”

      “Some. I woke up at four.” She shrugged like it was no big deal, but it was a huge deal. Ama didn’t have a damn thing wrong with her ‘sleep.’ It was just the memories that fucked with her subconscious and woke her up. “I got reading and I’m glad I did. I didn’t expect things to get technical so soon.”

      My lips twitched. “Babe, I know how good you are at art. That isn’t what you have to learn, although you’ll have to adapt your design to what the client wants. You can’t just go ahead with your own checklist, it’s what they want or nothing.”

      “Of course.”

      Huh. She said that so easily that I squinted at her—I’d kind of expected an argument on that front.

      “Also, there are certain parts of the body that you have to be careful with.” This was off topic, but hell, I wanted to touch her, so I raised her arm, and smoothed my fingers along the line of her bicep and around to the ball of her shoulder. Then, I turned her arm gently, and trailed my fingers down to her elbow. “There are contours here, contours you have to study and see how they line up with your design. There’s a lot to learn but you have the talent.”

      “That feels really good,” she admitted, her nose crinkling as she stared into my eyes.

      My lips twitched. “It was supposed to.” Throat thick with all the emotion I was holding back, I dipped my head and pressed a kiss to her forehead before trailing my mouth down to hers. I kissed the corner, and on a murmur, asked, “What are the five ‘Ps’ of tattooing?”

      She shivered as my breath whispered over her skin, and if this room’s purpose didn’t revolve entirely around hygiene, I’d have pushed her against the wall and claimed a real kiss. As it was, this room existed for sterilization purposes, plus, she was sore. I knew that because when she sat down, she squinted a little, then wriggled around on her seat.

      Thinking about why she was doing that had had me sporting a hard-on all fucking day, and I was way too old for that shit.

      Licking her lips, she stated, “Proper needle depth, proper angle, proper assembly, proper strokes, and proper training.” She huffed out a laugh as she pressed her hand to my chest. “Not sure this constitutes as proper training.”

      “I think it does.” I grinned, even as I winked at her, realizing then just how fucking happy I was. Seriously, I hadn’t felt this way in a long time.

      If I were being honest, I realized how shit my life had been for a while because this level of contentment had evaded me for far too long.

      But I didn’t want to think about that, not when there was such promise standing here beside me.

      We were in a small cocoon at that moment. Breathing each other’s air, turned toward one another so that our bodies were touching, my heat sinking into her, her curves pressed to my hardness—and I wasn’t talking about an erection, because this wasn’t just about sex.

      This was about so much fucking more than that and it should have terrified me, but it didn’t. If anything, it inspired me, rejuvenated me. I felt younger, brighter, and this was only after fourteen goddamn hours of thinking there was a chance for more with her.

      “Liam?”

      I hummed out a, “Yeah?”

      “What time is your first client?”

      “Don’t worry. My alarm will sound. I’ll have to open up.” We kept odd hours here, but even though we were in the backwoods, we had a good clientele. Not only because of the brothers, but because of the townsfolk. We also had people who’d travel to Jonsson all the way from Corpus Christi just because they wanted ink from me.

      We opened from three in the afternoon and ran until eight. The day was short because I had shit to do in my position as Secretary on the MC’s council. When Ama became proficient, we might be able to extend the schedule, but I wasn’t holding much hope for that.

      Today hadn’t been too bad. Getting her into Jonsson had been okay, more ‘okay’ than anticipated, but I knew some days were better than others. I wasn’t sure if she’d be able to handle much, wasn’t sure what she’d be capable of, but we’d find out.

      Ama had a way of surprising me, and I was hoping in this, she would too. It would be beyond awesome if she could manage this place, extend the hours, and hold the fort on her own…  But, yeah, I was getting ahead of myself like a dumbass.

      When my alarm went off a few moments later, I grunted and, sucking down a breath, backed off. It was the last thing I wanted, and I didn’t give a fuck if it made me a pussy. Gave no shits because this feeling inside, this feeling of fucking worth, made everything okay.

      “Bridges is a temperamental bastard, okay? Just shadow me, yeah?” I warned, and when she nodded, I reached up to grab her chin and stare into her eyes. “He’s decent people, but he’s—”

      She snorted. “You do know I grew up in an MC, right? I mean, you were there for most of it.”

      My lips curved. “Yeah, well, I just—”

      “Just ‘nothing.’ Don’t worry about me. I can hold my own.” She shoved at my arm and said, “Go on. Get ready for what you need to do.”

      The last thing I did at night before closing was set the autoclave, so everything I needed, all my equipment, was clean and ready to roll.

      I’d already set up my gun and had shown Ama those five ‘Ps’ in the flesh. How to assemble it, how to angle the needle, and how to adjust for needle depth, which would help with shading and outlining. Then, there’d been a quick lesson on moving the gun to maintain a constant flow of ink.

      Next, I was going to show her how to create a stencil.

      For her first ‘lesson,’ she was picking up on most things, but she wouldn’t be doing shit for a long ass while, not until she could teach me what to do just as I’d had to do with my mentor.

      Still, I was curious about her designs, and it was why I was throwing her in at the deep end with Bridges. I would be handling the work, but I wanted her to shadow me to see how she’d respond to his requirements.

      Being good with the gun was one thing—it was a tool, one that required practice and repetition. But like with anything, flair and creativity added a depth, soul, and heart to a piece of work that couldn’t be replicated. Tattoos were, after all, walking art. But all that meant nothing if you didn’t give a client what they wanted. To me, that mattered more than anything.

      Ama could be surprisingly stubborn, and where her art was concerned, she was used to pretty much doing what she wanted, so, yeah, I was curious as to how this would go down.

      We left the sterilization room and headed into the parlor where I set up my area, explaining as I went the hows and whys of following health and safety protocol. It was boring stuff but important. If an inspector came in and saw that we weren’t anal with this shit, we’d get closed down—deservedly so. This was one law I didn’t want to fuck with. Passing around blood-borne diseases was not on my to-do list.

      By the time Bridges arrived, I could tell Ama was relieved and her wide smile, wider than usual considering Bridges was a stranger and scowling at her when he’d expected only me, was evidence of how much information I’d thrown at her in ninety minutes.

      She’d get used to it. She’d have to. I wasn’t about to be sloppy with this shit.

      The parlor was only a single building. It was pretty narrow, around fifteen feet wide but over forty feet long. The front reception was set up with a comfortable booth seating area where I worked on designs with the client. Opposite it was a desk that Ama would be manning. There was a drawing of a hog on the front, one that was being ridden by a skeleton—Hell’s Rebels’ emblem. On the back wall, there were pictures of designs I’d done, and basic patterns that people could select if they didn’t want anything custom.

      Nothing separated the reception area from where I worked—what was the point? I mostly manned this place alone unless a brother was hanging out, so I needed to be able to speak to people while I worked. It wasn’t all that professional, I guessed, but people hadn’t been complaining in all the years I’d been here. They hadn’t complained when Roper had run this place, either.

      As the reception bled into the parlor, however, the walls were overtaken with a tribal pattern that I’d designed and had painted myself. The motherfucker was easier to paint onto a body than it was onto the walls, but it was worth it. Whenever I looked around the black and white walls, I got a sense of satisfaction that I’d created it and that everyone who walked in received a taste of my work.

      Bridges ignored Ama for the most part, ignored me too as he headed straight for the booth and slouched back, with one arm on the back and one leg kicked up on the seat. When his eyes caught mine, I murmured, “Bridges, this is my apprentice Ama.”

      Bridges’ glower deepened. “You never had an apprentice before.”

      “She’s new. Started today.”

      “Just my luck,” he mumbled, making my lips twitch and Ama scowl.

      “Don’t worry, she’s just shadowing me. Now, you miserable bastard, what do you want this time?” I winked at Ama as I settled into the booth. There was a hidden drawer in the wall where I stored all the pads and pencils I needed to design, and I grabbed them the second I took a seat.

      It was only now when I was showing Ama my routine, my world, that I realized how particular I was. Everything had a proper place and stayed in that place until I was ready for it. I guess it could be said I was anal-retentive but fuck, time in the army did that to a man.

      When I settled back in the booth that had a vintage vibe thanks to the shell-like cutouts of the cushion, I motioned at Ama who scuttled in beside me.

      Because this wasn’t Bridges’ first time with me, he’d waited until I’d grabbed my stuff from the drawer to say, “Need a picture of my momma.”

      “A portrait? That’s unlike you.” He was into Japanese ink. His back was a masterpiece we’d crafted together of a Samurai warrior. The headpiece started at his nape before flowing down all the way to his upper ass cheeks.

      Bridges frowned down at the table, but he rubbed his thumb against a ring that he wore suspended on a chain. “She died two weeks ago.”

      “I’m sorry, man.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Ama whispered the same time I did.

      I cut her a look, well aware that this was probably her specialty. Nobody could draw faces like she did.

      “Do you have a picture?” I asked, holding out my hand. He passed it to me, showing me a woman in a simple dress who was smiling with bright eyes at the camera. She had to be around thirty-five in the shot. Her hair was styled into a tight bob and she had a baby, who I assumed was Bridges, on her hip.

      As I studied the picture, I felt Ama fidgeting at my side. Handing it to her to study, I told Bridges, “I’ll need some time to come up with something. Want to do her justice, you know?”

      “I get that. I expected as much.” He cleared his throat. “Would a week be enough?”

      “Yeah. I’ll call you when I have something ready and give you dates for when I can fit you in.”  I studied him, thought about all the space he had left on his body and stated, “You can only really have it on your calf.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Left one. The right is fucked up with those scars I got. I want the whole image. Not just her face. Me in there too.”

      “Okay, so without a doubt, I’ll be doing the ink.” When he scowled, I raised a hand and said, “Wait. Ama just got accepted into the Rhode Island School of Design. She’s a fucking phenomenal artist. I’ll design something, of course, but would you mind if she did too? Then you can pick which one you like.”

      “But you’d do the ink?” he repeated, needing the confirmation, and I understood that. No one wanted a noob massacring a tattoo that held a lot of meaning.

      “I swear. I just… I’d like to do your momma justice, and in all honesty, I think Ama will do that. You should see her stuff, man.” I cut Ama a look and said, “Grab your notebook from the desk.”

      She scurried away and returned with the pad in less than twenty seconds—her excitement was evident, and I was hard-pressed not to smile.

      There was a shyness about her as she handed over the notebook to Bridges, and I got that—it was always nerve-racking showing someone your art. When Bridges flickered through the notepad, I saw his eyes widen and knew he was impressed.

      There was something about Ama’s style that was raw but somehow clever too. It was like she photoshopped the bits people didn’t like with her hand, while intensifying the parts people loved. But, underlying it all was a depth of realism that was envious.

      I had to admit, I’d like to try to ink one of her pieces, see how it worked out with a different medium.

      “Yeah, okay. Give it a go. Thanks.” He dipped his chin at Ama, but didn’t really look at her as he began to edge out of seat. “I’ll wait on your call.”

      With that, he headed out and I understood. He’d cast a final glance at his photo and tears had moistened his eyes—Bridges was too much of a dick to be happy about anyone seeing him crying.

      When the door closed, I told Ama, “Turn the sign to ‘open,’ would you?”

      She nodded, did as I requested, then returned to the booth. “Thank you for doing that.”

      I shrugged. “It’s your strength. Probably how you’ll make your name if you can translate what you do with pen and ink to this kind of medium.”

      “You think?” she asked, excitement making her bounce in the seat she’d taken opposite me.

      “I do.” I tore off a sheet and passed it to her. “Don’t forget, this has to be an outline. It’s going to go on his calf. We create an image that we can trace onto his leg. Most of the details are there, but any flair, that comes after, okay?”

      She nodded her understanding, then propped the picture against the booth. It was interesting watching her work. I knew for a fact her process wouldn’t be fast. Hell, it was bound to be slow. I’d watched her drawing Saint and Keys, had heard them moaning about how long she took, and I knew that they only let her get away with it because they either wanted in her panties or because they loved her.

      For her sake, I hoped it was the latter over the former.

      As I got to work sketching, well aware that a new customer could come in now, she stared at the picture for so long, I wasn’t even sure what she was looking at.

      Then, after twenty minutes—I swear to God, twenty fucking minutes—she picked up the pencil and began to scratch the first few lines onto the paper. My own pencil slowed as I switched my attention onto her and her work, and fuck, it was like watching magic happen.

      A few lines in, and somehow, she’d perfected the neat-as-a-pin bob that looked as though it had required a ruler to cut it. And Bridges’ mom’s smile? With that slightly goofy edge to the right side of her mouth? She perfected that with barely any work at all.

      I knew her style, had seen it before. I’d even seen the portfolio she’d put together for her exams, and had watched her gather the pieces required for the entrance requirements to the colleges she’d applied to, but watching her do this with a tattoo in mind?

      All of a sudden, it was like she was talking my language and I just got where she was coming from.

      After five minutes, I knew there was no way Bridges was going to take on my portrait. I’d stopped working on mine, but I’d finish it, just so he’d have a choice. But no one would take mine over hers. No one.

      I could see exactly where I’d use shadow and grayscale to create the shading she was being cautious with adding. From her style, I knew she’d prefer watercolor, but Bridges was a black and grey lover who preferred realism to anything vaguely feminine.

      As I watched her work, my hard-on made a reappearance. How couldn’t I be turned on? Her talent and flair combined, and she exuded a joy as she drew that was irresistible to me. It also made me wonder if this wasn’t where her talents lay. I’d teach her to ink, but fuck, that would take years before she was ready to even go near anything other than oranges and pigskin to practice on…

      I couldn’t see her appreciating the pigskin option, but it was the closest to human skin, and that was how I’d been trained and I intended on teaching her what I had learned.

      Still, if that didn’t work out, there was no denying her skill as an artist, and with mine as a tattoo artist? We’d be a knockout.
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      The second we pulled up at the clubhouse, Keys muttered to his sister, “I’ll take you to Lucie.”

      Kenzie didn’t exactly look overjoyed at the prospect, because Lucie liked very few people and Kenzie wasn’t one of them. Still, she trudged along after him once he’d shot me a look and said, “I’ll be five minutes. Wait for me?”

      I only nodded, knowing full well where we were going—the tattoo parlor.

      I wanted the details on when that had happened. We’d gone from dealing with the fact that Ama wasn’t going to go to RISD one day, to the fact she was working at the parlor. Sure, I guessed it was a good fit considering her gifts, but…

      My nose wrinkled as I thought about her working with Ink. Anyone with fucking eyes knew how she felt about him. He was her goddamn hero, and even if I was jealous, I had to be grateful to the bastard for saving her. He’d been the one to end that cunt Sanchez, and he’d been the one, in her eyes, who’d been her savior.

      Still, the idea of them working together all the time?

      Yeah, it rubbed me raw, especially since I’d decided to stop fucking around and make my move. The feeling that it might be too goddamn late was unnerving, and the five minutes I had to wait while Keys sorted out his sister felt way too long.

      When he returned, his face was tightly lined with irritation.

      “What’s wrong?” I called out.

      “She just pisses me off.”

      I blinked at him. “What did she say?”

      “Asked me if I was going to go panting after Ama.”

      “What the hell happened? She flinched at every second noise, and now she’s being a bitch again?” We stared at one another for a second. “Think she played us?”

      “Can’t play those bruises,” he rasped, running a hand over his head. “Fuck, I feel like a bastard for even questioning this shit, but something ain’t right. She pulled a complete one-eighty.”

      She’d done more than that.

      Jesus.

      From cowering to catty in less than a day, it was beyond messed up.

      “Fuck, Lucifer is gonna be pissed if—”

      “Both Lucifers are gonna be pissed,” Keys grumbled. “Where’d the Prez go, anyway?”

      “Headed straight to the clubhouse. Think he wanted to clear shit with Wolfe.” I rubbed my chin. “Will probably call church soon. Get everyone on board with the potential shit storm heading our way.”

      Keys blew out a breath as he absorbed that and, unsurprisingly, changed the subject, “We going to see Ama?”

      “Sure are.”

      I hadn’t even dismounted, so I just watched as he climbed on, strapped on his half-helmet—something we all wore with gritted teeth—and started his engine. I followed behind him, dipping my chin at the prospects manning the gates.

      Hell’s Rebels was one of the largest MCs this side of the border. Mostly because it was boring as fuck around these parts and a lot of kids rebelled by coming here to Prospect. Not many dropped out, to be fair, and we had a lot of lifers who preferred this way of living to shoveling horse shit on a dude ranch or cutting off bulls’ balls on the family ranch.

      Couldn’t blame them.

      Here, at least, you got paid for the miserable jobs—paid well. Plus, it wasn’t all just runs. There was plenty of work on the books. We had our own garages—two in this county alone—and then there was the factory that produced slick ghost guns, as well as the fact Dagger and Axe were trying to talk Wolfe into starting a micro-goddamn-brewery.

      Life was always varied, never boring, and the level of commitment we all had with one another surpassed that of blood. We were family by choice, and that mattered a whole hell of a lot more—Kenzie was case in point. We gave her our loyalty, and yet, she might have been fucking playing us.

      Didn’t matter if a bitch was raised in the MC, I swear, Dillinger was right. Couldn’t trust a woman or an automatic weapon.

      Of course, the second that thought crossed my mind, I felt bad. Ama wasn’t like that. But most girls weren’t like Ama either, so I wasn’t sure what that even goddamn meant.

      As Keys cranked his throttle wide open, he jerked me from my thoughts as he took off with a roar that told me Kenzie had said more than what he’d shared with me—he was wicked pissed. I took off after him, loving the blurring of the roadside, the burning bright sun overhead, and the glowing blue sky as we dominated the road that would take us from the clubhouse to the nearest town of Jonsson. Sure, I’d been seeing similar sights for the past day, but there was nothing like owning your own roads, flying down highways that belonged to your territory.

      The fact that Keys’ ass had to be aching like a SOB told me how badly he wanted to see Ama. She was like human Prozac, made most situations better.

      Lips twitching at the thought of telling her she was a walking, talking anti-depressant, I had to admit to being relieved when the sign of Jonsson’s population popped up in the near distance. I was ready to stretch my legs too.

      Jonsson wasn’t exactly Corpus Christie, but it was big enough to have a couple fast food chains, not just mom-and-pop restaurants. As we passed the Mexican mom-and-pop place, though, my stomach rumbled and I let Keys continue on to Black Ink so I could grab us all some takeout—it felt like hours since we’d last eaten.

      The place was a regular of ours, so they knew my order and had it ready in ten minutes. I made it to Black Ink with the food still steaming and headed inside the tattoo parlor to find Ama and Keys sitting at the booth, while Ink worked on a dude who looked like he was having barbed wire wrapped around his bicep—Ink was a fucking awesome artist.

      I headed over to the booth with my goodies, and Ama, spying food, clapped with glee. “Mexican?”

      Grinning at her, I declared, “What else?”

      Ink snorted behind me, and to his client, asked, “Want a taco?” That he recognized the logo on the paper bag said it all, Taco Toni was infamously famous in Jonsson. Their food was beyond epic.

      The guy grunted, but his nose twitched as he studied the bag with avaricious eyes. “Fuck, I’d kill for one, but my wife has me on this goddamn keto diet. Fucking torture, I swear.”

      Ink laughed and carried on with his work. I took that as all the permission I needed to start eating in the tattoo parlor.

      Getting all the stuff out of the bag, I placed it on the table and let Ama do the rest. Kind of sexist, maybe, but Ama could be particular when she chose.

      “Since when did you work here?” I grumbled under my breath as she divvied out the tacos al pastor to us all, leaving some in the foil for Ink when he was done.

      “Since today. It’s my first afternoon,” she said brightly.

      The look Keys sent me as he dug into his taco said he was as unhappy about this development as I was.

      Seeing her bright features, though, I had to admit her happiness eased my annoyance. Of course, that disappeared when I saw the state of her throat.

      “Is that a hickey?” I hissed at her, the taco in my hand crumbling as I squished it like a bug in my fist.

      Her eyes flared wide at the question, but her hand patted at her throat—in the exact spot where the fucking love bite was.

      “Shut up, Saint,” she retorted, her gaze darting to her food as her hand continued to cover the bruised skin.

      Keys scowled. “Who do we need to beat up?”

      Ama being Ama scoffed, “Since when do I need you to beat up every guy who kisses me?”

      “Every guy?” Keys ground out. “This happens often?”

      Of course, Ama failed to realize that she cut Ink a glance when Keys had asked her that particular question, which was clue enough as to who had given her the hickey.

      The fuck?

      When had that happened?

      First this shit with the tattoo parlor, and then Ink and her hooking up?

      Christ, her dads were going to fucking kill him, and I’d be in the front row to watch that go down.

      Then, when Ama twisted to glower at Keys and probably shower him with her outrage, I saw it.

      On the table.

      “Jesus Christ, Ama. Did you do that?” I reached forward with my clean hand and picked up the drawing. I looked around to see if there was a photo nearby, because it didn’t take a genius to figure out this work was for a portrait, and when I saw it, then glanced at the sketch again, my mind was even more blown away.

      It was so fucking good that for a moment, I forgot that she and Ink had made out.

      Which was saying something.

      Keys whistled under his breath when I showed him. “That’s some of your best work, babe.”

      Her cheeks turned pink, and her hand dropped from her throat, revealing the hickey which, of course, put me right back into the frame of mind to go on the fucking rampage.

      “You think?” she inquired softly, and the hesitance in her tone told me how nervous she was.

      God, talk about my fucking kryptonite.

      “It’s like the picture but better,” Keys pointed out softly. “It’s crazy good. Where did it even come from?”

      She shrugged and hunched her shoulders slightly as she mumbled, “It just flowed.”

      “Well, it flowed like magic,” I replied, so fucking proud of her that I was a mixture of emotions I wasn’t sure how to control.

      I was angry over the kiss, confused about what had prompted Ama to start working here, annoyed over Kenzie, awestruck by Ama’s talent, proud of what she could do, and also raging at that fucker Aaron Sanchez for holding Ama back to the point where she was staying here instead of heading to RISD.

      I wasn’t hungry anymore, not with this shitty cocktail of feelings rumbling around in my gut, but still, I shoved the food at her and grumbled, “We should eat before this gets cold. No point in wasting it.”

      She grabbed the plastic fork and began cutting up the tacos into pieces like the monster she was. Keys and I snorted at the sight, but said nothing as we bit into our meals.

      It took her twice as long to eat what we did, but I was used to watching her eat. Even found it a turn on, if I was being honest.

      As I studied her, I asked, “Ink gave you that, didn’t he?”

      I caught a sight of her bright pink cheeks before she dipped her chin and stared at her meal like next week’s lottery numbers were buried on the plate.

      “Ama?” Keys prompted softly. “Did he?”

      When she didn’t reply, I wondered what the hell was going on. She shared everything with us, but somehow her world had changed while we’d gone on that fucking run.

      I was supposed to be the one putting hickeys on her throat.

      Not fucking Ink, dammit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Ink

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      As I handed the client the aftercare instructions and received payment for a simple but well-done job, my phone buzzed and I saw it was from the Prez.

      Wolfe: Get back here now. Emergency church.

      When Saint and Keys’ phones didn’t ping, I knew it was just for the council.

      Me: Be there ASAP.

      Wolfe: Not soon enough.

      Brows furrowing, I grabbed my stuff from behind the counter and headed over to the booth where Ama and the guys had been sitting since they had shown up.

      “I have to get back to the clubhouse.”

      Ama tipped her head to the side. “Why? The shop doesn’t close for another four hours.”

      “I have to get to church.”

      Though Saint’s and Keys’ eyes widened, they didn’t say a word—they knew not to. Ama, who also knew not to but did any way, inquired, “But why?”

      “What happened on the run?” I asked the others.

      “Nothing. It was pretty peaceful for a nine-hour trip,” Saint replied. “Lucifer was—”

      “The Knights’ Prez came with?” I blurted out, at the same time Ama squealed, “Granddad’s here?”

      Even as my lips twitched at her excitement, my brain was working overtime trying to figure out what was wrong. Still, the best way to know what was going down was to haul ass, so I inquired, “Look, do you mind closing up, Ama?”

      “Of course not, but I don’t know how to work the alarm.”

      “I can show you how to switch that on now.”

      She shuffled out of the booth and followed me to the alarm system. I showed her how to activate it, then when she was there, murmured, “Do me another favor?”

      Her eyes were big and bright as she stared up at me. “Of course.”

      “Hang out here for a while. Until after closing, maybe. Until I text.”

      Her brow puckered. “Why? I want to see Granddad.”

      “I know, but I have a weird feeling.” Sheepishly, I reached up and rubbed the back of my neck. “It’s my first day of being allowed to protect you without having to sneak around it, let me get away with it this once?”

      Though she narrowed her eyes at me, she nodded. “Okay. But text when you can. I haven’t seen him in ages.”

      Then, she stunned the hell out of me by leaning up onto tiptoes and pressing a kiss to my mouth. One that was impossible to translate as friendly.

      I let her get away with it because I didn’t have time not to, and when she’d finished, her eyes were hazy with need and she looked so fuckable right then, I couldn’t get mad. Instead, I tapped her on the ass and warned her, “Behave.”

      She pouted but nodded, and then retreated to the booth where Saint and Keys were, undoubtedly, still reeling from that very public PDA.

      I didn’t look back though, just headed out into the still hot sun, leaving her to deal with the fallout—one that was of her own making as she couldn’t have outed us much more blatantly.

      Taking a quick glance around, I noticed that everything was copacetic, and the street was relatively tidy, pretty, and neat. Our presence prompted that, because any taggers knew we’d rip their nails off if they made a mess. See, we had an image problem. We liked to keep things friendly with the town council, keep shit clean and well managed around our perimeter, and they usually left us alone.

      If taggers started showing up, even though they had nothing to do with us, we’d get the blame.

      Politics sucked, but they were a part of our life too, and they were the part of the MC I usually dealt with.

      Five minutes later, I was on the road back to the compound in Rutherford. It wasn’t a long journey, but I cut the time down by a good fifteen minutes just because I ignored speed limits. Wolfe didn’t tell a person to haul ass without meaning it, so I did as bid.

      The gates were open. Weird, but when they closed behind me, I got it. Further proof that Wolfe needed me in church as soon as possible.

      I didn’t even take the time to park my cruiser where it usually went, didn’t even store my shit. Just began unbuckling my helmet as I hurried over to the clubhouse, then descended into the basement without even greeting any of my brothers who were hanging out around the bar.

      The clubhouse was sectioned off smartly. One part for families and kids, another for brothers and hos, then there was even an administrative area. The top floor was for bedrooms, but the basement? That was where the darker side of our lives came out to play.

      Down here, we had an area we called The Pit. It had earned that name because the floors were sloped so that blood drained off from whichever sap had crossed us. The Pit was accessed by a secret door that you could only get to from the room where we held church.

      The Rebels was one of the largest brotherhoods in the South. We had lifers, hardcore brothers who worked solely for the club, then we had the brothers who were like in the Reserves. Called up when we needed them, but whose ties to us weren’t as extensive.

      The room where we held church could seat over two hundred, three at a push, but it was empty except for the council table when I strode in. The only person missing was Rodeo, Keys’ dad, but he had another year left on an aggravated assault charge. Lucifer, the Knights’ Prez, and his Enforcer, Jax, who had to get some real shit thanks to that Sons Of Anarchy series, were at the table, as was Lucie, Ama’s mother.

      When I strolled in, I half-expected my ass to be reamed—Ama and I had left my bedroom together this morning, and a few of the sweetbutts had caught us. If word had spread…

      Were they rescinding their approval?

      “Okay, now that you’re here,” Wolfe ground out by way of greeting, “we need to get this shit started.”

      I blinked at him as I took a seat and dropped my helmet on the table. “What is it? What’s gone down?”

      “Past couple of months, we’ve been having issues with our deliveries. Cops, ATF, you name it. They’ve been stopping us and only some pretty hefty bribes have been getting them to back off,” Lucifer grated out, his irritation evident. “It’s one of the reasons I haven’t come and visited for a while.” He shot Lucie, his daughter whose momma had given her her father’s road name, an apologetic look. Because Lucie was Lucie, she shot him back an unimpressed one.

      “It’s been chaos,” he carried on with a grimace that told me he’d felt the icy burn of that look from all the way across the table, “and as I was pulling up outside Corpus Christie, I got a text from my VP—had another raid. This time at the compound. Nothing was found because everything had already been shipped out this morning, but that run? It’s fucked too. And the locals don’t want bribes. They’re gunning for my boys.

      “Now, we all know that’s a potential hazard of runs. My boys… they know what to do and they know we’ll look after them best we can. But I’m pissed. Wicked pissed. They’ve been targeting us for a while now. Sniffing around, just waiting for us to make a mistake, well, we haven’t made a mistake and they got to us anyway.”

      Axe, Wolfe’s VP, asked, “Who are the dirty cops?”

      Martin waved a hand. “Some ATF, some regular old PD. We got an ugly pig cocktail going on up at Fort Hancock. What really pisses me off the most is that they waited, and somehow knew I was leaving today. No one knew that except for a couple of people, which means I’ve either got a snitch in my camp or Kenzie ain’t as tormented as she appears, and it ain’t loyalty that’s making me swerve in that direction.”

      “What is it then?” Wolfe prompted irritably, not that I could blame him. The run the cops had just busted had over three hundred K’s worth of cigarettes. Most of which had been heading for our pockets.

      “Lucie, personal question, but when you were six, seven months gone, how often did you need to pee?”

      Lucie’s nails tapped against the table. “Every other minute it felt like.”

      “So, a three-hour bike journey?”

      “Would be hell. Not just for my bladder. My back too. But, I saw her, Martin. I mean, she’s in a bad way. Maybe she’s just desperate enough to suffer so she can get home.”

      Martin scraped a hand across his jaw. “Don’t get me wrong, I saw exactly what he’d done to her and I thought on it, thought about how to respond to the sight of her, but the truth is, Hex just ain’t like that.”

      “That’s what everyone thinks,” Lucie retorted. “What goes down behind closed doors is something no one can ever really deliberate over.”

      “I know that, I do, but Hex, until recently, was a lighthearted guy. Know why he got that name? ‘Cause he could charm a woman from her panties in less than twenty minutes. The boys got jealous, said he had to be hexing the women… That sound like a wife beater?”

      “It sounds inane,” Lucie retorted with a sniff.

      “Well, you don’t know him like I do,” Martin grumbled, irritated. “He’s a good boy. It honestly surprised me. It’s the first time any bruises had been on her face, and it just happened to be around the time her brother was coming for a visit… it stinks to me.”

      “What? You think it’s… makeup?” I hazarded a guess as I rocked back into my seat. “But why?”

      “Because I think she’s up to something.”

      “Like what? What could she get up to now when she’s been there for so long?” Dagger demanded.

      Martin’s eyes flared. “How long do you think she’s been with us?”

      “Since she left here,” Flame replied, then casting a look around the table, carried on, “What? Five years?”

      “Just under,” Lucie agreed.

      Martin shook his head. “Nope. She ain’t been with us for more than seven months. Around five years ago, sure, she came and hung out… was one of the sweetbutts for a while if I remember correctly, then she disappeared like they do, and we thought nothing of it.

      “Seven months ago, she rolls back around. Same old story, except she goes for Hex in a big way. Wasn’t all that surprised when she turned up pregnant.”

      “They think it’s the easiest way to get an old man,” Lucie rumbled, her mouth curving in a sneer.

      “Yeah. Exactly. And it’s since she rolled back around that all the shit has been hitting my fan, and I ain’t happy about it.

      “That run? I’ve lost my Sergeant-at-Arms, my fucking Road Captain, and five other good brothers. Brothers that, in a pinch, I’d have shoved on the council if I lost any of the councilors, which I just fucking have.” He gritted his teeth as he ran a hand through his hair.

      Silence fell at his declaration, and because we all understood his pain, we didn’t say shit for a while, just processed what he was saying and where he was going with it.

      Rubbing my chin, I contemplated it and decided to spell it out for everyone. “Okay, let’s run this down. What you’re saying is that Hex never beat on Kenzie, and that she’s, what? Wearing makeup to make it look like she was badly hit? All so that Keys would see it, react, and somehow magic it up that you’d let her come here?”

      “Fuck, when you put it like that, it sounds like a goddamn conspiracy theory,” Martin snarled, grabbing the bottle of JD and a tumbler from the tray at the center of the table and pouring himself a five-fingered shot.

      As he sank it back, Lucie shook her head. “No. It doesn’t. Can’t ever trust a sweetbutt, even if they come from good stock.”

      When she sniffed, Wolfe ground out, “I told you, I never fucking touched her.”

      “Well, you did something if she thinks she can say it’s your goddamn baby,” Lucie snarled, and in a flash, she was on her feet, her hands slamming into the table. “I promise you this, Wolfe, if that bastard is your baby, I’ll filet your cock and get a kick out of feeding it to the fucking pigs.”

      Everyone released a hiss at the imagery, but Wolfe didn’t pale. Didn’t blanch. His eyes turned stormy, the blue darkening with his rage as he slowly got to his feet, leaned over the table, and ground out, “You really want to do this here? In front of your daddy? In front of Ink and Wheels?”

      “They’re going to find out soon enough, aren’t they?” she snarled. “Especially if baby Wolfe number two is on its way.”

      “Woman, I’m telling you now, you’d better fucking listen because I ain’t pulling this BS again.

      “In the thirteen years we’ve been together, I ain’t touched another goddamn pussy. Ain’t licked one, ain’t fucked one. Ain’t fucked an ass or let anyone near my goddamn cock. Which part of that ain’t you hearing?”

      Lucie, her eyes fixed firmly on her old man, grated out, “Then why did she think she could get away with this?”

      “Go big or go home?” Flame tossed out, and I shot him a look, saw there was little expression in his face but his eyes were burning.

      When I cut all of Lucie’s men a look, I saw they were all a mixture of pained and outraged. There was no guilt or shame written on their faces, and I was relieved. I had a vested interest in these guys’ lives now. The second I wifed Ama, because I was taking it all the fucking way, since I was too damn old to fuck around, these bastards would be my fathers-in-law—which either made me the bravest man in the world or the stupidest.

      As brothers, as MC family, they mattered to me, always had and always would, but I was about to take this to another level.

      “What do you mean?” Lucie rasped, turning to him with the question. It was the first time I’d ever seen her look vulnerable, but I knew whoever had been fucking with her mind wasn’t going to be hanging out around the MC much longer—she’d see to that, and if she didn’t, then her men would.

      “I mean, she’s counting on us not being faithful. It’s like a big bluff. And you know as well as I do that very few brothers are faithful.” He cut me a look, his face still blank, but in his eyes, he promised me a fucker of a death if I dared cheat on Ama.

      Well, that was some semblance of approval, right?

      As I dipped my chin at him in understanding and agreement with his silently uttered terms, Axe rasped, “Baby girl, you’ve had our dicks in a vise for a long time. Wolfe… he ain’t a cheater. You know that.”

      Dagger repeated, “You know that, Lucie.”

      She sucked in a shaky breath. “I do.” Her face crumpled. “But she was so fucking believable. Goddamn, I hate those motherfucking sweetbutts. Why the fuck can’t we toss them out?”

      “Because the men would go nuts? After the loyalty and the thrill of the life, having sweetbutts to fuck is one of the best parts of running in an MC,” her father replied, but his voice was low, apologetic. He cut Wolfe a look. “Fix this.”

      My Prez snarled, “I’m trying to.” He stepped out from his seat, headed to her, hauled her into his arms, and returned to the head of the table with her. Sitting down with her in his lap, he held her to him tightly and bit off, “I’ll make her pay for this shit, okay?”

      Lucie turned her face into his throat, and Wheels and I shot each other panicked looks at the sound of Lucifer Steeler actually crying.

      Fucking crying.

      I swear to fuck, I didn’t even know the woman had tear ducts!

      Martin’s jaw was like granite. “Who’s pregnant?”

      “One of the clubwhores,” Axe rasped. “Goes by Bubbles.”

      The Knights’ Prez gritted out, “These fucking cunts. More trouble than they’re worth, I swear, but it ain’t no lie that the men would revolt without them.” His eyes were pained as he looked at his daughter, sobbing—in front of people—into her old man’s cut.

      Unsure of what to do or say, church turned awkward as we waited on Lucie to compose herself.

      I knew most MCs wouldn’t allow a woman anywhere near this table, probably for this exact reason, but Lucie Steeler was a woman like no other, and I could say that because my own balls were in a vise for her daughter who was cut from the same cloth.

      Back when Lucifer had rolled in after six years away, she’d returned with a business proposal. That business proposal was now over two-thirds of our business—ghost guns.

      I didn’t have to like what we did to do it. The situation in the U.S. with guns was a mess, but our shit wasn’t sold to fucked up kids or stupid cunts who wanted to send a message by hurting innocents. We sold to people just like us—MCs, the mafia, the Bratva, even some cartels.

      We didn’t create long-range rifles, only revolvers, and each one cost a tidy piece, but to the folks who were armoring their ranks, that money meant nothing.

      If it weren’t for Lucie, that three hundred grand we’d just lost in the raid that had knocked some of Martin’s men off the grid for an eight-year spell inside, would have crippled us. Fuck, it probably would have decimated us.

      And that was why Lucie sat here in church. Sure, it was irregular, but she wasn’t a regular woman.

      She’d bred an irregular daughter too.

      Her eyes were wet, her face ravaged with tears that still stunned me as she turned away from Wolfe and grated out, “I’m sorry for bringing our personal lives to church.”

      Dagger leaned forward in his seat, making it creak as he ground out, “If she wasn’t pregnant, I’d have slit her throat for making you fucking cry.”

      “I might still slit her throat anyway,” Wolfe snapped. “Bitch, thinking she can wreck something solid this way. I tell you what, we’re tossing her ass out. Don’t give a fuck she’s pregnant, if no brother is willing to claim the kid as theirs then she’s dead to us.”

      “Hard but fair,” Martin agreed. “If she can pull this shit once, she can pull it again.”

      Lucie shook her head. “That’s not fair on the kid.”

      “She should have thought about that,” Flame retorted.

      “No. She can stay until she has the baby. Then, if she wants it, she can go, but if she doesn’t want it, and let’s face it, she won’t because these fuckers don’t mind littering kids around the place like they’re trash, I’ll raise it.”

      Wolfe reared back. “What?”

      Her mouth tightened. “You know I want more.”

      “Have more then,” Martin replied, bewildered. “Why take on a bastard?”

      “Because it ain’t the kid’s fault, plus, I can’t have anymore. Not after Matty. He did—” She pulled a face. “His birth wasn’t easy, let’s just leave it at that.” She cut me and Wheels a look. “I’m really sorry about that conversation.”

      “I’m family now,” I told her calmly, so calmly that she cocked a brow at me. When, after a good minute’s study, she just stared at me, I had to admit to fidgeting—I was not a man who was built for fidgeting, but Lucie Steeler, whether she was bright pink from crying or not, had that kind of effect on a person.

      “You finally did it?”

      Flame growled, “Lucie! ‘It?’ Jesus, that ain’t something a man wants to think about where his baby girl is concerned.”

      “Grow up,” she grumbled. “And I meant claimed her.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’d better be wifing her.”

      Her men shot glowers at me, but I raised my hands. “Will do.”

      “Bet Saint or Keys have something to say about that,” Wheels replied with a laugh.

      My jaw flexed. “Yeah, we ain’t had that conversation yet.”

      Flame rubbed at his eyes. “Can we let this discussion get back on track, please? Before I grow a pussy?”

      Lucie sniffed. “A real man can talk about his feelings.”

      “We ain’t talking about feelings, though, are we? We’re talking about three guys boning my baby girl,” he snapped, and that had to be the first time I’d ever heard Flame raise his voice at Lucie.

      She sniffed again. “I’m just fucking thankful that she ain’t too weird for all of them to handle.”

      I scowled at that. “Now, wait a goddamn minute—”

      She raised a hand. “Not many men would be willing to put up with all her idiosyncrasies, Ink. And she has many.”

      “I know.”

      Lucie shook her head. “You think you do, but you don’t.” She blew out a breath. “Just be patient, yeah?”

      “Of course.” I felt affronted by her words, but it wasn’t like I could say shit.

      “Let’s get things back on track,” Wolfe said, his tone calmer than it had been the whole meeting. And I knew that was because whatever had gone down with Bubbles had been fucking with his head as much as Lucie’s.

      I cleared my throat and noted, “You obviously don’t think Kenzie is pregnant, Martin.”

      The Knights’ Prez shook his head. “Know it sounds crazy, but I don’t. If she is, it ain’t no skin off my nose, but I think it’s a ruse. She’s tried to get a way in. She wanted to be an old lady because she knows they get protection—”

      “Yeah, if their old man goes to jail. It doesn’t protect them from having their throats slit if they betray the club,” Axe inserted drily.

      “Well, you don’t know how these cunts think.” Martin shrugged. “Either way, she made a calculated risk. Maybe my leaving the clubhouse wasn’t something she anticipated, and maybe it was just dumb luck for them—”

      “Dumb luck for you, you old fool,” Lucie retorted. “We all know you’d have had a goddamn standoff before you’d let any pigs onto the compound, and I’d be seeing you in a coffin.”

      Martin smirked. “Sounds like you’d miss me.”

      She sniffed. “Maybe.”

      His eyes softened as he looked at her. “Maybe you’re right. I don’t think me going anywhere was something that was planned, but it had to have helped the situation.”

      “You guys do realize she’s Rodeo’s kid, don’t you?” Wheels threw in.

      I shrugged. “Bad egg?”

      “He ain’t going to be happy. You know how Luisa dying messed with his head.”

      Wolfe winced. “It ain’t our fault his daughter betrayed us. Shit, he has to know that we’re not doling out punishments for fun—”

      “We don’t know if she’s involved yet,” Lucie barked. “I think we’re jumping to conclusions. Let me investigate, yeah?”

      Martin shook his head. “I think you need to do more than that. I think…” He grimaced. “A raid could be coming your way. Funny how she’s here now, yeah? I think you should move your stock and fast.”

      Wolfe sat up which, because Lucie was on his knee, had her jostling in his lap. “You think the threat is imminent?”

      “Gut feeling. Just like my gut is telling me she’s involved.”

      “She always was a bitch,” I threw out. “Mean as fuck to Ama.”

      That had everyone, Wheels included, grunting under their breaths. It was very hard to be mean to Ama, mostly because she was so amicable. Of course, they hadn’t seen the real her. I didn’t even think her parents had seen that side of her though. But I had. And not just last night, either.

      Last night, she’d burned me with her fire, but that inferno was there all the time. Except it only raged around certain people. She didn’t have to be Flame’s biologically to have inherited the low-key fire that burned deep in her soul.

      “Let me deal with her,” Lucie ground out, “and you guys deal with getting anything vaguely contraband off the premises.” She cut me a look. “Take Ama to your place in Jonsson.”

      My nose wrinkled at the thought—I hadn’t been back there in years. Not since I knew Ama needed me.

      “Okay.”

      “Keep the boys there too,” she stated. “If anything happens to any of you, Ama won’t—” She broke off, blew out a breath. “You can’t be involved in anything that happens tonight. I’ll drop off Seamus and Matty as well once I’ve handled Kenzie.”

      “Fuck that,” I growled. “You need all hands on deck.”

      “Ama will lose her shit if anything happens to the three of you,” Flame agreed.

      “And what about you? Her goddamn family? Think she’ll cope without any of you?”

      Lucie’s eyes were soft as they danced over each of her men. “She’s got her own support system now. She isn’t a baby. Ama’s needed you and those boys more than she’s needed us for a long while.” Her gaze cut to me, and when she pierced me with that look? I had a feeling she knew exactly how long Ama had been sneaking into my room in the clubhouse.

      That she’d allowed it at all was incredible. That she hadn’t threatened me was a miracle.

      “You’re looking after all our kids, Ink,” Flame rasped. “That’s the most important job there is.”

      I wanted to agree, but it just didn’t feel like it was enough. Martin, sensing my dilemma, rumbled, “Just go with the flow, Ink. I’ll pick up any slack, okay?”

      Because that went some way to making me feel better, I dipped my chin, and the conversation turned onto evacuating our ‘contraband,’ as Lucie had called it. Like a million dollars’ worth of hardware was small fry.

      Had to love her ability to understate shit.
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      “What the fuck was that about?”

      I’d known exactly what I was doing when I’d kissed Ink farewell. Not only because I wanted to stir a reaction in Saint and Keys, but also because sometimes, and it killed me to think it, but sometimes brothers went off and didn’t come back.

      Emergency church?

      That meant shit. In our world, when that happened, it was the shit hitting the fan, and I wasn’t about to let my man go without kissing him goodbye.

      I twisted on my heel after I watched Ink’s bike roar off into the distance, and when I turned back, sighed at just how pretty my men were.

      I either had to be the luckiest woman in the world or the most doomed. I’d seen how my mother had fought, and fought hard, to make sure my fathers didn’t stray. I’d watched her get nastier with the womenfolk at the clubhouse, watched her turn into more of a bitch around the sweetbutts.

      Knowing I had all that to come and more, I embraced it. It was worth it to have these two in my life on more than just a friendly basis. Being their friend was important to me, sure, but I needed more from them, and I was old enough for my wants to be realized.

      It was time they knew it too.

      Arrogant of me? Perhaps. But Keys had been with me pretty much since the day I’d arrived in Rutherford as a little girl. He’d been my companion throughout everything. Until this last run and barring the kidnapping, I didn’t think there’d been a day that passed where I hadn’t seen him. That was how close we were.

      He’d been my shield at high school, my rock at home.

      And Saint? Well, he’d been with me too, apart from the fact he’d been on more runs. Saint was my sounding board. The one I went to with my problems. Who would sit with me in silence when I just needed to draw. He’d even let me do that without bitching, unlike Keys, the shit, who rarely let me sketch him.

      Being without any of them just wasn’t going to happen. I didn’t know why this emergency church was being called, and why my granddad was involved, but it didn’t bode well. Life in an MC was fast and furious. It didn’t stop for anyone, and in the blink of an eye, a loved one could be in jail or in a coffin… or, could wind up like me.

      I grabbed my drink and downed it before I took a seat. When I slipped into the booth, I looked them square in the eye and told them, “I claimed him.” I tipped my chin up at that, knowing what they’d think.

      Sure, Ink had done most of the claiming to be fair, but they weren’t to know that, were they?

      It didn’t stop them from scowling at me or cocking their brows my way. I scowled back, even cocked a brow too, until I almost laughed because I knew I had to look like that emoji, the one with the monocle.

      Still, this wasn’t a laughing matter.

      This was serious. This was the rest of my life on the line, and I wasn’t about to let things devolve just because they didn’t understand how things were.

      “How did you claim him? Far as I know, a brother needs to do the claiming,” Saint replied with a sniff.

      “Well, it didn’t work out like that for us.” Not a lie—I just didn’t mention that my grandfather had been the trigger. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. My relationship with Ink has nothing to do with you. Just as my relationship with each of you has nothing to do with any of you either.”

      “That’s a mouthful,” Keys grunted, as he slurped on the remainder of his iced tea.

      I frowned at him. “That’s all you have to say?” I heard the disappointment in my voice and was embarrassed by it.

      “What do you want us to say?” Saint snapped, his hands balling into fists.

      “That you want me as much as I want you, of course!” I snarled back at him, my hands slamming down on the table. “Do I have to spell it out for you?”

      Keys wriggled on his seat. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Umm, I think I do.” I tapped my bottom lip. “Who’s the one who grew up with four dads, for God’s sake. If anyone would know, it’s me.” I covered the balled fist he’d rested on the table and murmured, “I want you all.”

      “What if you can’t have us all?” Keys replied, his eyes dark as he stared up at me. “What if I don’t want this? What if Saint or Ink don’t either? We’re not all like your dads.”

      The notion, genuinely, hadn’t come to me. I mean, why wouldn’t they want to be with me? We spent all our time together, were pretty much glued at the hip.

      The agony from his words was like a knife to the throat, and trust me, I’d know that. Aaron had pressed a knife to my throat and had cut me there, pricked me just enough to make me comply, but the terror that he’d kill me? I remembered that, and that was how I felt now.

      A tremor worked through me as I stared at him, unable to comprehend those questions.

      He was right.

      Categorically correct.

      Just because I wanted something, didn’t mean he had to give it to me. Ink knew what I wanted, and maybe because he was older, had been through some stuff, knew what I’d gone through, maybe he was just willing to deal—

      Maybe none of them wanted this way of life.

      Not everyone was like my dads. I knew that some of the brothers were totally against the way four men as powerful as they only had one woman. A woman they were faithful and loyal to as well.

      Some days, I thought that pissed them off even more.

      The MC world could be a cruel and harsh one, especially where love was concerned.

      I got to my feet and staggered away from them, unable to look them in the eye as my whole world came crashing down.

      In my ignorance, hell, in my arrogance, I’d never really even given them a say in the matter. Even when I’d thought it would never happen, that was me being negative. In my heart of hearts, I’d always thought I’d turn them to the notion, but what if I couldn’t?

      What if we were destined just to be friends?

      What if I had to see other women take them as their old men? Have their babies? What if I had to watch their children, children who weren’t born of me, grow?

      My mind was a whirl of thoughts, and I genuinely, genuinely thought I was going insane.

      I knew neither of them were virgins. Knew that, accepted it for what it was. I’d even have thought it odd if they were because sex was on tap at the clubhouse. I accepted that they’d had sex, but I pretended it hadn’t happened. Mostly because I couldn’t blame them or be angry over something when I was only their friend.

      But it had never driven me crazy before, ever, because I knew it was with sweetbutts. They meant nothing to the men. Nothing. And that was why it had all been okay. Because there was no connection, it was only fucking.

      If I had to see them fall for another woman?

      A gasp escaped me and I toppled over, collapsing in on myself as my entire safety net came crashing down around me.

      These were my guardians, my saviors. My sanity.

      I needed them. Didn’t they know that?

      But again, that was me. Me, me, me.

      Fuck, I was so selfish.

      So fucking selfish, that I—

      “Hey, Ama! Stop it.” Saint.

      His arms came around me, hauling me upright, pressing me into his chest. He curved his arms around me and pressed me into him until my whole front felt his touch. When Keys came up behind me, his chin coming to rest on my shoulder, a shaken sob escaped me. His hands curled around my belly, just under my breasts, and he held me close, so close that they both surrounded me until I was the peanut butter and jelly in a Keys and Saint sandwich.

      I shuddered in their arms and whispered, “I’m so sorry. I just… I’m so selfish.”

      Keys grunted. “You are. But so are we.”

      That had me shaking my head. “No. That’s not fair. How are you selfish? You’re always with me. Always caring for me, watching out for me… God, I must be such a drag.”

      Saint hissed at that, and his hand came up to cup my chin. He forced my head back and looked me straight in the eye. “Ama, shut up. This self-pity shit doesn’t suit you.”

      My nostrils flared in outrage. “Saint! How can you even say that?”

      “I say it because it’s true.” His jaw clenched. “Yeah, you’re selfish. Keys is selfish. I’m selfish. And sure as fuck, Ink will be too. Every fucker on this planet is selfish. It’s why we all waste water and use plastic bags even though we know some poor turtle somewhere is going to be eating it for supper. It’s why we give to charity instead of actually doing something to help. It’s—” He hesitated, sucking down a breath. “It’s because we’re human, babes. To be fucking human is to be selfish, and you know what? That’s okay.

      “I might be called Saint, but I ain’t a saint. You know that as well as I do. I’m only called it because, with you, I have an infinite well of patience.” I shook my head at him, but he ignored me and continued, “Yeah, I do. For most of the shit you pull, but self-pity? No, I’m not gonna stand for it, baby doll.” He cupped my cheek and tilted my head to the side. “What you want isn’t ideal, but… if it means I get you, then I’ll take it.”

      My throat worked as I stared into his eyes. “That’s not what I want. I don’t want you to resent me.”

      “I won’t. I don’t. I think I’ve known for a long time this was where the end of the road would be. Maybe that’s why I didn’t claim you on your eighteenth birthday.” He blew out a breath. “When you came down those stairs for your party in those short shorts and that little tee? I swear to fuck, I almost went caveman on you, hauled you over my shoulder, and took you back upstairs. I’ve been waiting on you to grow up for a long time, and I ain’t about to miss out on shit just because you’re a little kinky.”

      My cheeks grew pink at that. “I’m perfectly normal.”

      “Nothing’s normal about you, Ama,” Keys grumbled, but before I could stiffen with hurt and outrage, he soothed both by muttering, “Ain’t nothing normal about me either. That’s why we fit. Like two pieces of a goddamn puzzle.”

      “Why do you sound so sad about that?” I whispered, turning my head to the side so I could rest my cheek against his.

      “Because I want you all to myself. I want something simple, and I’m like Saint, knew that was never going to happen, so I never did anything about it.”

      Brow puckering as I tried to reason what the hell was going on here, I asked, “I’m confused. You’re going to do this, but for me? You don’t want to. In fact, you hate the very idea of it, but for me, you’re all in?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Yeah.”

      Their answers didn’t soothe me. Sure, I was getting what I wanted, but fuck, I’d never thought about what they needed either. How horrible was I? God.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Maybe we should just be friends. If this is your idea of hell, I’m not going to live with you both in moods and resenting me because you don’t want what I want—“

      “Ama,” Saint snapped. “Shut up.” And like that, he kissed me. He kissed me, and he kissed me, and he kissed me.

      It went on for a lifetime, until I was drowning in him, until I was existing for him, until I was breathing his air and he was breathing mine. At my back, I felt the hard-on digging into my ass, but I ignored it because, at that moment, I was one-hundred-percent Saint’s.

      He fucked my mouth with his tongue, sure, but he also made love to it. Every part of me was enticed and incited by his loving kiss, and I knew I couldn’t spend the rest of my life without experiencing this. I just couldn’t.

      He was it for me.

      But so was Ink.

      And Keys.

      I was made for them, and they were made for me, but if they couldn’t deal with what I needed, I didn’t blame them. Even if it broke my heart.

      Saint broke our kiss, and his lips were red and raw, swollen, as he bit off, “You’re thinking.”

      “Of course, I am,” I rasped, my voice hoarse and husky from what I’d just experienced.

      “Then he wasn’t doing it right,” Keys grumbled, and he stepped back, just so he could twirl me around and claim my mouth.

      I wasn’t sure if this was some kind of Hunger Games where kissing was concerned, but consider me won over.

      Jesus.

      Had they both been kissing other women like this all this time? Had they been treating other bitches to what should have always been mine?

      He kissed me like I was dying, like he was dying. Like this was our last day on Earth and we’d run out of time.

      It made my heart pound, my body throb, and between my legs, I was wet. So wet that my hips rocked into him as want and need ricocheted inside me and I didn’t know where to put them.

      Didn’t know how to respond when my body wanted something that I didn’t know how to ask for.

      A whimper escaped me, one that sounded as hungry as I felt. It encompassed every emotion inside me. Made me recognize just what the two of them had done to me.

      There was no denying they wanted me just as much as I wanted them. But the idea of living like I wanted? Like my parents? That was the idea that turned them off. I understood, I did, but it didn’t stop me from craving it.

      Maybe I was greedy, but I didn’t think of it that way.

      I was eighteen, and for someone as fucked up in the head as me, I considered these three guys to be my normality. I knew who I was around them. Knew what I wanted to be. Yeah, I’d laid the foundations of my world on them, and maybe I shouldn’t have done that, maybe that wasn’t what feminists wanted from me, but I had no fucks left to give.

      When Keys pulled back, his teeth tugged on my bottom lip before he murmured, “You’ve always been mine, Ama. Just as much as you’ve been theirs.”

      “I think we need to show her that.”

      My eyes were dazed when I turned and watched Saint twisting the ‘Open’ sign on the door to ‘Closed.’ I didn’t stop him, didn’t even utter a word. Just turned back to Keys and asked him, “Is this what you want?”

      He blew out a breath. “The one thing I know is that I want you. That if you need me in your life, I need you just as badly in mine. Maybe it isn’t ideal for me. Maybe I want you to myself. But… I know you, babe. I know how you work. I know that we each represent something different to you, and even when I was thirteen, I knew that.

      “I didn’t like it. I hated it. I wanted to be your world, but after what happened? I just wanted you to find your balance. Back then, I wasn’t even jealous of Ink because hell, to me, he was ancient, and I thought he would be to you. But, I know he means something to you that I don’t. And maybe, yeah, that makes me jealous, but I know I’m something to you that he isn’t as well. Just like it is with Saint—” He bit off his own words and shook his head. “I’m fucking this up.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re making perfect sense,” I rasped. “To me, I love you so much that I don’t even know how I contain it. It isn’t more or less than what I feel for Saint or Ink. You each are…” I closed my eyes and pressed my face into his throat.

      “What, love? What are we?”

      “I can’t say it. I sound so pathetic,” I whispered, almost ashamed of how my brain worked.

      “Nothing you could do or say is pathetic,” Saint murmured huskily, and he was there again, but this time at my back where he’d been at my front before. “Tell us.”

      “If I had to wake up to a world without you three? I couldn’t do it. I’d rather die.”

      The stunned silence that came from my revelation had me burning up from mortification.

      Then, Saint ground out, “You know what I hate?”

      “W-What?” I inquired, startled, because I hadn’t expected him to say that.

      “I hate the fact that I know you’re speaking the complete and utter truth. I hate the fact that you mean every word you said, and it terrifies me because this ain’t a fairy tale, baby girl. This is life. And our life? It’s mean and nasty, and you could lose us to a prison cell or you could lose us to a bullet wound. I don’t want to think of you hurting yourself because we’re—”

      “Wait a minute. These kinds of thoughts don’t come out of nowhere,” Keys interrupted, and he cupped the back of my neck and forced me to stare up at him. “Tell me, Ama, fucking tell me you’ve never tried nothing like this before,” he pleaded, and in his eyes, there was a kind of terror I’d never come across before.

      A terror that was for me.

      Not for himself.

      For me.

      Seeing that, knowing he truly worried for me, gave me the courage I needed to be truthful, vulnerable.

      I licked my lips. “Some nights, I feel like I’m going crazy. I-I feel like if I see him again… I want to rip out my eyes.” My mouth wobbled. “I looked. Ink told me to look away, and I did, but I opened my eyes. Just a second too soon. I saw him. His head all blown out, his eyes vacant and dead. I saw his crotch, saw the piss ballooning on his trousers.

      “Mostly, I remember how much it stank and how I hurt. He never gave me water, never fed me. I-I had to pee myself, and he kept my eyes covered all the time unless he ripped off the blindfold to hurl nasty things at me. But even though I remember all that, when I dream of him, he looks like he did dead. He comes to me every night. Every night,” I cried. “I get no peace, no rest. He’s there. Always. Every time I close my eyes.”

      Keys pressed his forehead to mine. “If I could take that from you, I would.”

      “You do,” I breathed. “I always know the next morning, when I find you, you’re there and you’ll keep me safe. Not just me, but my sanity. You’ll tease me and poke fun at my hair if I have bedhead. You make me feel real, Keys.” I reached up and cupped his face. “Nothing makes sense without you. Any of you.

      “When I was sixteen, I almost did something stupid. I admit it. I was going to… I just needed a break. Just needed to sleep without him being there. I almost did something that particular night, but I couldn’t. The next day, you and Saint began teaching me how to shoot a gun.”

      He stiffened. “I remember that. You looked like you’d been crying.”

      “Fuck, I remember too,” Saint rasped. “Jesus, Ama. Jesus.”

      I shuddered. “It was bad. I had so much going on at school, so many things to do, and even drawing wasn’t helping. I mean, you haven’t even seen what I draw when I’m in my room, alone. It’s messed up, I’m messed up. I know that, but you make me normal, and I love what I am around you.”

      “We love who you are around us too,” Keys murmurs softly, pressing a gentle kiss to my lips. “We love you even if you are fucked up.”

      A soft giggle escaped me. “I’m allowed to say that. Not you.”

      He winked at me and pressed another kiss to the corner of my mouth. “Perks of being a… what? Am I your boyfriend now?” He mocked, “Girlfriend, it’s your solemn duty to tell me when you want to rip your eyes out because those bombshells are too beautiful to destroy.”

      I sucked down a breath as I stared up at him, loving him for doing what he always did—making me feel like Amaryllis. Not the victim, not a woman who couldn’t get over something bad that had happened to her.

      To him, I was Ama.

      To Saint and Ink, I was too.

      That was why I was addicted to them. Why they were my drug and poison of choice. I’d kill for them, die for them, but more importantly, I’d live for them, and that was the greatest gift I had to give them.

      And they didn’t even know it.
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      This woman had the power to decimate me.

      And she didn’t even fucking know it.

      I swear, she could look into my eyes, and I’d see those gorgeous gray crystals staring back at me, but I saw the terror burrowed within. I saw the past and the present uneasily coalescing.

      The torment in her eyes could tear me apart, but only Ama had the power to build me back together again.

      I shuddered as I pressed my forehead to hers. “Do you know how much I need you? How badly I need you to be okay?”

      She licked her lips. “I think I do. It’s why I never do anything. I know you l-love me.”

      “No stuttering required,” I told her on a sigh. “I do. I love you, Ama. I have since I was a kid and didn’t really know what love was. Well, aside from the way my dad used to look at my mom.” I swallowed thickly. “I’d go insane if anything… if you did anything, Ama.”

      She scowled. “I’m not going to. I was in a different place back then, but that’s in the past. Not my present. And even if you don’t want to be with me in that way, I’m not going to do anything either. I-I’m stronger now. I can do things, but you have to be a part of my life. Even if it’s only texting me a few days a week…”

      I reached up and pressed a finger to her lips. “Shut up.”

      “Charmer.”

      “None of that crap,” I grumbled, ignoring her. “I ain’t goin’ nowhere. If you haven’t realized that by now, then there’s no hope for you. I would have gone to Rhode Island for you, baby girl.”

      Her eyes widened. “You would have?”

      I nodded, but then I pulled back and looked around the tattoo parlor. “But I get the feeling this is where you intended on being all along, am I right?”

      She hitched a shoulder, nibbling at her lip until she muttered, “I knew if I had that validation, if the acceptance came through, that my dads would let me. They’d feel bad about what happened and would want me here rather than me having to fight for it.”

      “Manipulative little mare,” I grumbled, but my lips twitched.

      “I had to,” she defended. “You know what they’re like. They’d say it was too dangerous for me to be here otherwise. At least this way, they think they’ve done something proactive and it gets me where I want to be.”

      “That tattoo, babe, it was phenomenal.”

      She beamed at me. “You really think so?”

      “I fucking know so.” Nervously, I asked, “Would you do one for me? My ma?”

      Her lips parted. “Seriously? You’d want me to?”

      “Hell yeah.” I reached up and rubbed my thumb along the line of her jaw—did I have the right to do that?

      I wasn’t sure.

      I felt like she wanted something I couldn’t give, but I also didn’t have a choice.

      I wasn’t a man who appreciated being backed into a corner. All my life, I’d had to do things other people’s way.

      Though I adored Ama’s family and was beyond grateful for them taking me in, I’d had to follow the orders of four men, and I truly pitied Seamus and Matty when they were old enough to butt heads with not one, but four dads. Jesus. It had been hard enough when mine was around, but four of them?

      Christ.

      I’d kind of decided when I was sixteen that I was going to be my own man.

      Live my life by my rules, even if I had to bend them to follow the Rebels’ creed, and here I was, bending that shit for a woman. Talk about pussy-whipped, but that pussy belonged to Ama and she was like no other, and that was the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

      I’d fucked around. Why wouldn’t I? Even before I’d prospected, I’d had club pussy on tap. Some of the women weren’t treated all that nice, and for a fifteen-year-old looking to get his rocks off, being nice to the ones a brother had been mean to was a surefire way to get some attention.

      Women in this life were like Bubbles. Out for what they could get. I’d seen that, had guarded against it, just as Saint had. But Ama? She was inside my defenses because she’d been there before those walls had even been built.

      She was as much a part of me as I was, and without her, I was nothing. Just as I knew, from the terror in her eyes at my words, that was exactly how she felt.

      So, no, I didn’t want to share her.

      But I’d been sharing her every day of my life.

      And in this, hell, I’d have more of her. Before, I’d had to put up with erections when I watched her draw, saw that tongue of hers sticking out between her lips as she concentrated. This way, I’d have the right to tumble her to the ground and figure out ways to make that tongue pay for the years of torture I’d suffered, as well as use that time to make her think about anything other than the past where I knew she was stuck.

      It was weird.

      Ama was weird, if I were being honest.

      She moved forward, evidently had plans and wasn’t afraid to use her wiles to attain her goals, but she was also stuck in the past. It was like those old-fashioned records my dad had played—vinyls. Sometimes, they got stuck and would scratch when he tried to unstick it. I figured that was Ama.

      On repeat.

      “Please?” I asked, turning back to the topic of a tattoo I’d long been wanting. “For my left arm.”

      Her eyes turned intrigued. “You have a picture in mind?”

      “Yeah. I’ll get the concept together,” I murmured, dipping my head so I could press a kiss to her nose. “I want you, Ama,” I told her. “So fucking badly.”

      She swallowed. “Do you want what I do though?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. I know it isn’t what I imagined. But, like I said earlier, I think a part of me knew it would go this way.” Just because I’d known, didn’t mean I was happy about it. “I-I want to try because I need you like this in my life.”

      “I need you like this too,” she breathed. “I want to have the right to touch you. I need to be the one you come to when you’re angry and you just want to fuck to forget—”

      “Whoa. You want that?” My eyes were wide with my surprise, but fuck, the way my body responded? It was like she’d set me on fire.

      “Yeah. I do,” she growled, her hands coming to my hips and digging into my sides. “I need that. I’m not some delicate flower, Keys. I’m not something you always have to protect.”

      My jaw worked. “I-I want that from you.”

      “I just want to be your everything,” she whispered, stepping up onto tiptoes and uniting our mouths again.

      I felt like my soul was breaking when she pulled away, and knew, point blank, I couldn’t live without this connection. I just…

      For the first time in my life, I didn’t think my father was a selfish cunt for doing what he had—abandoning me to his brothers to care for, leaving Kenzie alone in the world too.

      I got it.

      I fucking got it.

      When you’d met the one woman who made the chaos calm down, how the fuck were you supposed to go on when she was cut from your life by an illness you had no control over?

      “God, I want you so bad,” she whimpered, “but I’m really sore.”

      Even though I knew I should kind of be jealous, I was mostly amused. “Fucked you good, huh?”

      She slapped my back. “Shut up.”

      I snorted, and when Saint joined in by laughing, I had the weirdest feeling that this would be okay.

      Like I’d thought earlier, we’d always shared her. She’d always been between us and nothing was changing.

      I reached down and grabbed her ass cheeks, massaging them just because I fucking could.

      Because, with her words and actions, she’d given me the right to.

      “It’s okay. I want you in full working order before I claim you.”

      She shivered. “Will you let me wear your mark?”

      My cock pulsed behind my fly. “Fuck. You’d want that?” I rasped, grinding my dick into her softness. “You’d want to tie yourself to me in that way?”

      “Y-Yeah. I want that,” she mumbled, reaching up and blindly nipping at my bottom lip. “I want to be your woman. In all ways.”

      When Saint stepped up behind her again, I was surprised to find that I didn’t feel aggression toward him. I didn’t want to smack the shit out of him for approaching when he had no right to.

      He had every right, because he was as much hers as I was. But that was okay, because to her, we were Ama’s universe.

      How couldn’t I be okay with that?

      “What about mine?” Saint inquired, his voice a low rumble as he sucked just beneath the hickey Ink had given her. “You want mine?”

      She shivered. “If you want to give it to me. I want everything you have to give.”

      He chuckled. “Greedy.”

      “V-Very,” she stumbled, then gulped. “Selfish too. I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t be. I already told you. No self-pity. We are what we are, and we’ve all loved one another for a long time regardless of the many flaws like Keys’ obsessive rattling of his keys and—”

      “How bad your boots stink,” I inserted quickly.

      He smirked at me, but in his eyes, I saw a question. “You okay with this?”

      “Are you?” I countered, uncaring that we were having this conversation with Ama right between us. It was something she needed to hear.

      “Yeah. I accepted it a long time ago, just… I figured I’d be the one to claim her first. I guess Ink pushed my nose out of joint. He’s always made me jealous. The way she looks at him?”

      At his words, Ama gasped, and when he clenched his jaw, I nodded. “I know what you mean.” In fact, that he felt that way made me feel better about my reaction because, yeah, I’d been working on jealousy, and I was angry that I hadn’t taken what should have been mine to claim a long while ago too. “And yeah, I’m okay with this. She’s mine, just as she’s yours.”

      “Just as she’s Ink’s too,” Saint rasped.

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      Between us, Ama shivered. “Can we do this again?”

      Staring down at her, I blinked. “Huh?”

      “Can we do this again? But with you both inside me?”

      My lips twitched and Saint barked out a laugh.

      “Yeah, baby doll, we sure can,” I growled, and somehow, that sealed our fate.

      For an eternity.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Saint

      

      

      

      As she climbed onto the back of my hog, I sighed with delight as she settled in like the place had been made for her—and it had.

      Her long, lithe legs clung to mine, and her arms settled around my waist like they’d been doing since she’d been old enough to ride bitch.

      With her hands flat on my belly, I set off with Keys at my back, and wasn’t altogether surprised when, halfway through the ride, her hand settled atop my cock.

      I said nothing because I wasn’t a fucking moron. It felt good, even if it was torture. But hell, there was plenty we could do that didn’t involve us hurting her, and Jesus… the idea of doing stuff to her with Keys taking part? Or just watching him torment her with pleasure?

      There was no denying the way my blood pressure soared at that.

      It wasn’t something I’d thought about in the past, but here I was, thinking about it now, and my cock was throbbing like a fucking bastard.

      When we made it to Ink’s place—he’d texted us the address earlier and told us to come here—I groaned when she squeezed my cock one last time, and hopped off the back of the bike with the agility of someone who’d been doing it for years. Most of those years had been behind her parents’ backs, of course.

      As she stared up at the house, I figured she was just as surprised as me. I hadn’t even known Ink had a home in Jonsson, had just thought he lived in the clubhouse to keep costs low.

      The place was small, but the plot of land it was on wasn’t. The one-story house was made of brick down the sides, but the front was siding and it had a peaked roof with a bright green motif. The siding was clean and well-tended, and the matching shutters were too.

      So, even if he didn’t live here, he kept the place maintained.

      As I peered over my shoulder at the garden, saw the acres of lawn that weren’t overgrown either, I mumbled, “Who the fuck is Ink?”

      Ama shrugged. “Figured he’d have a place like this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s got his head screwed on?”

      Keys’s keys jangled as he shuffled up beside her. “You mean because he’s old.”

      She elbowed him in the side, but her nose crinkled at the bridge. “A little.”

      A snort sounded from around the side of the house, where Ink strode out of nowhere. “It’s okay, babe. I’m double your age. You fuckers gonna make me feel like a pervert for the rest of our lives?” He cocked a brow at me, then narrowed his eyes at Keys, and I felt the warning to back off all the way across the yard.

      Ama, of course, didn’t think twice about running over to him. She even flung herself forward and let him catch her. When his hands cupped her ass as her legs cupped his hips, I had to sigh at the damn fine sight of those peachy globes parted by tight denim.

      Tongue cleaving to the roof of my mouth, I asked, “Why did we have to come here?”

      Ink scowled at me over Ama’s shoulder.

      I shrugged. “If you think you can keep shit from her, you’re a moron.”

      Ama laughed. “He’s right. I have my ways. Most of which were learned at my momma’s knee.”

      Ink groaned. “Don’t even go there. I know way too much about your parents.”

      “What do you mean?” she questioned, her head tipping to the side.

      “I mean,” he grumbled, then shot us a look. “What do you know about Bubbles? She told Lucie that she was carrying Wolfe’s kid.”

      Ama gasped, but I snorted. “She pulled that shit on me the night of the run. I told her where to get lost.”

      “She said my daddy was the father?” Ama whispered, sounding so despondent I regretted my flippant tone immediately.

      “Hey, he isn’t,” Ink soothed. “But it was just a lot to handle at church. We had one issue going down and then Lucie had a meltdown.”

      “Can’t blame her if that bitch blamed that baby on the Prez. Jesus, what’s she gonna do next? Tell all the brothers it’s theirs in the vain hope that one will stick?” I snorted. “I’m surprised Lucie didn’t toss her out on her ear.”

      Ink shrugged. “Me, too.”

      “Momma’s more vulnerable than you think,” Ama chided, twisting around to shoot me a disapproving look when I let out a hoot. “She is! She might look like she’s made of steel, but she isn’t. She has feelings too.”

      “Even monsters have feelings, I guess,” I mumbled under my breath, but this time, Keys elbowed me in the side.

      “Fuck off. You know Lucie ain’t a monster. She’s good people. I can’t blame her for having a meltdown. Not when some bitch is claiming her husband is the daddy of her kid. I mean, fuck, that’s a betrayal on more than one level.” He ground his teeth. “Hope that fucking bitch gets what’s coming to her, pulling that shit.”

      Ink grunted. “I don’t even want to talk about that. I was just curious if Bubbles had been spilling her mouth to anyone.”

      “Why?” Ama inquired, “Wouldn’t you know?”

      He shrugged. “Not really. I don’t exactly hang out with the sweetbutts that much anymore,” he teased, and his words had me frowning. “I wasn’t about to let another woman in my bed when you were sleeping in it, was I?”

      Her cheeks pinkened as she burrowed her face into his throat. “Oh.”

      “Oh?” I cut Keys a look and saw he was just as confused. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’ve had a bed buddy for a while now.” Ink shrugged. “Nothing dirty. She just needed a living teddy bear.”

      Keys’ mouth opened and shut a few times until Ama whacked Ink in the side. “You were more than a living teddy bear. You chased Aaron away.”

      “Monster killer then.” He snorted. “I swear, the shit I say because of you.” Blowing out a breath, he mumbled, “Anyway, I was just turning the water back on. We’re gonna be here for the night. Your momma is bringing Matty and Seamus over.”

      “What?” Ama blurted out. “She’s bringing the hellspawn? Why?”

      He pulled a face. “We think there may be a raid.”

      That had Keys and me striding forward. “What the fuck? By who?”

      The way he shrugged? Yeah, it told me he didn’t know much more. “ATF, maybe? We’re not sure. It may not even happen.” He grunted. “Anyway, we shouldn’t be talking about this shit out here. Fuck, we shouldn’t be talking about it period.”

      Without uttering another word, he turned around with Ama still glued to him, and began to climb the two steps to the front door.

      Opening it, he headed in, leaving Keys and me out in the garden.

      “What do you think is going down?” I questioned.

      “Fuck knows. Maybe it’s why Lucifer went straight to Wolfe to talk? I thought he was traveling with us for, I dunno, protection, maybe? But it could be for something else.”

      “If it’s connected with the Knights, then it could be the cigarettes. Makes sense that the ATF would be involved.” I scrubbed a hand over my chin. “Wonder why we haven’t been called in.”

      “Wouldn’t wonder too hard. Ama. You know her folks will do what they can to keep her safe. Plus, if anything happens to us, you heard her today.” He shook his head. “I’ll bet you my bike that Lucie knows exactly what’s keeping Ama stable.”

      When he made to walk off to the door, I grabbed his arm and jerked him back. “Hey, did you know back then she was suicidal?”

      “No.” He pulled a face. “I knew there were some tough times. Some of the cunts at school were giving her shit about her folks, and then about the MC too. She was having some trouble with her classes, especially when they shoved her into some AP stuff, but I think that would have been after the time she was talking about.” His nose wrinkled. “I don’t know, man, she’s always been kind of fragile, you know that.”

      I winced at that. Mostly because I hated the word. Ama was fragile, but it was the fragility of a poppy. Sure, it swayed in the breeze, its delicate leaves fluttering and being torn by its environment, but it appeared year after year. It was hardy, made of tough stock, and that was Ama.

      What she’d gone through might have broken another kid.

      She was here.

      Bruised, a little battered mentally, but still fighting strong.

      Gnawing on my bottom lip, I stared at the house and murmured, “Once you’re in, you know it will kill her if you leave.”

      His shoulders hunched. “I was jealous.”

      “Aren’t you now? You saw how she ran to him.”

      Keys smirked. “She did the same to me when I arrived at the tattoo parlor.”

      My brow crumpled. “Why the fuck didn’t she do it to me?”

      He slapped me on the back with a laugh. “You had food.”

      Jesus. Yeah. Ama and food weren’t something you got between.

      With a dopey grin crossing my jaw, I began to walk up to the house. When I headed inside, Keys at my back, I stared around. There was a caution to my movements that I couldn’t really explain. It was almost like I was waiting for a skeleton to pop up around the corner.

      Ink was a well-respected brother in the club. He was trusted, and as a Secretary, everyone had a habit of going to him with their shit, expecting him to mop it up and, kudos to him, he usually did it. But I don’t think anyone knew him well.

      He’d sure as fuck kept the fact that Ama was sneaking into his bedroom at night a secret.

      What else was he hiding?

      I knew he’d been in the army. Also knew he’d been kicked out for insubordination, which didn’t exactly surprise me. A lot of brothers started in the army and found their way to an MC. There was less BS, less posturing, but it still had some structure ex-soldiers needed.

      Ink’s house was clue enough that he’d been in the Forces. It was neat. Clean. Just like the outside. Well maintained and properly kept.

      It just wasn’t what I’d expected.

      I’d thought it would be a man cave, with black leather sofas and huge TVs in every living space. Instead, in the lounge, the walls were a weird blue color, the sofas were leather, yeah, but cream, and they were covered in soft-looking blankets. A glass coffee table supported a reusable Starbucks mug that he’d evidently dumped there when he’d come in, and the TV stood on a matching stand. But it wasn’t a sixty-inch behemoth. Just a regular-sized one.

      When we headed into the kitchen where the murmurs of conversation were coming from, I frowned at the sight of the shiny white cupboards, the small scrubbed oak island in the middle, and the matching table against the back wall. It was clean and modern, and not what I’d expected.

      “From the look on your face, I figure you thought I’d live in a dive or something,” he mumbled as he popped his neck, before heading into the fridge which he’d evidently stocked because he hurled cans of beer at us. “Ama, what do you want to drink?”

      “Just water, please,” she replied from her place on the island, her legs swung back and forth as her gaze darted between all of us.

      Was she expecting us to fight? To confront Ink with—hell, with what? He hadn’t done anything wrong. If Ama was sore today, it had to mean that he’d taken her virginity last night so he’d done right by her all along.

      I had to respect that, because fuck, I wasn’t sure if I’d have been as good of a man as that.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Ink

      

      

      

      Her scream, when it came, didn’t come as a surprise.

      I had some haunting and harrowing dreams of my own, so my sleep was never that strong anyway, and ever since she’d become a part of my nightly routine, that had only been exacerbated.

      From the way the boys had been touching her? I’d figured they’d worked shit out at the parlor after I’d gone. They’d definitely moved up a gear from just friends.

      Deep down, I’d hoped that would ease her mind some, but that was too much to hope for. Love, lust, and sex weren’t cures for what she’d gone through.

      Her PTSD ran deep, and I couldn’t fucking blame her.

      What she’d gone through, what she’d seen and had to do, it was a wonder she wasn’t more fucked in the head. As it was, the nightmares, the need to constantly have a drink at her side—one she usually always gulped like it would be denied her again—and the habit of never leaving any food on her plate, were minor in the grand scheme of things.

      Of course, I doubted I knew every single one of the quirks, but those were the ones I thought manifested the most. The ones Lucie had called idiosyncrasies, and that she believed would be the breaking point in any relationship Ama had with a man. Or, I guessed, men.

      Tonight, I curved my arms around her, but I wasn’t surprised when the door opened and Saint and Keys came in.

      The three of them had camped out in the living room after Lucie had come and tucked Matty and Seamus into the spare bedroom.

      I’d left them watching a movie because I needed to be up early in the morning. It had come as no surprise to stir a few hours later and find her tucked into bed with me.

      The scream had evidently woken the others, but not her brothers who apparently slept like the dead because I didn’t hear a thing from their bedroom down the hall. When they clambered in beside her, Saint on the outer edge, Keys beside Ama, I didn’t say a word. Neither did they.

      The sound of her sobs tore at me, fucking wrenched at my soul, but even though my hands formed into fists as my outrage powered through me, I shuffled them along so she wouldn’t feel them. I didn’t want her to know how tense her bad dreams made me. How they made me wish to turn back time so I could rip Aaron Sanchez apart again and again, truly make him pay for how he’d messed with her head.

      The British had tortured men they suspected of being in the IRA with something called the ‘five techniques.’ They were illegal now, of course, they had been back then too. But they were torture methods that fucked with people’s heads long term.

      I knew for a fact that she’d endured at least four of those techniques. Her eyes had been covered for days, and she’d been denied food, drink, and sleep. And, because I’d gone to therapy with her, I also knew he’d very rarely stopped talking. Subjection to noise was usually loud blasts of sound, but the constant chattering of a stupid fucker who had revenge on his mind? Reminders of how he was going to hurt her to punish her fathers? How she was going to pay for what her dads had done to his?

      That was just as much a torture method as anything else.

      I rubbed my hand down her spine, unsurprised to nudge Keys’ hand, which was on her lower back. What did surprise me, was when I felt her breathing deepen as she returned to sleep.

      “She does this every night?” Saint asked somberly, and as I tilted my head on the pillow, I saw that he was staring up at the ceiling.

      Out here in the boondocks, there wasn’t all that much illumination. At the clubhouse, my ceiling was painted with lights from incoming bikes. Here? It was just dark, and it felt good.

      It’d been too long since I’d been out here, too long since I’d been in the silence of my home.

      “Yeah. She does.”

      “How do you stand it?”

      “Stand what? Being woken up?” I groused, not liking his question.

      “No. Not wanting to go and rip a motherfucker’s head off?”

      “I did that already. Trust me, it provides me with no satisfaction now.”

      Silence settled among us at that, then he questioned, “It true you were discharged for insubordination? Or is that BS?”

      “I’m good at following orders, but orders that are plain wrong? Nope.” The ‘p’ popped. “I was only in for a little while. Just long enough to mess with my head some, but not long enough to do much other damage if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Nah. Was just curious.”

      Keys snickered, “Who decorated your lounge, bro?”

      My lips twitched. The fact that Ama had liked it said it all. “My sister. She had it ready for me when I got back from overseas. My grandparents left me this place.”

      “They did?” Keys rocked up onto his elbow. “You know we barely know anything about you, right? I mean, I’m stunned you have fucking grandparents and everyone has two sets.”

      “Well, I ain’t a miracle, even if Ama thinks I am,” I told them, laughing softly when they groaned. “No immaculate conception here.”

      “Yeah, well, if this is gonna work, you need to tell us who you are. I know almost everything about Saint. Know shit I shouldn’t know, and crap I wish I didn’t know, and I figure it’s the same for him. I can’t be pulling this girly sleepover shit on a night with a dude who won’t tell me jack shit.”

      “Eloquently put,” Saint mocked, but he didn’t argue with him, so I knew where they were coming from.

      I got it. I did. But sharing and me didn’t go hand in hand.

      Clearing my throat, I told him, “Can’t just reveal all my secrets in one go, now can I? Plus, we’re not the ones dating.”

      He snorted. “So what? I’m sharing your bed. Even if I ain’t gonna suck your cock, I wanna know shit about the owner of said cock just because Ama is sucking it.”

      “So you’re protecting her?” I wasn’t displeased by the notion.

      “It’s what we do,” he retorted, and the pride in his voice pricked at me.

      Enough to say, “I’ll share. Over time. Won’t hold back from either you or her. We gotta be friends, otherwise this shit won’t work.” My words turned into a rumble as I murmured, “Surprised you’re okay with this.”

      “Same goes. We all know we want her for our own, but shit, I’d have to be blind not to know how she feels about you and Keys,” Saint murmured, “and I’m not about to take you away from her when the three of us ground her.”

      “Well said,” I rasped, staring up at the ceiling and pondering a fate that had me in bed with three other people.

      Wherever I’d expected my life to lead me, it sure as fuck hadn’t been with two kids whose ages put together equaled mine, and the son of one of my friends and fellow councilor.

      Not that I was going to complain.

      None of us said much after that, and when I fell asleep, I fell harder and faster than I could have expected, considering I was sharing my personal space with new people.

      When I woke up, the early morning light told me it was after six but before seven. There was a dim light that pierced the shadows of the room, leaving most of the space in a murky gloom.

      Looking over my shoulder when I rolled off the mattress, I saw that Saint wasn’t in bed, but Keys and Ama were wrapped up in each other like they were newborn pups.

      My lips curved at the sight, and the lack of envy I felt stunned me. It warmed my heart to see her so comfortable, but seeing just how young she looked unnerved me. Still, there was no mistaking her age, nor forgetting mine. Not when my fucking back ached as I crawled out of bed, or my messed-up ankle that twinged as I headed into the shower.

      Washing up, I pulled on a pair of boxers that I stored in a dresser in here, and strolled right on out, hoping to fuck that Saint had prepped some coffee.

      I needed plenty of that today.

      Grabbing my cell from the nightstand, I stared down at the several unread messages but no missed calls, and tried to take heart from that. Yet, as I stepped away from the bed and made my way to the kitchen, what I read didn’t exactly warm my heart.

      Wolfe: ATF motherfuckers just shown up. They’re asking for me. If I don’t tell you I’m okay, be careful with what you share with Ama. I don’t want this to break her heart.

      A few hours later, he’d sent: All clear. The fuckers found nothing.

      My lips twitched at the barrage of ‘strong’ arm emojis bombarding the bottom quarter of my screen.

      When I connected the call, I wasn’t surprised when he answered. Dipping my chin at Saint who was at the kitchen table and staring into his coffee like it held the answers to life, I said, “You all right, Prez?”

      Concern flashed in Saint’s eyes, and I nodded my head to the side to let him know that everything was fine.

      Or as fine as it could get when Keys’ sister might be a snitch.

      Fuck, that was going to be an epic conversation.

      “Yeah, they found shit and didn’t even have enough to arrest one of us.”

      “What about Martin’s men?”

      Wolfe grunted. “They’re fucked. He tried again last night, but the cops just aren’t interested in what he’s offering them.”

      “That’s a fucking shame,” I replied on a tired sigh. They might be Knights’ and I might have spent a few years at war with them, but they were brothers-in-arms now. Scrubbing a hand over my face, I asked, “Is there anything I can do?”

      “For them? No. Martin’s council has that in hand. It’s a shitty fact of life. Just fucking sucks that it’s because we may have a snitch living among us.”

      “Lucie learn anything?” I questioned, as I poured myself coffee from the thankfully full pot. Stacking the phone between my ear and shoulder, I added creamer and sugar—morning was the only time I didn’t take my coffee black.

      “Yeah. She learned the bruises were makeup.”

      I whistled under my breath. “What about the baby?”

      “That’s real. Apparently she just doesn’t need to pee a lot. And that’s a sentence I never imagined telling you.”

      I laughed, but sobered up to ask, “Is Hex the father?”

      “I don’t know. She won’t say. Seems like it, but she’s gone quiet on all fronts. Lucie is keeping an eye on her.”

      “Fuck. I wouldn’t want to be Kenzie.” I could feel Saint’s attention prick up at that, but I ignored him for the moment. “What about Bubbles? Saint said she pulled that shit on him too.”

      For a second, I was sure he’d disconnected the call, then he ground out, “Is Saint there?”

      “Yeah. Want to speak with him?”

      “Yes. I fucking do.”

      I shoved the phone at Saint as I turned around and stepped back to the table. “Wolfe wants to talk to you.”

      “Wolfe?” he asked hesitantly.

      Though the conversation should have been one-sided, I could hear Wolfe’s voice down the line. “You sure that spawn ain’t your brat?”

      “No. I always used a rubber. Always. And I never fucked her when I was drunk. Hell, you know me, Wolfe. I don’t even get drunk that much anymore.”

      He didn’t have to say that was because of Ama. That went without saying.

      Wolfe grunted. “Ink keyed you in on what she pulled with me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Know who the father might be?”

      He snorted. “Your guess is as good as mine. I mean, I guess she has her favorites, and I figure I’m one of them, but she gets passed around the club. You know that.”

      “Yeah, unfortunately I do.” Wolfe grunted again— figured it was going to be one of those days when he did that more than scream. I had to figure that was a blessing considering the night he must have had.

      I couldn’t imagine the ATF had been ‘friendly’ when they’d raided our place. Most of the brothers would have been hauled into the front yard in handcuffs and tossed on the ground, face forward.

      I didn’t doubt the ATF would have landed a few kicks to the back too.

      Saint cleared his throat. “I-I know it’s not my place, but is Lucie okay?”

      “It’s your place. Or ain’t you my son-in-law now?” Wolfe grunted. “Trust me to get a daughter who doesn’t fall far from her mother’s tree.” He huffed. “Dear God, please don’t let Seamus and Matty follow the same path.”

      I had to laugh at that, and Saint grinned at me when I grabbed my phone and set it on speaker. “A harem, huh? I don’t see why not. Especially with that red hair. Remember before Lucie? Flame always had his pick. Didn’t matter he wasn’t interested in anything other than a fuck,” I said with a laugh.

      Wolfe sniffed. “Bastard. Always did have the luck of the Irish.”

      “Handy considering he’s, what? Polish?” Saint laughed and I smirked at him because Flame was hardcore Irish. That was why one of his kids was called Seamus of all things. “Anyway, you need me to come in soon?”

      “No. If you come in, Ama will want to and the place is a fucking mess. I don’t want her upset.”

      A rough voice came from the doorway. “Daddy, I’m not four. I swear, you treat me like I’m going to break apart at any minute.”

      “Baby,” Wolfe rumbled, his voice loaded with regret. “I didn’t think you’d be able to hear.”

      I winced. “Sorry, man. That’s on me.”

      “It fucking is.”

      Ama grunted—the sound was way too much like her dad’s. “Daddy! Stop it. Anyway, I want to come home. I don’t have any clothes or anything here.”

      “Buy some. Fuck’s sake.”

      “No. Matty and Seamus are going to be nightmares too. You know they hate being away from the clubhouse. If they’re not causing chaos there, they’re not happy.”

      I had to laugh at that because she wasn’t exactly wrong. They were good kids, and slept like logs—thank fuck, because I had no idea how to entertain two kids under seven—but they ran on high-octane fuel.

      Wolfe grumbled, “It’s gonna make them upset, baby. The raid… the place is a mess. They were looking for shit that wasn’t here so they upturned everything. I have a huge pile of furniture that we need to burn.”

      “Did they touch our bedrooms?”

      “Yeah.” He sighed. “I know it won’t be a problem for you, considering you spend zero time there anyway.”

      Was that a hint of amusement in his voice? Christ—that meant he knew about her sneaking away too. I was starting to feel like I was in the Twilight Zone or something—why the fuck hadn’t they beaten the shit out of me? Or... my stomach twisted into knots, I guessed they’d just trusted me. Trusted me to do right by her. Hell, that made me want to well up like a pussy. Jesus.

      Wolfe grunted, breaking into my thoughts with, “But the boys? I’m going to have to figure out how to get their room sorted.”

      She winced. “I didn’t realize. I’m sorry, Daddy.”

      “Not your fault, baby. I just want to keep all my kids safe and happy. You get me?”

      “I do.” She cut me a look, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what she was asking. I nodded and smiled at her gently. Though her return smile was slow in coming, she said, “We can keep them here until you get their place sorted.”

      “Thanks, honey.” He sucked in a breath. “Okay, this might be random, but Bubbles is saying she’s pregnant. Have you heard anything about that?”

      “Like what?” she questioned, evidently puzzled. “You know I don’t really hang out with the sweetbutts. They don’t like me. You know that.”

      He sighed. “Yeah. I know. Never mind. Just trying to figure out who the father is.”

      “Why? Plenty of kids are born without them knowing who the dad is.”

      “Yeah. True.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, I better be off. Love you, baby.” To me, his voice turned harder. “Keep your phone on. If I need you, I’ll call. Saint, Keys, you there?”

      “Keys is asleep, Daddy.”

      “Okay. Well, Saint, the order is the same for Keys too. We may have an active threat against the club. We’re thinking it’s law enforcement so there’s no physical threat, but we could be wrong. You watch out for Ama, Matty, and Seamus, you hear me?”

      “I do, Wolfe.”

      “Good.”

      When he cut the call, Ama stared at the phone for a second, then dismissed it, got to her feet, and headed for the coffee pot after she grabbed a mug from the dishwasher I’d set to run overnight.

      After she poured herself some, she murmured, “I need to figure out how to keep the hell spawn entertained.”

      “Your momma brought a shit ton of toys with her,” I pointed out. “Not like they haven’t got stuff to play with.”

      “True.” Reaching up to rub her bottom lip, she stared pensively down at her coffee mug.

      Frowning at her, I asked, “What’s wrong?”

      When she turned her gaze on me, I wasn’t sure what was going down. “Nothing.”

      I didn’t believe her, but if she wasn’t going to tell me yet, what could I do?
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      As I watched my brothers cause chaos in Ink’s neat backyard, there was a thread of disquiet that broke my inner peace. All should be right with my world, after all. But it wasn’t. The outside world was rupturing the quiet, but that was the way in an MC. There was always some kind of war, some enemies, be they the legal or outlaw variety.

      Sinking back into the bench seat, I tilted my head so I could watch Keys who, in one hand had his cell, and in the other, his ever present key ring—he was like my Daddy Flame who was always flickering a lighter on and off. I often wondered if, in the years he’d spent living with us after Rodeo had gone to prison, he’d picked up on the habit then.

      As I watched him jangle the keys, his knee bobbing up and down constantly, I wondered if I had him forever like this or if it was just for a short while.

      Deciding that wasn’t something within my control, and that they’d have to come to me if they weren’t happy with the kind of relationship I wanted, I blurted out the first thing that came to my mind to take my thoughts off that horrible track:

      “Why would my dad question if Kenzie was pregnant or not?”

      Keys frowned down at his phone. “What do you mean?”

      “Ink was talking to him earlier. I heard Dad say that the bruises were makeup and that she was actually pregnant. What’s going on?”

      Keys’ eyes flared wide. “The bruises were painted on?”

      I shrugged. “Apparently.”

      “Fuck. What the hell is her game?”

      “Explain,” I grumbled, aware that I was in the dark and hating it.

      “The second we made it into Corpus Christi, Kenzie was like a different girl. She got off the bike, Saint helped her, and she flinched. Like you’d expect really. She’d just been beaten, after all.

      “Then I texted you for a little while, went into the diner, and Long John and Crocker were hanging out with her and Saint. When I sat down, it was like nothing had changed. She was bitchy and mean.” He pulled in a deep breath. “Then, when we made it back to the clubhouse, she was ragging on me because she knew I was going to come visit you.”

      I’d never liked Kenzie, but she was Keys’ sister. It wasn’t like you could pick who your blood was, but I’d always just stayed out of her way.

      Not that it had been too hard, considering she was Saint’s age and avoided me too because she hated me. I mean, I’d never done anything to her, but you’d never know from the cruel shit she’d throw at me. I thought it was because I got a lot of attention in the MC—most of it unwanted. All the brothers knew my backstory, and had been told to guard me on pain of death. Most of them veered around me with a ten-foot bargepole, and if they cursed around me? Jesus, it was like God himself would smack them down.

      For whatever reason, she’d always been jealous, and I’d never understood it, but hell, hatred was never rational, was it? Not really.

      “So, she went from being meek and mild to queen bitch within a handful of minutes,” he concluded, shaking his head. “The whole shit with the bruises though? That’s beyond messed up.”

      “Yeah. My mom’s dealing with her apparently.”

      Keys hissed, “Fuck. I wouldn’t wish your ma on my worst enemy.”

      My lips twitched. “Me neither. Are you upset?”

      “No. Mostly just that she might have fucked up. Although, why the hell she’d pretend to have been beaten, and why Hex—he’s her old man—wouldn’t have called her on it, I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I swear, that girl always did attract trouble like shit attracts flies.”

      I grimaced because he wasn’t wrong. Kenzie had an attitude problem, but she was also just plain mean. I’d been glad when she’d run off, and yeah, I knew that sounded nasty but damn, it was just nice not to run into her at the clubhouse.

      He reached over and grabbed my hand. “You okay? Saint told me about the raid.”

      “Dad said they wrecked my room.” I winced. “I mean, I’m not too bothered about the stuff, you know? It’s not like it can’t be replaced. Just… do you think they’ll have looked at my drawings?”

      “Maybe.” He blew out a breath. “But if you’re worried about that causing trouble for the club…”

      I dipped my chin. “Yeah.”

      “Then I doubt it. To them, it’s just art, you know? Not like it can be used as evidence.”

      I swallowed back my fears, relieved that the way I expressed myself couldn’t be used against my family. It was silly to fret, really. In those private notebooks, I didn’t sketch in my usual way. It was more sharp colors, slashing strokes, less of a portrait and more emotive. Not hyperreal but surreal.

      Wanting to forget about those pictures that depicted things that my soul endured, I asked, “Do you know what’s happening there?”

      He shot me a knowing look. “You and I both know they tell prospects shit. I don’t think Saint knows all that much either, so they’re keeping it at council level until they call church.”

      Nodding, I watched as Seamus and Matty made a mess in the neat expanse of lawn that was Ink’s front yard. Momma had brought a crap ton of toys with her, knowing what the two hellions were like, and at the moment, Twister, of all things, seemed to be holding their attention.

      I had to admit, it was funny. Watching their small bodies contort, then, unable to hit the dots, fall into the mat with a squeal of giggles. I loved my brothers, truly, I did. They were little nightmares, and we weren’t as close as we could have been thanks to the age gap, but I’d kill for them. Kill to keep them safe.

      Normal people said that all the time. But they didn’t expect to be held to that promise.

      Me?

      I made that promise knowing I might have to do something terrible to keep the ones I loved safe.

      We’d had no wars come to our door for a long time. Maybe we were due for this issue with the cops, and maybe this was just the cycle of things. You couldn’t do what my family did for long without coming to the attention of someone, be it the good or the bad guys.

      Take Aaron’s father, for example. When my daddies had snuffed out his life, it had wiped out a debt that my mother’s stepfather had placed on her shoulders. The cartel who’d been hunting my momma down, wanted Ramon dead, and he’d been living on borrowed time. To the Guerrera Cartel, getting rid of Ramon was a favor of all things.

      Yeah, that was the world I lived in.

      A blood debt canceled out by another blood debt.

      Although, that was with the Mexicans, and they definitely tended to do things their own distinctly unique way.

      “You’re thinking.”

      My lips twitched as I cut him a look. “I tend to do that a lot.”

      He shivered. “Dangerous.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      My ass was aching from the chair we were sitting on. It was a simple bench seat, but the planks of wood had definitely made a pattern for themselves on my butt cheeks. Still, it was worth it to sit out here.

      The fact that Ink had given this up for me was pretty mind-blowing. The silence here was just phenomenal. I hadn’t truly realized how noisy the clubhouse was until last night.

      The first night I’d spent off the compound in over six years.

      God, I needed to broaden my horizons, and sleeping in a house about twenty minutes away from my parents’ place wasn’t the way to do it.

      Itchy feet. That’s what my granddad would call it, and maybe he was right. My blood was forged from biker royalty, after all, and my line had spent a quarter of their lives on the open road, yet me? I was stuck in a two-town area. But I wasn’t questioning anything else, just my presence here.

      “Did you realize how noisy the clubhouse was?”

      “Until last night?” Keys shook his head. “Nah. It’s super quiet here, isn’t it?” He cleared his throat, and his voice was a little shaky as he asked, “Think we’ll be living here?”

      I blinked at him. “Would you mind?”

      “No.”

      “Would you want to live here?” I peppered.

      “Yeah. I guess.” He stared out at the open space, and murmured, “We’d need a bigger bed though. I’m not sleeping—”

      I pressed a hand to his knee. “I want you with me too.”

      His eyes were troubled, vulnerable in a way I hadn’t seen from him before as he turned to me and inquired, “Really?”

      “Really,” I replied, my tone staunch and blunt, forceful because I needed him to know I wasn’t stringing him along, and that I didn’t just want to sleep with Ink. I wanted Saint and Keys to have access to every part of my life.

      Last night, sure, I’d woken up with a nightmare. But when they’d trudged in and slept at my side?

      I’d felt like I’d died and gone to heaven.

      All three of my warriors, my guardians, in the same place. Aaron hadn’t stood a chance.

      “Do you know where I sleep at home?”

      He cocked a brow. “Yeah, I know, I’ve been in there. Remember?”

      “Nope. You don’t know.” My smile turned sad. “I never sleep in bed. Ever. Not alone.”

      “Then, where?”

      “Under it. I have a sleeping bag under there—”

      “Fuck, Ama, fuck,” he breathed, twisting around so he could look at me. “You slay me, baby girl. Do you know that?”

      “I’m weak,” I countered, staring down at my knees. “I’m what my daddy accused me of this morning.” Knowing he hadn’t been around to hear the conversation, I whispered, “He said I’m fragile.” I stared around the sun-dappled garden, the lawn like velvet, tempting one to forget the fact that fire ants were probably crawling through the grass, and murmured, “I said I wasn’t but maybe I am.”

      “You’re a survivor. You do what you need to in order to get by, and that’s what you’ve been doing all this time—surviving. But we’re going to change that. We’re going to live.”

      My lips twitched. “How?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know yet, but we will. I promise you.” He leaned over and grabbed my chin. “I’ll do anything for you, Ama, don’t you forget that.”

      Leaning into him, I pressed my forehead against his and whispered, “I won’t.”

      “Ew. Keys, don’t you know she’s got cooties?” Matty squealed in disgust.

      Keys rocked his forehead on mine so he could turn to the side and stare at my brothers—the ones Daddy Flame called ‘little bleeders.’ “These are the kind of cooties I’m okay with catching.”

      Matty’s face puckered, and when Seamus heard that, his features crumpled too.

      “Huh, guess that means no story at bedtime if you don’t want to catch cooties from me. They jump, you know?” I teased.

      Though Matty’s eyes were wide with disgust, he shook his head. “No. We neeeeeeeeeeed your stories, Lilis. I can’t sleep without them. You tell the best stories.”

      I smiled at the name he called me. For some reason, Ama wasn’t good enough for me, and instead, he used the name he’d chosen when he was a baby and couldn’t sound it out.

      Keys shook his head, his features mournful. “I think it’s too late for you guys anyway.”

      Seamus chimed in, “Huh? Too late?”

      “Think you’re already infected.” He shrugged. “You’ve been around her too much.”

      I elbowed him in the side. “I’m not chlamydia,” I grumbled.

      “What’s that?”

      Keys’ eyes were bright as he asked, “Yeah, Lilis, what’s chlamydia?”

      “It’s like cooties. But worse,” I told my brothers. “I think Keys might be right about the infection, but you’re not sick, are you? When you touch me, you don’t break out in hives?”

      “Are those the—”

      “Symptoms of cooties? Yep.” I beckoned him over, and he eyed me warily but stepped nearer. Grabbing his arm, I twisted it left and right and said, “All clear. Except for mosquito bites.” I squeezed his dirty, sweaty little hand and shook my head at him when he squealed as I tickled him.

      Keys joined in and the sounds of childish glee were so far from what we’d been talking about that I found I was relieved by it. I needed a break from talking about the past, which had been raked up since it was tied with my need for the three men who kept me on an even keel. I needed a break from the MC and talk of Kenzie who, after barely any time at all, sounded like she was causing mischief again.

      This playtime with my bros was exactly what I needed.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Saint

        The next day

      

      

      

      “Lawrence, are you baking?”

      I twisted around, my wrists up to my forearms coated in flour, butter, and eggs, so I could scowl at her. Sure, she looked pretty all mussed up after a restless night’s sleep, but Lawrence? What the hell?

      “Don’t mess with me,” she grumbled, stepping over to peer at the mixing bowl. “You can’t mess with my stomach. I’ll get hangry.”

      That had me laughing, but I still groused, “Since when do you call me Lawrence?”

      I hated that fucking name. My bitch mom had picked it, and it had to be the least biker name out there. The only thing that potentially beat it was Timothy—hated that name too.

      Like a dog, she sniffed the batter then rumbled, “Since you started rocking my mornings with baking.”

      I’d prefer to rock her world in other ways, but until that could happen, I’d take my frustrations out on the dough I was thumping.

      She dipped her finger in the cinnamon sugar I’d made and sucked on the tip before she did the damnedest thing—she stepped behind me and slipped her arms around my waist. Then, Ama made shit a thousand times better, enough for me to forgive her calling me by my real goddamn name, by sliding her hands under my cut and tee, and pressing skin against skin.

      Now, don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t the first time we’d touched, but hell, this shit was more intimate than I’d ever imagined. It made things seem real, and for a man who’d always calculated real as how many times he’d fucked, shit was hitting home in my head just how this thing with Ama was going to be.

      “Why did you tense up?” she mumbled, pressing her face between my shoulder blades. I definitely got the impression her eyes were closed and she was fighting sleep, a notion that had my lips twitching.

      “Not tense,” I countered.

      “Feel like it,” she groused. “Why?”

      “Just thinking that I’ve never done this before.” And I hadn’t. Not just with her, but with every woman in my life. Well, save for Dorie, my stepma.

      “Oh.” She fell silent. “Do you like it?”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Good.” The breath she released was shaky, and her arms tightened around my waist as she clung to me. “Why are you baking?”

      That was a good question.

      “Just felt like it.”

      She sniffed. “You and me both know the flour comes out only when you’re stressed.”

      “Lots going on,” I countered, returning to my bashing the cinnamon roll dough I was making at the moment.

      “Sure is.” She huffed. “And I’m in the dark.”

      “For your own good, baby doll,” I replied instantly, feeling no shame at the words. It was true—no way was I telling her anything that might frighten her.

      “Mebbe.” She fell silent once more, and again, I started to figure she was sleeping. I didn’t mind being used as a vertical bed. It felt quite good actually.

      Would she have done this before? Before I’d agreed to be a part of this madcap relationship?

      I didn’t think so. She definitely wouldn’t have pressed her arms around my bare belly like she was and, if I turned around, I knew she’d be half-undressed, which was also something she wouldn’t have done before.

      Not that a vest tee and short shorts was exactly going overboard…

      A smile curved my lips at the thought. “Remember when you used to wear girly dresses?”

      She snorted. “What? When I was six?”

      “Yeah. You used to play tag and shit in them too. Was cute as fuck.”

      A disgruntled noise escaped her. “Don’t care what your kinks are, babe, I’m not wearing frilly dresses again.”

      Laughter escaped me, so hard that I leaned forward jerkily and accidentally knocked her away. Spinning around to face her, I saw her crumpled self and beamed a grin at her. “Well, hell, if I’d been in a bad mood before, I sure as fuck ain’t now.”

      “What did I do?”

      I reached up and purposefully pressed my flour-laden fingers to her cheek. “You were just yourself.”

      She blinked up at me. “You’re being nice.”

      “I’m always nice,” I retorted easily, leaning back against the counter to stare at her. “It’s a part of my character. In fact, it’s an integral part.”

      “Sounds like you’re trying to sell shit to a farmer,” she pshawed. “You’re never nice.” Her eyes narrowed into slits. “Now I’m really worried.”

      I snorted. “Nothing’s wrong.” I lifted my hands. “I swear.”

      A hum escaped her, then she peered at the counter and the mess I’d made. “You haven’t cooked for me in ages.”

      “Thought since you’re my woman now, it would be a nice way to start the day.”

      Her gray eyes grew big and round. As big and round as the perfect ‘O’ her mouth made as she gaped at me. Her throat bobbed as she whispered, “Your woman?”

      My lips twitched as I nodded. Slowly.

      She gulped. “I love the sound of that.”

      Fuck, I did too. And her response to it? Shit, that just made things a thousand times better.

      “Been wanting to call you that for a long time, sugar,” I rasped. It wasn’t like me to feel awkward, but I did at that minute. I wasn’t sure why. I wanted to haul her against me, tuck her into my side, but I didn’t. Even though I wanted to.

      “Been wanting to be called it for a long time,” she instantly countered, her eyes flaring with heat as she stared up into my eyes.

      Something settled inside me at how quickly she responded. There was no prevarication, no games, no hiding from me.

      I loved that about her. Hell, I just plain loved her.

      She reached up and cupped my jaw, and I couldn’t stop myself from tilting my head and leaning into her touch.

      “You remember that first day?”

      “The first day ever? Where my momma threatened you?”

      “Yeah, that one,” I said with a grin. “You were mine that day. You know that, don’t you?”

      A harsh sigh escaped her, and in an explosive movement, she pressed herself into me and slipped her arms around my waist again, but from the front. As she burrowed into me, I saw she was wearing my tee from yesterday, and the scent of us mingling together with cinnamon and yeast notes tinging everything was like the best smell in the world.

      They said, didn’t they, that sensory memories were more powerful than a regular one. Well, this was going to be glued into my brain for the rest of my fucking life.

      I pressed a kiss to the top of her forehead, inhaled her scent again, and just enjoyed the moment. I didn’t get much peace in my life. It was a personal choice. I’d joined the MC without a shotgun at my back. I was proud to wear my cut, to ride as a Rebel, but this? Fuck, this was priceless.

      “Still don’t get why you’re baking,” she murmured into my chest. “Don’t you have to go on a run?”

      “Got back in late. Your daddy gave me some time to rest.” Considering I’d been riding all night, I needed the break, but out here in the boondicks, there was shit like birds to wake a man up. I wasn’t used to that. Was more used to the noise of the clubhouse as I’d been living there since my prospect days. That meant nights were noisy and mornings were silent. Here, it was the other way around. “Anyway, road to a woman’s heart’s through her stomach, ain’t it?”

      She snickered and squeezed me. “Thought that was the way to a man’s heart?”

      “You’re lucky you already have mine then. I’ve tasted what you call spaghetti. Fuck that. Prefer to eat pig shit.” No word of a lie. Food was important to Ama, not that she ate all that much in comparison to me and Keys—hell, Ink too now I’d seen what he scarfed down.

      “Well, lucky for you I don’t wanna be barefoot and in the kitchen for the rest of my days.”

      “Aw shucks. Just how I like my woman.”

      Pulling back to look at me, she narrowed her eyes. “Don’t mess with me.”

      I knew what she meant, so I dipped my chin and pressed my lips to her temple. “Ain’t messing. Been yours for longer than it took for you to get around to claiming me, and don’t give a fuck if you can’t cook. That’s what diners are for.”

      “I turned eighteen a few months ago,” she pointed out.

      “Exactly. You waited too long. A few months was too long.” And God, how I meant that. What the hell had we been waiting for? Life was so goddamn short. Lucifer’s Knights were rotting in a jail, Rodeo was in a cell too. This life wasn’t easy, it was rough and ready, and even though I knew that, I hadn’t lived that way.

      I’d fucked sweetbutts, had slutted around with the whores, and for what? Almost to get trapped by Bubbles? Fuck that.

      She pressed her face to my cut and murmured, “I’m glad I’m eighteen.”

      I laughed. “Can guarantee I’m gladder.”

      When she wrinkled her nose at me, those gray eyes of hers twinkling, I sighed at the sight of her. Even sleep-rumpled and tired, she was gorgeous.

      “What’s all the fuckin’ racket?”

      I cut Keys a look, unsurprised to see him scratching his belly, his hair all over the place, his faux hawk all fucked up thanks to his pillow, as he stepped into the kitchen. His nose tipped up. “That cinnamon?”

      “Making cinnamon rolls.”

      He groaned. “Perfect.” Then, he cut Ama a look. “You never saved me a cookie.”

      Ama shrugged. “You shouldn’t have gone on the run, should ya? Ya snooze ya lose.”

      “What cookies?” I queried, because Ama could burn water when it came to the oven.

      “The ones my momma makes,” she answered. “The day you came back from the run, she made some with me.”

      I snorted. “You mean, the packet shit?” My chest puffed up. “I make the best cookies.”

      “Fuck me, it’s a regular British Bake Off in here,” Keys grumbled. “I don’t care who makes what, but where’s the fucking goods?”

      “Needs to prove.”

      He shook his head. “It’s messed up that you get a kick out of baking,” he grumbled.

      “Why? When we get to reap the benefits?” Ama replied, peering over her shoulder with a frown.

      “Because dude’s a Rebel.”

      “So, what? Needs to be killing shit and blowing up crap all the time? Dude, even John McClane needed a break.”

      I grinned. “Love that Die Hard is one of your favorite movies.”

      Keys grunted. “No taste, that’s what.” He clapped his hands. “Get moving. I want some treats.”

      Ama gave me a final squeeze then headed to the fridge. As she moved in that direction, she shoved Keys out the way, and a little tussle ensued—just like it would have if she hadn’t claimed us. I grinned at the sight, relieved to see that, to be honest. It was natural and playful and how we usually were together. I didn’t want that to change, and it seemed like it hadn’t. Except this time, they were both half naked, and when she did shove him, he jangled.

      Staring at him with rounded eyes, she blurted out, “Where the hell did you shove the keys? You’re naked save for your boxers.”

      I rolled my eyes when he grabbed his junk. “I’ll only reveal my secrets under strip search conditions.”

      A startled laugh escaped her, and she tilted her head to the side, cocked her hip like she was a pro, and told him, “Honey, you wouldn’t be able to handle it.”

      And fuck if she wasn’t wrong.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Keys

        Five days later

      

      

      

      When I woke up, I saw her. She was the first thing in my line of sight, and I had to admit, it was worth anything to get this uninhibited view first thing.

      She literally was a sight for sore—in this case—tired eyes.

      With her blonde hair spread all over the pillow, her eyes closed, and her long lashes fluttering faintly and covering the shadows rimming them, it was like watching an angel sleep.

      I didn’t want to wake her. Couldn’t. She needed the rest. Before I’d moved out of her parents’ home and into the clubhouse when I was seventeen, I’d heard her nightmares. Every fucking night.

      I hadn’t forgotten, but I just…

      I sighed.

      I’d forgotten.

      Out of sight, out of mind.

      But now that I was here, back with her and sharing a bed, I heard them every night and it killed me. Knowing she had demons in her sleep I couldn’t vanquish? It slaughtered me.

      Releasing a deep breath, I refrained, barely, from reaching over and cupping her chin. She needed the Z’s, and I did get a kick out of watching her rest because these moments were unique to us. Thanks to the time I’d lived with her and her family, I’d seen her at every point of the day, even early in the morning, but I’d never seen these moments.

      She was innocence and sex combined—that mix should have been impossible, but here she was. Walking proof of it.

      I didn’t have to lift my head to know we were alone. For the past week or so, ever since we’d started sleeping over at Ink’s home, I always woke up with her last, and I enjoyed these silent moments. Especially enjoyed the way she was curled into me when I woke up.

      Sure, not even the AC could stop our skin from sticking together in the muggy heat, but I even appreciated that. I loved the closeness, loved the intimacy, and I didn’t give a fuck if that made me sound like a pussy. I knew some of the brothers would really get a kick out of making me suffer for some of my thoughts, but that was because they weren’t lucky enough to have a woman like Ama to wake up to.

      “You’re thinking.”

      Her sleep-slurred words had my lips twitching because it was something Saint, Ama, and me tended to accuse each other of a lot. With contentment in my veins, I reached over and ran my hands through the tips of her hair that lay between our heads on the bright blue pillows. In contrast, her hair looked even more like spun gold.

      “I have a brain. It’s what brains do.”

      “Not at this time of the morning,” she grumbled. “It’s way too early for thinking.”

      That had me smiling for real, and I leaned over and pressed a kiss to her forehead, loving her scent, loving her warmth against me as she tilted her head and smooshed her face into my chest.

      By comparison to Saint and Ink, I felt kind of small. We were the same height, roughly all over six feet, but I had a smaller build. I pumped weights but I figured it was due to my age more than anything else. They looked like real men, and I felt like a fucking kid, but when she moved slightly, her lips trailing down over my clavicle and heading toward the split skin on my chest where my pecs were finally beginning to bulk up, I didn’t feel like a kid.

      I just felt like hers.

      I signed when her mouth traced over my nipples, and I reached over to run my hand through her hair again. “You sure you’re ready?”

      “Stopped being sore yesterday,” she mumbled. “Stupid vagina. What else takes so long to heal from being poked and prodded?”

      Snorting out a laugh, I replied, “Definitely stupid, but it belongs to you, so I guess I can’t be too mad at it.”

      Her eyes sparkled when she tilted her head back and laughed with me. That diamond-bright glitter stunned me even as it reeled me in, and when the laughter stuttered in both our chests, I cleared my throat and, in a husky voice, inquired, “You sure you want this?”

      Her eyelashes fluttered, and her smile? Fuck, I knew without words she did, because that smile was every woman’s weapon against a man. It was sleepy and sexy and loaded with secrets. It told a man she wanted him anyway she could have him. It was knowing and cunning and reeled a guy in faster than the speed of light.

      I had to taste that smile. Just had to. No alternative, no options. I dipped my head and pressed my mouth to hers, before I traced my tongue around the curve of her lips. The divot of her Cupid’s bow required multiple investigations, until she was giggling a little.

      “That tickles,” she whispered, her eyes darkening.

      I just hummed and, nipping at her bottom lip, tasted her for real. I didn’t let her escape, didn’t let her pull back. I just cupped the base of her skull and tasted her, made her know what it felt like to be kissed by me.

      From what she’d said, I knew the crush she’d had on Ink all this time hadn’t been singular. She’d had one on Saint and me too. But crushes and attraction weren’t the same thing, and I had to admit, with those two around—two bikers who had half the sweetbutts’ tongues wagging—I did feel a little insecure. Not with the clubwhores. Hell, they fucked even the ugly motherfuckers, but with Ama? She was different.

      She mattered.

      And I was half terrified she was going to turn me away because the crush she felt for me didn’t run as deeply as the ones she had for them.

      Maybe that was why I went slowly, leaving her sleep shirt on, why I was content just to kiss her. Just to let her taste me and be tasted in return, happy to explore her and have her explore me.

      The morning light turned from gray and dark to warm. The brightness in here didn’t shift thanks to the curtains, but it pooled us both within its spotlight, and as I rolled her over onto her back, I felt relief swirl inside me as she parted her legs and lifted them to ride my hips.

      The press of my dick to her pussy had us both shuddering, and when she began to rock her pelvis, grinding herself into me, her heat scorching me through my boxers? Fuck, it was a wonder I didn’t take off like a rocket.

      With a grunt, I pulled away from her lips and pressed my forehead to hers. I rocked my hips and ground back just as hard as she did, and the friction was better than the sex I’d had with another woman.

      Yeah.

      Mind-blowing.

      I gritted my teeth against the urge to cum. That was how she wrecked my control. I’d stopped being a two-pump-chump back when I was fourteen. I was actually pretty decent in bed—if I said so myself. But Ama messed with my head and my body, and I thanked God for that.

      I grunted against her lips, checking, “Are you ready for this?”

      “Hell, Jamie, can’t you tell I was born ready for you?” she whimpered as her words had me rocking faster against her softness. Her head fell back, making her throat arch.

      Taking advantage now, I slipped down and reached for the hem of the shirt she wore. It was an overlarge tee with tits and a pussy on it—her idea of both a joke and a negligee, presumably. Last night, we’d all burst out laughing at the sight of it, and she’d beamed at us before snuggling between Saint and Ink and falling immediately asleep.

      Shoving the hem up high, I revealed creamy skin, soft curves, and tits that made my mouth water. I lifted one hand and cupped her, molding the softness in my fingers, loving how she mewled when I grazed a digit over her nipple. She bit at her lip, vulnerability blending with need in her eyes as she stared at me, letting me touch her, responding infinitesimally to that touch by the flaring and dilating of her pupils, the soaring wave of gooseflesh that made an appearance wherever I pressed my fingers, and… fuck, the sweet scent of her desire that made itself known to me.

      I hadn’t realized she was panty-less. Had to figure the others didn’t know as well. But now that she was bare to me, and when I felt her cream through my boxers? I needed a taste.

      Shuffling down, I pressed kisses to each of her nipples, then with my tongue, tasted between the mounds then glided down over her stomach. I left a line down the center and then headed toward the fluff that covered her pussy. She wasn’t bare, not like I was used to, but she was neat and trimmed and I figured I could work with that.

      Her scent was addicting. I pressed my nose to her belly for a second, smiling when I felt her nervous laugh and the rake of her nails over my scalp as she ran her fingers through my hair.

      “Jamie?”

      I grunted. “Just savoring the moment.”

      “I understand,” she whispered. “Been waiting a long time for this too.”

      Interest flickered inside me at that moment, and that it had nothing to do with my cock, which was leaking pre-cum, was close to a fucking miracle. I looked up at her, and asked, “How long?”

      She hummed. “Remember when you beat the shit out of Will Adams?”

      My brow puckered. “The first or second time?” Dumb fuck hadn’t realized I meant what I said.

      “The first.” She smiled at me. “I knew then I wanted you.”

      “Hell, Ama,” I complained. “We were thirteen years old when he did that.”

      Thanks to that cunt Sanchez, she had two bumps in her nose from where he’d broken it. Adams had decided to mock her for it, and I’d decided to mock him for it too—by giving him a matching set.

      I’d broken that bastard’s nose three times over the years. Each time I’d snapped it, had felt it crumple beneath my fist, heard it crunch, had been music to my ears.

      She shrugged. “Been wanting you since then. Ain’t gonna lie about that.”

      I grunted. “I don’t want you to lie, not asking you to. Just saying, why didn’t you tell me?”

      Her gulp warned me and I let her next words flow through me. Maybe a few days ago, I’d have gone on the defensive, but when I had her like this? How could I be anything other than grateful that she wanted me at all?

      “Because I had feelings for Saint too. Ink as well. It was odd. I thought they were all just crushes, but they weren’t. I think, even then, I knew I loved you.” Her eyes turned distant, like she was back in the past rather than just thinking about it. “I remember watching all of you, craving your nearness with a fierce ache inside my chest. Whenever Ink went on a run, I thought I was dying, and then when Saint started going too? I felt sure I was…”

      She blew out a breath and shook her head. “Silly, but true. I was a lot more vulnerable back then than I am now. Trust me, I know you guys think I’m made of glass now, but I’m not. Then, I was. I couldn’t have handled you rejecting me, and if you had said yes, I’d have felt guilty about wanting and needing Saint and Ink too.”

      As I processed that, I realized how hard that must have been on her. To want something so unusual while being aware it was achievable because of her parents… yet not knowing if it was something she could ever have—a bittersweet torment all on its own.

      Pressing a kiss to her belly, I murmured, “Think I knew I wanted you when I was six years old.” I grinned when she giggled, but her fingers tightened on my hair, telling me silently she needed to know more. “There you were, always surrounded by books, always so clean in your pretty dresses…” I shook my head. “I just wanted to muss you up. Not to be mean, but just to see you light up, I guess. Like, when you went on the swings, there was nothing better than watching you enjoy that. And when you were in the family room, you always looked so alone and lonely. I hated that.”

      “So, you dragged me outside and helped turn me into a tomboy?”

      I grinned at her. “Saint corrupted you too.”

      “Do you know why he was always hanging around at first?”

      “No. Why?”

      She chuckled. “My momma had threatened him. First day we arrived. Told him to look after me, pretty much on pain of death. Stuck to me like glue after that. Bet that’s half the reason he’s still here. Just in case Momma castrates him for making me upset.”

      She was joking, one-hundred-percent, and that filled me with relief because she knew, fucking knew, what she meant to us.

      I cleared my throat, my voice hesitant and shaky, as I whispered, “Ama?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I love you. You know that, right?”

      Her eyes flashed, diamond-bright for a second, before her lips curved. “I know it, and I love you too. Have since before I knew what was what. Loved you as a friend first, and then I loved you as a girl loves a boy.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I love you like a woman loves her man.”

      I released a shaky breath. “You mean it?” Fuck, I knew I sounded like a wimp, but I just… It wasn’t often a man went into a relationship with two other men. Hell yeah, I was insecure.

      Her fingers stopped fiddling with my hair, and instead, she gently stroked the back of my neck. “I mean it with all that I am. Jamie, I need you more than I can even express. But how I love you? It’s all encompassing. Not one part of me doesn’t belong to you.”

      Another shaky breath escaped me, and I tilted my head around and decided to do what any man should in these moments.

      Thank his woman for her love.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Saint

      

      

      

      When I heard moaning down the hall, I hesitated. Ink had gone out for another emergency church, so there was no denying who it was—Ama and Keys.

      I pulled at my bottom lip as the urge to go and see what they were doing hit me, but did Ama want that? Would she be embarrassed and flustered?

      We hadn’t really spoken about these things. Hadn’t had the chance, but she had mentioned wanting to repeat that ‘sandwich-style’ hug from the tattoo parlor, but had that been a joke?

      Her brothers had only left last night, and hell, they might be returning if the emergency church deemed it so. We’d been busy keeping them occupied, as well as Ama, and when one of us was with her and them, the other had to go on runs—shorter ones, to warehouses all over the county and beyond.

      Letting her take her time, make the first moves, hadn’t been something any of us had outright said, but it was just an organic step in the right direction.

      Ama knew what she wanted from us, so we just had to wait on her for that plan to reveal itself.

      I regretted that now.

      Regretted it because I’d never asked her if she wanted us sexually, or just like a… Well, an umbrella relationship. She was with us all, we slept with her, but did she want more with all of us as a group? Or just individually?

      Hell, could she handle us en masse?

      I’d seen more shit in the clubhouse bar than most porn stars could imagine, but I’d never actually had a threesome. It made sense, though, that if I was going to have one it would be with Keys.

      Never in my wildest dreams did I think the woman we might be sharing was Ama, but that was actually a wet dream come to life now that I thought about it.

      Still, just because I wanted it didn’t mean Keys or Ama did.

      But when I listened to her moans growing louder, wilder, fuck. I couldn’t stay in the kitchen, dicking around with a cooking game on my phone.

      I couldn’t just listen to that and not need to be a part of what they were doing to each other.

      Selfish, yeah, but hell, she could always toss me out if she wanted.

      Stepping down the hall, I hesitated outside the door, then carefully opened it. Seeing Ama’s legs splayed out wide with Keys buried between them? Fuck, I wasn’t even sure if it was a fantasy come true or my own personal idea of torture.

      All I knew was my cock had gone rock-hard and I needed her.

      Keys’ back had tensed up the second I opened the door, so I knew he was aware of my presence. He didn’t stop though, didn’t react other than with the flexing of his shoulders. Ama had a forearm over her eyes as she let Keys taste her and enjoy her. I didn’t like the fact she was hiding, but I got it. This was all still new to her, after all.

      She sounded so wet that my mouth watered with the need to taste her. But the way her body moved? She was a born temptress.

      I shucked out of my cut and laid it on the dresser, then I ducked out of my tee and got to work on my belt. The rattle of the buckle had her hand moving away, and when she saw me? I swear that all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

      Her hand reached out for me, and if that wasn’t a goddamn invitation, I didn’t know what was.

      I stepped out of my jeans the second I could, beyond grateful that I hadn’t put on my boots yet.

      As I crawled onto the bed, she asked, “Do you go command—” Her question got derailed when Keys, obviously not appreciating her distraction, worked some magic on her.

      Rather than answer her, I kissed her, and with my hands, explored her soft curves and gentle warmth. My fingers ran over her tits, finding her nipples and gently rubbing them back and forth between thumb and forefinger. Twisting them slightly whenever she arched her hips, I gradually increased pressure until I was pinching them and she was bucking into my hand.

      “Oh, God!” she groaned, eyes flaring wide as she climaxed. Her legs clamped down on Keys’ head and when he laughed at how hard she squeezed him, I did too, until she was groaning and laughing at the same time as well. When he let her go, she slouched back on the bed, her tits jiggling as she got her breath back.

      “Do all guys do this?” she rasped, her eyes blindly staring upward as she came down. “I mean, I thought… I thought it was the other way around.”

      Figured that Ink had warmed her up by going down on her.

      I snorted. “Not all dudes are douches.” Even if I’d been a douche to most women before her. Jesus, I was a real dick. I should probably apologize to every sweetbutt I’d ever fucked… but now definitely wasn’t the time to be thinking about them.

      “Just most of them,” Keys replied, kissing his way back up her belly and planting himself on top of her.

      She reached up and touched his top lip. Her thumb rubbed along the moisture there from her pussy, and as she brought it to her own mouth, flickered her tongue over it and tasted it herself, I was speechless. I knew Keys was too. Such unbridled sensuality and ease with her sexuality wasn’t something I think either of us had ever imagined. Ama was pretty uptight in most things, so to see her do that?

      I about busted a nut.

      She hummed. “Kind of salty.”

      “Sweet,” Keys countered, his voice low and husky. “Sweet like honey.”

      Her eyes fluttered as she stared at him. “Can I taste properly?”

      His nostrils flared as he hovered his face above hers. Her tongue darted out, tasting herself, then she moaned and joined their mouths in a union that had me grabbing my dick.

      I wanted in her so fucking bad, but this was Keys’ show, considering he’d warmed her up… next time, man, next time, she was all mine.

      As Keys tongue fucked her, his hips rocked as he pressed into her softness. I wasn’t surprised when he reared back and up, and dragged his dick out of his boxers—boxers we’d all taken to wearing to get into bed.

      I’d seen a lot of cocks in my life. Not necessarily intentionally, but just… they were there. Someone was always fucking somewhere at the clubhouse, so I’d seen pretty much all of my brothers’ dicks at some point unless they had wives who didn’t like to get down and dirty at the compound.

      So, I didn’t feel icked out seeing Keys’ bobbing dick. In fact, I watched as he grabbed a hold of his shaft and pressed the tip to her pussy.

      “Condom?” I rasped, just in the nick of time.

      “Jab,” she whimpered, and Keys groaned in relief.

      As her juicy folds swallowed him up, I ground my teeth at the sight as he made love to her. I knew because he was gentle at first, and I knew we weren’t particularly gentle guys. With Ama, of course, shit was different.

      He didn’t fuck her, but he didn’t look disappointed about not being able to be rough. He bracketed her head with his forearms and connected their gazes as he stared down at her.

      His ass pumped steadily, not pulling any quirky moves, just letting her adjust. I had to figure she was tight as fuck and a little tense even if she’d only just come. When her legs weren’t burrowed into his sides and she released a shaky breath, I figured she’d calmed down some, so I wasn’t altogether surprised when he pulled out again and, shooting me a nod, rasped, “Ama, I’m gonna need you to get onto your knees.”

      A whimper escaped her. “But I liked what you were doing!” she complained.

      He grinned. “Good. But let’s not leave Saint out, yeah?” Keys reached down and grabbed her chin. “You ever sucked a cock before?”

      I understood the gravel in his voice because, inwardly, I was just as outraged at the prospect of her sucking someone else off.

      “N-No.”

      “Good. You’re gonna learn today, ‘cause Saint is gonna teach you.” He helped roll her over onto the covers, hefting most of her weight because she was evidently very comfortable where she was.

      My lips twitched when he slapped her ass to get her moving when she lay flat out on the bed. “I can fuck you like this, baby, but I don’t think you’re ready for how deep it is.”

      She twisted her head to the side as she got onto her knees. “Deep? Deeper than before?”

      He nodded.

      When Ama licked her lips, I grunted and his nostrils flared—she liked the sound of that.

      “Another time,” he rasped.

      “Promise?”

      “We got all the time in the world, baby girl,” he told her, and I knew he meant it.

      Whatever it was that had made him hold back before, apparently the reins had been released, because he was in this. A hundred percent. I knew because he wouldn’t be doing this with her, wouldn’t be messing around with her if he didn’t intend on going the full mile.

      For Ama’s sake, I was glad.

      And for my own, I was pretty happy too.

      Naturally, sharing Ama was taking some getting used to, and I sure as fuck wasn’t used to sleeping in a bed with three dudes every night—it was like a weird ass sleepover. But I could deal with that, and easily, because Ama made me want things I’d never wanted before. So long as those things were realized, I was good.

      At that moment, I wanted her sweet mouth around my dick more than I wanted in her pussy—which was definitely saying something.

      Maneuvering to the head of the bed, I sank back into the pillows, and watched as she twisted to face me instead of peering over her shoulder at Keys. When she saw my dick, her cheeks turned pink.

      I grabbed my cock and held it at the base. I was leaking pre-cum and my balls felt like they were throbbing—fucking throbbing with the need to bust a load.

      As I jacked off slightly to relieve the pressure, I watched her eyes follow the movement.

      “The tip’s real sensitive, Ama,” I told her huskily. “I don’t like any teeth around it.”

      Keys inserted, “I do.”

      My lips twitched. “You got three different sets of lessons coming up then. I like mine sloppy and fast.”

      “W-What does that mean?”

      “It means he wants to fuck your face,” Keys grunted, covering her like a living blanket, and nipping her shoulder. She moaned and I had to figure that he was deep inside her, a move that was confirmed when he pulled back and she shook—her body surging forward with the thrust.

      “In this, you ain’t gonna have to do much. But you’re gonna have to make sure you don’t choke.”

      “I like it if you choke a bit,” Keys admitted on a grunt, slapping her ass and thrusting into her a little harder and a lot faster.

      When she squealed, my lips twitched and I shot him a look over her shoulder, and saw he was grinning at me.

      Fuck, it was a weird as hell moment to realize it, but Jesus, I was happy. So fucking happy that I could burst.

      No, I’d never expected this, but now that it was here? I wanted nothing else.

      When she dropped her head and flickered her tongue over the tip of my shaft, the feeling of rightness hit me even more. Rolling my shoulders, I relaxed my head against the headboard and settled in for the show.

      Gathering her hair in my fist, I murmured, “Get some spit, Ama.” As she obeyed, she pushed it between her lips, letting it drip down my cock. When she fluttered her tongue along the thick vein at the back, I widened my legs and dug my heels into the mattress. “Fuck, that feels good, baby,” I growled. “Do it again.” And she did. Twice more until her spit was tumbling into my fist.

      “Now, put your lips all the way around and suck on the tip like you would a lollipop.”

      She didn’t raise her head, didn’t look at me as she obeyed. With some of my cock in her mouth, Keys thrust into her quickly, once, twice, until I was farther inside her than she’d expected.

      Her nails burrowed into my thighs, but I liked the sting, and I watched as one hand dropped between my legs and began stroking, almost tickling my goddamn balls.

      The muscles in my stomach rippled with the move, and fuck, I rolled my head back so I was staring at the ceiling, because I was about to blow my nut when she’d only given me a few licks.

      Thanking fuck she was inexperienced and didn’t know a blowjob shouldn’t last a few minutes, I let her suck on me like the lollipop I’d just told her to imagine.

      “Hell,” I rasped. “I’m jealous of every other Chupa Chups you’ve ever eaten if this is how you treat them.”

      Keys chuckled, and Ama’s giggle, when it came, vibrated around my shaft, making me grit my teeth as I withstood the onslaught.

      “She’s good?” Keys asked, his nails raking down her spine, making her shudder and pause in her ministrations.

      “Very,” I rasped. He cut me a look as if to say, ‘Really?’ And I nodded, because fuck, maybe she wasn’t an expert, but my dick seemed to think she was.

      “That mean I can let go?” Keys questioned, and I flicked him a nod.

      When his hips reared back, Ama squealed then grunted as he thrust back into her hard and fast. That she hadn’t anticipated this was a given. There was love there in the way his hands worked her body, coming up to cup her tits and squeeze them in his hands. The way he nipped at her shoulder, sucked down on the curve of her throat. But he’d morphed from a lover into a man who needed to claim his woman, and I couldn’t blame him.

      When one of his hands slipped under her, I knew the exact moment he touched her clit because she was off like a rocket. She almost choked on my cock as her garbled moans danced along my shaft, and when I exploded into her, unable to stand the torment much more, she gagged, and that swallowing suction as she sucked down my cum was exhilarating.

      “Fuck,” I roared, almost in time to Keys’, “Goddammit, Ama! Fuck, baby, that feels fucking perfect.”

      When the three of us sagged, our releases burned out, spent, we fell into a huddle of sated limbs and overheated bodies. I shuffled down so she could rest atop me, and when Keys didn’t pull out, I knew I’d probably get squashed under their combined weight, but I didn’t give a fuck.

      As her arms settled around me, her lips pressing to my pec, I knew I was home.

      This woman was meant to be ours.

      I knew it in my fucking bones.
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      Scrubbing a hand over my face, I yawned then cut it off when Lucie glowered at me. I shrugged. “What? Ama’s had bad nightmares all week.”

      Her brow puckered. “Really? I was hoping they’d—”

      “They have cocks, Lucie, not endless prescriptions of Valium,” Flame replied for me, and received a cutting look for his pains.

      Cupping the back of my neck, I admitted, “They’re not as bad—”

      “Miracle dicks,” Dagger taunted, and while he was laughing, I saw the concern in his eyes.

      “Not exactly,” I mocked. Things had been platonic between us for about a week. We hadn’t said a word to Ama, as we’d been waiting on her to make the next move. She was the one who knew when she was ready, and I wasn’t about to push her.

      Maybe my name should be Saint too. I totally understood where he got his road name from now, because with any other woman, I’d have fucked off by now. But Ama? Jesus. She was keyed into my soul. With her, I had an endless well of patience, and if it wasn’t so unlike me, I’d marvel over it. Instead, I was just left metaphorically shaking my head as I tried to process why she had this much power over me.

      “Anyway, fewer nightmares, but it’s hard to get to sleep afterward. That’s all.”

      Lucie winced. “Well, I’m glad to hear there are fewer, even if I’m sorry it’s hard to sleep.”

      I shrugged. “Not a problem.” I’d been dealing with this for two years, but this week, I was just more tired than usual.

      Well aware that the ATF would probably return, we’d been shuffling our loads between four different warehouses.

      They were all within a day’s ride of each other, meaning Saint and I were back every night, but with the stress of managing the council and the upcoming church, I was just more exhausted than I would be if our routine hadn’t been fucked to hell.

      Shit, I hadn’t even opened Black Ink myself for a week. Ama was there, manning the desk, and taking appointments. She was designing for potential clients too, which she shouldn’t technically be doing, but hell, I was looking forward to getting my hand on a tattoo machine and making her work come to life.

      It was going to be a treat all round.

      Axe cleared his throat. “To get this back on track, we need to think about opening another factory.”

      Lucie grimaced. “Think that’s wise with them breathing down our neck?”

      “Maybe not, but we sure as hell can’t use our old location. Not for a while. Not until the ATF gets over the hard-on they have for us.”

      “What if that doesn’t happen for years?” she questioned grimly.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve been on an agency’s radar. We just have to outmaneuver them.” Wolfe shrugged. “We’ve been lucky, and that’s made us sloppy. If it wasn’t for your dad coming down and telling us about what the Knights were dealing with, then we’d have been fucked. As it stands, we’re good, and we’re ahead of them.”

      “Not exactly ahead,” I corrected. “We’re still up against the wall with what we’re doing.”

      Dagger nodded. “The books are good, but losing those triple K’s from that last run has stung us bad.”

      “But,” I countered, “we have a new deal with the Brighton Beach Russians. They’re interested in our merch.”

      “Thought they shipped in from the motherland,” Lucie tossed down.

      “Yeah, they do, but they said they were having problems getting them here. Something to do with the docks. Might not be forever, but I think it would be stupid to turn them down.”

      “How many do they want?”

      “A thousand.”

      Around me, the councilors whistled.

      “Yeah, that’s why I called church,” Axe said with a laugh. “We need to get back to full production.”

      Wolfe twisted in his seat, dipping back so his head was on the rest as he thought the problem through.

      “We could convert one of the warehouses. The one in Sandover contains most of the gear from the factory anyway.”

      Axe winced. “That place is inches away from burning down.”

      Wolfe snorted. “Well, after this, we’ll push it over. The guys will just have to be careful.” He cut Lucie a look. “Might be wise to just have your best men working on it. Shorter shifts, longer breaks, before getting back to it. Maybe we could even make a break room with beds or something?”

      “That could be a good idea. Everyone knows it’s all hands on deck at the minute.” She tapped her nails against the table. “I don’t think they’ll mind pulling double shifts or sleeping where they work for a while. Not if I’m there as well.”

      Flame scowled. “Is it safe for you to be there at all hours?”

      Her lips twitched. “I’m surrounded by guns, babe. I think I’ll manage to fire one if anyone comes after us.”

      She looked bright and breezy, but her men didn’t, and although it was evident they wanted to argue, that they weren’t going to was also pretty clear.

      I got that.

      Not even four men who had a rep the size of Texas, as well as rap sheets as tall as the six-foot bastards themselves, were going to fight with Lucifer Steeler when she had the bit between her teeth.

      “I think we need to keep shit as business as usual until we hear otherwise,” Lucie stated calmly.

      “What about Kenzie?”

      “So far, no slipups,” she grumbled her reply at Axe. “Trust me, I’m trying.”

      “What was her BS excuse for the bruises?” Wheels inquired, before he took a deep sip of water from his bottle.

      “That she needed a way back home and figured it would get Keys to help her.” She shrugged. “It stinks. To me, it reeks. But I know for a fact she and Keys don’t get on, so I doubt he’d have helped her to be fair. He’d have thought, like most of you would, that she’d made her bed and had to lie in it.” When her words got a bunch of nods as a reply, she rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yeah, yeah. Well, though that fits, nothing else does.”

      “The baby’s Hex’s, yeah?”

      “Apparently.”

      I reached up and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “It’s too soon to know if the heat’s gone off the Knight’s, isn’t it?” I mumbled.

      “Yeah, way too soon.” Lucie pulled a face. “Unfortunately. But Dad’s got feelers out with the cops on his payroll and—” She blinked when everyone gaped at her. “What? What is it?”

      “You called Martin ‘dad.’” Axe’s eyes were round. “That has to be the first time I’ve ever heard you call him that.”

      She scowled. “I didn’t.”

      “You did, babe,” Flame retorted, but his lips were twisted in a smile. “You’ll make his day if you call him that to his face.”

      Lucie grunted. “Don’t be a baby.” When Flame just snorted, and the snort was punctuated by the flicker of his lighter, Lucie grumbled, “Anyway, before I was rudely interrupted, he says he’ll get back to us ASAP if there’s any news on just who their rat might be.”

      “Good. Well, I guess we’ve all got shit we need to be doing. Axe, I think we need to call church tomorrow. The brothers have been patient, but it’s time to let them in on the clusterfuck.”

      “They’ve only been patient because they’ve been up to their eyeballs in work,” I retorted drily. “It’s not like we’ve had time for church with most of us all over southeast Texas hiding our wares.”

      Wolfe shrugged. “True, but you know I like to keep them in the loop.”

      And that was exactly why he was a fucking awesome Prez. I’d been there for the latter years of Bomber Steeler’s presidency, and it hadn’t sucked too hard, but we’d been at war with the Knights and that had blown. Lots of brothers were lost to a rebellion nobody really understood… until Lucie had returned and, with it, she’d brought answers.

      As church disbanded, I went upstairs with Dagger. He was the one I was closest to, mostly because we’d worked together once upon a time.

      Before Lucie had brought home the ghost gun operation, we’d had a kill-for-hire service that had netted us a lot of dough. Flame had one team, Dagger the other.

      “Ama doing okay?” he asked when we made it upstairs.

      “Yeah. I think she’s enjoying the tattoo parlor. I’m not sure if she’s made out for the inking, but we’ll see.”

      Dagger tipped his head to the side. “What do you mean? Why don’t you think she’s cut out for inking?”

      “She doesn’t like the sight of blood.”

      His mouth worked and he gaped at me. “How the fuck did I not know that?”

      I shrugged. “She hid it from you.”

      “Little fucker,” he mumbled under his breath.

      My lips twitched. “Hardly. I mean, she probably hid it because she thought people would make fun of her.”

      “You’re not making me feel better,” he snarled, running a hand through his hair. His cheeks pulled taut as he gnawed on the inside of one for a second, and as he leaned back against the wainscoting, he murmured, “Get her to persevere, yeah?”

      “Of course. She’s no way near ready to pick up a machine, so there’s no problem on that score.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why isn’t she ready?”

      “Calm down, papa bear,” I mocked. “She can’t use one until she can put it together. Them’s the rules,” I carried on teasing.

      “Fuck, she never was good with anything mechanical.”

      “It’s hardly fucking rocket science,” I retorted. “But she keeps fumbling it, and until she can break it down so she can use the autoclave to get things sterilized, and then put it back together again, she can’t try it out.”

      “You’re not going soft on her, are you?”

      I stuck my tongue in my cheek, because in so many ways, I was soft around Amaryllis. To the point where it was probably bad for my street cred. But in this? Yeah, I was being tough. I wanted her to be the best she could be, and if she wasn’t tested, if she wasn’t made to strive and work hard? Then she might as well just give everything up now.

      “No.” I cut him a look. “And don’t ask me to.”

      He raised his hands, his watch clinking against the heavy silver bracelet he wore. “Not asking you to do shit. Just questioning.”

      “Questioning what? My ability to teach?” I shot an arched brow his way. “She might well be my first student, Dagger, and I ain’t lying about that, but you and I both know that Roper was one of the best.”

      Dagger’s lips quirked up the side as he nodded in agreement. “True. Did my back piece a long time ago.” He whistled under his breath. “A long ass time ago.”

      “You were one of the lucky ones to get him before his sight really cut out.”

      Dagger hummed. “Fucking tragedy, that.”

      “Ain’t no word of a lie. But I’m teaching her how he taught me, and that’s the only way I know how to move on with this, okay?”

      He dipped his chin. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to micromanage.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t,” I said with a soft laugh, punching him in the arm. “But I tell you what, I ain’t being unfair, just making sure she’s got the skills, the training, and the know-how.”

      “How do you even start with that shit?”

      “First, orange peels, then a side of pork.” His nose wrinkled, making me hoot. “You’re the one who keeps most of the pigs around here well-fed. You can’t be squeamish about that.”

      “Just trying to imagine Ama’s face.”

      “See, that’s what I mean. I’m not sure how she’ll be around that side of things. And hell, maybe that’s not her forte. Maybe it’s mine. Maybe she should do the designing and I should do the inking.”

      Dagger’s brows lifted. “You wouldn’t mind that?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t see why not. I want the best for my clients, and if she gives them that? Well, hell, why not? Business marriage made in heaven.”

      “As well as real marriage.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “You meant that before, didn’t you? About wifing her?”

      “Of course.” I shot him a look, stared him straight in the eye, and murmured, “I’ll do right by her.”

      He slapped me on the back and, as he walked off, muttered, “See that you do.”

      And if I didn’t, I was under no delusion I’d have four shotguns buried in my back.

      A thought that had me laughing as I headed on back to my place to get ready for my shift at Black Ink.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Saint

        Ten days later

      

      

      

      “What is it?” I peered down the hall and saw Ama, standing there in one of our tees, a box in her hand.

      That she’d answered the door like that fucked me off. That she’d answered the door like that made my cock hard…

      Hell. The sight of her all tousled and shit made my heart bang in my chest. Her legs were on display, her tits somehow managed to strain through the baggy tee she wore, and her bright gold hair was all over the damn place.

      “You should have woken me. What if it was—”

      She snorted. “It was the mailman.”

      “Surprised they come out this far,” I muttered, staring at the box. “What is it?”

      The box was already open when she said, “Dunno.”

      “Ama! Fuck’s sake,” I growled, striding toward her. “Don’t open the goddamn box!”

      She sniffed. “It’s hardly gonna be anthrax, is it? It’s the cops that are after the MC, not rivals.” Then, as she peered into the box, her lips twitched. “Oh.”

      “Oh, what?” I grumbled, and staring into the cardboard box, I laughed. “You ordered sex toys?”

      Her eyes narrowed on me. “No. I didn’t. But I may have suggested the necessity of some.”

      “Why? Because three dicks ain’t enough?” I grinned. “Baby, we’re wearing you out.” And she was sleeping a shit ton better as a result. Certain parts of the night, she’d start whimpering in her sleep, but she wasn’t waking up screaming. Not as often, anyway. Maybe three times a week. But in comparison to the regular seven?

      Sex was definitely a miracle worker.

      And we were more than happy to be her willing victims.

      She slapped a hand against my chest, but as her hand dropped, she grabbed my nipple and twisted it. I howled and backed off. “Fucking hate when you do that,” I grumbled, cupping my nipple and patting it.

      “That’s why I do it. Plus, you deserve it for even suggesting I get a piercing.” She shuddered. “Ink can do anything he wants to my tits, but that ain’t one of them.” Her attention shifted to the discretely packaged box that was inside the larger container, before she cut me a look. “Want to use it on me?”

      “A dildo?” I scowled. “My cock is more than—”

      “It’s a butt plug,” she grumbled, rolling her eyes.

      “Oh.” My grin was swift. “Ohh.”

      “Yeah. Oh,” she replied, amused. “At least, I think it is. I suggested it to Ink but the package has my name on it… have to figure it’s the butt plug.”

      My cock was more than ready for that lesson. “Okay, let’s try it now.”

      She chuckled as she headed into the kitchen. “Gotta wash it first,” was her prim response, and like a dog panting after its bitch in heat, I followed her.

      Watching her open the box, then peer at the plug that had one of those jewels in the base before washing it, I shook my head. “That ain’t big enough.”

      “Something to start with, considering all your cocks are bigger than this, I have to start somewhere.” She scowled at me. “Why you all gotta be so big?”

      “Trust me, you’ll be grateful someday soon.” I peered at the silver plug and at the false ruby that twinkled in the morning light that came in from the window behind the sink. The blinds were half down but the sun was more than definitely up. “Where’s Keys?”

      “He had to go to the clubhouse.” She pouted. “Him leaving is what woke me up. Just as I was about to fall back asleep, the mailman came.”

      I nudged her in the side. “Came bearing gifts though, right?”

      Her smile was cheeky, then she delved inside the box and found a small package of lube. I grabbed the tester sample and murmured, “Come with me to my lair, my pretty.”

      She snorted, then tapping my ass, hard enough to sting through my briefs, went running down the hall, whooping all the way.

      It was my turn to roll my eyes at her, even though it was definitely wasted on her back. Instead, I shucked off my underwear in the kitchen, dumped it in front of the washing machine, then tore open the lube sample. Spreading some onto the plug, I used the excess on my cock which, of course, was already getting hard.

      As I stepped down the hall, wondering at how I’d become quite comfortable in this new place in such a short space of time, I heard shuffling in the bedroom and found Ama tossing most of the pillows on the bed onto the floor.

      Laughing, I leaned my arm against the doorjamb and asked, “You making a pillow fort or something?”

      When she twisted to shoot me a smile, she murmured down at the bed, “We need a bigger bed.”

      “Sure as fuck do,” I agreed, stepping toward her.

      I could feel the fire in my eyes, and maybe she saw it, maybe it burned her too because her own rounded in surprise. She licked her lips and slowly took a few paces back until the bed was touching her calves. When she crossed her arms at the waist, I knew she was going to remove her tee, and I groaned as her tits bounced free a second later.

      She bit her lip, evidently still a little uncomfortable with being naked in the light of day, then held out her hand for me. I reached for it, reached for her, and slipped my arms around her waist and pulled us together so that we were touching all the way along our fronts.

      When Ama shivered, I smiled down at her and whispered, “You’re gonna love it.”

      She tipped her chin back. “Having something shoved in my butt?” Her lips twitched. “Sounds like something to love that’s for sure. I mean, I’m sure you’d appreciate it—”

      “Yeah, no chance, babe,” I informed her before I reached down and grabbed her ass cheeks, pulling them wide apart and dipping my fingers between her crack. When she squeaked at the abrupt move, I grinned, leaned down, and slipped my mouth along the line of her jaw. “My ass is exit only.”

      She shivered as my tongue traced her jaw too. “No fair. Sexist.”

      I snorted. “You love me as I am.”

      A grunt escaped her. “There’s always room for improvement.” She reached between us, grabbed my cock, and shaped it with her hand. With the slick lube on it, her fingers made short work of making my half-erection turn full mast. Her grip tightened to the point of discomfort as she twisted out of my hold then twisted us around so that my back was to the bed. Within seconds, I was plopping against the mattress, dropping the plug at my side, and she was astride me.

      “You’re too used to climbing on hogs,” I grumbled, watching her scurrying up to me—her intent evident.

      “I’m too used to you going down on me,” she replied. “You want my butt to be a port of entry and exit, you gotta pay the toll.”

      “We’ve made a monster,” I wailed, but grabbed her butt and hauled her up toward my mouth.

      Though she squeaked again—her signature noise in the bedroom, which was far better than her terrified screams—it soon morphed into a low moan. Her hips began to rock against my mouth as I sucked down on her clit. She appreciated heavy handed moves, and wasn’t one for delicacy or restraint, even in this short time, I’d learned that she didn’t like it if I teased. Of course, that made me want to, but I figured I’d give her some time to explore what she wanted.

      This was all new to her, after all.

      Sliding my tongue down the crevice of her pussy, I swirled it around her entrance, then fluttered the tip inside her. Her breaths turned into broken gasps that had me smirking against her slick flesh. With a grunt, I split her cheeks apart again with my hands and began to rub the tip of my pointer finger against her ass. She immediately tensed so I resumed sucking down on her clit. A whimper escaped her, and her hips began to rock so she was literally fucking my face.

      There’s a girl.

      My cock was aching like a bastard, and fuck, I wanted her mouth on me more than I wanted my next breath, but Jesus, this was good too. I wanted that butt plug in this tasty ass of hers just so I could fuck her there. That was worthy of sacrificing a ’69.’

      As her hips rocked harder, I began to trace the little crinkles around and around the rosette of her butt, and I taunted her until she was groaning, until I knew she was ready for me to at least try to insert the tip.

      She gasped when I thrust in to the knuckle, and then moaned when I slipped in to the next. With my other hand, I thrust a finger inside her cunt and pressed down so that both were rubbing each other through the tissue separating her ass and pussy. The sensation had a sharp cry escaping her, and I facilitated her shocked pleasure by redoubling my focus on her clit. Within the minute, she exploded above me, her hips shifting jerkily back and forth, riding out the wave of her pleasure before she sagged, dropping forward to lean on her elbows.

      Pulling free from her pussy, I used that hand to grab her hip and help roll her off me, and it was awkward as hell, but I kept my finger in her ass. I’d staked my claim on that piece of territory and wasn’t about to give it up yet.

      When she was flat on her back and staring with wild eyes at the ceiling, I had to laugh to myself. She was dazed, limp, and relaxed. So I slipped my middle finger into her butt. Her belly rippled and she raised her legs up as though she wanted to kick me before she spread them wide.

      As I stared down at her, it was weird to note just how my expectations and fantasies were morphing. I’d never anticipated this, never imagined she’d be so giving with her body, had never thought I’d be given this chance to give her pleasure. But equally, I felt like we’d been born for this. Born for each other. Made to be a unit, to be more than just friends but mates.

      Scissoring my fingers inside her, I raked them up and then down, then narrowed them once before broadening them again. She squirmed around my fingers and I reached for the plug that I’d tossed on the bed when she’d grabbed a hold of my cock and taken charge.

      It was cold, so I slipped it over the folds of her sex and ran the pointed tip around her sensitive clit. She leaned up, rested her head on her bent forearm, and watched me pleasure her. That she owned this moment was the biggest turn on. When I pressed the plug inside her pussy, she clenched her jaw.

      “Fuck, that’s cold,” she complained, her head rocking back, revealing the sinews in her throat.

      “That’s because you’re on fire, baby,” I murmured, dropping to my knees beside the bed so I could focus on her more. Fucking her with the cold metal plug a few times, I twisted it, pushing down against my fingers once more, before I pulled it out and slid it down to her ass.

      One finger retreated, leaving the other inside. I pressed the pointy end of the plug to her rosette and gradually pushed in as I let my other finger exit.

      She used her forearm to cover her eyes as I worked, slowly but surely letting her ass swallow the toy, not stopping until it was all the way in. By that point, she was panting and my cock was weeping pre-cum.

      I needed in her so bad.

      With her legs spread wide, her pussy juicy from her arousal, I slowly crawled onto the bed and lay myself down atop her. Grabbing her forearm, I pressed it above her head.

      “Where’d you go?” I complained on a grumble, as I rocked my hips, sliding my dick along her wet juices.

      “Nowhere,” she moaned, her eyes fluttering open as she stared up at me. “That feels so good, Law—”

      “Don’t even go there,” I burst out with a faint laugh. I dipped down, nipped her chin, then whispered in her ear, “I’m your Saint. Patience only for you. Love only for you—”

      A cry escaped her and her arms surged around my waist, her legs cupped me tightly, and she clung to me, her face burrowing in my throat.

      “What is it, baby?” I asked, not overly worried because Ama always had been a responsive little thing.

      “Never thought I’d have this with you, and now I do, and I feel like I’m going to wake up and it’s all going to be a dream.”

      “Well, it’s a good dream for once,” I grumbled, loving her tight clasp on me. “And I ain’t going nowhere. Not by choice.” I was hers. And I didn’t give a fuck if that lessened me in the eyes of my brothers. I’d been hers since I was a kid, since her momma had charged me with looking after her. I’d been her guardian, watching over her ever since, and I’d die doing that. I’d die making sure she was safe.

      “The best,” she whispered.

      Deciding to make things less emotional because my cock was aching like a SOB, I murmured, “How’s the plug?”

      “Feels big.”

      I laughed—it was a starter plug, not as big as they could go, and seriously, I’d seen some shit in the bar at the clubhouse. That jeweled plug was tiny by comparison.

      “You’ll get used to it,” I told her.

      She hummed then arched her hips. “I need you.”

      “You can have me,” I growled, my voice rough as I heard the truth in her words—she was as desperate for me as I was for her.

      Slipping a hand between us, I grabbed my dick, then pressed the tip to her cunt and let myself slide inside.

      “Fuck, you’re so wet, baby,” I ground out, before pressing my mouth to hers. I thrust my tongue between her lips, fucking her there as I began to make love to her pussy. She took me all in, not leaving an inch of me out of in the cold.

      And I rewarded her for that with two more orgasms, because I was a gentleman like that.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Ama

      

      

      

      Ink slapped my naked ass and I peered at him over my shoulder, mumbling, “What?”

      “You still in bed, lazy bones?” he asked, amusement lacing his voice.

      “Are you just getting back in?” I replied, rolling over onto my back, just so that he’d see my tits and stop harping at me—three guys’ needs were a lot to handle. Thankfully, my body was getting used to it, to the point where sleeping was becoming more of a necessity than ever.

      Who knew that being fucked into exhaustion would take my demons away?

      Hell, it was enough to turn me into a sex addict.

      Although, that would probably be exchanging one problem for another. Oops.

      At least my guys made me cry good tears. Ecstatic tears as my toes curled in and my body shook from the ecstasy they made me feel. That was healthy, right?

      “Yeah. We need to get to the parlor soon,” he told me.

      “Did church go okay?” I asked, curiosity biting me hard because I’d never known there to be as many churches as there’d been in the last couple of weeks.

      He pulled a face, but didn’t chide me for asking. He’d stopped telling me not to ask, but just wrinkled his nose or sighed when I did.

      “Went as well as it could go.”

      I hummed. That was a non-answer, but from his face, I figured something was going down, even if things had settled some—the latter I gathered from the fact that Kenzie hadn’t been strung up. Although, whether the brothers would do that when she was pregnant was something I wasn’t sure about. That my granddaddy had gone home also made me think things were on the right track.

      Still, I could be wrong.

      He’d told me that some of the Knights had gone to jail after a run, so maybe that was why he’d returned after staying for a week. He hadn’t told me the details, but nobody ever did, and I was too used to it to pout about it.

      I lifted my arms to him, but he grumbled, “I need to shower.”

      My lips curved into a pout. “No fun.”

      “You haven’t smelled me,” he teased.

      I bounced up. “We haven’t had a shower together yet.”

      A groan escaped him as I rolled up onto all fours, then leaped off the bed. He caught me, just as I’d known he would, but he didn’t argue again. Just carried me into the bathroom and straight into the shower cubicle.

      As I kissed his nose, I laughed. “You’re still dressed.”

      “Shit’s going straight into the laundry anyway,” he mumbled, ducking us under the spray the second he adjusted the faucets.

      I squealed when the cold water hit my back, and I slapped him in the side. “Meanie!”

      He grinned up at me. “Yeah? What about if I do this?” He tipped his face into my throat and began sucking down on the part he’d captured with his teeth.

      Apparently, my throat was a bigger erogenous zone than my boobs. Unless they twisted my nipples, I didn’t really feel all that much. But the second one of them starting nibbling at my throat? Jesus, I felt like I was lit up from the inside.

      I’d learned a lot about my body over the past week, and what I’d learned, I’d enjoyed. I felt whole somehow. Whole in a way I hadn’t been for too long. It was like I’d been a jigsaw puzzle that had been solved, but three pieces were missing. With the presence of Ink, Keys, and Saint in my bed, somehow, they filled the emptiness inside me—and I wasn’t talking metaphorically.

      Now Saint had invaded my ass, not one part of me wasn’t theirs, and I loved it.

      “I got you something,” he mumbled before he tongued my earlobe—another hotspot of mine—and sucked down. Hard.

      As I shuddered, I whimpered, “What?”

      His hands roamed over my back to explore the curves of my ass. When he pressed a finger against the pucker that was more accessible now thanks to the way he was holding me, I melted into him. “A plug. We need to get you trained up.”

      A laugh escaped me. “I know.”

      He stilled. “Huh?”

      “It arrived this morning. Saint used it on me.”

      His eyes darkened. “Did you like it?”

      “I felt really full but yeah, it felt good too.”

      He licked his lips, and from his tension, I knew he liked hearing that.

      “Did you come?”

      “Yeah,” I whispered, staring deep into those stunning jewel-like orbs of his. “He ate me out first and then…”

      A grunt escaped him and he pressed his forehead to mine. “You’re getting me worked up, baby girl.”

      I groaned as a thought hit me. “W-Would you take me at the same time as Keys?”

      “Not Saint?”

      “Or Saint. Either or. Both, I’ll take whatever I can get.”

      His lips twitched before he burst out laughing. I pouted at him.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You know that’s a thing too, right?”

      “What is?”

      “DVP?”

      “DVP?” My brow puckered. “Sounds like fly spray.”

      He snorted then pressed his face into my throat again—only not to tease me, but to laugh. “Jesus, Ama, please, don’t ever change.”

      “What?” I grumbled. “Does it, or does it not, sound like something you’d use to kill insects?”

      “Well, whether it does or not is another matter entirely. What it means is double vaginal penetration.”

      I reared back at that. “Two? In there?” I hissed. “Where do they go?”

      His lips curved, and I slapped him on the back because he was getting too much of a kick out of this. “In your pussy,” he choked out. “But yeah, it’s a tight fit. Will be tighter with you, considering you’re still small.”

      My mouth dropped open. “So, technically, I could have two in my pussy and one in my ass?” I grinned at him. “I should get another guy, because my mouth will be free.”

      His eyes darkened at that and he slammed me into the wall. Before I knew what was happening, his cock was free from his fly, and it was thrusting deep into me.

      I wasn’t as wet as I could have been, and the water from the shower had kind of messed with how slick I was anyway. So when he thrust inside me, it came as a surprise, and I released a sharp gasp as he settled deep in my pussy.

      He didn’t stop either. Didn’t let me acclimate like he usually did.

      His eyes were on fire as he ground his cock into me hard and fast, and even though it wasn’t what I was used to from any of them, I realized they’d all been holding back in their own ways.

      Soft and gentle, even if they moved fast and a little rough, but it wasn’t like this.

      This was anger and need and jealousy… I’d made him jealous. And I hadn’t meant to.

      Jesus.

      Because I wanted to take back my words and burn them at the stake, instead, I reached up, cupped his face, and pressed my forehead to his. As the shower swirled around us, it was nothing to the inferno raging inside him. It scorched me, but I deserved the burn.

      I whispered, “I love you. Nobody can fill me like you, Saint, or Keys. No one. I’m yours. I was born for you guys. Born to fit you, to fulfill you. To be whatever you need.”

      As I spoke, his thrusts slowed, and though he was still moving hard enough to make my bones rattle against the wall, I understood.

      How the hell would I have felt if he’d said something like that about a clubwhore?

      I’d have been devastated.

      Absolutely destroyed.

      There was no place in my life for any other man. Saint, Keys, and Ink were it for me, and no words, even made in jest, belonged between us.

      When his mouth grabbed at mine, his tongue thrusting in me as fast as his cock, I knew what it was—a peace offering.

      I moaned into his lips and ran my fingers through his hair. Trying to soothe with my touch, to apologize for my stupid words.

      A guy in a normal relationship might find those words irritating, but in one such as ours? A relationship we hadn’t really settled into?

      God.

      I was so stupid and thoughtless sometimes.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I clung to him as he clung to me. Then his hand tunneled between us, and I knew he was getting closer to forgetting what I’d said. His fingers rubbed my clit in time with his thrusts, and I felt myself gushing around him. Release was there, exploding behind my eyes, and I floundered for a few endless moments until he caught me, wrapped me up in his arms, and held me tight as he experienced his own release.

      As the water ran cold around us, our heavy, panting breaths were diminished by the water. But I felt our racing hearts pounding against the other thanks to our tight embrace, and I whispered in his ear, “I love you.”

      “Love you too, baby,” he growled. When he pulled back there was guilt in his eyes, guilt, I guessed, at how rough he’d been, but I kissed him before he could say another word. No words were necessary. And I knew I’d never make that stupid mistake ever again.

      By the time we were washed up and clean, the water was close to frigid and I was aching a little. Not just from what we’d done in the shower, which did make me a little sore, but also from the fact that I’d been busy with Saint when I’d woken up this morning.

      Sex… now that I’d discovered it, was kind of taking over everything else, so I knew I needed to find a better balance. It was just weird… sleeping and waking up once a night instead of several.

      I figured I was getting a little punch-drunk on orgasms and sleep. I’d probably never been as rested in a decade.

      Laughing when I beat Ink in getting ready—he was still gelling his hair, ha!— I rushed out and into the kitchen where Saint was sitting, eating a sandwich. That he’d probably heard us in the shower didn’t faze me. We’d moved past that point, and I was damn glad about that.

      Still, I cocked a brow at him. “You look too innocent.”

      His lips curved. “Said no one to me ever.”

      Blowing him a raspberry, I reached over him and snagged part of his sandwich. When he grabbed my ass and hauled me onto his lap, I tilted my head for a kiss, marveling how things had changed so swiftly and in such a short space of time.

      With a sigh, I pressed into him when he broke the kiss and fed me a piece of cheese that had tumbled from his sandwich. I nipped at his fingers but accepted the savory treat with a smile of thanks.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Reading?” he replied, waggling his cell on the table.

      “Reading what?” After drawing, he knew reading was my favorite pastime—yeah, I wasn’t that great at the whole biker princess thing. I put up with the parties for them, but would have preferred to have been home reading. Although, that was before I’d discovered the big O, so maybe a couple of those before I dove into a book? Talk about a blissful Saturday night.

      He shrugged. “It’s just a book on cages.”

      I frowned. “Cars? Why? You hate cars.”

      “Good money working on them. Figured if I became licensed to work on them too…” His words ran off, and I stared at him in confusion.

      “Then, what?”

      “I dunno. Just, it would bring more money in.”

      There was something there I definitely wasn’t picking up on. Saint had been raised by Wheels, the dude everyone went to for a tune up on their bikes. If Wheels was good, Saint was even better because he’d learned at the master’s hand and had a great touch.

      The whole cage thing?

      “I’m confused. What’s wrong with the money you’re bringing in now? It’s good, isn’t it?”

      He shrugged, turning his face away to his sandwich.

      Doubly confused now, because there wasn’t much he wouldn’t share with me—and that had been before we’d become so intimate—I asked, “Is everything okay, love? I mean, you’re not in debt, are you?”

      He snorted at that, then cut me a wry look. “No, babe. I’m not in debt.”

      “So why are you worrying about money then?”

      “I’m just…” Saint winced. “I’ll have to go on some runs—you know a few a year are mandatory—but I can stop volunteering for them.”

      I blinked at him. “You want to learn how to fix cars to supplement the income you’ll lose by not going on as many runs?”

      Brothers who took part in the most perilous part of delivering the products the MC sold received a better cut—danger pay.

      When he shrugged again, I knew I had it right, and hell, if it didn’t make my heart go BOOM.

      I curled my arms around his waist and snuggled into him. “Thank you.”

      He cleared his throat. “You’re welcome.”

      That Saint had listened, and was actually acting on what I’d told him, even though I hadn’t asked him to make any changes to his life at all? Well, it told me exactly what I meant to him.

      “You heading to the parlor with us?” Ink asked, as he strolled into the kitchen. That he didn’t even lift a brow at us as he walked in told me how accustomed to sharing they were all becoming, but my fuck up in the shower also proved that they were still vulnerable and insecure in ways that only I could resolve.

      I’d need to work on that.

      And making stupid goddamn jokes at inappropriate moments wasn’t the way to achieve that.

      Dumbass, Ama, I chided myself. Dumbass.

      “Yeah, I’m scheduled on Ama watch anyway.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Because I need two brothers watching over me. I’m not even in danger, am I? After what went down with the Knights, isn’t the threat to the club and not to individuals?”

      “Hell knows where the cops are concerned,” Ink commented. “You’re an adult now, Ama. Last thing I want is you tied up in any of the shit we pull.”

      “The suckiest part of growing up,” Saint said wistfully. “Being old enough to be tried as an adult.”

      “Shut up, asshole,” Ink grumbled as he poured some coffee from the pot. “Don’t frighten Ama.”

      I frowned—did he really think that was frightening?

      Jeez. They seriously thought I was a wuss, didn’t they?

      “I’m not frightened.” Hell, it took a damn sight more than that to frighten me. “I’d prefer to not be in the dark, that’s all.”

      “You know we can’t tell you everything,” Ink said pointedly, staring at me over his mug.

      “Don’t see why not. My momma knows most things that go down, doesn’t she?”

      “That’s because Lucie has bigger balls than most men,” Saint inserted dryly. “Plus, she brought—”

      I sighed when he broke off. “The ghost guns, yeah, I know about that. Jesus. Do you think because I have breasts I can’t hear things?”

      Ink scowled. “We don’t—”

      “Yeah, you must, because I know for a fact that we just lost around three hundred grand thanks to the cops netting that last run, and I also know that a ghost gun is worth two thousand dollars. So there.” I blew him a raspberry—childish, maybe. But sheesh.

      Ink rolled his eyes. “Well, you know all the pertinent information then, don’t you? Why don’t you petition your father for his seat at the table?”

      I laughed. “I’d make an epic Prez. Pretty tattoos for everyone and afternoon naps as a standard.” When both men sniggered, I grinned. “Anyway, the cops aren’t going to hurt me. Aren’t they supposed to be the good guys?”

      Ink snorted. “Some are good, some ain’t so much.”

      “That’s a very cynical way of looking at it.”

      “Your granddaddy’s been bribing a ton of them up in Fort Hancock, baby girl. They sound like good guys? That’s the trouble. Knowing who to trust.”

      Because he wasn’t shutting the conversation down, and had, in fact, leaned back into the counter like he was settling in for a chat, I asked, “What’s Kenzie got to do with it?”

      He cut Saint a look behind me and sighed. “Neither of you are supposed to know this. We haven’t held full church in days because of this shit.”

      I shrugged. “We’re family.”

      “Exactly why you shouldn’t know. Plausible deniability.”

      Sniffing, I told him, “I’m Lucifer’s daughter and granddaughter. I think I can tell some white lies when I need to.”

      “Hardly white ones,” Saint answered. “More like great big, dirty gray ones.”

      I shrugged. “Don’t care. I want to know. I can handle it, Ink. Trust me, I can. I wouldn’t say it if I couldn’t.”

      He released a breath. “Your granddaddy thinks she’s a plant.”

      Well, I was assuming he wasn’t talking a houseplant…

      “Rodeo didn’t raise a snitch,” was all I could think to say to that.

      Saint curved his arm around my waist. “Stop thinking the best of people. Especially bitches like that one. Jesus. All Kenzie is is mean to you.”

      I shrugged. “She’s Keys’ sister. I have to be nice to her. She’s family.”

      Saint laughed slightly. “You little minx. You’ve been planning this for years, ain’tcha? In your mind, she’s been your sister-in-law for a while, am I right?”

      I shot him a smirk over my shoulder. “Of course. But, I’m not being nice for the sake of it. I know she’s a bitch, but I’m not defending her—I’m defending Rodeo.”

      Ink shook his head. “You didn’t know Rodeo, babe. Not like me or your daddies.”

      I scowled at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…” He ran a hand over his face. “Keys doesn’t know any of this because his momma and daddy made sure of it. But the cancer that took her, it had already hit her twice. Each time, Rodeo went off the rails. Did shit I know he regrets, but regretting don’t take back the crap he did.”

      “Like what?” I queried gruffly. I had fond memories of Rodeo, and really should have gone to visit him but he was in an out-of-state prison and me and out-of-town didn’t work in the same sentence, never mind state.

      “Cheating, too much drink. Even started on some drugs.”

      Saint tensed. “Drugs? Where the hell did he get them from? We don’t allow that shit.”

      My daddy’s sister had died of an OD, so he was real strict about having drugs on the premises. We didn’t even sell them anymore or distribute them for cartels because he was against them so much.

      I truly believed I could star in a porn film and he’d prefer that to me scarfing down a pot brownie.

      “He got it from the Knights on a run, of course.” He grimaced. “All I’m trying to say is that Keys was too young to really notice him going off the rails. Mostly because his mama made sure of that and, to be honest, so did your mommas. That last year, Dorie and Lucie closed ranks around Keys, but it was too late for Kenzie. She’d already seen the shit her daddy was doing.”

      “So, that’s why she’s a bitch?” Saint argued, shaking his head. “I don’t think so. She’s always been that way. Whether her daddy pulled shit he shouldn’t or not. And he sure as fuck didn’t raise no snitch.”

      I grabbed his hand and squeezed. “I agree.”

      Ink just shrugged. “I’m only telling you how it was. She took a nosedive around about that time too. Nothing any of us could do. I wasn’t surprised when she ran off. Too many bad memories in this place for her. Which begs the question, why she’d plot to come back, don’t you think?”

      My heart stuttered in my chest. “She wants to hurt her daddy?”

      Ink pinched the bridge of his nose. “I think so, but she hasn’t done anything to indicate she’s helping out any LEOs. But that shit with the bruises was just plain weird.”

      “If you’d seen her at the clubhouse, you’d think it was even weirder. She was scared, man. Petrified.”

      “Of who, though?”

      Saint sighed. “I don’t know. We thought Hex, but if something else is at play?”

      Ink’s expression turned pensive, and I squeezed Saint’s hand again before I got to my feet and murmured, “We need to get on the road. The parlor opens up soon.”

      As we trudged on out, and I climbed onto the back of Saint’s hog, I pressed my cheek to that spot between his shoulders that was made for me, and looked out onto the side of the road as we drove over to Jonsson.

      My mind was awhirl. Not because I was frightened, like my guys seemed to think I’d be, but because I was tense.

      Revenge.

      I’d already been burned by it once. My family had been paying the price of someone else’s vengeance for a long ass time.

      I wasn’t going to let that happen again. By hook or by goddamn crook, I wasn’t about to let Kenzie burn my family, my MC family, just because her daddy had gone off the rails before her momma had died.
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        Keys

      

      

      

      As I listened to the conversation going down in the next room, I had to admit, it was hard.

      Fucking hard.

      In fact, no, that sounded too easy. This made me feel like I was going nuts. Listening to Kenzie being a bitch to Ama? Yeah, it made me want to ram my fist into her throat, and I wasn’t the kind of guy who was okay with violence against women, but sometimes, I wished to fuck that Ama would stand up for herself so I didn’t have to feel this goddamn way.

      I rested my elbows on my knees and bowed my head as I tried to calm myself down.

      It was a shitty time when a man had to sneak around so that his sister and girl could talk without his kin thinking he was eavesdropping. But that was exactly what I was doing. Listening in and making sure I heard every piece of shit my sister uttered with that filthy mouth of hers.

      “I can’t believe you got accepted.”

      “To every school I applied for,” Ama replied, and from her tone of voice, I could tell she wasn’t stressed at all. It boggled my mind how she acted unaffected around bullies, and there was no denying the fact that my sister was one.

      A hundred percent.

      From the scratching sounds, I knew she was drawing, and I knew Kenzie had agreed to it for some reason that wasn’t known to me. Ever since the council had taken to believing that she was a lying snake in the grass, her movements had been monitored, her phone taken away from her, and she had someone with her—even at night.

      Did it piss me off that the person pulling the night duty was Long John? Didn’t take a fucking genius to figure out what they were doing.

      But LJ was loyal to the MC. To his core. No pussy was about to sway him away from that, even one as devious as my sister.

      “What I don’t understand is why you bothered applying if you had no intention of going,” Kenzie mused.

      “Because I have no need to go,” Ama responded, absentmindedly.

      “So, my question still stands. Why even bother? Why waste money on the applications?”

      “Just because I didn’t need validation doesn’t mean others don’t.”

      Kenzie snorted. “Manipulator. You’re just like me.”

      Ama’s laugh was short, but it dripped with genuine amusement. “I’m nothing like you, Kenzie. Nothing at all. Except for the fact we both have great tits and an ass made for a bikini, nope, we’ve got nothing in common.”

      “You always did think you were so high and mighty. Just because you were kidnapped. Wah, wah, wah,” Kenzie mocked, her teasing making me grit my teeth. But I’d promised. I’d fucking promised Ama that I wouldn’t interfere.

      I wasn’t sure what was going down with her, but this morning, she’d told me that she wanted to not only sit with Kenzie for a while, but also, she’d wanted me there to listen in.

      It was good timing, all told. I was supposed to watch Kenzie, so this meant we could kill two birds with one stone without telling anyone what we were doing.

      “Nope, wrong again. If I’m high and mighty, Kenzie, it’s because of who my dads are. You really don’t get the political hierarchy of a motorcycle club, do you?”

      Kenzie grunted, accepting the blow I knew Ama would have delivered with a sweet smile. How did I know that? Because she sounded cheerful. Cheerful as she burned my bitch of a sister.

      I had to admit, it made me laugh to myself.

      Kenzie, who wielded her razor tongue like a knife, had often been cruel to Ama, spoke shit about her behind her back, but Ama? Took it all in her stride.

      I wished I could.

      Wished I had the ability to keep my ducks in a row, but whenever Kenzie bitched about Ama, it just sent me off the fucking rails.

      And it wasn’t always about Ama. Sometimes, it was about other people in my life.

      What the fuck was I supposed to say to my dad when he called? What the hell was I supposed to tell him about the BS Kenzie had pulled? That was before this other shit where she might be a snitch… sweet Jesus, that was gonna break his fucking heart if it was the truth.

      My dad was already on the edge. Had been ever since my momma had died. When Kenzie had run off a few months after he’d been jailed? It had killed him. And I knew he had to have pulled a shit ton of favors to learn of her whereabouts from the inside. Losing her again was going to mess with his head when he needed to keep things clean so he didn’t fuck his parole board meeting up.

      Just thinking about him having to serve out his full term made my head feel light and my eyes start to spot at the edges.

      Call me a pussy, but losing my dad for another two years on top of the one he still had to serve before he got the chance at coming home? Yeah, I wasn’t going to let my bitch sister do that to him. To us.

      With all that in mind, that was why I was letting Ama at her. Ama was an odd duck, had a strange way of getting things out of people. I just had to be patient. Just had to let her do her thing.

      Kenzie sighed. “God, all you do is draw.”

      “Is that a statement or is there a question buried within it?” Ama replied.

      “It’s a statement of boredom. You always were a freak.”

      “Amazing how being abducted does that to a person.”

      “You always did think you were so fucking cool for that,” Kenzie grumbled, and I had to shake my head at the crap she was spewing.

      The worst thing of all was that she seemed to believe it.

      “Fucking cool? Nah, I wouldn’t go that far, Kenzie. I’m sorry you weren’t kidnapped in my stead, but then, you were only the Sergeant-At-Arms’ daughter. Not high enough up the ranking to serve Aaron’s needs.”

      My lips twitched at that, then I was hard-pressed not to laugh when Ama decided to bury the hatchet between my sister’s shoulders.

      “Unless you still don’t get that my dads are more important than yours?”

      “I get it,” Kenzie hissed. “All because your mother was a slut, you—”

      “What? Got more of the attention?” Ama snorted. “Some attention. I really wish you’d had to piss yourself for days on end, were blindfolded by a crazy kid, and had to listen to him rattle on about how he was going to kill you all while he starved you and didn’t give you a drop to drink. It really was like staying at Club Med, honey. I think you’d have liked it. Really, I do. Better than a spa treatment.”

      Kenzie scoffed, but she did change the subject. “How long are they going to keep me up here anyway?”

      “Until they learn what your motives are.”

      “Motives? What motives?” Kenzie sniffed, and I could easily imagine her tossing her hair over her shoulder. “I wanted to come home. What’s so devious about that?”

      “How about the fact you pretended that your old man, who isn’t your old man, beat you up to get your brother to agree to get me to call my grandfather to persuade him to help you leave…” She sucked in a breath. “Wow, talk about a mouthful. Oh, the webs we weave when we practice to deceive.”

      Kenzie snarled, “What do you know about my life? You think you can sum it up in a few words? Hex did beat me. Just not that night. Why would he let me leave with his baby? I needed help. Dammit, Ama, can’t you see that?”

      “I’m sure some of that’s true,” Ama replied pleasantly.

      “All of it’s true,” Kenzie groused, sounding so miserable that damn, if I didn’t believe her.

      “I doubt that. You always were a lying bitch, Kenzie. Two words in ten were always a lie. I just don’t understand why you’d want to come home when home was somewhere you ran from all those years ago.”

      “I knew you guys would help me with the baby,” she said on a huff.

      “So, you wanted free daycare?” Ama snorted. “Sounds about right.”

      “It was more than that. I wanted help knowing what to do with the baby. I’ve never looked after a kid before, and I thought Dorie or your ma would help me out.”

      “How did you even get involved with the Knights anyway?” Ama questioned, her pencil making scratching sounds as she spoke.

      “I was in El Paso for a little while. They drive up there some weeks. Cause a bit of mayhem. I got caught along with them and returned to their clubhouse… I just never left.”

      “You were their sweetbutt?” Ama mocked.

      “No,” Kenzie snarled. “I thought Hex loved me.”

      “Apparently if you had sex without protection. You’re lucky you’re just having a baby and not an STD.”

      “Like you can talk about someone being a slut. How many guys do you have panting around you? Three?”

      “Yep, aren’t I lucky?” was the bright and breezy reply.

      “I wouldn’t call it lucky. Tied to three men?” Kenzie scoffed. “Being with one is trouble enough.”

      “Then you’ve never met the right men,” Ama retorted.

      “Listen to you. Jesus. Selling the next American dream, huh? Happily ever after. They’ll do what Hex did to me. Start fucking around when you get too sore. Or God help you if you get morning sickness, then you won’t see them for dust.”

      “You know he got arrested, right?”

      I couldn’t stop myself from getting to my feet and peering in through the sliver of the open door. Kenzie was tense but settled back into the sofa, while Ama was on an armchair, her feet curled up underneath her with her notepad on her knees. She didn’t look like she was involved in a verbal war on words, but Kenzie’s tension told me she was in full on defensive mode.

      “When?” my sister asked, her tone sullen.

      “When do you think? On the run that he left on.” Ama peered over her sketchpad. “My granddaddy wasn’t happy to lose so many good men.”

      Kenzie gulped.

      She fucking gulped.

      “Oh?” she said warily.

      “Yeah. Oh. He was pissed. Thinks there’s a rat in his nest. Gone back to scour the MC out for the dirty snitch.”

      Kenzie’s face morphed from bright pink to white at Ama’s declaration, but when she thought Lucifer had returned to find the rat at the club there? She looked relieved.

      A gulp and a few facial expressions weren’t exactly a signed confession, but I knew my fucking sister. Maybe not well, not like some people, but well enough to register fear—I’d seen it on her face when Mama had died.

      She cleared her throat when Ama’s attention averted to her pad once more. “Is that what they think I’ve done? That I was the snitch?”

      “Don’t think you’d still be sitting here if that were the case, do you?” Ama replied sweetly.

      “Even if I was the rat,” she hedged. “They’d never hurt me because I’m pregnant!”

      “Momma said she saw your belly so I guess you must be.”

      Kenzie’s mouth gaped wide open and pulsed a few times like a goldfish’s. “That’s what that was about? She was checking to see if I was pregnant?”

      “Could have just been a mountain of foundation on your belly… you know, like it was on your face.”

      Kenzie’s teeth ground down. “I can’t fucking believe this. I came home to—”

      “To, what? Seems like you don’t really want to be here. Seems to me like you’ve never wanted to be here, so what’s your game?”

      “I haven’t exactly been extended a welcoming hand, have I? Pretty much soon after I arrived I was on house arrest!”

      “And now you know why. Especially after we were raided the same day you arrived. Two busts on one day and with you transferring from one clubhouse to the other?” Ama snorted. “You have to admit, it looks suspicious.”

      Kenzie surged upright in an explosive movement. I tensed, waiting for her to attack Ama, but she didn’t. They were in a seating area—a sofa with two armchairs, a coffee table, and two end tables on either side of the sofa with a lamp. She headed out of that seating area and began to pace around it.

      Around and around, like she was trying to think, trying to clear her mind to come up with her next plan of action.

      The look on her face?

      One of desperation.

      She knew she’d been cornered.

      She knew it and she kept flickering her gaze over to Ama who, for all intents and purposes, was entirely disinterested in what my sister was doing. Her focus was on her sketchpad, and call me stupid, but I could see Kenzie trying to figure out the odds.

      Odds about what, I wasn’t entirely sure, because if she hurt Ama, she’d have two MCs riding her ass from here to Canada if she thought she could go on the run after that.

      “Ama?”

      I stiffened, waiting on my sister’s next words.

      “Yeah?”

      “Will you help me?”

      Ama switched focus, and pinning Kenzie with her stare, asked, “Help you do what?”

      “Get out of here.”

      “And why would you want to do that when you’re home and a ‘girl needs to be home when she’s about to give birth?’” Ama mocked, her eyes harder than I’d ever seen.

      “Because I’m in danger. L-Look, I know we’ve never gotten on well. But I’m Keys’ sister. You know it will hurt him if anything happens to me. And my daddy. I know you love him as well,” she wheedled. “It would kill them both if anything happened to me.”

      “And exactly why would anything happen to you if you’ve done nothing wrong?” I inserted, striding into the room, unable to take this bullshit any longer. I wasn’t about to let Ama be manipulated. Not when there was so much at stake here.

      Kenzie, upon seeing me, froze. She raised her hands into the air like I was a cop, and whispered, “Please, Keys. Just let me go.”

      “Like Ama said, you worked so hard to get here, Kenz. Why the fuck do you feel the need to leave now?”

      Her words were strangled when she whispered, “I had no choice.”

      Everything inside me froze. “No choice to do what?”

      “Help them. They needed an in.”

      “Who did?”

      She released a shaky breath. “W-When I left here, things didn’t go so well. I hung around at the Knights’ compound for a while, but shit didn’t work out there. I’m not made out to be a clubwhore.”

      “Fuck no, you’re not. You’re a councilor’s daughter,” I growled, my hands balling into fists at my sides.

      She gulped. “Well, it didn’t take me long to pick myself up and get the hell out of there. But in El Paso, things were harder.”

      “Why? Because you actually had to work?” Ama sneered, but the pad was still resting on her knees, her pencil moving as she worked.

      “Like you’re one to talk. You’re away with the fucking fairies most of the time, Ama,” Kenzie snarled back.

      “Until this summer, I’ve been at school, you idiot. I only just fucking graduated. With a 3.9 GPA. I’m not a lazy bitch like some people. I don’t need to pay my bills on my back.”

      Kenzie flinched at that but snapped, “I tried to make a go of it in El Paso, I really did. But I ended up with some bad people. Got myself into some shit, and ended up in jail with a possession charge.”

      “You were dealing drugs?” I choked out.

      “Yeah.” She raised her hands and covered her face. “I’m not proud of it, and I’m not proud of what I did next.”

      “What?”

      “They were going to throw me behind bars for eight years, Jamie. Eight. I couldn’t—” She shook her head. “I couldn’t do it. I agreed to help them.”

      “You cut a deal,” I snarled.

      “They wanted me to go back to the Knights, so I did. And when I told them what they were running, and with whom, then they got interested in the Rebels’ operation.”

      “So you brought them here? Ain’t you heard of never shitting in your own backyard?”

      She flinched at my yell. “I didn’t have a choice!”

      “We always have a choice.” I scrubbed a hand over my face before I turned away from her, trying to process what the fuck was happening. “This is bad shit, Kenzie. I don’t think we can help you. If you weren’t pregnant, you’d be in The Pit for this shit.”

      Kenzie gulped. “I know. That’s why I have to get out of here.”

      “We can’t help you,” Ama said softly. “Not without implicating ourselves in your BS. We can’t even let you get away, not without getting blamed too. I’m not about to take any heat for the mess you’ve fallen into, Kenzie. Don’t care if you’re Jamie’s sister or Rodeo’s kid. You’re not worth it. You don’t deserve either of them. And you sure as fuck don’t deserve any help from us—”

      “Well said, Ama.”

      Kenzie hissed and her eyes rounded in fear as Lucie strode into the room. It felt like the space around her throbbed with chaotic energy. I knew her well enough to recognize that look—that bitter, gnarly look was what had overcome her when they’d dragged Jodie-May, kicking and screaming, into the clubhouse for her punishment.

      A punishment that Lucie had no problem meting out.

      Kenzie backed off, but there was nowhere to go. She flattened herself to the wall and rasped, “Please, Lucie. Please. Just let me go. I won’t be no more bother.”

      “No, you sure as shit won’t,” Lucie growled, as she strode toward my sister, but Ama wasn’t wrong—she wasn’t worthy of us. Didn’t deserve us as family.

      She was no fucking sister of mine.

      When Lucie stepped toward her, Kenzie looked like she was going to piss herself, then, Lucie froze and bit off, “What the fuck have you done?”

      Unsure what she meant, I stared where she looked, Ama, finally getting to her feet, did too.

      “Oh my God,” Ama whispered at the surge of cop cars that rammed the road to the compound. “What the fuck did you tell them?”

      Kenzie released a shaky breath, one that was loaded with a sense of relief that made me hate her even more. With a cockiness that made me wish she was a man so I could beat the shit out of her, she murmured, “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      Lucie surged forward at that and with all her force, raised her hand and slapped Kenzie. “Be grateful you’re pregnant. If you weren’t, I’d have done more.” She spat at Kenzie who was holding her cheek, then spat again. The globule of spit landed on my sister’s forehead. “If you do anything to hurt my family again, I will find you and I’ll make you pay.”

      “I never wanted to hurt you in the first place.”

      Lucie sneered. “Scurry along to your pig friends, bitch. Oink, oink.” She grabbed her arm and hurled her away. Kenzie caught herself but did as bid, scurried off like the rat she was.

      “Ama, you’re about to hear some stuff and see some stuff that might frighten you. But please, baby,” Lucie urged her, grabbing hold of her hands and squeezing them tightly. “Don’t worry. Just keep your mouth shut. Say you don’t know anything, and keep it on repeat. This will all be over by tomorrow.”

      Ama gulped, but kissed her momma’s cheek. “Will everyone be safe?”

      Lucie stared her in the eye and nodded, and I released a relieved breath because that meant, no matter how hard they tried, the cops were about to have a wasted journey.

      Lucie wouldn’t lie to Ama.

      I knew that like I knew my face in the mirror.
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      Funny how lying flat on your stomach for a couple hours could really start to hurt. Fuck. My face was buried in the grass, which wouldn’t have been a problem except for the goddamn ants, which were making a meal out of me, and my elbows and wrists were killing me from being cuffed behind my back.

      But there was no point in bitching. Every single one of my brothers was in this position. Anyone with a cut was down on the ground, face in the dirt, while pig fuckers went searching around our compound, trying to sniff out our secrets.

      I’d seen Ama and Lucie being huddled away with the rest of the women. They’d been ‘stored’ in one of the outbuildings, and it wouldn’t have pissed me off if it weren’t for the fact it was goddamn boiling hot in there. They had to be suffering from heat exhaustion by now.

      “Ink?”

      I twisted my head to the side. “Yeah?”

      “They’re letting the women out,” Flame rasped.

      “Thank fuck for that. Means this shit’s almost over,” I grumbled with relief, not questioning how he knew that. Flame had better goddamn ears than a dog.

      “Hopefully.” Flame tipped his chin up so he could look around the compound from our position on the lawn at the front of the building.

      “What warrant did they show to get in?”

      “They’re looking for contraband.”

      I snorted. “That’s a nice loose term for a warrant. Swear to fuck, they’re handing those out like candy.”

      “You saw Kenzie being hustled into a cop car. They had a lead, so that made shit easier.”

      I gritted my teeth at that. It was going to kill Rodeo to know his daughter had jeopardized the club. Fuck, I just hoped this didn’t send him into a tailspin.

      My nose was itching like fuck, but in this position, the only place I could scratch it was in the dirt—like that was about to happen.

      “They can’t have found anything. They’d have come and shoved it in Wolfe’s face if they had,” I heard a brother a few rows down from me whisper into the silence.

      “Shut your mouth,” I hissed, just loud enough for the idiot to hear.

      A scraping sound ricocheted around the compound, one I recognized from the outbuilding the women had been stored in. The door rubbing against the corrugated iron was followed by the nervous chatter of the women as they were finally released, and when a gasp rang out, followed by startled cries, I jerked my chin upright to see what the fuck was going down.

      My instincts told me it was Ama.

      I wasn’t sure why.

      Ama wasn’t physically weak. Nor was she mentally. I figured for her to go through what she did on a nightly basis was actually the opposite of weak, but still, I expected the gasp to be about her and I felt kind of shitty when I saw it was Bubbles. Looked like she’d dropped to her knees pretty much as soon as she’d left the outbuilding.

      The women gathered around her, pecking at her like hens as they tried to help her to her feet, but it was Jinx who hollered, “You bastards. She’s fucking pregnant. You can’t put her in a fucking oven for goddamn how many hours and not expect her to get sick.”

      Flame muttered, “Think we know who the daddy is?”

      I grunted. “Either that or a brother who wishes he was.” I cut him a look. “Takes you off the hot seat.”

      He shrugged. “What Lucie wants, she gets.”

      “Spoiled,” I muttered wryly.

      “And Ama won’t be?” He cocked a brow at me. “You get one chance with women like them. You and I both know it. Fucked around, the both of us, touched so many cunts in my life I can’t even count, but the one woman who ain’t just a walking pussy, the one who means more to me than just sex? Yeah, that means she’s special.

      “When you think about a woman more than just about getting off, when you think about how she is, where she is, and if she’s safe… you spoil the fuck outta that woman because she’s become your reason for fucking living—”

      “You’re preaching to the converted,” I said dryly. “Don’t wanna say I’m pussy-whipped—”

      “Only fuckers who don’t get as much pussy as us say that we’re whipped,” Flame retorted, using more words than I’d heard from him in around a year. “And if being whipped means having a woman who’d never cheat on you, who gives a fuck where you are at night, and who wants you safe and healthy?”

      I nodded, but something about his words had me frowning at him. “Healthy? Something wrong, Flame?”

      His mouth tightened. “Been healthier.”

      “Yeah? Anything I can do?”

      “You a doctor?” He snorted. “Nothing too bad. High blood pressure. Caught it just in time. On meds.”

      “You telling me this because I’m a brother, a councilor, or your son-in-law?”

      “Ain’t my son-in-law until you wife her, but yeah, more because of Ama than anything else.”

      I stared over at Bubbles who was splayed flat out on the ground. Jinx was swearing and cussing up a storm, wriggling around like a dying rat that’d been poisoned.

      Wolfe, at his left, hissed, “You’re gonna get your ass thrown in jail, dumb fuck. Calm down. You’ll get to your bitch later.” Then, he muttered, “We’ll be having a conversation about her too.”

      Seemed like Jinx heard because he calmed down, but he kept his eyes trained on Bubbles like his life depended on it.

      Jinx wasn’t the prettiest brother, nor was he the cleverest. But he was a solid man, reliable. I had to wonder if Bubbles had trapped him like she’d tried to trap Saint and Wolfe, or if she’d just been lying all along because Jinx didn’t have the prospects Saint did or the position Wolfe possessed.

      Fuck knew how bitches like her worked, but still, I was sorry she was down. Only God knew what that kind of temperature would do to a baby.

      “I think we underestimate Ama,” I told Flame softly.

      “How?”

      “Didn’t you think she was the one who’d fainted?”

      Flame frowned, then grunted. “Yeah.”

      “But look at her.” I shook my head, even though it was awkward as hell. “She’s helping Bubbles. Even though she tried to mess up her momma’s marriage and tried to trap one of the men she loves.”

      “Pretty much always underestimated her,” Flame admitted sadly. “Not her fault. Just…”

      “Over-protecting her, I guess.”

      “Yeah. She’s a better shot than me, did you know that?”

      My brow puckered. “No. I didn’t. Not seen her with a gun since middle school.” And I’d stopped watching because seeing Ama armed and shooting had made Playboy look boring for my teen hormones.

      Flame smirked. “Hell, you’re in for a show. Ask her sometime. You’ll get a kick out of it. She don’t like doing it, but she will if you ask nicely.”

      Intrigued, I was about to pump him for more information when one of the main pigs, a dude who strutted around like John Wayne—even had fucking spurs on his goddamn cowboy boots, because that made him a real man—headed over to Wolfe, crouched down, and said, “You’re free to go. This time.”

      Though I could feel the cheer we all wanted to holler, none of us said shit. We kept things quiet and waited until we were all released from our cuffs.

      When Flame and I were free, we headed over to where Wolfe was, and I overheard, “This sounds like entrapment to me, sir,” Wolfe snarled, his eyes shifting first to Lucie and Ama who were both safe and were still waiting on an ambulance—if they could even get out here with all the goddamn cars taking up the road—and then over to us, his council, as we circled him.

      John Wayne spat on the ground and said softly, too softly for the colleagues still freeing my brothers to hear, “This can become a regular thing or it can be wiped away… your choice. You got my number. I’ll be waiting on your call.”

      When the douche stepped away, I saw the card Wolfe was flipping between his fingers. Flame, spying it, grabbed it, and then began flickering with the lighter that was pretty much glued to him.

      “Don’t set it alight,” Wolfe growled.

      “Not gonna,” Flame denied. “What’s he want?”

      “Guess,” Wolfe rumbled, his eyes on the officers who were heading into their cars.

      Over thirty vehicles, sixty cops, all with doors wide open, and lights flashing like this was something from a goddamn movie.

      I shook my head at the sight. “Ain’t they got other clubs to go irritate? Not like we’re heavy into the drugs anymore.”

      Wolfe shrugged. “If that cunt gave them an in, they’re going to go where the shit stinks. Like true pigs,” he hollered as the cars took off in a wave of dust that had us all choking on it.

      When they were finally cleared, Dagger muttered, “Gonna go and check for bugs.”

      Wolfe nodded. “Sweep in church first, then the surrounding areas. Let everyone know we got a proposition to deal with.”

      “Sure.”

      As he strode off, nodding at a few of the guys to help him work, I grabbed my cell and shot out a text to the church-going brothers.

      “Done,” I told Wolfe, who was staring after the cop cars in the distance. The lay of our land was such that we were on high ground, so we could see all the way down to the turn off for the highway.

      “Glad to know the hidden partition is still good enough,” the Prez muttered.

      I grimaced. “Yeah. Last thing we need to explain is The Pit.”

      A grunt escaped him. “It’s clean, but yeah, explaining that shit would require an Oscar-worthy performance too. Ain’t none of us that good at lying.” He paused, then gritted out, “Speaking of which.” When he strode over to Jinx who’d run over to Bubbles the second he’d been freed, I wasn’t surprised when he picked him up by his cut and demanded, “Is that baby yours? Or is she fobbing it off on you too?”

      Ama, still on her knees next to Bubbles, cried, “Daddy! Not now. There’s a time and a place!”

      Lucie grunted. “Sadly, darlin’, she’s right.” But she didn’t look happy about it, and considering I’d seen her fucking cry in church? Hell, no, I could understand why she wasn’t.

      Wolfe didn’t stand down, though, just glowered at Jinx who shrugged. “Says it’s mine.”

      “She’s said it’s mine and Saint’s too,” he growled.

      “Mine as well,” Dax hollered.

      “Me, too,” Hound muttered.

      “Fuck me, that’s five daddies. Jesus, kid’s gonna have more than you, Ama, if this shit carries on,” Lucie grumbled, and I couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped me at that.

      Jinx turned bright red. “It’s mine.”

      “How the fuck you know that?”

      He wriggled his shoulders. “Did it on purpose.”

      Wolfe’s eyes bugged out for a second. “You trapped her?”

      Another shrug. “Mebbe.”

      “Fuck me,” Wolfe ground out. “Okay, I’ll deal with your ass later. But you can’t leave until after church. We got shit to discuss.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing,” Wolfe snarled. “Jesus, what now?” he snapped, when more sirens appeared. As he twisted around, he grunted at the sight of an ambulance speeding up this way.

      “I’ll go with her, sweetheart,” Lucie said softly, tugging on his hand.

      “No. Need you here for church.”

      Lucie tipped her head to the side. “Something important?”

      He cupped her chin and pressed a kiss to her lips. “Very important.”

      Curiosity sparkled in her eyes, but she shrugged and to Ama, asked, “You want to go with her, baby girl?”

      Ama shrugged. “Can do.”

      Now that she was on her feet, I curved my arm around her shoulders and hauled her into me. “You did good today, babe.”

      She snorted. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “No? You didn’t get panicked or anything?”

      That had her pulling back to look up at me. “Why would it? I wasn’t scared.”

      I shook my head. “You astound me, babe.” And she did. Now I looked at her and cast a glance around the other women, I saw that she and Lucie were pretty much the only ones who weren’t red-eyed and sniffling as they cuddled up to the men. Such bravery deserved a reward so I dropped a kiss to her lips—that was all for her benefit. Not mine. No sirree. “Love you.”

      Seeing the confusion in her eyes, I was grateful that we didn’t have time for this conversation to carry on. I didn’t want her to know I was concerned for her, not outside of the normal amount anyway. It might undermine her and that would suck monkey balls.

      “Love you, too,” she replied earnestly, then her nose crinkled. “Will one of you pick me up from the Urgent Care clinic?”

      I looked around for Keys, surprised that he and Saint weren’t over here like bees around honey now we were free. “Keys can go with you. We have church, but you know prospects ain’t allowed to attend.”

      “Yeah, I know. Thought you might need him out here on the gates, though.”

      “It’s all in hand.” Or it would be. No way was she leaving the compound on her own.

      I hugged her tightly, feeling something inside me settle when she hugged me back. Flame’s words hit me then, hit me square in the fucking heart, and I was helpless to those feelings she inspired in me. I’d spent a long ass time hiding from any softer feelings, mostly because this girl, this crazy ass little girl, had broken me.

      Yeah, I knew that sounded messed up, but it was the truth.

      I’d seen shit overseas I could reason away. It was another world, another time, another place. But Ama? She’d been at home. In her bed. And she’d been taken. Denigrated. Tormented.

      In a way, I’d feared for the world I lived in that could do that to someone so innocent. So vulnerable. Bringing a woman into this life wasn’t something I could handle, not when my mind was fucked over what I’d seen.

      Then, by the time I’d gotten over it, she was sixteen and sneaking into my room to use me as an overgrown teddy bear.

      No wonder I was messed up where she was concerned. She’d had me in knots for far too long for me to even think about being able to unravel them.

      In her ear, I whispered, “Need you, baby.”

      “I need you, too. But I’m okay, Ink. I promise.” She pulled back so she could look in my eyes, and I saw that she was. That any insecurities and vulnerabilities were on me.

      She was weak at night.

      That was when she needed me to be strong.

      But here? Now? Her demons were asleep, and she was more than capable of taking on what our world had to throw at her.

      “I’ll take that promise because I know you don’t break them.”

      Her lips twitched. “Never.”

      As the EMTs jumped down from the ambulance, I tapped her on the nose and said, “Behave.”

      Her wink set me alight. “Never.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Saint

      

      

      

      I rubbed Keys’ shoulder, unsure of what to do or say to make any of this shit better, so I just sat there. Sat there and watched as my brothers pulled together, trying to get back to some semblance of normalcy.

      When the ambulance arrived, I murmured, “Ama’s going to the hospital with Bubbles. You going to protect her?”

      He dug the heels of his palms into his eyes as he nodded. “Yeah. Don’t want her alone with that lying cunt.”

      “Doubt she’s capable of lying at the minute,” I mumbled. Still, it was surreal seeing the woman I knew cared for me—or as much as she was capable of caring for any man—crumpled on the ground like a newspaper someone had tossed out.

      I didn’t feel much, but I hoped she was okay. She might be a shitty human being, but fuck, we were all capable of change, weren’t we?

      Maybe having a kid would make her a decent person… I doubted it, but hell, she couldn’t be much worse than the conniving, lying, vindictive piece of shit she was now, so, the only way was up, right?

      Keys got to his feet and loped over to Ama’s side without another word, and I followed too. Giving Ama a kiss when Ink had let her up for air, and telling her to, “Be good.”

      “You both said that. What mischief do you think I can get up to in a clinic?” she mumbled, making me tap her ass as she wandered over to Keys’ side.

      When the EMTs argued with Keys over both him and Ama sitting in the back, Keys just stood his ground, letting Wolfe explain shit for him.

      The EMTs weren’t happy, but they were smiling when Wolfe passed them some Ben Franklins. Within five minutes, Bubbles, Ama, and Keys were on their way, and I knew we had church.

      I’d be glad when Keys wasn’t a prospect, just so I didn’t have to keep shit from him. I knew, living the way we were, was going to make that even harder than it would normally be.

      Keeping Ama in the dark was one thing, but Keys as well? It just smacked of shit when I knew he was a brother to everyone here, and that it was only a matter of time before he was patched in.

      With the ambulance in the distance now, I turned away from the gates to Hell, and stared up at the clubhouse. I knew what it was going to be like inside. I’d been around for another raid a few years back. They tore everything apart. Wrecked all the pillows, knifed the mattresses and sofa cushions in the hunt for whatever shit they were looking for.

      Considering we’d started buying shit last week to replace the other raid?

      We were out of pocket and with way too much stuffing every-fucking-where.

      “You okay?”

      I cut Ink a look. “Been better. You?”

      “I behaved.”

      That meant he hadn’t been beaten. I pointed to my eye. “Might have a bruise in the morning. Got slapped for being too slow in hugging the floor.”

      “Dicks,” Ink grunted. “Ama’s okay.”

      “I saw.” I rubbed my chin. “You think she wouldn’t be?”

      He winced. “Maybe.”

      Slapping him on the back, I told him, “She’s stronger than you think.”

      “I know. I’m learning.” He blew out a breath. “Let’s get this shit on the road. Fucking asshats will have made another goddamn mess.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      Ink went to rejoin the council, while I left to go and help with the cleanup, knowing I’d get a text when it was time for church.

      As I waded through the mess the cops had made—like destroying perfectly good leather sofas just for shits and giggles when they had to know we wouldn’t be dumb enough to hide our gear there—I realized how fucking lucky Keys was to be in the hospital with Ama. I’d have taken guard duty again over this crap.

      When, forty minutes later, we got the text, we dropped everything—our overflowing black bags—and headed down to the basement.

      With its concrete floors and unpainted walls, there was no decoration in here except for the Rebels’ logo on the wall behind the council table. The skeleton smoking a cigarette had been spray-painted there a long while ago by a brother who was currently serving life in Rikers, but it summed up what this room was—business only.

      With over two hundred chairs in here, all of them filled, it was crowded, but I could still see the council table, which sat catty-corner to the room. Wheels, Ink, Wolfe, Lucie, Axe, Flame, and Dagger were all there, most of them with serious expressions lining their faces. Well, except for Flame—his, as usual, was just blank.

      Wolfe wasn’t at his usual position at the head of the table. Instead, he’d pressed his ass to the side of the table, had his legs crossed at the ankles, and his arms folded over his chest.

      When everyone had taken a seat, he stated, “Church has begun.” Then, he sighed and said, “Thanks to the last raid, shit’s been kept tight. We’ve had several emergency churches and were due to call a general church in the upcoming days, but things have been expedited.” Another sigh. “You might have seen Kenzie being hauled off by the cops.”

      “What did they arrest her for?” someone hollered from the back.

      Wolfe raised a hand. “Let me speak and then I’ll take questions.”

      I already knew the answer, had heard it from Keys himself.

      “She betrayed us, brothers.”

      The surge of outrage that soared from my brothers was overwhelming and understandable. I lifted my boot, pressed it to my seat, and leaned my chin on my knee as the cacophony of outrage poured from the men.

      We took this shit seriously.

      The last time we’d had a rat, it had been back when Lucie had first arrived. That was a long ass time, but not long enough to suit us.

      “Enough!” Wolfe roared. “I get it. I do. I’m fucking pissed over it as well. But she’s gone now, and you’re under orders to detain her and return her to the compound if you see her, you got me?” The sudden silence was a declaration in itself.

      If Kenzie was stupid enough not to get the fuck out of Texas, she was a dead woman walking.

      “She’s the reason for the raids on the clubhouse. And, prior to her return, on that very day, a shipment of ours was taken into custody because the Knights’ run was intercepted—she was to blame for that. She’s got a lot to answer for, but we have bigger problems to deal with. You all saw John Wayne out there.”

      “The guy with the spurs?” Hurt called out, making everyone snicker.

      “Yeah, well, king dick was on at me the second he could. He knows about our factory and he wants a piece.”

      The hush was instant.

      “Fuck,” I mumbled under my breath.

      “Now, his terms aren’t unfair. Surprisingly,” he muttered. “He’s willing to pay market value for them, but he wants a cut of sales to other buyers. Again, not a bad rate. Five percent.” He scrubbed his hand over his jaw. “He says that we won’t get raided, something he can apparently guarantee which we all know is BS, but he said if we don’t cooperate, we can get used to weekly raids.”

      The grumbles that stirred were heartfelt. No one wanted to be picking shit up every week like we were doing today.

      “Okay, thoughts. I’m throwing this to all of you because it’s for everyone to decide. This ain’t just on me, ya hear?”

      “Sounds like entrapment to me,” Bear grumbled. “I mean, fuck, it’s too good to be true. Why ain’t he asking for more than five percent?”

      “Because we’d tell him where to shove it?” BB hollered back. “He’s got us over a barrel, but we could always disband if he pushed us too far.”

      “Disbanding? The fuck?” Red growled. “Why you talking about disbanding?”

      And the argument carried on for a good five minutes. I watched the council, saw each of them were blank-faced as they let the brothers wear themselves out, but Lucie? She was the one who looked the most pissed.

      I wasn’t surprised when she wolf-whistled loud enough to draw everyone’s attention.

      “Shut the fuck up,” she snarled, slamming to her feet, her hands on the table as she leaned over it to glower at everyone. “Arguing like fools isn’t going to get us anywhere, assholes. We need to think about this with our big brains, not our little ones.”

      Though most grumbled, as could be expected where she was concerned, everyone kept their mouth shut and their heads low.

      “His terms aren’t that bad. What concerns me is that he could be setting us up. We need to figure out a way to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      I raised a hand. When she saw me, she cocked a brow and motioned for me to stand.

      “We need to blackmail him back.”

      Lucie tilted her head to the side. “I’m listening.”

      “See his ring? He’s married.” I smirked. “See how he was eying up the sweetbutts when they were herded into the outhouse?”

      Wolfe grinned. “I like me some honey traps.”

      Lucie folded her arms over her chest. “Take pictures, use them… What if he doesn’t like his wife? What if he’s ready for a divorce?”

      “Did you see what he wore on his wrist? Next to his watch?”

      “Enlighten me,” Lucie retorted.

      “He had a friendship bracelet. You know, one of those bracelets made out of cotton thread? Unless he’s pals on the regular with little kids, I’d imagine he has a daughter.” I shrugged. “Whether he likes the wife or not, usually, they don’t want to break up a marriage if they have kids.”

      She drummed her nails against her forearm. “Okay, we need to set a few guys on his tail. See what his situation is. Then we can approach this a little more fairly.” Her nod of approval had me grinning a little as I took a seat again.

      My suggestion wasn’t rocket science, but hell, if it worked and helped us out? It was all for the good.
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      When I yawned, my whole body vibrated because, Jesus, I was tired. With all my men out somewhere, I stared at the bed with discomfort.

      In the short while I’d been sleeping with them, I’d grown used to sleeping in a bed and I didn’t like the alternative. But without them here, it didn’t matter how exhausted I was, sleep wasn’t going to visit me if I felt vulnerable.

      With a grunt, I grabbed a pillow and dropped to my knees. Lifting the bed skirt that went around the base, I sighed with relief when I saw it wasn’t a baseboard and shimmied underneath. It said a lot about how secure I’d been feeling that I hadn’t checked that out earlier—the thought alone took me aback as I settled under the bed, horizontally, so that one side of me was protected by the wall.

      Placing the pillow at my back, I dug out the two possessions I carried with me at all times, the small pistol my dad had given me, and my cell. Settling them within my line of sight, I curled onto my side, rested my hands under my head, and allowed myself to rest.

      It wasn’t the same without the three of them here. I was slowly getting used to their furnace-like warmth, even in this heat, and I liked the fact I was safely tucked between them. They’d never let anything happen to me. I was literally in bed with my saviors…

      Except now.

      The first time without any of them in over three weeks.

      Funny how you could get used to something so swiftly, especially when you needed it desperately to feel safe when you were at your most vulnerable.

      Still, I managed to rest, and when Aaron visited me that afternoon, after a full night and morning of being stuck at the hospital with a sweetbutt who hated me, I was too tired to do much more than let him stand over me. Dripping blood and brain matter everywhere. Covering me in it like paint.

      My breathing grew shallow as the panic set in. I could feel my senses overtaking me, making me incredibly sensitive to everything he was doing. When blood splashed on my leg, it felt like a bomb was dropped onto my flesh. The sound made my ears ache, and it was loud enough to wake me up with a bang.

      Hip hurting from sleeping on the carpet, I rolled onto my back and tried to fall asleep again.

      Somewhere between wakefulness and sleep, I heard him.

      It was so faint, if Aaron’s presence hadn’t made me hyperaware, I might not have heard him, but when I did, tears wet my eyes.

      “Daddy,” I breathed.

      It’s me, baby.

      “Where have you been?” I whispered, easily remembering his promise to never stop watching over me.

      Couldn’t get through to you. His voice sounded weak, like it was weaving in and out as if we had a bad connection. Made sure you were safe w— Silence. I could. Three protectors. They’ll—

      When he broke off again, I wanted to scream. What kind of hell was this? Hearing from my daddy after all these years, and then missing half of the conversation thanks to a faulty fucking connection?

      “Daddy? Where are you? Are you safe? Are you happy?” I breathed.

      I’m safe. Waiting on my family, but none of you will be here for a long—Want you—happy, baby. Be happy for me. They love you. They’ll—safe. No one can touch you with—

      Silence.

      My eyes burned with tears.

      Was that the last time I’d hear from Daddy Ryan?

      I stared up at the board that propped the mattress up. All around me were dust motes from where I needed to vacuum under here—oops—but my eyes were itching for a whole different reason.

      I wasn’t sure where my momma was, but I needed to hear from her. Needed her voice to settle me.

      Grabbing my cell, I dialed her number, then waited for her to answer. Putting the phone beside me on speaker, I sighed when she answered, “Hey, baby, you okay?” Then, when I didn’t reply fast enough, she peppered, “Ama?”

      “Momma, I love you.”

      “I know you do, baby. I love you, too. What’s wrong? Did one of those SOB’s hurt you? You just tell me which and I’ll knee them in the—”

      “Momma!” I chided. “No! They’ve done nothing. I’m just… they’re all busy.”

      “So?”

      “Well, I wanted to sleep. It’s been a long day.”

      “It has,” she said with a sigh. “How’s Bubbles?”

      “She’s okay, but she lost the baby,” I told her sadly. “Jinx was devastated when he made it to the clinic after church. I think—” Wincing, I whispered, “I think he was sadder than she was.”

      “Not surprised. That whole thing there was a clusterfuck.”

      “You sound sad.” I knew my momma, and sympathy for the sweetbutts wasn’t something I often heard in her voice.

      “I am. That baby did nothing wrong. If I thought it would go anywhere, I’d tell her to sue the ATF for mistreatment. It’s their fault—”

      “I don’t think she was looking after herself. I heard what the doctor said. She wasn’t eating right, and she’d been taking none of the vitamins you need… For how long she’d been carrying, the baby was too small.”

      “Then I’m even sadder for the child and hate that bitch even more.” Lucie grunted. “Anyway, what’s wrong?”

      “Do you ever—” I broke off, unsure of what to say, how to phrase this. “Have you ever heard Daddy Ryan’s voice in your head?”

      When Momma just fell quiet, I wasn’t sure what to think, then, she stunned me by admitting, “A long time ago, sure. I heard him all the time. After he died, I went to pieces, baby. You needed me and I let you down for a little while. I was sleeping all the time, and just… I needed some direction. He was the one who told me it was time to come home.

      “He was there for a while, but when I settled in, when your daddies and me got together, I heard from him less and less. Ryan said it was because I was safe now. Protected. He’d set himself up as my white knight,” she murmured with a smile in her voice. “And he never let me down.”

      “When was the last time you heard from him?”

      The way she hesitated? I had my answer, and knew she wouldn’t say a word.

      “When I was taken?”

      “He told me to make Jodie-May pay,” she rasped. “So I did.” After clearing her throat, she asked, “You heard from him?”

      “I heard him that day and today too.” I gulped. “I miss him, Momma.”

      “Baby girl, I’ve missed him every single day since he’s been gone. Ain’t a day that passes where I don’t think of him. Ryan and your other daddies, they’re the loves of my life. Not a moment goes by where I don’t feel blessed to have them by my side.”

      My eyes pricked with tears, not just because of the love between them, but because I empathized. “That’s how I feel about Saint, Keys, and Ink,” I whispered, my voice raw from emotion. “It’s like…”

      “They’re the blood in your veins.”

      I pressed a hand to my face. “Yeah. Like that. Like I’m whole without them, but not alive.”

      “I know what you mean, baby.” Momma sucked down a breath. “We’re lucky, you and I. Not just one soul mate, but several. But you gotta look after them, baby. You’re in a unique position. Most women can only handle one man, heck, some can’t even handle that. And we’re in a different world than most.

      “You know what kind of temptation is thrown their way every single day. You have to protect what you’ve got, and you have to be prepared to fight for it. Can you do that?”

      “I’m not weak, Momma.”

      “Never thought you were, baby,” came the instant reply. Hell, it was so instant that I believed it. “You’re not the weak one, we are. We love you so much and we’re terrified. I never ever want to experience even a fraction of the fear I felt the day you were taken. It would kill me, and that memory is so powerful that it petrifies me to this day. It’s that shadow of the memory that makes us put our fright onto you. But you’re my daughter, and I never raised no weak little miss.”

      My lips twitched. “I can make them happy.”

      “I know you can. Sure, they might not think they’re happy in this little household you got, but just give them time. Give them a bit of space too, but also, never make them feel less than the other. They’re all equals, and don’t let them forget it.”

      Her words, spoken from experience, had me frowning. “Did you have problems with the daddies?”

      “Sometimes. Not often.” She blew out a breath. “After Matty, I wasn’t supposed to get pregnant again. When you were thirteen, it happened. I didn’t make it happen, but it happened, and the doctor said it could kill me if I carried to term. I refused to get an abortion and those days were mighty stressful.

      “When I said I wouldn’t have an abortion, they were mad at me. Said I was being selfish because I had you and the boys and them to think of, but I just couldn’t do it—not sure they’ve ever forgiven me for that.”

      My mouth dropped open at that revelation. “I never knew.”

      “Made sure you didn’t.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nature happened. Had a miscarriage. They were mad at me for such a long time.” She whistled under her breath. “Mad at me for daring to risk myself when they said that I knew what that would do to them.” She cleared her throat. “I just couldn’t take away something that was born of them and me. But I understand… for a few months, things were rough. I thought they might have—” She sucked down some air. “But they swore they didn’t cheat, and I have no real reason to believe they did. Every now and then, doubt creeps in, and you just have to have faith in what you’re building, baby.”

      When I swallowed, it was hard. Like I was trying to swallow an orange. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      “Been through plenty worse in my life than that, darling. I’m a survivor. As are you. Now, I didn’t mean to make you blue with all that talk—”

      “No!” I interrupted. “Not at all. I needed that. Thank you. I love you so much.”

      “Love you too, baby girl.” She huffed. “Dammit, Seamus, what’s that in your hair?”

      My lips twitched. “What is it?”

      “Bubble gum,” Lucie groused. “Baby, I gotta go.”

      “See you later, Momma.”

      “You will.”

      As I cut the line, I heard footsteps outside the door. When boots appeared by the side of the bed, I had to admit, I froze a little. Deep inside, terror swirled around me as the past coalesced with the present.

      Then, the guy beside the bed squatted down, and I got a whiff of the sexy aftershave Keys wore.

      When he peered underneath the bed, I smiled at him and held out a hand. Expecting him to haul me out from under there, he rolled onto his side and scuttled toward me.

      After he toed off his boots and kicked them away, I huddled into his side, and hugged him.

      “You okay?” I asked gently.

      “Nope.” He stared up at the bed board. “Can see why you like it down here.”

      “Surprised you remembered.”

      “I remember most things you say. But in the future, don’t want you sleeping down here. You need to nap, you tell me, and I’ll come and keep you comfortable.”

      Grinning into his arm, I murmured, “Doubt we’d get much sleep done.”

      “If you need sleep, I’ll just rest with you,” he replied gruffly. “This ain’t all just about sex, Ama. Hope you know that.”

      I stilled, taken aback by his words. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. Just spoke with my dad is all.”

      “Oh.” I sucked down a sharp breath and closed my eyes. Hooking my leg over his hips, I tucked him close into me and whispered, “Take it it went badly?”

      “Couldn’t have gone worse. The guards dragged him away from the phone.” He gulped. “Let’s hope it don’t wreck his chances of parole next year.”

      I winced at the thought and rasped, “That’s not on you.” I squeezed him. “If he doesn’t get to come home early, that’s on him. What Kenzie did, that’s on her. Nothing that’s happened is because of you. You did what you could for her. You did more than most. You’re a wonderful son to your dad, and a brother she doesn’t deserve.”

      When he lifted his arm and covered his face with it, a move I’d made more times in my life than I cared to count, I felt his tears deep in my soul.

      I didn’t say anything. What was there to say? I understood his pain, understood where it was coming from, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to change it. But I could be there for him. Could just lie here and let him deal with his emotions.

      One thing I’d learned from Momma over the years—bikers and emotions were like bikers and vacuum cleaners. Never the two shall meet.

      So, I hugged him. Stayed there with him long after my ass grew numb and my foot died a little from the position I held it in. I just stayed there, breathing in his scent, his presence, loving him and loving that he could show this in front of me.

      When, after a little while, he calmed down—not that he’d exactly let loose with his feelings—I whispered, “I love you, Jamie.”

      “I love you, too.” His voice was deeper than usual, and the raspiness to it made my heart hurt. He turned his head to the side, and I saw his tear sore eyes and ached even harder for him. “This’s hard for me. You know, this sharing you thing?”

      I tensed, not expecting him to take that path. “Yeah, I know.” Biting my bottom lip for a second, I inquired, “Is it something you can’t carry on with?”

      “Nothing like that.” He sighed. “Just, you know, it’s hard. It was harder, but I like it too.”

      “You do?” I asked warily, unsure where he was going with this.

      “Yeah. You’re a lot of woman to keep up with,” he teased. “You need a football team to keep you happy.”

      Laughing, I slapped him on the belly and wriggled over him until I was flat on top of him—numb butt, foot, and all. “Jerk.”

      “Your jerk?”

      His hesitancy had my lips curving. “Forever. You’ll always be my jerk, Keys. Even if you decide you can’t do this no more.”

      He shook his head, reached up, and pressed a finger to my lips. “No need to talk like that. I’m not going anywhere, just wanted you to know that you’re worth it.”

      “Maybe I am, maybe I’m not, but my happiness doesn’t define or decide your own.”

      “You been watching Oprah?”

      “Nope, just always been this wise.”

      “Oh, that right, Kemosabe?” he teased. “At first, I didn’t like it, but I dunno. It’s growing on me. You’ve been under my skin for a long time now, sugar. I figure you’re like Lyme disease. Once it’s in the system, there ain’t no getting away from it.”

      I snickered. “You’re just full of compliments today, ain’t ya?”

      “Compliments are what I do best.” He cleared his throat. “You gonna kiss me or what?”

      Oh, I’d kiss him all right.

      Before pressing my lips to his, I whispered, “I’m yours, Jamie. Just like you’re mine. Forever.”

      And he sighed into the kiss, sealing my words eternally with our love.
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      “You ever seen her dance like that before?” I asked Keys, tipping my beer at our woman as she twisted and writhed against Ink like he was a pole and she was a dancer.

      Keys tilted his head to the side. “Nope. Wouldn’t mind if she danced with me like that though.” He grinned at me. “Preferably naked.”

      “Fuck, yeah,” I groaned and cupped my cock. “That would be hot as shit.”

      “She never danced like that before though. Don’t think I ever remember seeing her dance,” he mused.

      “Can’t say that was a bad thing considering all the men are looking at her,” I grumbled.

      “We need to claim her,” he said easily. “As it stands, her daddies and name get them to back the fuck off, but once we mark her, they won’t even dare look.”

      The thought didn’t turn me off. I wanted Ama, wanted her any way I could get her, so marking her was the next step. The thought of my ink on her body made my cock even harder, and I passed my beer to Keys as I mumbled, “Gonna join them.”

      When he laughed, I flipped him the bird, but I stalked through the heaving dancefloor.

      It was Saturday night, the first Saturday night party since the last raid, since Kenzie’s betrayal, and since Bubbles had lost her baby and Lucie had tossed her out on her ass when she’d come back to the clubhouse—mean, yeah, but Lucie had never been nice. Plus, I’d seen the couple of Ben Franklins she’d shoved at her to tide her over—Lucie might be hellspawn but she had a heart too.

      Tonight was also the first night we’d really outed ourselves to the club. Keys had kissed her earlier, sparking attention, Ink was dancing with her now, and that had brothers’ gossiping like bitches, and the second I sidled up to her? I knew shit would really fly because they’d be figuring Ama was like her momma.

      Well, she was in one sense but not all.

      The lighting was dim, the music was loud, and it was hot as fuck as I pressed my front to her back, grabbed her hips, and rocked into her. She writhed back against me with way too much skill, and I shouted in her ear, “Have you always been able to dance like that?”

      As laughter escaped her, I knew I had my answer.

      “Was just waiting on you boys to make it worth my while to dance,” she said with a hoot, one of her arms coming up to reach around behind my neck, and the other hauling Ink close to her as well in a mirroring move.

      Stuck between us, she seemed to soar ever higher, and I didn’t care that my body was literally dripping with sweat now I was here, where the body heat was the more intense. Didn’t give a fuck that my body was way too close to Ink’s for my own good.

      Something about her made me accept the craziness. Something about her made me need it.

      I wasn’t sure I’d been born to lead a normal life. That was what I got for joining an MC, but fuck, it went deeper than that. What Ama brought to my days, with Ink and Keys too? I figured I needed that as well.

      I’d been one of the lucky ones. Dorie had brought me into the fold, made me hers, but I still remembered the early years, before I’d had her, before, when my mom had been a shithouse. I remembered being left alone, going to sleep hungry, and hearing strange moans from her bedroom. I remembered feeling like a nuisance, feeling unwanted and alone.

      Now?

      I’d never be alone, and that felt good.

      Yeah, I was possessive, and it was weird having to share her, but it fit. It felt right. With Keys, it was too fucking easy. I was used to her being in between us, used to us caring for her and watching out for her. Ink was a little harder, took a little more getting used to just because he was older, more on her daddies’ wavelength than ours, but I figured we were getting there.

      He liked bikes, beers, and our bitch. That meant we were connected on a soul deep level. Throw in the fact he loved ice hockey, hated the Patriots, and liked wrestling? I knew we’d get on just fine.

      “Can we go upstairs?”

      The breathy question had us both laughing, but Ink shook his head. “Nope. Not yet.”

      “W-Why?” she wailed, and I couldn’t stop myself from slipping my hand onto her belly, before lowering it between her legs. She was wet—wet enough to make the denim short shorts damp. Fuck.

      “Because you’re greedy,” Ink told her, bussing her on the nose with a kiss.

      She pouted. “Thought that was a good thing?”

      “Oh, it is, honey, but sometimes, waiting is good for the soul.” He dropped his mouth to her ear, and I shifted my hold on her so I could listen too. “I want you to wait, want you to beg for us when we get back. I want you to think of nothing else but that hungry, greedy little pussy of yours until we get home. I want you so wet that whenever I feel between your legs, my fingers come back wet. I want that little cunt so desperate for us that you’ll do anything we want the second we ask it. I want you to be one big ache for us.”

      Fuck. Now I wanted to go upstairs.

      Shit.

      “That’s a lot of ‘wants,’” she hiccupped, her body rippling between us.

      “That’s because you make me greedy too,” he growled, his eyes darkening in a way that didn’t bode well for Ama in the morning—she was gonna be walking like she’d ridden a horse up to Chicago.

      I nipped at her ear. “And me.”

      A high-pitched moan escaped her. “You’re killing me.”

      I laughed. “No, baby, we’re making you live. Ain’t life grand?”
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      “Damn, that’s good, Ama,” Ink rasped.

      I stared at her, watching her bounce on her toes as Ink began wiping off the excess ink on Bridges’ calf.

      The sight of his momma and him as a baby hooked on her hip was beyond hyperrealism. It was like looking at the photograph, to be sure, but it was more. There were little flourishes here and there that made it look more.

      The way Bridges’ momma was holding him was tighter than in the picture somehow, and the tilt of Bridges’ head and his momma’s was like they were staring deep into each other’s eyes.

      It made me glad that she’d created my tattoo, and that very soon, I’d be getting it on tick, as well. There were perks to being in a weird ass relationship with a tattoo artist.

      It was all in the family.

      Just as Ama would be after today.

      Once Ink’s hand stopped aching after that long session, he was marking her as ours.

      Could I say I wasn’t uneasy about this future of ours? Nope, I couldn’t. But, to be fair, I wasn’t sure if I’d be uneasy about it if it was just her and me.

      Ama called to me in a way no other woman ever had. It made a man edgy, knowing that link, that connection, was there. Sure, I was grateful for it, but I was eighteen years old, and I hopefully had a long life left.

      My unease didn’t stem from the living situation, or the fact that I was young. It stemmed from who Ama was as a person.

      The thought of letting her down, of not being good enough for her? It fucked with my head, and I had to admit, scared me. I was nervous about it. Nervous that I’d fuck up and would fuck with her heart. That was the last thing I wanted to do. It would kill me if I did that.

      “It’s normal to be nervous.”

      I flinched, not having realized Flame had shown up. “Sir?”

      He cut me a look. “Sir? Just call me Flame.”

      Gulping, I said, “Sure.”

      “You called me it before.”

      “Wasn’t a prospect before. Just a snot-nosed kid living under your roof.”

      He shrugged. “Well, now you’re not. It’s normal to be nervous,” he repeated. “I didn’t have this scene today, you know?”

      “What? Lucie wears your marks though.”

      Flame’s lips twitched. “She didn’t need our permission to get them done. She showed up with all our claims on her.”

      I laughed. “Sounds like something Lucie would do.”

      Flame grinned at that, outright grinned. Then he tipped his head at the way Ink was wrapping up Bridges’ calf in Saran wrap. “That her first?”

      “Yep. Pretty much. A portrait.”

      “You take a picture?”

      “I did.” I grabbed my cell and showed him. When he whistled, I nodded. “Something else, right?”

      “Jay-sus,” he drawled. “Ama, baby, I’m gonna need me some new ink.”

      Ama’s eyes sparkled as she grinned at him, but she didn’t move away from Ink, not as she watched him give the speech on aftercare as he carefully tended to the tattoo he’d just spent hours on.

      Flame’s grin didn’t die as he stared down at me. “You look like a man who has second thoughts. You gonna pull a Julia Roberts on me?”

      “A what now?” I queried, brow puckering.

      “Julia Roberts. Runaway Bride.” He waved a hand. “Lucie made me watch it. That and Pretty Woman.” He winced. “Only made bearable by the fact she gave me a BJ during. Not that I’d share those pertinent facts with anyone else, mind you. But you’re family.”

      “Probably all the more reason not to tell me, Flame,” I muttered, crinkling my nose.

      “Well, regardless. You look edgy. Why?”

      “I’m nervous.” I shrugged. “Don’t want to let her down.”

      “Be yourself and you won’t.”

      I cut him a look and started jangling my keys. “That sounds too simple.”

      “No. It’s just how it is. You can’t live like this and not be true to yourself, Jamie. Ama is a good woman. She’s strong, and she’ll love you forever just like she has since you were first friends. That love ain’t gonna die if you decide you can’t live like she needs—”

      Dammit to hell. Grunting, I turned on him and hissed, “What the fuck is this? Look, I wasn’t happy about it at first, sure. But it has nothing to do with sharing her. These past several weeks have shown me that. I’ve loved the time we’ve spent together, and Saint is my brother in more ways than just the MC. Ink, he was new to me, but he’s cool as fuck.

      “My issue ain’t with sharing her. Not like I thought it might be when this first started, ya know? It’s with fucking up. Letting her down. I’m scared about that.”

      Flame grabbed me by the shoulder. “Those are the kind of doubts I like to hear.”

      “Why?” I grumbled. “I sound like a pussy.”

      “You sound like a man who’s about to start a lifelong relationship with a woman he adores. We all get scared about fucking up, but to be honest, we fuck up anyway.” He shrugged. “Remember how I watched Pretty Woman? Well, Axe chose not to. That’s the joy of this life. It’s not all on you. All you’ll miss out on is a potential BJ for your pains… So, you feel like you’re gonna fuck up, send Saint or Ink in.”

      “You mean tag-team her?”

      Flame shrugged. “Yup. You love her, you want what’s right for her, but maybe you can’t give it to her… maybe Ink or Saint can. See, my MC brothers, I know they think less of me for living this way. I’m a man, I’m a biker, I should have my bitch under my thumb—”

      “Any man who thinks he could have Lucie Steeler under his thumb is a moron.”

      “Exactly. But, that’s neither here nor there. My point is, they think I’m weaker for it when I’m not. It makes me stronger. If I know I need to go and do shit, I know I’ve got three men at my back who will take care of the woman who owns my soul if I fuck up. I can’t even imagine the terror of having that sole responsibility.” He shuddered. “And, like I said, Jamie, we all fuck up. It’s in our DNA.

      “You just got to embrace the fact that you will, and when you do, try not to do it too royally. Because we raised Ama right. She won’t let you fuck around on her, won’t let you get away with shit for too long—no matter how many guys you have to help you cover your shit up, it’s still all on you.

      “And you have to face facts… do you want to live in a world without her? Do you want to be without Ama in your life?”

      His words resonated with me so deeply that I wasn’t even sure how to say what I wanted to. I just stared at him, floundering, and he slapped me on the shoulder and smiled.

      “Yeah, you’re doing the right thing. She’s yours, brother. Just like you’re hers. Sometimes, it’s as easy as that. Our life ain’t always simple, so when you find something pure like her? You grab onto it with both hands.”

      “Why are you okay with this?” I rasped. “I’m surprised you don’t want to kill us.”

      His gaze shot over to Saint, whom Ama was leaning against while they all shot the shit with Bridges. “Because some women ain’t made for normal. Some women just need more. Ama’s like her momma. For different reasons, sure, but she’s still that way.

      “She’ll keep you on your toes. Don’t think life will be regular, because it won’t. Not just because of Saint and Ink, but because it will never follow an ordinary pattern.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He sighed. “Need it spelling out, do you?”

      “Yeah,” I said roughly. “You’ve had more time to think about this shit.”

      Flame grinned. “True. Women like Ama and her momma are supernovas. Wherever they touch, they cause a reaction. They’re not simple people. They’re chaos bound. They take a lot of looking after, but I think you three are man enough for the job.”

      “I can only try, Flame,” I rasped, and he clapped me on the shoulder again.

      “That’s all we can do.”

      With that, he wandered over to the table where Bridges had finally moved. Ama hustled him over to the reception desk where he settled his tab, and I watched her, watched how she moved. The way she flicked her hair behind her ear, the smile she shot him, the nervous look in her eyes as he talked about how much he loved the tattoo.

      As I stared at her, the porcelain skin, the gentle chin that rounded to a point after sloping down from high, heart-shaped cheekbones, I recognized one thing—that was my woman.

      Fuck, the pride that roared through me beat what I felt when I’d climbed on my bike that first time.

      She’d held me while I’d grieved the loss of a sister who was dead to me, while I mourned my father who I might lose for a few more years thanks to Kenzie, and that she hadn’t cast me aside for not being ‘man enough,’ that she’d loved me through it all?

      It made me want to give her the world.

      It made me want to change her life. I didn’t want her to need to sleep on the fucking floor any more like a dog. I didn’t want her to wake up with nightmares.

      I wanted her to feel so fucking secure that nothing scared her. That she became a force to be reckoned with like her momma was.

      Hell, at that moment, that became my life goal.

      My true fucking reason for existing.

      To make this woman be what she was born to be.

      Our sinning saint.

      When she strode over to me after Bridges walked out, practically skipping with her glee, her head was tilted to the side as she saw me watching her.

      The instant she was close enough, I shoved my hands in the back pockets of her short shorts and hauled her over to me.

      “You look gloomy,” she stated brightly.

      “Nope. Just pensive.”

      That had her narrowing her eyes. “Why?”

      “Just thinking about your tats.”

      She stiffened. “You still want me to have yours, don’t you?”

      I smirked. “Without a doubt.” I leaned down and nipped her earlobe. “I want it there. Behind your ear.”

      She squirmed in my arms. “That’s gonna hurt.”

      “All the best things do, babe.”

      “True.” She stared up at me. “If I get mine there, then you get yours there too.”

      I grinned. “Deal.”

      “I have something to show you.”

      “You do? Something good?” I squeezed her ass cheeks to tell her I was joking.

      “Hopefully.”

      She pulled away then grabbed my arm and tugged me over to the reception desk. I heard the buzzing of the tattoo machine and saw that Saint had removed his shirt and was laying down on the seat, having Ama’s name and her flower inked above his heart. The amaryllis was dripping ruby-colored blood that puddled underneath her name.

      When she shuffled some papers, then dropped her sketch of my tattoo there for me, I felt my heart stop.

      My first reaction?

      “It’s perfect.”

      My momma was there, her face pristine with the dark bob that had framed her delicate features. Her large eyes stared up at me, and underneath her chin was the egg timer. Ticking away, the sands of time disappearing too fast for her.

      I gritted my teeth as the pain of loss, so recent after Kenzie’s betrayal, hit me hard.

      Shaking my head, I whispered again, “It’s perfect.”

      She was there, like I knew she always would be, at my side, clinging to me. She raised up on tiptoe again, and whispered back, “You’re perfect.”

      I dropped a kiss on her nose. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Being you.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Saint

      

      

      

      “What you been doing?”

      I winced at my dad’s question, and when my stepmom, Dorie, arched a brow at me, I just shrugged.

      “That isn’t an answer, Lawrence.”

      Blowing out a breath, I murmured, “Been hanging at Ink’s place. Keeping Ama and her brothers safe.”

      “I knew that. I was at the council meeting when that talk went down,” my dad argued, “but what I want to know is what you’ve been doing.”

      My brow puckered. “What are you talking about?”

      “I think he wants to know if you’re boning me,” Ama interjected politely, her eyes wide and her face expressionless.

      Before I could choke on my coffee, Wheels, my dad, was snorting into his. “Well, I wouldn’t have put it like that, Ama.”

      “Wouldn’t you?” Dorie replied with a wicked grin at him.

      “Nope. Not to my Prez’s girl, and…” He pulled a face. “I mean, I don’t even know what you’re going to be to me yet.”

      My mouth worked uselessly for a few seconds as I tried to process just how messed up this conversation was. When Ama was about to speak, intending on saying only God knew what, I quickly inserted, “Dad, it’s a little soon to be talking about this stuff.”

      He slouched back in his La-Z-Boy and shrugged as he settled his mug on his jean-clad knee. “Not according to Ink.”

      “Why? What’d he say?” I grumbled.

      “That he was wifing her.”

      Ama’s eyes flashed. “That’s what he said?”

      My dad nodded, his gaze flashing between her and me. “That’s it. Pretty much word for word. I wanna know how you feel about that, Lawrence.”

      I winced, because the question didn’t only catch me on the raw, but I didn’t even know what I felt about that. “I guess I’m glad,” I said hesitantly.

      “Glad that another brother is wifing your woman?” He cocked a brow at me, and I knew Dorie, God love her, nudged him with her foot even though I couldn’t see it from the sofa across the room.

      Dorie and my dad may only have gotten together because my birth mom had dumped me on him when I was five, but that didn’t mean their relationship had all been about the convenience. I had three sisters to prove otherwise.

      Three sisters who were somewhere in the house, giggling and shit—I could hear them from down here in the place my pop had bought to make a family home for us when I was young.

      I could remember him back then. He’d been young and brash, pretty much like me now I guessed, but when my mom, the bitch, had dumped me in Rutherford on a father I’d never met before? He’d manned up and hadn’t hesitated to take me on.

      Hadn’t mattered that he knew shit about kids, or that his life wasn’t exactly conducive to having a child tagging along for the ride. He’d taken me in and raised me well. Dorie had helped, in fact, she’d helped so much that one day, she’d moved in and had never moved out again.

      That was when a baby sister had popped up.

      When Dorie had demanded I call in because she hadn’t seen me in over a month, Ama had decided to come with. I knew the two got on well, which made things helpful, and I wasn’t averse to spending some one-on-one time with my family so that they understood where we were at.

      I didn’t need Keys interjecting with his random key jangles, or Ink grunting as I discussed anything my parents had to ask.

      It wasn’t like we’d been hiding shit, because we hadn’t. But still, this was what I defined as an awkward conversation. And yet, as I sat there, I watched Ama charm them both. Not that she worked hard to do that. She was just herself, just the woman I fucking loved.

      Christ.

      How had this happened?

      Where had this all-encompassing love come from?

      It felt like it was newly discovered, but it wasn’t. It had been there all along. Just waiting for me to man up, to grow some balls, and to take her for my own.

      When the doorbell rang and my dad got to his feet, was I surprised at what we found there?

      Not really.

      When Ama’s folks came striding in with a keg of beer, and Ink and Keys showed up too? I knew we had us a party in the making.

      We spilled outside, and suddenly burgers were on the grill, and steaks and fixin’s made an appearance too. Through it all, Ama stayed by my side. Laughing as she joined in, showing the strength that blossomed inside her whenever we were together.

      The MC had some tough times ahead. Shit had worked out with the dirty spur-sporting cop, and we were currently supplying him with weapons. It went against the grain, but not being hit up every week on raids was even better.

      Sometimes, you had to deal with the devil to get shit done, and in this case, the devil had a badge. That was MC life. You rolled with the punches and took your happiness where you could get it.

      For me?

      That happiness was by my side.

      I recognized a good thing when I had it, and I wasn’t dumb fuck enough to let things drop.

      Pressing a kiss to Ama’s hair, I murmured, “You okay?”

      She beamed up at me. “Of course, I am.”

      I grinned. “Thought you’d still be feeling grossed out.”

      Now that she’d managed to pull apart a tattoo machine and put it back together again, Ink had decided she was good to work on oranges. But today, after getting thirty oranges under her belt, he’d brought out the big guns.

      A side of pork.

      She’d done a good job as well. I’d taken a picture and was threatening to have it framed, even though she’d been white as a sheet throughout the whole procedure.

      Amazing how far she’d come in six weeks. Not that she’d be ready for human flesh for a long time, but still, it was nice to see her own her talent, and do more at the parlor than just play receptionist and autoclave technician. It felt like a step forward, and that was what I wanted for her—to keep the past buried and to walk along a route that led to the future.

      She pulled a face at me. “It stank.”

      “It didn’t.”

      “It fucking did,” she grumbled. “My nose was inches away from it.”

      “You sprayed it with perfume,” I reminded her. Had almost choked us all out too.

      Ama laughed. “You know it stank then or I wouldn’t have wasted perfume on it.”

      “True. You’re just squeamish.”

      Her nose wrinkled but she didn’t hide from it. “You okay?” she asked, throwing the question back at me.

      I nodded as I stared at our families mingling in the backyard of the house that had been mine since I was a boy.

      “Funny how shit turns out, isn’t it?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, it is. Especially in such a short space of time.”

      “He’s doing better,” I murmured, tipping my chin at Keys. I reached up and tugged at her earlobe, where his claim was inked behind the sensitive flesh. “You helped him. Not sure he’d have handled everything so well if you—”

      “Pfft. He’d have been okay.”

      “Don’t diminish your importance in his life, babe. He lost his sister and learned his dad had lost parole rights…” My jaw clenched at his father’s stupidity.

      She patted my chest, then spun around so she was leaning into me. I pressed my lips to her temple and whispered, “Wish I was inside you.”

      A soft laugh escaped her. “You’re the one who wanted to visit your folks today.”

      “Dorie was moaning,” I grumbled.

      “Can’t blame her. You’re her only son, babes.”

      I bit my lip at her easy acceptance of something that was true, yet wasn’t. I eyed the woman who’d helped raise me, and saw her and Lucie were hooting about only God knew what. Then I cut a look at Ink and Keys who were bitching about something with Axe and Flame, and then Wolfe and Dagger were hanging with my daddy. My sisters had come out and were jumping in the blow-up pool, and overhead, the stars had made an appearance, disguising the grass that really needed mowing, and the bike parts that took up a large chunk of the lawn because Wheels had been working on restoring in it during his spare time for the past two years.

      This was life, this was home, and this was family.

      It was only now when I realized how much that had opened up, and I was glad, so fucking glad, especially for Ink and Keys who didn’t have much of a family anymore.

      “We gave them this, didn’t we?” I asked quietly.

      She hummed. “They’re never gonna be alone again.”

      “You little fixer,” I teased.

      “Hardly,” she scoffed. “Can’t fix someone else when you’re broken.”

      “You ain’t broken, babe. You’re just a little wonky.”

      Laughter snorted out from her, and she began choking on the sip of Coke she’d just taken. I slapped her on the back, scowling down at her amusement. We caught a few glances from our families, but they turned away when they saw she was just coughing her guts up.

      “What’s so funny?”

      She giggled when she stopped choking. “Nothing. Nothing.”

      I pshawed. “Doesn’t sound like it to me.”

      “I’ll take being wonky over broken is all,” she replied, winking up at me. “In fact, I think I might get that inked on me.”

      “You an addict now?” I teased.

      “Hell yeah. Three pieces and counting.”

      I grinned, then nuzzled my cheek into hers. “You gonna get a tramp stamp?”

      “You want me to get one?”

      “I’d like my eyes on it while I fuck you in the ass.”

      When she shivered, I grinned.

      “That can be arranged.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Ink

        Six months later

      

      

      

      “What the fuck?”

      I twisted around as Ama dashed past me like a whirlwind. One second she was standing at the bar, talking to her momma, the next, she was rushing past me. I followed her trajectory, wondering what the fuck was happening, and saw the clubwhore next to Keys.

      It was his patch-in party. Normally, that meant shit got hot and heavy for a brother. It was a rite of passage that I really didn’t want Ama knowing about. Not considering Saint and I had done it—the rite was we fucked every clubwhore in the house and took three shots of tequila per pussy. By the end of the night, we didn’t want to touch a bitch or liquor for a week, but it was a hell of a laugh.

      Because Keys was tied to Ama, and because her daddies would have killed him if he’d even thought about going through with the rite, his patch in party had consisted of a lot of drinking.

      A lot.

      He was on the sofa, more out of it than awake, and his head was tipped back as he snored, the party forgotten, his newly patched cut completely slipping from his mind.

      Being absolutely hammered didn’t stop a sweetbutt though. The vicious, vindictive cunts were all as bad as each other, and I totally applauded Ama as she grabbed the bitch whose hands were on Keys’ junk by the hair and hauled her off her man.

      In her skin-tight short shorts and vest, I could see each of her claims on us. With her hair high in a scooped-up bun that reminded me of a ballet dancer, Key’s tat was clearly visible from behind her ear. A keyring loaded with keys, the holes of which were shaped into hearts. It traced down to the side of her neck. My tat, around her arm, a tribal pattern that I was renowned for, curved around her bicep like a snake. From the top where her arm joined her body and down to just before her elbow, the lines were delicate, not densely black, but whenever I looked at it, I knew she bore my finest work.

      Only fitting.

      Saint’s mark, she wore on her thigh. It was a pair of angel wings wrapped around his name with a halo topping it. Not the most original idea, maybe, but the way she’d designed the wings? Holy shit, it looked like it could take off from her thigh and start flying around the room.

      Everyone knew she was ours, more importantly, the sweetbutts knew we were hers.

      “The fuck do you think you’re doing, Natalie?” she snarled at the clubwhore who was squealing about her extensions.

      At my side, Dagger and Saint sidled up to me. Saint looked as wrecked as Keys, and I knew I’d be the one driving us back in a club cage tonight because, call me an old goddamn man, but I wanted to sleep in my bed not a random one in the clubhouse.

      Dagger was alert, but that didn’t surprise me. He hadn’t been in the Forces like me, but he had the instincts of a killer. That meant never letting your guard down. I knew, like me, he’d probably be able to count the number of times he’d ever gotten drunk.

      “I recognize that move,” he said, his head tipping to the side as he watched his daughter slam the sweetbutt into the ground and a cascade of bottles shattered all around them as she knocked over the coffee table.

      Lucie, having stepped closer to see the show, laughed, and she hooked her arm through Dagger’s. “You didn’t think I’d fail to show my daughter how to fight, did you? Jesus, Dag, what kind of a mom did you take me for?”

      He winced. “Jesus.”

      I chuckled. “Of course! I remember. What was that bitch called again?”

      “Fucking Jenna. I remember that skank. All over Axe like the whore she was.”

      “Only you’d remember her name,” Dagger said dryly.

      Saint, leaning into me heavily now, mumbled, “Catfight.”

      I shot him a wry look. “Yeah, bro. Catfight.”

      “How much has he had to drink?” Lucie asked, amusement lacing her words as she stared down at her son-in-law.

      “Too much by the looks of it,” Dagger retorted, sounding less amused.

      I cut him a look. “She’s safe.”

      “So safe she just started a fight,” Dagger shouted over the noise of the cheers as the brothers finally figured out what was going on.

      To the chants of ‘catfight,’ ‘bitchfight,’ and a shit ton of ‘meows,’ I watched my woman whoop clubwhore ass.

      “Her form’s awesome,” I said, more to Saint than her daddy who, quite naturally, punched me in the arm. I shrugged. “It is. Look at how she punches.”

      Saint mumbled, “I taught her that!”

      Lucie grunted. “Didn’t. That was me.”

      It was a testament to how much he’d drunk that Saint’s face crumpled up and he leaned forward so he could see her better. “Nope. She fought like a girl.” He sniffed. “I made her fight like a boy.”

      Dagger grunted. “Something to be thankful for, I guess.”

      “Just not when she’s smacking the shit out of one of the women,” Flame replied, slipping between us and heading into the fight.

      “No fair,” Lucie called out. “Natalie was feeling Keys up.”

      Flame cut her a look that had her lips curving and her eyes flashing wickedly—didn’t need to know what kind of fucked up message that was to know that Lucie was about ready to pounce on Flame. Not like Ama had Natalia either.

      “Ama! What the hell are you doing?” he ground out, detangling his daughter’s fingers from the bitch’s hair.

      “She was groping my man, daddy,” Ama hissed, her hand managing to reach around him so she could grab more hair.

      Why the hell sweetbutts wore extensions in this club was beyond me. Sweet fuck, talk about giving another woman extra ammunition.

      “Since when did you fight with your fists?”

      “Since I got me some old men!” she snapped back, shoving her face in Flame’s in a way that told me we’d done way too much good for her confidence.

      Deciding to wade in before Ama found herself over her daddy’s knee for a spanking, and not the variety she’d grown to like from me, Saint, and Keys, I hustled over, grabbed her by the waist and dragged her back.

      “You staked your claim, baby girl,” I told her, whispering the words in her ear.

      “Damn right I did,” she snarled, glowering around the room, daring any clubwhores to look her straight in the eye.

      My lips curved at the aggressive gesture, and I shook my head at Flame who actually had an expression on his face for once—surprise.

      “What the fuck did you do to my daughter?” he grumbled as I hauled her away from Natalie who was whimpering into another brother’s cut.

      “They did nothing, daddy,” she growled. “You taught me to fight for what’s mine. You think I’m gonna let some SLUT,” she hollered, “touch my man? You’re crazy.”

      Lucie slipped her arm through Flame’s. “It’s a proud day.”

      Flame rolled his eyes as Dagger laughed. “Only you’d be proud that our daughter is a hooligan.”

      Lucie grinned as Ama huffed at the condemnation. “Better a hooligan than a wet flannel. You watch, none of these boys will stray. She’ll geld them first.”

      “You bet your ass I will,” Ama snarled, and I reached up and rubbed her shoulders, before dipping down and nipping her throat in warning.

      “That ass is mine. Don’t be giving it away,” Wolfe rumbled as he waded into the fray. “What have you done now, Lucifer?”

      His old lady snorted and raised her hands in all innocence. “Wasn’t me. Was your hell spawn.”

      His eyes narrowed at her before he turned to look at the mess Ama had made. There were bits of hair floating in the air, other strands lay against the sofa and floor. The coffee table in front of Keys—who’d slept through it all and was covered in hair too—was smashed, and about two dozen empty beer bottles had managed to crash into the ground as well.

      “She’s hellspawn, ain’t she?” he declared proudly, then he ululated the words until every biker in the club roared it too: “Hellspawn!”
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      When Keys’ cock tunneled inside my ass, I grunted, bowing my head and pressing it into Saint’s chest as the feeling of thickness overwhelmed me.

      All my guys were above average in size, but having them inside my body at the same time felt like a huge fucking ask.

      Still… I was working my way up to DVP.

      I wasn’t sure when or if that would ever happen, but I’d seen the porn. Had watched it happen. It looked like it might wreck me, but hell, what a ride getting there.

      As I sought calm, sought to forget just how thick and full I felt, I found a rhythm with my breathing, and when Keys began to thrust, like he knew I’d reached the point where I could take it without bursting out crying as I’d done the past few times we’d tried this and he’d had to pull out, I released a shocked gasp as my nerve endings came to life.

      Whenever we’d done this, he’d ended up having to pull out, but I was determined. So determined to take them both because this feeling of fullness was how my heart felt constantly. Like it was going to burst from the joy of being with the three of them.

      My pussy and ass might burst too, but it probably wouldn’t be as romantic.

      Feeling Keys’ cock drag against Saint’s was like torment and wonder combined. I couldn’t move from my position. I knew Ink was there, just off to the side, and my mouth watered with the need to taste him, to swallow his release, but for the moment, this was all about me.

      All about accepting everything they had to give.

      When Saint began shifting his pelvis, rocking up into me, I bit down on the nearest thing to me—his nipple. He released a holler of pain that would have had me laughing at any other time, but it made me realize what I was doing, and I swiftly began sucking on the nub to appease the agony I’d just caused.

      When his hands tunneled through my hair, I knew he liked it, and finally, my body adapted. With his touch, with the connection, I felt like I was grounded once more.

      Slowly, I moved my head, released his nipple, and straightened up. Leaning all my weight into my hands, I moved so that my body was at an angle, and I eyed the dick that had my mouth watering whenever I saw it.

      I’d never expected we’d reach this point where all three guys could be in the same room, on the same bed, with no boxers on. Saint and Keys didn’t have that much of a problem, but Ink had pretty much always taken me alone. Be it in bed while the others dicked around in some part of the house or in the shower—which was one of my fond favorites.

      In the two years we’d been together, that was pretty much how it had rolled. I could count on both hands how many times this had happened, but I was hoping this would make these group scenes occur more frequently because I loved them.

      I loved being at the center of their universe, adored it with all my being.

      Plus, it always exhausted me and that meant for a wonderful night’s sleep, which I’d need considering tomorrow I was breaking ground on the tattoo Keys had been putting off until I was ready to ink him myself.

      But now, there was no time for nerves, no space for it and as I reached forward, loosely jacking off Ink’s cock, I stared up at him with wide eyes and whispered, “Take what you need, baby.”

      Quickly working up some spit, I watched as his nostrils flared at my words and he grabbed my head, holding my hair tightly. I opened my mouth and closed it around his shaft when he guided himself inside the warm, wet cavern of my mouth.

      Quickly tonguing every part of him I could reach, I waited for him to pull back and sucked on the tip. Hard. He grunted, and Keys surprised the hell out of me by thrusting into me quick and deep. It pushed me forward onto Ink’s cock, making me gag a little, but I was used to this. Used to unexpected moves that had my eyes watering—the three of them liked messy blowjobs, so this wasn’t out of the ordinary.

      Ink just held onto my hair as Keys fucked me for all three of them. This was where his age came in handy. I swear, Keys took ages to come. Sometimes, he made me sore, but most of the time, he just lasted long enough for me to get off. I mean, I wasn’t made of orgasms, and with his perseverance and his ability to hold out, it usually helped me get off.

      As I swallowed around Ink’s dick, I moaned as Saint grabbed my hands so I was flailing above him, relying on Ink’s hold on my hair to keep me upright.

      The acute vulnerability took me higher than I could have imagined, and when Keys plunged in a little deeper than before, the orgasm hit me out of the blue.

      Whatever he’d done, it set off a wave of ecstasy that had me choking on Ink’s dick and clamping down on Saint’s cock.

      As the three of us exploded around one another, all thanks to Keys, I felt the bubble inside me burst and when it happened, I groaned in disgust because I hated this—it always happened with anal. Always made me squirt, and it was gross and icky, even if they seemed to love it.

      Keys, realizing what was happening, muttered, “Let her breathe, Ink.”

      Instantly, Ink let go, and I swallowed quickly, my mouth still full of his cum, as I groaned long and deep around the bliss that pummeled me along with their thrusting cocks. The pressure inside was intense, even more intense than the fullness of being penetrated by both of them. It made me feel like I was going to implode, and after so recently exploding, that was just inconvenient.

      As the pleasure rolled through my veins, decimating my nerve endings, I allowed myself to be rearranged.

      Keys hauled me into his arms after he pulled out, and he carried me into the connecting bath. The shower had since been added to with a roll top bath that Saint quickly turned on. Keys held me tightly to him as the cold water morphed into hot, and I clung just as tightly to him as he climbed into the bath with me.

      All around me, they moved like a well-oiled team. Ink, I knew, would be changing the sheets, and would join us when he was done. Saint took a quick shower, which was probably awkward as hell considering he had a cast on his leg from a fall at the gym, before returning to the side of the bath. He sat down, propping himself up against the wall as he slid to the floor, and I heard him and Keys talking about his itchy cast and their bikes as I came back to myself.

      When the sound of the shower turning on again hit me, I opened my eyes at last and heard Saint say, “There she is.”

      I squinted at him. “No fair.”

      He grinned. “Can we help it that we’re sex gods?”

      I had to snicker, but I turned my face away from him and into the blue-tiled wall as I hid my expression. I always felt acutely shy at these moments, pretty much overwhelmed by what they made me feel.

      “Leave her alone,” Ink chided, but I heard the humor in his voice as he toweled off.

      I turned back to face him, saw his dick swinging in the breeze, and wondered when this had happened. I couldn’t really give a time when they’d all stopped wearing boxers to bed. They never crossed swords or anything like that, but neither did they cover up anymore.

      I guessed it was because we were all at peace with one another, and I loved that. A vein of intimacy had threaded between us, tightening around us until I wasn’t sure where I started and they ended.

      This was no longer a family built around me, but around us all.

      I sighed at the sight of how beautiful Ink was. He hadn’t had any tats in years, and I was busy working on something in my spare time that would go on his back. It was going to be an anniversary gift to him, but then, I had gifts for Keys and Saint too. Keys knew his design was his momma, but Saint? He didn’t know he was getting a tiger piece. I wasn’t even sure if he liked tigers, but they reminded me of him. Slow to burn, but when enraged? The inferno was swift and deadly.

      Quickly swerving my thoughts away from that line of thought because I didn’t have it in me to get horny again, I mumbled, “Can we go to bed yet?”

      When they laughed, I was quickly washed up. I loved how tender they were with me. How they did this for me because they knew they’d short-fused every nerve ending in my body.

      When Ink hauled me out of the bath, I clung to him as Saint dried me off. Sometimes, I thought I didn’t tell them I loved them enough, but I showed it. With every kiss, with every touch, I imbued it with my love.

      And as Ink lay me on the bed, I cuddled into him, knowing that Saint and Keys would be at my back soon enough.

      They always had that.

      Would always protect me, keep me safe, cherish me with their love, and it was why I could go to sleep without dreading what would happen.

      Why I could close my eyes without fear of the past.

      These men were my past, my present, and my future rolled into one.

      I’d spend the rest of my life showing them just how grateful I was for that.

      And that was a promise.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Ink

      

      

      

      “Got a gift for you,” I told her the following day.

      She cocked a brow at me as she stopped inking the detail on Keys’ tattoo of his momma. He’d said that he’d wait for her to be good enough, and though she’d been ready about six months ago, she’d waited until now, saying she’d decide when that was.

      It was perfection. True perfection. And it wasn’t often I said crap like that. But Jesus, it was a work of art, and I knew I’d have to get some work done by her, not only to feel her claim all the more, but to have the connection of ink, my medium, to her.

      “What is it?” she demanded, squinting at me even as she blew out a breath to displace the lock of hair that was stuck to her brow. Keys curled upright, now that she’d stopped inking him, and as he moved his other arm from behind his head, he reached over and aided her in that task.

      “Gift. Told ya,” was all I said.

      She got to her feet, perfect in her uniform of denim short shorts and a vest top. In two years, I wasn’t sure I’d seen her in anything else… well, except for the day we’d gotten married.

      A forty-hour road trip all round and we’d gotten married in Vegas by the King. She’d been in a floaty dress, looking like some kind of angel in the linen fabric that had swirled around her heels as she’d walked toward us. I’d been the one with my name on the certificate, but Keys and Saint had been at the altar with me and they’d been our witnesses.

      She now wore three rings, one for each of us, and they were her version of a fidget spinner. I always got a kick out of watching her fiddle with them, because I knew they grounded her.

      When I placed the briefcase on the desk, I told her, “Come and open it.”

      Her scowl was suspicious, but that was because the dumbass, Keys, had given her a gift on Valentine’s this year that had shot ketchup in her fucking face.

      I’d cheered her on when she’d punched him in the shoulder for terrifying her, and of course I’d blamed him when she’d broken her pinkie finger too.

      “No ketchup was harmed in the making of this gift,” Saint teased from his spot over in the booth where he had his legs up on the banquette. Idiot had broken his leg two weeks ago, and had been bitching about the itch ever since. I almost thought the itch was bothering him more than the break, but having worn a cast in June before, I felt his pain.

      “Oh.” That spurred her on and when she opened the case, her eyes widened. “The fuck?”

      “These are our earnings from the last three runs, aside from what we paid to cover our costs at the house,” I explained.

      She frowned. “So?”

      “So… there’s three years’ worth of tuition here.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Huh?”

      Keys rolled off the bed, and she shot him a glare. “Don’t move, I ain’t finished with you yet.”

      He didn’t obey, instead moving over to her side and slinging an arm across her shoulders. From his pocket, with his free hand, he retrieved a letter. When he passed it to her, she stared at him then at it, and began reading.

      “You didn’t.”

      “We did,” he countered. “You’re ready.”

      She blinked up at him, then owlishly gaped at me and over at Saint too. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”

      “We know. We’re coming too.”

      Ama shook her head again. “This is too much.”

      I wasn’t surprised when she ducked out from under Keys’ arm and squatted on the ground, before falling back on her ass and leaning against the reception desk.

      He crouched down in front of her and I did too. Bookending her on either side, letting her know we were here, and we weren’t going anywhere.

      “You’re ready,” I repeated.

      “I’m not.”

      “You went to Vegas,” Saint called out, and that he’d sat up and was scowling told me how much he hated being out of this. I got it too. She needed the three of us less than she had before, but more in a different way now.

      She had the nightmares still, but the night terrors were fewer and far between. She could nap without hiding out under the bed, and had developed a mouth on her that would rival her momma’s someday.

      But she was still our Ama.

      Still our saint cloaked in a sinner’s clothes.

      “I did, but this? I mean, it’s so far, and I’m happy here!”

      “You can be happy here again after,” I countered, reaching out and grabbing her hand. I fiddled with her rings as I said, “We’ll come back after you graduate. It ain’t forever.”

      “What about the MC?”

      “What about how we live says that the MC is more important to us than you are?” Keys rasped.

      “It’s four years!”

      I shrugged. “So?”

      “What about this place?”

      “It will be here when we come back,” I repeated. “And nothing says we can’t open something up there too. We’ve been getting international attention, babes. I think they’ll follow us wherever we go.”

      Her eyes were wide, startled, and unsure as she stared at me. “When did you do this?”

      “A few months back. We explained the situation, and told them we understood the scholarship was no more. Showed them your portfolio, asked if they’d let you in again. They said yeah. We have the money, and your fathers gave us the okay to take a step away so you could attend—”

      “It’s too much,” she breathed again, staring down at the acceptance letter. “Rhode Island is so far away.”

      “Ain’t you realized yet, baby girl? Home is where we are,” Keys growled.

      She stared at him for so long I started to worry, then her breathing leveled out. “You’re right. You’re my home. Not Rutherford, not the MC.”

      “That’s right,” I told her gruffly.

      And I wasn’t surprised at the clunking noise of Saint’s cast as he finally scrambled off the bench in the booth and made it over.

      She stared up at him. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive,” he replied.

      “One-hundred percent,” was all I said.

      “Without a doubt,” Keys murmured.

      She gulped, looked down at the letter, and her eyes moved as she read the acceptance note once more.

      Then, her smile appeared, and like the sun peering out from behind the clouds, she bathed us in her warmth as she whispered, “I’m going to college.”

      
        
        The End … Or is it?

      

      

      
        
        This duet IS complete. However, I’ve had people ask me if I’m going to write Ama’s brothers’ stories…

        Never say never. But, if you ask, I’d love to revisit this family and this down and dirty MC.

        Join my Diva reader group, www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas, OR, email me on serenaakeroyd@gmail.com to tell me what you think.

        <3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Serena Akeroyd

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d love to see you in my Diva reader’s group where you can find out all the gossip on new releases as and when they happen. You can join here: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas. Or, you can always PM or email me. I love to hear from you guys: serenaakeroyd@gmail.com.

      Until I see you there or you write me an email or PM, here are more of my books for you to read…
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