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        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 Lucie’s men.

      

        

      
        Welcome to the Hell’s Rebels’ MC.

      

        

      
        And… while you’re here, check out these songs that were important in the making of this story:

        Zombie – The Cranberries

        Naked – Avril Lavigne

        Change – Good Charlotte

        Whoops I OD’d - NOFX
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            Lucie
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      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Well, as a greeting, that couldn’t have sucked any harder, but I’d expected it. Even if it hurt.

      These sons of bitches had been my family, and then I’d been tossed out of Hell’s gates themselves. It was a good thing I didn’t hold a grudge.

      Much.

      I jerked my chin up as the biker on training wheels carried on chewing his tobacco, and hissed, “I’m here for what’s mine.”

      The prospect spat on the floor, his saliva pooling in a gross brown globule that made me want to throat punch him for his disrespect—sure, I was an exile, but fuck, that was just disgusting. “Ain’t nothing around here that’s yours,” he declared like the cocksure little shit he was.

      I could almost hear Ry whispering in my ear to be nice to the little prospect, but he wasn’t here to hold me back anymore.

      None of my men were.

      They’d left me.

      All of them.

      My mouth tightened as my throat closed. Everything inside me felt like it was rattling from the pressure of containing my emotions. I felt like I could explode, rage and grief intertwining until there was nothing left but a bitterness so prevalent I could swim in it.

      My fingers itched as I dragged them along the top of the car’s door. I hated cars, I saw them as cages and preferred to ride everywhere, but that preference was currently in hiatus thanks to the cast on my arm. No way could I steer a bike one-handed and yeah, I’d have tried if I hadn’t sold my baby for the move. For the interim, I’d sit bitch… if the guys I was back to claim would let me.

      The heat of the Texas sun made the roof of the sedan burn, and my skin prickled at the sensation as I rubbed my fingers down it. The pain felt good, too good. I’d stopped that self-harm shit a long time ago, but old habits died hard sometimes.

      Pain was a control mechanism of mine.

      Fucked up?

      Yup.

      But what did you expect from an MC princess who’d gotten her own way from birth until she was eighteen and two days old?

      On the third day of my eighteenth year, that was when things had gone to shit but, though I’d been exiled, I’d still never been corralled. Ryan liked me as I was—wild.

      Narrowing my eyes at the prospect, I told him calmly, “You wanna apologize for spitting in front of a lady?”

      “I don’t see no lady around these here parts,” he sneered, looking so proud of himself that I wasn’t surprised when he cupped his cock and jacked himself.

      Patience.

      Ryan’s voice was in my head, that was the only place it could be nowadays, but I could hear it like he was standing right beside me.

      I blew out a breath, seriously trying for calm, because this fucker didn’t know me, couldn’t because he was too new to the club, but then he sealed his fate by doing it again. Jacking his cock, spitting more chewing tobacco on the ground, and declaring, “Ain’t no ladies and ain’t no princesses.”

      That was it.

      I was done.

      I strode around the door, and when he didn’t flinch, didn’t react, I knew the stories about me had either died or my daddy had made everyone stop mentioning my name. It was probably a combination of the two, but it worked in my favor.

      See, I wasn’t a prissy princess, no Rapunzel or Cinderella shit for me. I’d grown up with five best friends who were boys. All but one of them were sons of brothers in the MC. I’d been raised with them, had learned their ways, had learned their talk, and had been taught how to protect myself against fuck-ups like this prick whose eyes were spaced out from some chemical. Things were going to shit if the VP put a fuckwit like this on the gates.

      He deserves it, Lucie. Ry’s voice was amused now. Remember? Instep, flat hand, nose, knee, junk.

      As if I could forget the move he’d taught me to pull if a guy ever got handsy with me.

      With a smile, one that would make butter melt it was so warm and loaded with such promise that few could deny it, I strolled toward him. All loose-legged and limber. When I moved closer, I dropped my gaze to his limp dick and, after licking my lips, whispered, “Give me some of that.”

      His pupils were tinier than pinpricks, and he gulped, all bravado gone as lust replaced his disdain. He stepped forward the same time I did. Only, he went to reach for me whereas I slammed my heel into his instep, used the flat of my hand and shoved it into his nose, then with glee, raised my knee and dug it straight into his junk.

      The howl he released satisfied the beast inside me, but what satisfied me more?

      Him dropping to the ground.

      I grabbed his hair, smashed him down, and right where he’d spat, I pushed his face into it.

      “Think you can spit in front of me, you motherfucker?” I snarled, and the hoots and hollers from behind the gate were the only thing that had me dropping the bastard’s head and letting him slam face-first into the ground.

      Dust motes rose, but I was used to that. Texas was built on dust. That and the sweat of the folks who lived under its molten sun.

      When I stared between the bars, my heart froze.

      Go to them, Lucie. They need you as much as I did.

      Only trouble was, Ry had been the only one brave enough to take me.

      My eyes caught on Flame’s stunned ones for a handful of seconds before I wrenched them away, only for Axe to snare me in a tight visual hold. I went along the line as though there weren’t twenty brothers storming toward the gates, diving into Dagger’s gaze, before tumbling headfirst into Wolfe’s.

      What had been jittering around inside me like a hand grenade that was due to explode, turned softer, sadder.

      They’d changed.

      The life had made them harder. Being a part of a one-percenter club—an MC that was pure outlaw and better than the other ninety-nine percent of riding clubs out there—had caused more frown lines than smile lines, and there were thick brackets of tension on their brows. Not that that made them any less gorgeous to me.

      The fuckers.

      They were all as stacked as ever, all as ripped and delicious in their cuts, tees, jeans, and boots. How four items of clothing could make my pussy wet, I’d never know. I was like Pavlov’s dog for them though.

      Well, for the four men inside those clothes.

      No other fuckers.

      Flame, with his red hair, brown eyes, and freckled face that should have looked wholesome but somehow was like walking sin. Axe, whose blond hair and green eyes could make me wet with a single stroke of his finger down my arm. Then there was Dagger who, like his name, reminded me of steel. His hair had been steel-gray at eighteen, and with those dark brown eyes of his, he lulled you into a false sense of security before finishing you off. Either with his cock if you were me, or his knife if you were an enemy.

      Then, there was Wolfe. Like his namesake, he was strong and proud, feral with his shaggy, dirty blond hair and eyes that were colder than Lake fucking Tahoe.

      “Lucie? Is that you?”

      “Rhetorical question?” I retorted, folding my arms across my chest. Flame knew who I was—he might look older, but I didn’t. I wanted as little bullshit around me as goddamn possible so I refused to cut him any slack.

      The prospect groaned, and though the brothers—mostly newer ones that I didn’t recognize—began hollering and laughing at the dumbfuck on the ground, the four, my four, carried on eyeballing me.

      “Aren’t you going to let me in?”

      The men turned to Wolfe and that had my brows lifting. Shit had changed more than I’d thought.

      Living across the state, I hadn’t heard as much about my family’s MC as I’d have liked. Ry and I had chosen to live a different life, but without him, and now, with my father gone, I had no reason to stay out of it anymore.

      This was my fucking home, and I needed to be here.

      “Why are you here, Lucie?” Wolfe, just as his namesake might, growled.

      Before I could reply, a little voice whispered, “Mommy? What’s happening?”

      The men stiffened, and when my baby girl popped her head out of the backseat and jumped out of the car to investigate for herself, I saw Wolfe’s nostrils flare.

      He cut me a look, and though he was learning he was a daddy right this minute, and though that look might have felled lesser men, I wasn’t a man and I wasn’t lesser.

      I cocked a brow at him. “How about you open these gates, sugar?”

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      
        
        Wolfe

      

      

      

      I’d been in gunfights.

      I’d almost been raped by an Aryan in the showers of a federal lock up.

      And I’d dealt with more dirty businessmen than Satan himself.

      Yet nothing had my heart in my throat like Lucie Steeler.

      Only she’d ever been able to do this to me. Only Lucie, and that was why she was dangerous. Always had been, always would be. Not just to me, but the men who were my brothers too. She was our personal kryptonite, and for some fucking reason, she was back, and she was bringing life-changing news with her.

      I watched as she pressed a hand to the little girl’s shoulder, a little girl who looked like my baby sister, Tara, back when she was that age, when she’d been pure and innocent, and before the drugs had made their mark on that delicate doll-like beauty. Then I recognized that was a copout, and I was being a pussy. My baby sister was my goddamn twin… The girl was mine.

      Sloan ‘Bomber’ Steeler had tossed out his daughter when she was pregnant with my baby.

      Had he known?

      Was that why he’d forced her to leave?

      For a second, I wished I’d been the one to shoot the motherfucker, to cut the man down in his prime. Then, I realized how fucking wrong that was.

      Brothers before bitches.

      Just… daughters didn’t fit in that category.

      “Open the gate,” I ground out, and was relieved when Flame moved over to the control panel and opened it.

      We’d never had any trouble here, but the entrance was always guarded. People knew we were bad shit, and though they might loathe us, we were vital to the local economy too. Funny, right? So, guards stood outside the gates not inside, and leaned over to reach the control panel to let folk in. That was why Lucie had managed to knock Gutter down to the, well, gutter. His nickname was about to become legend.

      Of course, none of the newer brothers knew who Lucie was anymore. Bomber had cocked his gun whenever a brother had dared mention her name, and as the years passed, I’d done the same because, fuck if I didn’t miss little Lucie.

      The gates squeaked as the hinges opened, and though it irritated me, as it did every time I heard the noise, it was an inadvertent security feature. I heard that fucking squeak in my sleep. After three AM, that fucker stayed closed, and if I awoke to that noise later than that? I’d know someone was breaking into the compound.

      My compound.

      I balled my hands into fists as the little girl, all white blonde hair and big gray eyes, clung to her mother’s jeans, hiding behind them like she was scared. That she was worrying told me she wasn’t used to the life, and I had to wonder what the fuck Ryan had been playing at—

      My throat choked. No. I wouldn’t think about him. Wouldn’t think about any of that just now.

      I had a clusterfuck on my hands, and it needed dealing with.

      “Come on, sugar pie, let’s get in the car.”

      I noticed the cast on her arm, and knew that was the reason she was in a cage and not on a bike. Not that kids could ride on bikes… Although I could imagine Lucie trying that shit. She hadn’t changed. She was still as insane as ever—watching Gutter kiss his own spit was proof of that.

      The little girl, my daughter, huddled into her momma’s side as Lucie guided her into the backseat once more.

      I got a glimpse of a round ass as she moved away, and when she sat in the deep bucket seat, her tits bunched together in a way that reminded me of the times I’d titty-fucked her sweet jailbait self.

      Gritting my teeth, I moved away from the driveway and headed to the side of the road so she could pass. The others followed my lead, but though most brothers kept a wide berth from me, had ever since I’d gone from VP to Prez, Flame, Axe, and Dagger didn’t.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Axe hissed at me. “Is this the Twilight Zone?”

      I shot him a look. “Fucking feels like it.” I ran a hand over my face. “No paternity test is going to prove shit I don’t already know—that girl’s mine.”

      “One hundred percent,” Flame rasped, pulling his lighter out as he began flicking it. I was used to him and the damn pacifier he always had in his hand. The rasp, the flick, the whoosh of flame… it was hypnotic to me now. So much so, I had to focus to blot it out.

      As my Enforcer, it was only right that Flame was as much of a psycho as Lucie. You’d think he’d earned his road name for that mop of bright red hair, but nope. It was because the fucker was a pyromaniac and proud of it.

      “You can’t toss her out, Wolfe,” Axe, my VP, growled, his arms bunching through his Henley. Apparently, his agitation was fucking with his brains if he thought I was letting Lucie and my goddamn daughter go anywhere other than inside the clubhouse.

      “I wasn’t going to,” I rumbled, pissed at the very idea. “Fuck, you think I’m going to toss the mother of the only kid I have out? What the hell do you take me for?”

      Axe shrugged, but there was misery in his eyes as he followed Lucie’s trajectory. “You were as bad as Bomber when he made her leave.”

      “Only because it—” I gritted my teeth, not about to make the admission that even the barest whisper of Lucie’s name had hurt.

      Worse than a knife to the belly, or a bullet to the chest, and I knew, because I’d experienced both under the club’s banner.

      A hand clapped my back and Dagger squeezed. “It’s okay. We were all fucked up back then.”

      My jaw ached from how hard I was clenching my teeth, but it was nothing compared to the pain in my chest as I watched Lucie’s car drive up toward the clubhouse. It wasn’t a piece of shit rust bucket, so I knew Ryan had taken care of her. And my daughter.

      Holy fuck, I had a kid.

      “Where do you think Ryan is?” Axe questioned, telling me our thoughts were, as usual, in alignment.

      That’s what happened when you grew up with brothers. Not blood brothers, but brothers by choice.

      Axe, Flame, Dagger, and I were all usually on the same page. Once upon a time, Lucie and Ryan had shared that page too. Until everything had gone to shit.

      “He has to be dead.”

      I glared at Flame. “You don’t know that,” I spat out, my tone grim because I knew he was right, even if I didn’t want him to be.

      He shrugged. “Yeah, we do. No way he’d leave her, or the girl, unless he could help it.”

      Inside, everything began to break down. But it was only on the inside because the Prez of a fucking MC couldn’t burst into tears or drop to his knees with grief if that was the truth.

      “He can’t be,” Dagger rasped, telling me he was just as affected by what Flame said. And even though my resident pyromaniac looked like he wasn’t hurting, deep in his eyes, I knew he was ready to set some shit on fire. Which meant Dagger was ready to get stabby with someone if we weren’t careful.

      “He is,” Flame insisted grimly. “You know it, and I do too.”

      “What happened to him?” Axe whispered rhetorically. “What happened to them?”

      “She had a baby,” Flame replied, his tone loaded with a mixture of worry, shock, and awe. “Lucie became a mom.”

      “She’s only a kid herself,” Dagger gritted out. “We made her leave and she—”

      I held up a hand, not able to hear him say the words. Shaking my head, I bit off, “We wait for her to tell us what happened, and we sure as shit don’t talk about this with the others around.” The last thing I needed was our past fueling the MC gossip mill.

      “She’s just as cocky as ever,” Flame warned. “If you go in there like you usually do, you’ll just knock heads. That won’t get us anywhere.”

      “He’s right,” Axe agreed grimly. “Let me talk to her.”

      Because they were both right, I didn’t slam my fist into either of their faces. Lucie and I were too alike. Had she been born a boy, she’d have easily worn this cut, carried the Prez patch, led the Hell’s Rebels with ease, and contained the fury of a brotherhood that was over three hundred members strong.

      She should have been born with a cock, but she hadn’t been, and what was between her legs was like pure heroin to a desperate junkie like Axe, Flame, Dagger, and me.

      Always had been, always would be.

      She was our weakest link and our strongest.

      Well, that was until she’d brought my daughter into the world.

      Trying to maintain a stoic face was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do as my brothers and I headed back up the driveway toward the clubhouse.

      It was an old motel that Bomber had redesigned back in the seventies. I’d seen pictures of the dump before he’d gotten his paws on it, and it had consisted of nothing but bedrooms, but he’d extended it so there was a large annex attached to the side of the building where brothers stayed, keeping the offices, bar, kitchens, and the kids’ area all close by.

      On average, we had over twenty brothers staying on site. I lived in, as did most of my council. The prospects—men who weren’t trusted enough to be patched in and had to prove their worth to us—also lived in so they could be on hand for the shitty jobs we usually tossed their way. Some men lived in Rutherford with their old ladies and families, some even shared houses with other brothers in town. If there was one thing wrong with the clubhouse, it was that it was too small.

      When Bomber had inaugurated this chapter of the Hell’s Rebels, he’d underestimated how popular it would be.

      It wasn’t grody and grimy like some clubhouses I’d seen in my years on runs around the country either. We had too many old ladies and kids around for that shit.

      Though Bomber had been a dick, even more so after Lucie had left, he’d maintained this place too. So the siding was freshly painted and the tiles on the roof weren’t falling off. The garden was even neat thanks to a few of the women who’d started planting basil and rosemary, of all the fucking things, there.

      Even though I was proud of my home, I looked up at it through my daughter’s eyes and scanned it for anything and everything. When it all came up trumps, I sucked down a sharp breath that was loaded with relief and had to admit to myself I was nervous.

      Goddamn nervous.

      Of Lucie being here, the purpose behind the surprise visit, as well as the knowledge I was about to meet my little girl for the first time.

      The car had parked by the time we made it the hundred or so yards from the gate to the building. Lucie was out, that tight ass of hers bustling as she opened the trunk and began dumping suitcases on the graveled drive.

      “She’s here long-term,” Flame, ever obvious, pointed out as he hustled over to help her take her shit out of the back of the cage.

      “She’d better fucking be,” I growled to his back.

      Dagger nudged me in the side. “She could have been here to dump the girl and run like with Wheels’ boy.”

      I shook my head in instant rejection of that. “Fuck off. Lucie ain’t like that. If she was, she’d have had an abortion from the start. You know what she’s like with commitments.”

      The truth of my words settled heavily in my gut.

      Lucie had always followed through on her promises, so why had she turned her back on the Rebels that fateful night?

      Shoving those thoughts aside, I headed to the trunk and bit off, “What the fuck, Lucie?”

      “For Christ’s sake,” Axe growled, elbowing me and pushing me out of the way. He grabbed Lucie, and though there was danger in her eyes, he ignored it and hauled her into his arms.

      The hug was long and heartfelt.

      Some might say most bikers didn’t have a heart, and a lot didn’t. Neither did we, because we’d lost ours to Lucie all those fucking years ago, and she’d always owned them. Always.

      Her hands gripped Axe’s cut and she nuzzled her face into his throat. “God, I missed you,” she whispered, and I was surprised by the admission. Surprised because it wasn’t like her to own up to any weaknesses.

      “Missed you too, sweet pea,” Axe rasped, the words choked.

      I gritted my teeth when I heard the door to the car open, and the scuffed sound as little feet crunched the gravel.

      “What’s her name?” Axe asked, and I silently thanked him.

      “Amaryllis.” She moved her head, and tilted it so she could look at me over his shoulder.

      My mouth trembled for a handful of seconds before I clamped my lips down and smashed them into submission.

      Amaryllis.

      My mother’s name.

      For a second, I was speechless, fucking speechless, and then, because I wanted to run away, head for my bike and take off like I was eighteen again, I forced myself to squat down onto my haunches when Amaryllis clung to her mother’s legs.

      “Hey, Amaryllis,” I whispered, incapable of speaking with a louder voice.

      “You’re Daddy Wolfe,” was her retort, and I swear to fuck, whatever I’d expected her to say, it wasn’t that.

      Speechless once more, I gaped at her before nodding as she frowned at me, the clear, milky skin of her brow puckering as I just stared at her in silence.

      Lucie’s hand dragged through her daughter’s white-gold hair, and she explained, “She knows you all. We made sure of that.”

      Axe cleared his throat, and though my eyes were focused on nothing but Amaryllis, pain hit me when he questioned, “Ryan? Where is he?”

      A choked sound escaped her throat. “Died. Two months ago.”

      “Why? What happened?” Flame demanded, and before I knew it, Lucie had been passed from Axe’s arms into Flame’s.

      Almost like nothing had fucking happened.

      As though this was a reunion or something.

      Like we weren’t welcoming a traitor back into our midst.

      But what could I say?

      Lucie was the mother of my daughter, for fuck’s sake. I couldn’t toss her out on her ass, even if Bomber had been able to, I wasn’t him.

      Lucie began to cry, and Flame rubbed her back with a finesse that would make the clubwhores whimper in disappointment. Usually, he was useless with women. He fucked them and left them watching after him, all of them wondering what it would take to make it into his bed on a permanent basis. They didn’t realize he was a lost cause.

      Had been since the day Lucie had been born.

      “Cancer,” she whispered, and fuck, if my own eyes didn’t water.

      “How’s that possible?” Dagger growled, hustling in and dragging Lucie into his arms too. “He was only twenty-seven.”

      “It was aggressive. A brain tumor,” she whispered, then pressed her face into Dagger’s cut. “We did what we could, but it was—” She rocked her head. “It just wasn’t enough. No matter what the doctors did, it just grew. In the end, it was a blessing.”

      “Did you bring his ashes?” The words were harsh, and I regretted my tone, but not enough to temper it with a smile to soften things. There was no smiling now, not where the loss of a man who was like a blood brother to me was concerned.

      “Of course,” she snarled. “Ryan was true to the Rebels even if they weren’t true to us.”

      I didn’t even flinch when I tilted my head to glare at her. “You were the one who broke us, Lucie. Not me, not Flame, Axe, or Dagger. You. And you’re the reason Ryan didn’t—” I cut off the angry words when Amaryllis came at me. Her little hands everywhere as she slapped me, punched me, and balled her hands into fists as she launched herself at me.

      She was little, too little to cause any damage except to my heart.

      “You leave my mommy alone, Daddy Wolfe!” she hollered with each pounding, and what the fuck could I do but let her carry on? Let her burn off her anger?

      I was her dad.

      As I dropped to my knees, I recognized that it was about time I manned up to the job that Ryan had filled for so fucking long.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      
        
        Axe

      

      

      

      It should have been amusing watching our Prez, my brother, being slapped by a little girl, but it wasn’t. It was painful.

      Not because it was shameful or embarrassing, but because his daughter was full of rage. Full of anger and hurt and confusion, and she didn’t know how to control any of that. She’d lost Ryan, she’d lost whatever home they’d had, and she’d been moved from only the fuck knew where to Rutherford.

      All of us just gaped at her, Lucie seeming to be in a stupor as she watched her daughter attack her daddy. Then, she shook herself, waking up from wherever she’d gone mentally, and hauled her arms through Amaryllis’s, curving them around her waist so she could drag her away.

      All the while, Amaryllis’s arms were windmilling, like she wanted to carry on, like the fight hadn’t burned out of her, and maybe it hadn’t. And maybe Wolfe deserved that.

      He couldn’t treat Lucie like shit, not when we had Amaryllis to think of now. Hell, not just because of Amaryllis either.

      I’d never believed the shit Bomber had spread about her. I knew Dagger and Flame hadn’t either. It was why none of us had married or tied ourselves to old ladies. Why we only fucked clubwhores, never bothering to search for more, to make a family like most brothers our age did.

      Wolfe had believed it though, that was why he was so angry. It was why his marriage to Kim had gone up the wall after three months, and why he hadn’t done more than grunt, ‘good’ when he’d learned she’d overdosed.

      “Amaryllis! You stop that now! Am I raising you to be anything other than a lady?” Lucie scolded, sounding the exact opposite of a lady.

      I shot Dagger a glance and saw he was grinning just as widely as Flame.

      Fuck. I hadn’t seen either of them smile like that for a long time.

      Six years, three months, two weeks, and four days to be precise. And yeah, like a pussy, I’d counted. Knew how long she’d been out of our lives, and had hated every fucking moment without her.

      I’d never say any of that shit to my brothers, but fuck, to myself? Why the hell would I lie?

      The second Lucie had walked that sweet ass out of the gates, the sun might as well have stopped shining. For all of us, Wolfe too, even if he wanted to deny it.

      Amaryllis growled under her breath, arguing, “Ladies defend themselves. And their mommas too.”

      “She’s got you there,” Flame said with a chuckle.

      “Not helping, Mason!” Lucie snapped. Then, to her daughter, grumbled, “I didn’t need defending, baby girl. But I appreciate it. Daddy Wolfe can’t help that he’s a grouch. What have we always said? That he’s called that because he tries to huff, puff, and…”

      “Because he wants to blow all the houses down,” Amaryllis parroted, her face still screwed up with anger as she glowered at her birth father. “Like the wolf in the story.”

      I had to cough to hide a laugh, but Flame and Dagger weren’t even trying to. “Who were the three piggies in that scenario, Lucie?” I demanded, curious as fuck.

      She shrugged. “You, Flame, and Dagger of course.” Then, she winked. “Naturally, it’s not their houses Wolfe wanted to—”

      “That’s enough!” Wolfe growled, but his cheeks were pink, his ears too as he glanced around the lot.

      No one was watching. I knew that because Flame had demanded everyone fuck off inside when he’d gone to help Lucie with her bags.

      There was a reason he was the Enforcer.

      Everyone who was sane was terrified of him.

      And that was why Lucie wasn’t. She wasn’t sane. She was fucking nuts, and that was why we loved her.

      She smirked at him then hauled her daughter up and around. It was something both girls were used to, because Amaryllis instantly clasped her mom’s hip with her thighs, sitting there with a pout as she cuddled into her.

      “Seems you have a little protector,” Dagger whispered, his eyes glued to Amaryllis’s angry features.

      “Born and raised in her parents’ image,” Flame agreed. “You always were so angry. I wonder why Ryan didn’t rub off on her more.” He had a point considering Ryan had been the most chilled of us all, relaxed to the point of always being horizontal.

      “He did,” Lucie stated, but this time, the words were sad and her eyes were haunted. “In so many ways that it’s a joy to see now.”

      “She love reading?”

      Her gulp told me that was a yes.

      “What about the piano? He teach her that?”

      She nodded.

      “We always gave him shit for that piano,” Flame whispered, and I didn’t even have it in me to slap him upside the head for cursing.

      It was true.

      Ryan wasn’t the average brother of an MC.

      Sure, he’d earned his patches like any prospect had to, and with a knife? Fuck, he made Cujo look like he killed clean. But he played the piano thanks to his grandmother who’d insisted boys learn that and ballroom dancing of all fucking things, and he’d done more than just graduate high school—he’d been clever enough to head off to college if he’d wanted.

      But he hadn’t.

      Unlike most of us, Ryan hadn’t been raised in the MC.

      He’d come from the regular world. His parents were churchgoers, his mom stayed at home and raised the kids, and his dad worked at a boring insurance job. They were older though. Ryan had been a late baby, and when his dad had died the day before he was due to claim his work pension and they’d refused his mom’s petition?

      That was it.

      He’d lost his shit, and that was when he’d become a prospect for the Hell’s Rebels.

      Of course, by that point, he’d known us since kindergarten, and if we hadn’t influenced him already, it hadn’t been for lack of trying. But what regular old society had done for his family had taught him that this way of life was better.

      You made your own luck in this world, and you did it with a family of three hundred at your back.

      “Why are you here now, Lucie? Why not two months ago?” Dagger’s question was softly posed, and Lucie pursed her lips as she pressed them into Amaryllis’s hair.

      “After he… went away, things were tough.” From the pain in her face, that was an understatement. “Then it took some time to close up our lives in Lubbock. Ryan had bought us a house and I had to sell it. Then there was just…” She blew out a breath. “I had a life to settle, but I was always coming home. I wanted to bring him back before, Bomber be damned, but Ryan wasn’t—”

      “Ryan wasn’t what?”

      “He’d been told there was nothing more that could be done, and moving him wasn’t going to be good for him.”

      “He’d have been with his family.”

      She shook her head. “He was with his family, and truthfully, he needed peace and quiet. Not raves every Saturday night, and weed in the air all the time. But I’d still have come if he wanted. He didn’t, though. He was happy where he was.”

      Her critique wasn’t wrong, but it did make me frown at her.

      “Why come at all if it’s so crappy here?” Wolfe snapped at her, still on his knees, the joints still burrowed in the gravel from where he’d dropped down to come face to face with Amaryllis.

      There was fire in her eyes, fire that was more than enough to match the heat of Flame’s, as she stated, “I’ve come back to my rightful place. You’re the Prez, but I always should have been the heiress.” She smirked. “It’s time we started working together. As a team.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Lucie

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      They gaped at me because they knew I was serious.

      Deadly.

      And they knew that if they laughed, then just as I’d done with the prospect, I’d make them pay for it.

      Wolfe, because he was the biggest asshole, ground out first, “You have to be joking.”

      “No. Do I look like I just dropped a punch line?”

      “The men won’t answer to a woman.”

      “Behind every strong man is a strong woman.” I smiled at him. “I’m here to be your old lady, Wolfe. You should never have married that slut—yeah, Ryan and I heard about Kim.” God, I’d always hated that tramp. “You knew you were mine. Always was, always will be.” I cut them all a look, one that said they were all mine.

      Each of them.

      Once upon a time, there’d been five. Now there were four, and though the hole Ryan left behind was a gaping wound in my heart, it was time I took back my life.

      Took back what was rightfully mine.

      After months of grieving, of not being the mother I should be to Ama—something that would shame me until my dying day—it was time for me to hold onto the reins once more.

      Wolfe snarled, but before he could say a word or, ya know, probably insult me, Dagger punched him in the shoulder. “Shut the fuck up, Wolfe, before you wreck this before it even has a chance to begin,” he snapped, and I didn’t bother telling him not to curse. Amaryllis was used to curse words, but she knew not to say them herself.

      Unfair?

      Maybe. But I’d get shit from her teachers if she started dropping F-bombs around the classroom, and that was the only reason I stopped her.

      Ryan and I had taught her that words were only as powerful as you made them.

      In this instance though, Wolfe’s words would have held power. The trouble was, I was bluffing. Bluffing that their feelings for me were as powerful as they’d ever been. Bluffing because this could only work if they wanted me as badly as I wanted them.

      It was a game of Texas Hold ‘Em where my heart was the prize.

      Ryan had kept tabs on our family, so I knew what they’d all gone through. Knew about Flame’s appendicitis that had almost killed him, knew that Axe’s folks had died in a bike crash. Knew about Kim, the whore, and knew that Dagger had almost lost an eye in a bad knife fight.

      Still, knowing and seeing were two different things.

      They’d changed. As had I. But I’d had softness in my life, not just with Amaryllis but Ryan too. He’d loved me. But there’d been no one to love these guys. No one who could love them like me.

      I stared at Wolfe, stared him down like I would the beast he was named for, and before he could say anything to piss me off, I grabbed my shirt and lifted it to reveal my ribcage.

      When he saw the tattoo of his namesake, he blanched. Then, I turned around. I moved my hair off my neck where Ryan’s mark lay, then lifted my shirt again to reveal the tramp stamp that I’d never be ashamed of, one that was shaped like Dagger’s favorite blade. When I turned around once more, I shot Axe and Flame a look. “Yours I can’t reveal in public.”

      Flame’s eyes ignited at my words, but he calmed things down by snickering. “Now I’m intrigued.”

      “Thought you might be,” I teased, my grin widening as I saw that for him, Axe, and Dagger, things were as right as I’d left them.

      Why they’d let me go was something I’d be angry about later on. Why they hadn’t fought for me was something I’d nail them in the balls for at some point in the future. Now? I had other fish to fry.

      “You marked yourself,” Wolfe rasped.

      “Five times,” I agreed.

      “Why?”

      There was pain in his eyes, pain in his voice. Wolfe might be a cunt, but that was because he wore his heart on his sleeve. He had to be a bastard to cover that shit up.

      In this world, any and all weaknesses were exploited, and that meant usually the biggest bastards were the softest pussies on the inside.

      “Because I’m yours,” I told him simply, and before any of them could say another word, I left them with my bags, and Amaryllis and I moved toward the clubhouse.

      Toward home.

      It hadn’t changed.

      Not really.

      Sure, the paint on the siding was different. It was an off-white instead of the dark beige it had been the last time I was here. The doors and the window covers were all a bright green, making the place look close to respectable. A notion that made me want to snort, because now that I’d crossed through the gates, I was in Hell.

      Respectability and the Devil’s abode didn’t exactly go hand in hand, but my dad had always been weirdly house-proud. I thought it had something to do with snubbing the supposedly good people of Rutherford. He liked to rupture their expectations, and this was one passive aggressive way of doing so.

      It was hard to think a one-percenter would give a fuck about siding, but to make a point? There was nothing these fuckers wouldn’t do to ram something home.

      As my stomach fluttered with nerves while I climbed the few steps to the entrance, I pressed a kiss to Amaryllis’s head and murmured, “You know you were naughty, don’t you?”

      “He was being mean to you,” came the stubborn retort. My lips curved, but I buried my smile in her silky blonde hair that always reminded me of Wolfe. He’d had hair this color until he turned sixteen or seventeen. It was like puberty had darkened it.

      “I know he was, but he was also…” How did I even begin to explain this?

      Amaryllis was having anger issues after Ryan’s death, and I couldn’t blame her. I was fucking furious too.

      Who died at twenty-seven?

      Who?

      My husband, that’s who.

      He died and left Amaryllis and me alone.

      I was here, trying to pick myself up and make things better for her, all when I wasn’t sure which way was up and which way was down.

      I pressed my nose into her hair and sucked in a deep breath. “You can’t hit people just because you’re angry, Amaryllis.” It was weird parroting that when I’d done it myself. I was a hypocrite, but I was trying to make my daughter less messed up than I was.

      “But it feels good.”

      That made me wince. Why? Because it was something I knew I’d said to my momma a long time ago.

      Of course, she hadn’t been able to answer back. She wasn’t around, but I had to talk to someone.

      Hey, I listen.

      I winced at Ryan’s voice, which popped into my head as a reminder that I was also going fucking insane.

      Dead people did. Not. Speak.

      I ignored Ryan and headed up the two steps toward the entryway. The door pushed open and the immediate racket was both jarring and a relief.

      I’d been raised in this mayhem. After my mom left, though we’d had a house in town, my dad hadn’t been able to stand the place.

      Most people thought bikers were evil shits, and yeah, they were, but they also loved like no one else. It was amusing really. My dad had killed only God knew how many people, had gained his road name for a reason, and yet where my mom was concerned? He’d been a goner.

      Each day without her had been an extended death.

      I wasn’t saying that all biker marriages were made in heaven.

      Fuck that.

      Take Wolfe and Kim. Bleugh. I’d always hated that slut. Why the fuck he’d married a clubwhore I’d never know, but marry her he had, and divorced her in the same year too.

      Some bikers beat their old ladies, others abused them in ways that the club turned a blind eye to—well, they wouldn’t when I was in charge—and then, there was the fact that most bikers were incapable of keeping it in their pants thanks to all the sluts who threw themselves at the brothers…

      So, no, I wasn’t saying my dad had been an angel, because he’d been the exact opposite—she’d left him for a reason, after all. But I was just saying that he’d loved my mom in ways that few people could understand.

      Myself included.

      Some days, I’d craved his love, his affection, but he’d never given it to me. Whatever softness he’d had died the same day my mom had left town.

      Throat thick with memories, I tuned into the cacophony as I crossed the threshold of the clubhouse.

      There was some kind of Swedish death metal on the radio, and my ears winced even as my head began to bop to the music. The rage in the beat was something that called to me, but I knew it had to be hurting Amaryllis, so I scurried away from the common area—the bar where I could already see a sweetbutt sucking off a brother—and toward the ‘family’ room, which was down at the other side of the property.

      Here, kids gathered and played around the TV. The bar was off-limits to them, but I knew they probably saw stuff they shouldn’t all the time—fuck, I’d seen way too many of my dad’s buds having sex. But I’d been sneaky, and Amaryllis wasn’t like that.

      Yet.

      Didn’t mean it wasn’t going to happen soon, but seeing what I had hadn’t messed with my head because sex in the MC was natural. Weird, I knew, but fuck, you had to be raised with this shit to understand it.

      There was crap of all kinds in the family room, because though most of the old ladies and the kids lived in the town, some lived in.

      Usually, the council lived in the clubhouse, and until now? Most of them had old ladies and kids.

      I knew why Wolfe’s council were all single.

      Me.

      Of course, the rest of the MC didn’t know that, and they were about to find out.

      Well, not straight away, but eventually. I was done hiding this shit. My dad had cast me out for my sins, and I was taking back what was rightfully mine, what he’d denied me because he’d known I loved five boys.

      Well, fuck him.

      And I hoped the devil had sent a shit ton of demons to fuck him in the ass.

      Mentally flipping my father two birds, I asked Amaryllis, “Do you want to play, or do you want to go nap?” I had a feeling she’d want to play, but we’d been driving for what felt like forever, so I’d understand either way.

      “I don’t know anyone.” She gnawed on her bottom lip with the one baby tooth she had left on her upper jaw.

      I shrugged at her response and told her the truth. “They’ll be family soon enough.”

      “Like Daddy Dagger was to you?”

      My lips curved. “And Daddy Axe, and Daddy Flame, yes.”

      I’d told her all the stories. The shit the six of us had gotten into as kids. We’d been best friends before we’d become lovers, after all.

      She sighed and tugged at my hair. “I want best friends too.”

      Amaryllis was like me in so many ways, but not like this. “You have best friends. We bought a shit ton of them with us, sweetie. If you just want to read, you can as well.”

      Ama’s buds were her books. Just like with Ryan. I could remember the two of them sitting in the family room, quiet as church mice as they both read. It had driven me insane some days. I’d wanted to go out, do something, anything, and the two of them had been content to just bury themselves in a book.

      I wasn’t sure if I’d been envious of their contentment or just bored.

      “I’d better play nice, huh?” Amaryllis decided, without any prompt on my behalf.

      “Why?”

      “My Daddy’s the Prez. That means I’m in charge of the kids.”

      I laughed, amused at her bossiness. “It does, does it?”

      “Of course. I’m like you, Mommy, aren’t I?”

      “You are, sweet pea.” And I told her what I’d been telling her since she was old enough to understand. “You’re the princess.”

      I let her get down, squeezed her shoulder, and watched her head off to explore the many toys that were in this room.

      The place was simple and easy to clean thanks to all the kids. The TV was big and currently blaring Nickelodeon. There were a couple of old leather sofas that were easy to wipe down, then there were around six or so chests that bracketed each sofa, and each held toys. On one wall, there was a long dining table, more of a banquet table than anything else. Kids ate there, and when they were old enough, they would do their homework there also.

      Not much had changed except for the fact the walls were painted a robin’s egg blue, when, before, they’d been a sickening yellow. The carpet had been replaced by cream tiles and a dark blue rug, and the leather sofas were no longer black but brown.

      When I looked around, measuring the place up, I saw the kids were staring at us. Most were Amaryllis’s age, but there were a couple a few years older. The eldest was around eleven, and I tipped my chin at the kid who gulped, then pointed at his chest as if to say, ‘Me?’

      Nodding, I waited for him to approach, and when he did, I squatted down to his level. “That’s the Prez’s daughter. If anyone so much as prods her, you tell them that whatever they do to her, I’ll do to them back. Twice as hard.”

      The boy gulped, his eyes huge in his skinny face as he whispered, “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Name?” I asked. “Just so I can tell your parents that I warned you.”

      It might have seemed cruel, but these little fuckers were spawned by bigger fuckers. They all had attitude problems—I’d been one of them, so I knew. This little shit here was, without doubt, the ringleader by age alone.

      “Lawrence.”

      I cocked a brow at him. “Lawrence. Who’s your daddy?”

      “I’m Wheels’ boy.”

      “He’s still here?” I said with a laugh, pleased by that. Most brothers stayed for life, but that life could run short. I was glad to know the SOB was still on this plain and wasn’t messing around with my dad and the devil.

      “Yes, ma’am. Don’t worry. I’ll tell the others.”

      “Good. I’m putting her safety on your shoulders, Lawrence. Don’t you dare let me down.”

      He gulped again, then in a squeaky voice, inquired, “Are you Lucie?”

      My eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask that?”

      He shrugged. “I just… I saw a picture of you and my mom told me some stuff.”

      “Who’s your mom?”

      “You threatening my boy, Lucie?”

      I straightened, preparing myself for a catfight, then my mouth dropped open and I squealed, “Dorie?”

      The brunette grinned then launched herself at me. “What the hell are you doing back here, Lucie?”

      I shrugged. “Home. It was time I showed my face.”

      She reached up and pinched my cheek. “And what a face. No wonder Wolfe stormed inside here looking like someone had set his cut on fire.”

      Snorting, I told her, “You know him and I always did raise hell together.”

      “Something like that, that’s for damn sure.” She cocked a brow. “You here for good or just a little while?”

      “For good.” I pointed at Amaryllis, who was picking through one of the many boxes in the room. “She’s mine.”

      A gasp escaped Dorie, and I nodded before she even asked, “Wolfe’s? What the—” Dorie’s mouth worked for a second and she shook her head. “You were pregnant when Bomber—”

      “Yes.” I didn’t want to talk about it. Not now, at least. “Where did Wolfe go?”

      “He’s in his office.”

      Daddy’s office.

      I gnawed on my lip, but before I could say another word, Dorie called out, “Lawrence?”

      Her son stepped over to her, his chin lowered. “Yes, Momma?”

      “Did you break that window?”

      The kid licked his lips. “No.”

      Dorie narrowed her eyes. “Did. You. Break. That. Window?”

      I had to stop myself from smirking because, shit, not only was it hard to imagine little Dorie being a mom, but reprimanding an eleven-year-old?

      I wasn’t even fucking sure when that had happened, because she sure as shit didn’t have a kid when I’d left.

      Lawrence’s shoulders dropped. “How did you find out it was me?”

      “Your father told me.”

      “And he ratted me out?” Lawrence scowled, his small hands balling into fists that settled on his hips. “That’s not fair.”

      “You know what’s not fair? How many shifts I have to take at the diner to cover you and your incapability of aiming your goddamn baseballs at the batter! No allowance for two months.”

      He scoffed, “I ain’t had none for three months anyway.”

      “Looks like you’re out of dough for longer then, doesn’t it?” I tacked on with a smirk.

      Lawrence glared at me, then when I narrowed my eyes at him, he took a step back.

      Kid knew not to mess with crazy.

      Wheels and Dorie had taught him something, at least.

      “Can I go? I have homework?” Lawrence whined.

      Dorie nodded, eyes narrowed, and watched him go.

      “When did that happen?” I questioned, seeing the affection warring with impatience in the smile she tried to hide as he skulked off.

      “Clubwhore dumped the kid on Wheels a few years back. He didn’t know he existed, Lawrence didn’t know Wheels existed either.” She cleared her throat. “I helped out.”

      “Then helped yourself to an old man?” I teased, elbowing her in the side.

      She giggled and covered her face. “Maybe,” she admitted sheepishly.

      “You always did like the ones who stank of grease and motor oil.” My nose wrinkled in disgust. “Is he treating you right?”

      “You think I’d let him treat me anything less than that?” Dorie demanded, her shoulders stiffening in mock outrage.

      “Good.” As I laughed, I held out my hand and we bumped fists.

      “Got two little girls with him now. He’s a good man, Lucie.”

      “I’m glad.” And I meant that. I’d always liked Dorie, and she deserved an old man who was good to her. “Now I have a man of my own to wrangle.” I didn’t suck down air like I was drowning, even though I wanted to, but only because I’d never let anyone, not even Dorie, see a hint of weakness.

      “Good luck.”

      My smile was tight. “I figure I’ll be needing it.”
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      “You scared the piss outta that kid.”

      Lucie jolted at the statement, and then when she saw it was me, she grinned. “Doing what I do best, Flame. Scaring the piss out of anything with an X and a Y chromosome.”

      Her laughter had me grinning at her. Fuck that. It wasn’t just a grin. I was beaming like a goddamn set of headlights, and did I give a fuck?

      Nope.

      No sirree.

      This bitch?

      She was mine.

      If anyone was allowed to make me smile, it was her. She’d more than earned the goddamn right.

      “Wolfe sent you after me?” she grilled, cocking a brow my way.

      I shrugged. “Kind of. I came on my own accord. Wanted to see what you were about.”

      “Wanted to make sure I didn’t try to steal the family jewels?”

      Snickering at that, I shook my head. “No. I was curious about you. Always been curious about you and that fucked up head of yours.” I cupped her chin and saw, deep in her eyes, that she took no offense at my words. Why would she? I only spoke the truth and Lucie was many things, but she wasn’t a liar.

      It was why I’d never believed her daddy and had always had faith in her.

      She sighed as she settled into my palm, relaxing like she’d been born to be there—and hadn’t she?

      Hadn’t she been born to be mine?

      To be ours?

      Fucking Wolfe and Bomber.

      Back then, we’d all been prospects, had no power in the MC, and it was to my shame that I’d let her go. I’d die with that sin weighing me down, and that was no lie.

      Though I expected her anger, she surprised me, because I watched as she stepped into me, stepped closer so she could curve her arms around my waist. When she did, it felt so fucking right, so perfect I wanted to scream at how long we’d missed out on this for, on how much we’d lost.

      Wolfe didn’t know his baby girl, but neither did we, because we were all her daddies.

      I knew that to many it was fucked up for Lucie to be with five men. We knew it too, but still, we were brothers in an outlaw MC. Who gave a shit about what was right and what was wrong?

      But Bomber had.

      I’d only found that out a few months before he died though. The fucker.

      “I missed you,” I told her, sincere to the last. I’d never lied to Lucie. She was my equal. Lying to her would be as bad as lying in confession.

      Well, if I gave a fuck about any of that shit.

      “I missed you too,” she admitted on a sigh, as she burrowed her face into my throat. God, it was like the last time she’d done this was yesterday and not years before.

      I was fucking ecstatic she was back, but she still needed warning. “You sure you’re doing the right thing?”

      That had her tensing. “What do you mean?”

      “Wolfe ain’t the same man he was, babe.” I shrugged. “None of us are. You going, it changed us.”

      “I’m surprised you don’t still blame me for what happened,” she whispered, those gorgeous eyes of hers staring deep into mine, looking so far into them that I felt sure she could see my goddamn soul.

      “Found out the truth before your pa died. He admitted it to us.” I smirked. “Fucker was lucky he was on the way out. I’d have finished him off for that alone.”

      “Yeah, but you believed him the first-time round,” she snapped, shoving me away, but I hauled her right back.

      It had been too long since she’d been in my arms, and I wasn’t about to lose her because she had her panties in a twist—even if that was rightfully so.

      “Pepper found you with a kilo of coke, Lucie. What the fuck was I supposed to think?” I’d thought she’d be punished, not fucking exiled, and when Bomber had laid down that decree? I’d been too chicken shit to do anything about it.

      Her nostrils flared. “That it had been planted? Like it was?”

      “And who’d do that? If not your father… he was the only one not fucking terrified of you.”

      My nickname was earned. I liked fire. Always had, and that’s why Lucie and I had always got along well. She liked it too. Except, everyone always knew that her daddy would have called her Lucifer if the fuckers at Births, Deaths, and Marriages hadn’t squawked at the sight. They’d settled on Lucie where the law was concerned, but around here? Everyone knew exactly what she was.

      Our little hell-raiser.

      She popped her lip into her mouth. “Ryan wasn’t scared of me.”

      “He was. He just hid it better. Plus, he wasn’t scared you’d lop off his cock in the middle of the night. He just—” I blew out a breath, unsure how to explain it. “You’ve always been like fire, Lucie. Best to have a healthy respect around it.”

      “Thanks, I think,” she grumbled, scowling up at me. “Anyway, I’m not as bad as you all say. I mean, I haven’t done half the shit you guys have.”

      I snorted. “Because that’s a good thing in decent society. Did you, or did you not, cut off Sparrow’s left testicle?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Did Sparrow, or did he not, get a kick out of watching me shower? Without my consent?”

      “I ain’t saying he didn’t deserve an ass-whooping, Lucie, but a man’s ball sack is precious. It’s sacrilegious to lop one off, and that’s why every man here cups himself when you’re around.” I could still remember that fateful day, and I didn’t doubt it was prevalent in Sparrow’s mind too… Ha!

      “And I thought it had to do with my tight ass.”

      I smirked at her. “That too, but they can’t admit to that when any of us are around, can they? Not without us threatening their right ball sack, as well.”

      She giggled, honest to God giggled, and my heart went BOOM. Fuck, what this bitch could do to me.

      And fuck if I didn’t love it.

      I pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. “You want me?” I asked, for the first time in over six years making myself vulnerable to someone with a cunt. “Or just Wolfe?”

      She pulled back to gape at me, and if my heart didn’t sing at that sight— well, fuck.

      “What the hell do you think?” she snarled, her rage battering me like the flames I loved so much.

      “I don’t know, Lucie. I don’t have a clue what your game is. You come back here, making threats and shit, telling Wolfe how it’s going to be? Where do the others and I fit in with your grand plan?”

      Her eyes rounded at that, then she about broke me by whispering, “Do you even want me?”

      I grabbed her hips and pushed my cock into her belly. “What does that feel like?”

      “That’s sex. That means jack shit. I grew up here, Flame, and you know sex is like breathing in this goddamn clubhouse. Just like pissing, shitting, and eating.”

      “It’s disturbing that you put those three in the same sentence.”

      A smirk was her first reply. “Disturbing is what I do best.”

      “How did you live in regular society?” I breathed, curious and concerned at the same time.

      “I was good at it, I’ll have you know. A regular old soccer mom.”

      “First of all, you’ve never been, and never will be, regular, sweet pea. And you’re not old. You’re what? Twenty-four now?”

      She shrugged. “I feel old.” Her hand went to just above her tit and she pushed her fist there. “Inside, where it counts, I feel ancient.”

      “Loss will do that to you, Lucie. Your mom, your dad, now Ryan…”

      “And you. Axe. Dagger, and Wolfe even if he is a bastard.” She gulped. “You hurt me so much more. You chose to leave me.”

      “No, I chose my brothers over you because I was weak.”

      Another heavy breath escaped her. “Ryan was better than all of you. He trusted me when none of you did.”

      “And yet you still got covered in our marks,” I replied, unable to admit that she was right.

      Ryan always had been the best of us.

      “Of course. I’m yours and you’re mine. My father and his fucking games weren’t about to change that shit.”

      “You feel like showing me where mine is?”

      A cocky grin crossed her lips. “I’ll show you. When you deserve to see it.”

      “Ouch,” I whispered, my eyes lighting up with delight.

      This woman had me by both balls, and as long as she didn’t cut either of them off, I was more than okay with that.
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      Being in Flame’s arms was both heaven and hell.

      It was where I always should have been, and yet, things were still up in the air. Nothing was resolved, and it wouldn’t be until I dealt with Wolfe.

      If there was any dealing to be done, that is.

      I didn’t need Flame’s reassurance that all was changed where the Prez was concerned. Wolfe had always been closed off. Always been difficult to read. He was also the most violent and the quickest to anger.

      Dealing with him was like handling fire, and Flame knew how much I loved that.

      As he guided me down the hall to the Prez’s office, it was hard not to remember all the times I’d been shepherded in here by a brother to be bestowed a token reprimand by my daddy.

      I’d had a lot of issues as a kid.

      A lot.

      More than most social workers had dared deal with. But hell, it had been a cry for help. My mom had run out on me when I was a kid, my dad was barely interested, and I lived in a fucking MC… it was a wonder I hadn’t pulled worse shit when I was a kid.

      “Remember that time you set fire to Mrs. Pearson’s car?”

      Flame’s tone was reminiscent, nostalgic even, whereas for me, it was a shitty memory. From a shittier time.

      These guys hadn’t always been mine.

      They’d all had girlfriends, and I’d had to endure each of them, from the sluts to the preppy bitches who were trying things out on the rough side of the tracks. There was a five-year age gap between them and me, and even as I’d wondered why the fuck they’d let me hang around them, they’d always just taken me along for the ride. I was like their mascot, and I’d hated it. But I’d loved it too, because I got to be with them all the time.

      Of course, that had presented the problem of being around their many lays.

      Mrs. Pearson had given me an ‘F’ on a paper that deserved an ‘A-‘ minimum. She did that because one of her daughters had been fucked over by Wolfe, and she’d made it her goal in life to make me miserable. As if I hadn’t been miserable enough, having watched Wolfe and that pain-in-the-ass daughter of hers together.

      So I’d made my first cocktail to commiserate.

      Molotov-style.

      And shit if I hadn’t loved the way the bitch’s car had gone up in flames.

      I should have gone to juvie for that prank, except Ryan had helped me. He’d cut the cameras to the school parking lot and had created a diversion—we’d set off the fire alarm. Yup, two crimes in one day.

      “Thought your dad was gonna take a belt to you for that one,” he admitted.

      “He probably should have.” Was it weird that I’d wanted him to? Hell, if he had, it would have proved he cared, instead of just tolerating me all the damn time.

      “Can you imagine what Amaryllis will do when she’s your age?” He whistled. “Glad you brought her here just for the show.”

      I elbowed him in the side. “Amaryllis is normal.”

      That made him snort. “So normal she didn’t run from the big, bad biker… Nope, she got into a catfight with him.”

      I shot him a look. “I taught her to fight for what she believes in.”

      “She’s, what…? Five, Lucie, you don’t teach girls that shit at five.”

      “How the hell would you know? I don’t see you with any sisters.”

      He shrugged. “I watch TV. I know at five you teach them how to eat and shit.”

      Snickering, I patted his arm. “Good thing I have the parenting stuff handled. Don’t worry, she doesn’t go potty in her pants anymore.”

      That had him shuddering. “Thank fuck for that.”

      Having successfully turned my frown upside down, I didn’t knock on the door into Wolfe’s office. He wasn’t my daddy. He was my man. I’d claimed him, so he was mine, and I didn’t knock on my man’s goddamn door like I was a servant.

      When I headed in, dumping my purse on a sideboard by the door, he was seated behind the desk that had been my father’s, in the same chair too. Other shit had changed though. The room no longer smelled of weed and JD, and there was a brand-new laptop that was purring as he rocked back in the desk chair to look me over.

      It was hard as fuck keeping my libido under control at the sight of him. When he rocked back, he raised his hands and cupped his head to support his neck, as he looked me up and down like I was a whore he’d just bought for the night.

      The comparison didn’t sit well with me, and I knew, right then and there, that was why he’d done it.

      The motherfucker.

      Ignoring Axe and Dagger, who were seated on two chairs in the corner, their legs splayed out in front of them with two beer bottles on the table between them, and Flame who’d wandered in behind me, I strode toward the desk and slammed my hands down on the surface.

      “What?” I demanded.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “I beg your pardon.”

      I almost snorted at the polite inquiry, which was so un-one-percenter like it was disrespectful.

      Exactly how he intended it.

      Begging my pardon? What was this? Great Expectations?

      I’d let him know what my expectations were soon enough, and no mistake.

      “You can beg me for a lot of things, sugar, but my pardon ain’t something you’re about to get. Forgiveness has to be earned, and you’re a long way from earning shit.”

      Behind me, Dagger snickered, and I shot him a look. “You’re all included in that. The only one who stood up for me is dead now—”

      “If we’re all so fucking useless, why do you want us back?” Wolfe snarled, leaning forward as the vein in his temple began to throb.

      I skimmed my gaze over Axe and Dagger, then caught Wolfe’s eye once more. Having stopped lolling back in his chair to surge into my face, I found he was now getting to his feet. When he mirrored my position, I didn’t flinch. I wasn’t scared. It took a hell of a lot to scare me—and the only thing that did?

      The Grim Reaper.

      He took away people I loved and didn’t give them a say in the matter.

      He was the only evil I couldn’t fight, but Wolfe? I could fight him, and I’d get wet over it.

      “How many times do I have to tell you? You’re mine. You’re not fucking Kim’s. You’re not whichever sluts’ you’ve been fucking since I’ve been gone. You’re mine. I claimed you when I was a little girl, reinforced that when I made you fuck me at seventeen, and now I’m here, with your daughter, telling you, that you. Are. Mine.”

      He gritted his teeth so hard I could hear the grinding noise.

      “You didn’t make me fuck you—”

      “Didn’t I? Sneaking into your bed, waking you up with a BJ, and then climbing on your cock wasn’t enough of a giveaway that I was in charge?” I sneered, slamming my hands on my hips as I stared him down.

      “I let you—”

      “Hell yeah, you let me. You let me cum all over that big dick of yours.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Never thought to wonder if we’d made a baby those nights though, did you?” My lips curved in a sneer. “None of you did.”

      “You came to us unprotected on purpose?” Wolfe asked, his brow furrowed, and it was then that I saw his rage and it burned me.

      God, how it burned, and God, how I loved it.

      I only ever felt alive when I was in the crosshairs of these men, and I’d been dying without them. Ryan loved me and I loved him. More than he ever knew. But I was four-fifths empty without these bastards at my side. In my bed. In my heart.

      “Of course,” I told him. “Oldest trick in the book. I knew you were going to get all prim on me.” I’d never expected it to take over six months for me to get pregnant, but when I’d been kicked out, his baby had been in my belly. Ironically, enough, without my even knowing it.

      “Prim?” he croaked.

      “Yeah. Prim. ‘You’re too young to know what you want, Lucie.’ ‘You’re not old enough to understand what you’re asking for, Lucie.’ I knew, I knew from the first moment I claimed you,” I declared, rolling my eyes as I straightened, folding my arms across my chest—not in a self-defense mechanism, but to plump up my tits.

      “You manipulative bitch,” he choked out, but his eyes dropped to my tits and lingered there long enough for him to be sporting wood.

      Flame laughed. “You’re only just figuring that out?”

      I shot him a look over my shoulder, then when he just winked at me, I laughed too and blew him a kiss because, as always, no matter what shit I did, he accepted me. Warts and all.

      His smile died and before I knew it, he was there. In my face. His hands in my hair, tilting my head, bringing me to my knees figuratively as he kissed me.

      Goddammit.

      God. Dammit.

      He plunged his tongue between my lips, fucking me there, claiming me, making me his. And all the while, his brothers watched. They didn’t stop this. Didn’t stop something that was as natural as breathing.

      They let him mark me.

      Let him kiss me and claim me this way, and I wasn’t about to stop him.

      I reached up to cup his chin, mirroring his hold, and dove right into the kiss. The second he knew I was battling him for dominance, he released a growl and I felt myself being moved against the desk. His hands shifted toward my ass as he hauled me up, only to settle me down so close to Wolfe that I could feel the other man’s body heat.

      Flame was exactly like his namesake—walking fire. His hair was dark auburn and the man had eyes like a raptor’s—they were a light brown that was close to amber, and when you looked at him, his eyes seemed alight in his face that was covered in freckles. The man was like that all over. Seriously. Freckles were everywhere. But on his face? There wasn’t a place I could put my fingertip without touching one.

      Somehow, that made him all the more beautiful to me. His jaw was chiseled and strong, hidden by a neat beard that rounded his mouth, covering his top lip with more red. His nose a long, thin blade that I’d punched more than once in my life, and his brows matched all the drapes. The dude was seriously redheaded. I mean, a total, utter redhead.

      I fucking loved it.

      Loved him.

      I clung to him, and I clung to no man except the four in this room and the other who was in my bags, stored away until the Rebels could hold a ceremony for him.

      I felt hands grip my shirt and knew they belonged to Wolfe. It was pulled over my head, and within seconds, the straps of my bra were dragged down and the catch unfastened. My tits spilled free as my one good arm was grabbed—fucking cast—and though I knew that meant the other two had joined in, I wasn’t overwhelmed.

      This was how it always should have been.

      I growled as Flame pulled back to nip my lip and haul me up against him. Instinctively, I spread my legs and gripped him tight as he stared into my eyes with those amber ones of his and bit off, “You sure?”

      “Cold feet?” I taunted, panting as I uttered the words.

      “Nothing about me is cold, darlin’,” he said in that cocksure way of his, that had been the prompt for one of the smacks I’d delivered to his beak.

      I clamped my thighs harder against him. “I figured that out a long time ago.”

      “You’re still jailbait, even if you’re legal now,” he stated with a smirk, then he lowered his head and nipped my nipple with his teeth.

      “Fuck!” I hissed at the sting. He bit hard. Not to tease, not to entice, but to hurt.

      I ran my fingers through his hair and grabbed it just as hard, tugging at the roots until he peered up at me with my tit in his mouth, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “Play nice,” I growled at him, my heels digging into his ass as I rocked my core against his cock.

      “But you like it so much,” Wolfe rasped, making me tilt my head back to look at him.

      He stood there, close to me, so close that I allowed myself to fall limply against him, knowing he’d prop me up. He did with a sigh of surrender that was music to my fucking ears, and his hands came up to rub along my arms, before moving to the tit Flame wasn’t intent on torturing with his teeth.

      The feel of both men’s attention had goosebumps pricking to the surface, and I gritted my teeth as I felt my pussy flood with the unexpected heat.

      I hadn’t come into the office with this on my mind. If anything, I thought I’d have to fight to get any of them into my bed, but I should have figured.

      Bikers weren’t predictable outside of where their cocks were concerned.

      The thought had me narrowing my eyes, and this time, I grabbed Flame’s hair harder. “What the fuck was that for?” he grumbled as he winced.

      “You clean?”

      He snorted. “Last pussy I dipped into without a condom was you. And I thought you were on the fucking pill, Luce.”

      I shot Axe and Dagger a look. They nodded, their eyes burning with matching infernos.

      “Last one was Kim. But I got tested after. Plus, we’re all clean anyway,” Wolfe rasped, his hand squeezing my tit to the point of pain.

      “How would you know?” I retorted. “The amount of clubwhores who come in and out of this place? Fuck knows what they’re packing.”

      “Because I run regular drug tests. Have been even before I became Prez.”

      That had me scowling. “What the fuck? How can you do that when everyone’s on weed?”

      He shrugged. “No one’s allowed to take drugs.”

      I snorted, then when he stared back at me, utterly serious, I gaped at him. “You can’t be serious. You’re an MC. MC’s do drugs.”

      “Not this one. It was your father’s idea. He started it.”

      I shot Axe a look. “Is he shitting me?”

      “No,” he answered, shaking his head. “It’s true. We had one too many issues with junkies, but the final straw was having to get rid of a clubwhore’s body who’d OD’d on bad shit in the clubhouse, and then we had one of the brothers turn informant because a dirty FBI agent was feeding his habit.

      “Now, if you do drugs, you’re out of here.”

      “We stick to booze and pussy as our vices,” Dagger told me, smirking because he knew that would piss me off.

      Though I scowled at him, I also stuck out my tongue. He snickered, and I had to hide my smile—I loved making him laugh. He did it so rarely, and it was always my goal to cheer him up out of his perpetual funk.

      Still, their words resonated. “The prospect on the gate… what’s his name?”

      Wolfe tensed. “Why?”

      “He was on something. I could see it in his eyes.”

      I didn’t need to look at him to see that he was telling Axe, silently, to handle it. Axe dipped his chin, but his jaw was like stone.

      “I’ll deal with it,” he grated out, fury lacing his tone. “It’s his first warning.”

      Wanting to get shit back on topic, I huskily informed them, “If you’re clean, I’m on the pill. For real this time.”

      “You think we’d believe you after what you just admitted?” Wolfe demanded with a scoff.

      “Nah, you’ll believe me because of what I just admitted. I have no desire to be a mom again. Not yet anyway. And babies are a lot of work. Amaryllis was enough for a lifetime, but I know you guys. You’ll all want one.” I rolled my eyes to hide the fact they’d gone still. The three of them.

      Axe, Dagger, and Flame.

      They were gawking at me like I’d grown another head.

      “You’d do that for us?”

      “How the fuck can you be talking about this when it’s insane?” Wolfe ground out, and though his tension transmitted itself to me, he didn’t pull back. Didn’t because he was holding me up. “We can’t share you for anything other than sex, Lucie.”

      “Speak for your fucking self,” Flame spat at his Prez, and I knew if he were anyone else, Wolfe would have blown his fucking head off for disrespecting him.

      Wolfe hissed, “You’re nuts. The lot of you.”

      “The joy of being in an MC,” Dagger agreed. “You can be fucking nuts, can do shit that goes against what society wants. And don’t tell me you don’t want her.”

      Wolfe clenched his jaw. “I’m a man. Anything with tits and ass gets me this hard.”

      Before I could slap him for that, buck around to beat the fuck out of him, Axe was in his face. “You fucking talk like that about her, you’ll have me to deal with.”

      “And me,” Dagger growled.

      “And me,” Flame rasped.

      To be truthful, it was the latter that should have Wolfe rethinking his vocabulary.

      Having Flame on your bad side?

      Well, it was like asking the Grim Reaper, aka my least favorite person in the world, to come knocking on your door.

      Wolfe shook his head. “We can’t do this. I’m the Prez of the Rebels. I can’t share a woman.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Watch your mouth,” I bit off. “I’m not just a woman. I’m your woman. And you’re my man. I claim you as much as you claim me. I’m not those pissant bitches out there who are happy to take any crumb their men will give them.

      “I’m your equal, Wolfe, and that’s what has you pissing your pants because you know that. You know we’d reign over this MC like it was meant to be. With Axe, Flame, and Dagger at our sides.”

      “And what? We take over our Kingdom? I ain’t Prince Charmi—”

      “Ha, you think I need to be told that? You’re anything but charming, but lucky for you, I can deal with your shitty attitude because for some stupid fucking reason, I love you. I love the SOB who taught me how to knee a guy in the balls the perfect way to make them wish they’d never set eyes on me. I love the dick who taught me how to repair a carburetor, and don’t get me started on the shit who taught me that Mac and Cheese goes best with beer.” I pointed my finger at him. “You made me yours when I was a kid. By being there more than my dad was. All of you reared me to be yours. To fit you perfectly. Now I’m that, you can’t bitch at me because I’m exactly what you need.”

      Eyes dilating, Wolfe swallowed. “You talk shit.”

      Axe snorted. “Because Ryan taught her how to.”

      I beamed at him, twisting around to bathe him in my smile, so fucking proud by that comment, by that compliment, I wanted to kiss him more than I wanted my next breath.

      Wolfe shook his head. “Kid always could talk BS. Could sell shit to a stable.” He ran a hand over his hair.

      Hearing Ryan’s road name made my throat feel thick, but in a good way. For so long, I’d been thinking of him as gone, but here? He was alive. He was a part of this little unit we had going on. He’d made me as much as the others had.

      I’d tagged along as soon as I was old enough to toddle, and for some reason, they’d let me. At first, it was Axe. Softhearted Axe, who’d taken a motherless toddler under his wing when she’d cried over losing her ice cream. He’d let me tag along with him, and because he was friends with the others, they’d sighed and grunted at having a little girl hanging around, but they’d soon shut up when they’d realized they could corrupt me.

      I’d known more curse words at five years old than Amaryllis would know at eighteen. They’d taught me how to ride a bike, had even pimped out my girly bike with flowers and shit on my seventh birthday. At eight, I’d wailed because I couldn’t piss standing up like they could, and at nine, they’d sneaked me onto their motorbikes even though my daddy would have killed them, and I’d had my first taste of the wind in my hair, the throb of the engine beneath my butt. I’d caught the bug that day and it was still there. As much a part of me as these men were.

      “What did you do to your arm?”

      The question came out of nowhere, but though I stared down at the cast, I didn’t reply. “It doesn’t matter,” I told Dagger, wondering why he’d brought that up now.

      Flame sucked in a breath. “She’s still got it.”

      “I’ve still got what?”

      “The tell.” He reached up and dragged his finger along my upper lip. “You raise your upper lip when you’re lying. It’s like a half sneer.”

      I scowled. “I’m not lying.”

      Dagger snorted. “Another lie. Why, darlin’, they’re adding up already.”

      Wolfe laughed, and it was the first time I’d heard that sound in so long, I felt tears prick my eyes. To hide them, to hide my outburst of emotion, I rasped, “I got into a little fight at a gas station outside of Lubbock.”

      “What kind of fight?”

      I gaped at Axe. “Are we seriously going to have this conversation while my tits are hanging out?”

      Wolfe smirked at me. “I don’t think there could be a better time, do you guys?”
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      Lips twitching, I folded my arms across my chest as I shook my head. “Nope, I think this is the perfect time for such a conversation.”

      The only woman I’d ever loved shot me a disgusted glance. “You’re weird. All four of you.”

      She jiggled her tits like a pro, and though it garnered our focus for a second, I rasped, “No fair, and now we’re not going to do anything about that ache between your legs until you spill the truth.”

      “I’m not the only one aching,” she purred, and then she shrugged, jiggling her tits again as she admitted, “Some guy thought he could mug me. I proved him wrong.”

      Wolfe’s eyes flashed with pure rage. “You report him to the cops?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Since when? We’re talking about a modern-day Annie fucking Oakley, Wolfe. Lucie don’t need no cops to fight her battles.”

      “He busted her arm, Dagger,” Wolfe grated out.

      “And I’m sure he came off worse.”

      My reward for that statement was a smile that made me feel like I’d just been bathed in goddamn sunlight—and a dirty bastard like me never got to feel sunlight that pure on his skin. This went soul fucking deep.

      “You got that right. Stuck him right in the ribs.” She made a popping sound. “Slipped in like butter.”

      “You carry a knife?” I asked, my cock hardening. She knew I loved knives—it was the reason for my road name, after all.

      “Your knife. The one you gave me on my birthday.”

      Now, my cock wasn’t the only thing twitching. My heart was flopping around in my chest like a dying fish.

      Fuck.

      This woman had me feeling shit that no other could ever dream about stirring in me. That was why I was arguing with Wolfe, and would argue the rest of the damn day about it.

      I’d only realized what I’d fucking lost the minute she’d left, and neither of them had kept in touch with the clubhouse, so I hadn’t been able to check up on them. I wasn’t sure what Ry had done, but he’d hidden them.

      I’d had no idea they were in Lubbock, and I had the smarts to find most anyone I wanted. The computer, after the knife, was my best friend. But Ryan had hid them so well that I knew they’d had to have bought new IDs somewhere along the line. Maybe several, even though I knew they cost a fucking fortune.

      By the time they’d left, it had been too late, and I’d spent the last six years wishing to fuck Lucie had never gone. I wasn’t about to waste more time, no matter if Wolfe was Prez now or not.

      “How did Ryan keep you hidden, Luce?” The question popped out, not from nowhere, but it didn’t exactly fit the conversational flow.

      Still, I needed to know.

      “We moved a lot,” she admitted. “Until the last few months when things changed for the worse because of Ryan’s health.”

      “Why all the moving?”

      Her lips curved. “I have a buy-in for the club.”

      That had us all scowling. “The fuck are you talking about?” I demanded.

      “I know you’re going to get some shit for my coming back, but I have a reason for being here. I mean, where we’re concerned, my reason is you guys.” She glowered at us. “You can argue about this shit as much as you want, but we have a daughter together, Wolfe. That changes things.”

      “You’re damn right it does,” he groused, and though this woman needed no defending from anyone—she could fight her own battles—I heard the possessiveness in Wolfe’s voice and bristled at it.

      “She’s ours, Wolfe. You can go fuck yourself if you think you’re going to claim her alone.”

      “I’m the Prez. I can’t share my old lady with my council,” he repeated, folding his arms across his chest like his words were a law or something. Fuck that. “Not outside of bed anyway. You know that shit slides. What happens in the clubhouse stays in the clubhouse. But permanently?”

      Lucie pulled away so that she was standing on her own again. She grabbed her tee and tugged it overhead, using it to cover up those gorgeous tits of hers. She’d filled out since the last time I’d seen her—only natural considering she was more woman than teenager now, and had carried Amaryllis. Her waist was curvier, her hips rounding out into a beautiful hourglass shape. And those tits? They were bigger too. Handfuls I regretted backing away from moments ago.

      Especially with the discussion at hand.

      “I’m not just yours, Wolfe. I never wanted that.”

      “Your dad, although he was a dumb motherfucker for doing it the way he did, knew how this shit worked—”

      She released a growl that could beat Wolfe’s. “You think you can make decisions for me?”

      “I think you took yourself out of the process when you drove across the state and brought your tight ass and my daughter with you.”

      Her top lip curled. “The only one of you who got this shit is dead…” She shook her head then grabbed the purse she’d dumped on one of the ratty sideboards next to the door.

      Before Wolfe could reply, she began to stalk out of the room, but I grabbed her and tugged her against my chest so that her back nestled into my torso. Could I help it that my cock ‘nestled’ between her ass cheeks too?

      “You know that’s a lie, baby,” I ground out in her ear.

      “I belong to no one,” she replied. “I’m here by choice.”

      “Those marks on your body say otherwise,” Wolfe called out.

      “Marks I had done on my own, without any of your input. They can be covered up as easily as I had them applied, but that isn’t what I want.” She stiffened for the first time in my hold, then peered around me to glare at Wolfe. “You know what I’ve always wanted, and none of you are getting a piece of this until you figure out that this princess never does shit unless it’s on her terms.”

      I tensed, knowing that throw down would piss all of us off—not just Wolfe.

      “You think you can hold out on us?” Wolfe sneered, then compounded his fucking idiocy by breaking out into a laugh.

      “I know it. I’m not the girl I was, Wolfe.” She cut Axe a look and reached for her purse.

      Tugging herself away from me, she opened said purse, and when I got a glimpse of what she was packing, I stiffened.

      And not in a good way.

      “What the—”

      Her eyes were narrowed as she silently told me to shut the fuck up, and I shrugged, knowing she meant us no harm. Even Wolfe. The jackass.

      She stepped back toward the desk and murmured, “Dagger asked me what Ryan was doing all this time.” She smirked. “He did what he did best. Made money.” Lucie slipped the gun out of her purse and rested it on his desk. Then, she pulled out another two. “No licenses, no purchasing orders, and no registrations.”

      Wolfe’s eyes widened. “Ghost guns?”

      She dipped her chin. “Exactly. I’m here on my own accord, Wolfe. As your equal. I wondered why this place was going to shit. You stopped dealing and took away the club’s largest source of profit. Well, I’m here as your partner.”

      “Partner in what?”

      She fingered the gun and I swear to fuck, my cock leaked pre-cum seeing her handle the weapon. “Ryan made these, and I helped him.”

      “You fabricated ghost guns?” Axe snapped. “What the fuck was Ryan thinking?”

      “He was thinking we needed a roof over our heads, and he was thinking we had a daughter we needed to raise all the while we were on the move,” she sneered at Axe. “Don’t you dare say a bad word against him. I won’t stand for it.” She shot Flame a look, but he was like me—turned on as fuck at the way she handled the gun.

      We were both simple men him and me. No point in denying it.

      “Question is, are you too fucking stubborn, too much of an idiot to see the open check I’m handing you?” She sniffed and turned on her heel, leaving the weapons behind her. I didn’t stop her as she headed out, knowing we’d need to discuss this, but for the second time in my life, I resented the MC.

      Watching her head out of the office, a sudden surge of fear hit me. I grabbed her hand and bit off, “You won’t leave?”

      Though her shoulders were high with irritation, they sagged at that, and she turned around, reached up to cup my chin, and murmured, “I’m going nowhere. Not without you.”

      She looked at me with her heart in her eyes, and I just stood there like a fool and watched as she left the room.

      Slamming the door behind her, I dug my hands into my pockets and snarled, “She’s not yours, Wolfe.”

      “What? You gonna fight me over her?” he sneered.

      “You bet your ass I am.”

      The sound of a lighter striking cut through our words, and Flame murmured, “Think she made it pretty fucking clear, bros. It’s all or nothing.”

      “If she thinks she can be here, with my daughter, and not be my old lady, then she’s insane.”

      Flame snorted. “We knew that already.”

      I laughed because he was right, and went to inspect the guns she’d left behind. As I eyed the workmanship, I whistled under my breath after unloading and reloading the bullets. “Worth a grand a piece. Easy.”

      Wolfe sagged back and slumped into his desk chair.

      “We need the cash,” Axe murmured. “You know we do. The jobs pay well, but we blow through the money on our runs.”

      Drugs had always been Wolfe’s weakest link. His sister had OD’d and so had too many brothers in the club. When Lucie had been ‘caught stealing,’ that was when he’d tried to take the MC in another direction. Bomber had let him, but only when Wolfe’s secondary business had been so fruitful. By that point, Bomber had started claiming he was the reason the Rebels had cleaned up, and we’d just gone along with the lie.

      Speaking of our secondary business, I reached into my pocket and fingered my knife. “We have a daughter now. I don’t know about Flame, but I don’t want to spend the rest of her childhood in lock up.”

      Wolfe reached up and scrubbed a hand over his head. “No more hits,” he agreed, after Flame stated, “I’m not missing out on another day of that girl’s life. And I don’t just mean Amaryllis. No more unless it’s for fun.”

      I shook my head at Flame’s idea of fun. If the sick fuck wasn’t like a brother to me, and not just the MC kind, I’d avoid him like the plague.

      “When’s our next shipment?” I asked Axe.

      “Next week. We got the cigarettes in while you were over in Alabama.”

      Alabama, where I’d been mimicking a mugging that had gone ‘wrong’ in Birmingham.

      “If we could get up a production line on these guns, we could use the same channels to distribute them,” I pointed out.

      Wolfe hissed out a breath. “Damn her.”

      “For what?”

      “Boxing me into a motherfucking corner.”

      “Least she did it with a smile. I’m surprised she didn’t slap you before she headed out,” Flame retorted lazily, punctuating the remark with a hiss of his lighter.

      I had to laugh because, sweet Lord, he was right.

      Lucie was not the submissive type. Not like the women we’d all been fucking these past few years without her.

      Jesus, I’d missed her, and I recognized just how goddamn much now that she was back.
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      I was uneasy.

      Hell, I was more than uneasy.

      As I leaned in the doorway and stared into the family room, I looked at my daughter, looked at her and tried to figure out what the fuck I’d say to her.

      What did I know about talking to little girls?

      Shit, there were some hanging around the clubhouse, daughters of brothers, but I pretty much ignored them. Most of them thought I was the boogeyman anyway, so they went out of their way to avoid me—something I wasn’t about to change.

      Still, this was my daughter. I didn’t want her to think I was the boogeyman.

      I wanted, God help me, to be her hero.

      Shit.

      Scrubbing a hand over my face, I sighed at myself in exasperation. The motion had my knuckles cracking, but I was used to the pain. They were always split from some beating I’d had to dole out. The latest being with Gutter—the doped-up fucker who’d disrespected Lucie at the gates. His prospect ass was black and blue, but my knuckles were shot. It was why I preferred the brass knuckles, but sometimes, a man just needed to ram a message home. One that was strengthened by the spilling of his own blood.

      Before I could chicken out, I cleared my throat. Lucie and Amaryllis both shot me startled looks, whereas the other kids in the room ducked their heads and tried to escape my attention—as if. I knew where they were, who they were, and which brother they belonged to.

      “What are you doing?” I rasped. I mean, I knew what they were doing, but fuck, a conversation had to start somewhere, right?

      “Giving Momma more tattoos,” Amaryllis whispered shyly, her cheeks tingeing pink as she looked to her mother for backup.

      Lucie smiled at her, then reached forward, grabbed a Sharpie, and said, “Have at it.”

      Because that was easier than just sitting there and feeling awkward as fuck, I grabbed the pen, sidled up next to Amaryllis, and began doodling on the cast that wasn’t even doodled on that much.

      “I’m surprised this isn’t covered by now,” I mumbled.

      “Pretty much the first time we’ve been able to chill. Driving down here took a while,” Lucie replied, tipping her head back against the sofa. “Amaryllis isn’t a good traveler.”

      “I get car sick,” she murmured, her head bowing with shame.

      I frowned at her. “I did when I was a kid too.”

      Her eyes rounded. “You did?”

      “Yeah. Fuc—” I cleared my throat. “Nightmare. That’s why I like bikes. You’re in control of it, so it’s better on your system, and the wind in your face stops you from getting sick.”

      She blinked at me. “Can I have one?”

      My lips twitched. “I mean, when you’re older. Maybe.”

      Lucie snorted when Amaryllis mumbled, “Momma had one. It was pretty.”

      She whistled. “Was too. Matte black with shiny red flames.”

      I cocked a brow. “Flames, huh?”

      “It goes with the name, you know?” she retorted piously. “Lucifer.”

      Amaryllis stuck her tongue in her cheek as she focused on her doodles. “They’re good,” I told her softly, keeping my voice low so as not to scare her. I mean, I knew she wasn’t a dog or anything but fuck, I scared men who were three times her age.

      “T-Thank you,” she stuttered, peering up at me through lashes so thick, with eyes so beautiful, that I knew, ten years down the line, I’d be killing motherfuckers who were lining up to date her.

      Those eyes would slay a man.

      Jesus.

      This being a dad shit was tough.

      “You can relax, Flame,” Lucie teased. “She won’t bite.”

      That elicited a giggle from Amaryllis. “I don’t bite. That’s Daddy Wolfe’s job.”

      My brows rose at that. Far as I knew, Amaryllis was ignoring Wolfe. When I cocked a look at Lucie, she just hitched her good shoulder in a shrug.

      “Daddy Wolfe has a lot of important jobs to do. That’s why he can bark sometimes,” I told her, trying to stick up for my brother.

      “I don’t like when he barks at Momma,” she retorted stubbornly, her shading suddenly growing a little more erratic with her temper.

      I almost laughed at the display, because if Amaryllis had inherited his temper, then fuck, we were in for a fun ride.

      She finished coloring, and her mouth pursed in a stubborn moue, then asked, “Why do you got so many tattoos?”

      “Why’s your momma?” I countered.

      “Hers are pretty. Yours are scary.”

      Pretty? I’d seen all of Luce’s tats except for two, none of them were pretty. Still, beauty was subjective, I guessed.

      “Mine are scary because I’m scary.”

      She giggled. “You’re not scary.”

      My lips twitched. Well, hell. Did I agree or disagree with her?

      Lucie saved me. “He’s your daddy. He’ll never be scary to you, but to everyone else?” She shot me a look. “Everyone else has to be scared of him. That’s how he’ll keep us safe forever and ever.”

      The trust inherent in that statement had my heart surging into my throat.

      Fuck.

      This woman slayed me.

      Every single fucking time.

      My grip on the Sharpie tightened to the point of pain, but I ignored it. Just took that moment to stare deeply into her eyes and fall for her all over again.

      “Fuck,” I whispered to myself, but Amaryllis heard it and giggled. I cut her a surprised look, but she was back to doodling, back to coloring the cast. When I looked at what I’d drawn, what she was coloring around, I saw what I’d drafted on there. Saw what I’d been messing around creating.

      The word: MINE.
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      Stalemate.

      At least, that was how things seemed.

      Wolfe hadn’t said a word to me in three days, but with Amaryllis, he was downright talkative.

      Most of that conversation was one-sided though, because Amaryllis knew how to hold a grudge.

      I’d taught her well, I thought with a smirk, watching Wolfe trying not to lose his patience when Amaryllis refused to talk to him, her focus on the TV.

      Of course, I wanted them to have a relationship. I wouldn’t have brought her back to the MC if I hadn’t, but Wolfe had to learn that he couldn’t treat her or me like shit. We came as a package, and even though I wasn’t sure how or why, Amaryllis was very protective of me.

      If she saw him hurting me, verbally or otherwise, she’d never forgive him.

      I hadn’t anticipated her sulking, and although I was amused by it, I knew we’d all have to be careful where she was concerned.

      She’d lost her daddy, Daddy Ryan, the one who’d changed her diapers, taught her the piano, and who’d been her book bud. It was no wonder she was scared of losing me.

      When he gave up, patting her on the shoulder in farewell, he stalked over to me. I was reading—well, pretending to read—a magazine that had lost my interest the moment he’d stalked into the family room.

      The sound of his boots, pathetically enough, always made me wet. Which was damn inconvenient. I knew his tread, knew it from the days of listening to him walk past my bedroom with some giggling slut he’d picked up at a clubhouse party.

      His room had been next to mine—yeah, my father had sucked—and I’d heard him bouncing away in there with way too many women over the years. So I knew his tread, knew his gait, and knew whether he was drunk or sober.

      The others, less so. Though they had their tells.

      Flame had his lighter constantly on him, then Axe had a faint limp from a bad motorcycle crash so his gait was slightly staggered, but Dagger was impossible. His stealth was bewildering to behold.

      “My office?” Wolfe hissed at me in a low whisper.

      I carried on turning the pages of my magazine.

      “Please?” he tacked on, the word more of a snarl than a request, when he pressed his hands to the armrests and loomed over me.

      “What do we have to talk about?” I retorted, my focus on the magazine.

      “How about that you’ve turned my daughter against me—”

      That had fire sliding through my veins and I surged up, shoving him forward as I moved. “You did that yourself.”

      Without waiting on him, I headed to his office. The place was quieter than it had been when I was a kid. I wasn’t sure why, considering Dorie had told me the numbers were the same. And when I’d asked about why it was so quiet, she’d just said that only twenty brothers lived in now. Still, quiet or not, and though everyone knew everyone’s business, this was not the kind of shit I wanted wafting around the common room.

      I didn’t wait for his ‘approval’ to open the damn door. My dad hadn’t been into corporal punishment. He’d never touched me, hadn’t spanked me no matter the crazy shit I’d pulled. That teacher’s car I’d set fire to? He’d only laughed when the principal had told him. Yeah, that was the kind of influence I’d had as a kid. But if I’d have tried to enter his office without a knock?

      He’d have slapped me.

      Hard.

      He’d only had to do it the once, though—back when I was seven—and I’d learned my lesson.

      Respect came in different forms in a one-percenter MC, and each brother had their own code. Might not have seemed that way from the outside. Most people thought we were scum. Delinquents. Nothing more than trailer trash that had graduated from trailers to a clubhouse, but fuck those people.

      There was more heart, more community, in this building than in the entire fucking town.

      A brother got ill?

      The MC handled the insurance.

      A brother died?

      The funeral was epic. The widow didn’t have to worry about how to pay, the club handled that shit, and held a massive wake to celebrate the deceased’s life.

      And after? The club looked after the old lady until she was back on her feet, and would continue to check in with her until the day she moved on because that was how we rolled.

      We were one huge family, and like any family, they were all nosy fuckers. Hence my sliding into Wolfe’s office to avoid some of the chatter I’d been at the center of since my return.

      When I came in here, I wasn’t surprised to see Dagger with his shoulders hunched over a computer. Even though he’d come by his road name honestly, he’d always been great with figures. My father had been using him to cook the books for a long time, and seemed like shit hadn’t changed now that Wolfe was Prez.

      Seeing me over his screen, he cocked a brow at me then sank back into the chair. It rocked as he grinned at me and when he pushed back slightly, I knew what that meant.

      I thought nothing of rounding the desk and plunking myself on his lap. The second I did, I felt his boner and cocked a brow right back at him. “That’s not comfortable,” I complained.

      “You’re damn straight it isn’t,” he retorted, reaching up to run his finger down my nose.

      Ugh. Sometimes, these fuckers killed me with their affection.

      “Where you been hiding?”

      I blinked at him. “I don’t hide.”

      “No?” His nose crinkled. “Well, I haven’t been able to find you.”

      “Didn’t look hard then. I was with Ama.”

      He banked the fire in his eyes, then he shot a look at Wolfe who’d slammed the door to the office closed.

      “How’s our girl doing?”

      “You’d know if you went and talked with her,” I retorted, not cutting him any slack.

      He winced. “The fuck do I know what to say to a little girl, babe?” Because he wasn’t bullshitting, because I saw the fear of fucking up in his face, I reached up and cupped his chin.

      “She’s yours. You can’t fuck up.”

      That had Wolfe snorting. “Unless you’re me, apparently.”

      My nostrils flared as I whipped my head around to glower at him. “You’re the one who fucked up by being mean to me. She’s protective of me.”

      He huffed, shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans, and just stood there. Looking awkward. And Wolfe didn’t do awkward.

      He was one of those effortlessly cool fuckers who rarely got riled. He always had a level head too, and that just made him even cooler. Except where I was concerned.

      Together, we were dynamite, and some might say that was warning enough to back off, but not me. I’d never liked listening to people. I did what I wanted and damned the consequences.

      Which was why I’d been exiled for too fucking long.

      Still, Wolfe didn’t deserve my help. Not yet. Not until he’d fucking groveled. Sometimes, helping someone out of the pile of shit they’d buried themselves in did no one any good, and I wasn’t a fucking martyr. I knew what my men were like. If I gave them an inch, they’d take a goddamn mile. Just because I loved them didn’t mean I was blind to their flaws.

      They were mine, but they still had cocks. And anything with a cock wasn’t to be trusted. Not one hundred percent.

      It was like that joke guys had about women. About not trusting something that bled for a week and didn’t die. Well, you couldn’t trust a snake not to bite… at least the snakes guys had didn’t have fangs.

      And wasn’t that nightmare material?

      Turning back to Dagger, I rested my hands on his shoulders and murmured, “What are you doing in here? Thought this was King Dick’s space?”

      Dagger grinned at me. “You’re playing with fire, baby.”

      I hitched a shoulder. “It’s what I do best. Why do you think Flame and me are birds of a feather?”

      “Just what we need,” Wolfe sneered. “Those two fucking pyros back together again.”

      Ignoring him and his rather rude labeling of both Flame and me—pyromaniacs, sure, but fucking pyros? A girl had standards—I asked, “How come you’re in the Prez’s chair?”

      Instead of replying, Dagger immediately grabbed my ass and squeezed my cheeks. When he pulled them apart, just ever so slightly, my irritation morphed as awareness of him took over everything else.

      The smugness that settled on his face was deserved, so I didn’t slap him upside the head. Instead, I focused on him and his words as he explained, “He’s less formal than your father.”

      My dad had taken the ‘president’ part of his title a little too far in my opinion. He’d thought that being Prez meant he was king.

      “Wouldn’t take much. Guess the old fucker didn’t soften up much before he got shot down?”

      The lack of feeling in my voice had Dagger tensing. The trouble with MC brothers was they took that ‘ride and die’ shit far too seriously. Sure, when you were committing fuck knew how many crimes, you needed your brother at your back, but when that brother was bad to the bone? And not in a way that was acceptable in our community? Yeah, that fucker deserved no loyalty.

      My dad had been like that.

      Even more than that, he’d been a cunt, and that was irrefutable. A fact I thought he’d have agreed with and been proud of too.

      From him, I’d learned there were two ways to rule men—one through fear and the other through loyalty. I knew, without even having been around the place all that long, that Wolfe ruled through loyalty. The men loved him. Not because he was Bomber’s first choice of heir, but because he was one of them but smarter. Stronger. Fiercer.

      My dad had reigned through fear. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that my father had killed first and questioned later. Wolfe was the kind of guy to give someone the benefit of the doubt, which was why it was ironic that he was giving me as much shit as he was.

      “You shouldn’t talk that way about your pop, baby girl,” Dagger chided, and because he meant well, I didn’t smack him, just reached up and ran a finger along the wrinkle that had formed between his brow.

      “He wasn’t my pop.”

      His eyes flared for a second. “What do you mean?”

      I could have shrugged it off. Said that Bomber had never acted like my dad, which was the truth, but what was the point in lying? I hadn’t come back here to withhold shit that mattered.

      “Bomber wasn’t my dad.”

      “The fuck are you talking about?” Wolfe ground out. His stomping feet approached and, within seconds, he was there, beside me, glowering down at me.

      “I’m talking about shit that doesn’t leave this room.” My top lip curled a little. “Well, you can tell Flame and Axe, of course, but no one else. I’m Bomber’s to the rest of the MC, and that will make them accept us when—”

      “There is no ‘us.’ Not yet,” Wolfe growled. “Now, what the fuck are y—?”

      I reared up, my knees digging into the leather seat on either side of Dagger’s hips as I used my momentum to stick my finger in Wolfe’s chest. I prodded to punctuate each word as I declared, “There is an us. The second you accept it is the second your life gets a fuck ton easier.”

      “If you think you can hold Amaryllis against me…”

      Though inside, that was like he’d taken a knife to my belly, I just snorted at him. “You’re digging your own grave where she’s concerned. I don’t have to do a fucking thing to turn her against you, Wolfe. She may be five, but she’s smart. She sees shit. Just because she’s quiet, you’d be a dick to underestimate her.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” he spat, his cheeks burning with a heat that was sourced in his outrage.

      “It means that you’re a dick, so you probably won’t see her for what she is—a clever little girl who’s beyond sensitive. Who sees more than you or me. She’s protective of me. You should take that into account when you talk to me like shit in her presence.”

      Dagger growled, “What have you been saying in front of her, Wolfe?” And I loved him for defending me, for snarling at Wolfe and not letting him get away with his shit.

      See, Wolfe and me? We were like two rabid pit bulls shoved together in a ring. Just before we killed each other, we’d stop to fuck, but we were two Alphas, always butting heads. Flame, Axe, and Dagger were no less Alpha than us, but for some reason, we just never argued as much.

      I spent half my time wanting to throat punch Wolfe, and the other half, wanting to kiss that beautiful mouth of his. The others? I felt like I could surgically attach myself to them and never want to hurt them. That wasn’t to say they didn’t get my back up from time to time, but they were the peace in my endless war with Wolfe, who couldn’t seem to accept that I was theirs, not just his.

      It was a war he was foolish to think he could ever win.

      Wolfe’s jaw tensed at Dagger’s anger. “Nothing,” he bit off. “I didn’t say shit.”

      I sniffed. “And what was that yesterday in the kitchen?”

      “I was just saying it how it is,” he replied, with that irritating as fuck smirk on his face. The one that made me want to smack it off him.

      “What? That I’m a lazy bitch?”

      Dagger’s eyes flashed. “Baby, you’re many things, but lazy ain’t one of them.”

      “Well, apparently traveling as much as we did and in less than three days with no fucking sleep makes me a lazy bitch for taking some time to get over the journey these past few days.”

      “Women help out in the kitchen,” was all Wolfe said.

      My brow puckered. “I was helping out in there, you dumbass. Why the fuck do you think I was in there? Having fun? Who has fun in the fucking kitchen?”

      He frowned. “What?”

      “Which part didn’t you understand?” I sneered.

      “You were just sitting at the table when I came in.”

      “After I’d been helping Dorie make breakfast sandwiches for everyone.”

      Wolfe’s mouth softened. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh. I’m not lazy, Wolfe. Never have been and never will be, and you accusing me of that didn’t sit well with me or with Amaryllis. The only reason I didn’t lay into you was because she was there. I don’t want her to see us arguing. But if you talk to me like that in front of the rest of the MC again, I’ll be in your face faster than a rash follows poison oak.”

      “That sounds like a threat.”

      I snorted. “Your ears are working. That’s something.”

      Dagger snickered, and when I shot him a triumphant grin, he patted my ass again. “Ignore Wolfe, baby. He’s got a burr up his ass where you’re concerned.” Wolfe growled at that, but Dagger ignored him. “Now, what’s this about Bomber?”

      “I needed to take a blood test.”

      He blinked. “So?”

      I shrugged. “When I went to my first check-up for Amaryllis, I had to pee in a cup and bleed out for their tests.” When he stiffened, I squeezed his shoulder. “All routine stuff, baby, you don’t need to worry.

      “Anyway, when the results came back, there was something weird with my blood work. There was nothing wrong, and it turned out to be something funky with the lab they used, but because there were concerns, we had to get access to my medical records. My mom and dad’s too.” That had been a nightmare considering we were on the run and living under false identities… Ryan had shed a shit ton of cash because of that fuck up.

      “So?” he repeated, evidently not getting where I was heading with this.

      “My mom and I share the same blood type. AB. My biological father would have to have A, B, or AB type blood.”

      His eyes widened, and he shot Wolfe a concerned look. “And Bomber didn’t?”

      “Nope. He was O type.”

      Wolfe’s jaw tightened and, even though I wasn’t unaccustomed to violence and was sure as fuck no shrinking violet, the slamming of his hand against the desk was so loud and so unexpected that it had me jumping in place.

      “Son of a bitch,” he ground out.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Think you mean daughter of a bitch.”

      Wolfe scowled at me. “Not you, him. That motherfucker.”

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I demanded.

      When he just turned his back on me and stared out the window, I frowned at him then shot Dagger a look. He winced. “It just makes sense is all, Lucie,” he explained, his tone grave.

      “Why?”

      “Well, the way he cut you out. The way he treated you. The—” Dagger blew out a sharp breath. “He didn’t leave you anything in his will.”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t expect him to. He hated me. I think he always hated me.”

      Wolfe’s voice was low, seething with rage and disgust as he twisted around to stare at me. “Baby—” Just when my heart felt like it was going to melt at that, his first endearment to me in years, he broke it when he continued, “I think Bomber killed your mom.”
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      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      I couldn’t blame Lucie for being confused. Even though I knew more than she did, I was confused too.

      We’d been raised with the knowledge that Bomber had adored his woman so fucking much, he would take no other. His house in town was like a shrine to her, and the only women he let near him were sweetbutts. The second any bitch tried to put her claws in him, that chick had to haul ass or be gutted—Bomber wasn’t exactly a gentleman.

      As I looked out onto the yard outside my office window, the view gave me a prime shot at the gates. I was addicted to watching those gates, had been since I’d watched Lucie walk through them, taking my fucking heart with her. And now she was back? Readjusting to having that heart back was hard going.

      Scraping my hand across my jaw, I savored the rasp of my stubble as it eased the itch because I needed to shave, and turned away from the gate because my demons had returned home and I didn’t have a fucking clue what to do with them.

      “He told me something when he was in the hospital,” I started gruffly when I turned around to face her.

      “What?” she demanded. “Something about my mom?”

      “It didn’t make sense at the time. But he asked me to get Flame to burn down the house.”

      Her eyes widened. “The townhouse is burned down?”

      “Yeah. We did it after his wake.” I reached up and rubbed the back of my neck. “He was talking about hiding something, but he wasn’t making much sense.”

      “Those last few days, Luce, he was delirious. It was a wonder he lived as long as he did. Shot in the gut like that?” Dagger rocked his head from side to side. “He was hopped up on meds when he wasn’t unconscious.”

      She blinked at him, then stared up at me. “I hope he suffered,” was all she said, and though I wanted to wince, wanted to tell her not to say shit like that about the Prez of this club, I couldn’t reprimand her. Not when Bomber had treated her the way he had.

      “He did,” I told her softly.

      “What was he mumbling?”

      “Like I said, about hiding shit.” Blowing out a breath, I admitted, “I thought he was talking to your mom at first. He kept calling out her name, then he’d call her a bitch for leaving him. And, this is the truth, ‘for making me do it.’”

      Her nostrils flared. “Why burn down the house? You think he buried her body in the walls or something? Were any bones discovered at the property or in the wreckage?”

      I shrugged. “He warned us about the bones, said it was an enemy. He told us to pay off the cops, and we did. Your mom… he always just said she ran off. Didn’t he talk about her to you?”

      “No. Why would he? She ran off. That had to sting his pride and he spent most of his time pissed at me, I wasn’t about to make him even angrier. It didn’t even matter because I remembered nothing about her anyway.”

      And she’d never asked either. At least not us, and we were the ones she asked everything. Fuck, we’d even had to talk to her about sex and periods—information Axe’s mom had given us to prepare her for what was about to happen.

      That had not been a fun conversation.

      To this day, I wasn’t sure who’d been more mortified. Her or us. Fuck, yeah, now I thought about it—us. The guys who’d killed at eighteen to get in as prospects had been mumbling about periods and menstruation. Knowing Lucie, she’d probably already Googled that shit and had made us discuss it just to embarrass the fuck out of us.

      Now that I thought about it…

      Fuck, I bet she had.

      Shame I couldn’t call her out on that right this second.

      Instead, I just told her, “She supposedly ran off around your fourth birthday. Maybe she never did. Maybe he found out you weren’t his biologically.”

      A grunt escaped her. “It would make sense, considering he’d never have let her go without chasing her down, bringing her back here, and making her life fucking miserable.”

      I shrugged. “Wasn’t like we could argue when he didn’t go after her. His bitch, his wishes.” I cut Dagger a look and saw his concerned gaze was focused on her. “We all thought it was weird, but we weren’t about to argue. Not with Bomber.” Who put the psycho in psychopath.

      Her jaw flexed at my statement, but I wasn’t about to change it. Whether or not she liked being called a bitch was tough shit. She knew how it rolled in this world. Trouble was, Ryan had probably been the softest of us all. Not that he’d been a pansy ass or anything like that, but he’d been raised by non-bikers. People who didn’t understand how things worked.

      Though he’d wifed her, he probably hadn’t called her his old lady.

      “I wonder who your pop is,” Dagger mused, and I shot him a look.

      “Really? That’s where you’re taking this conversation?”

      He shrugged. “What else is there to wonder about? I mean, fuck. If he killed his wife, they’re both dead, it’s not like we can get justice for Maria post-mortem.”

      “I hate that you’re right,” Lucie whispered, and there was such starkness in her eyes that it hurt me. Literally fucking hurt me. Worse than that time I’d had a bar stool wrapped around my goddamn head.

      I blew out a breath as the desire to comfort her hit me just as hard as that stool. Lucie had always called to me in ways no other woman had. Back when she’d been seventeen, that had felt right. After? It had felt like I’d been condemned to a life sentence. Loving a manipulative, lying bitch who’d tossed over the MC for some cash?

      A living nightmare.

      It was hard, but my free will was snatched from me by this conversation. I’d never anticipated talking to her about this today. I’d wanted to discuss how Amaryllis was ignoring me, but even then, it wouldn’t have been much of a conversation. I knew, in my heart of hearts, Lucie wouldn’t have said shit to turn Amaryllis against me.

      A woman who’d introduced her daughter to four men as her ‘daddies’ wouldn’t do that. All along, Lucie had been working up to bringing Amaryllis back, to returning her to the fold.

      Trouble was, as Prez, I couldn’t give her what she wanted.

      I couldn’t share my old lady. If I did, then that would undermine me to the men. But my brothers deserved her just as much, if not more, than I did.

      Pressing a hand to her shoulder, I stepped closer and was stunned when she snapped her arms out, curved them around my waist, and burrowed into my embrace. It was kind of awkward considering she was straddling Dagger like she was about to give him a lap dance, but then, was it really?

      We’d gone past awkward a long time ago, hadn’t we?

      I mean, hell. I’d seen my brothers’ cocks so many times that I pretty much knew them like I knew my own. Not only because we’d gotten into the habit of fucking Lucie as a group except for the first time she’d seduced us all individually, but because after she’d gone, we’d tried to replace her, to replace those feelings, that euphoria of sharing a bitch, but it hadn’t worked.

      No woman could compare to Lucifer Steeler.

      I glanced at Dagger and saw his jaw flexing as he studied Lucie. Her distress was hitting us both, but the worse thing was, everything was in the past. There wasn’t a fucking thing we could do to help her. Shit, if Bomber was still alive, we couldn’t do shit either. Bomber was our Prez, which meant he had carte blanche to do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted.

      Even if that meant offing his old lady who’d cheated on him and had been lying to him about his daughter for years.

      Technically, even the Prez was supposed to get a vote from his council when it came to murder. Mostly because we had to be prepared to deal with any backlash from a murder investigation. Also, we dealt with getting rid of bodies on the regular—that wasn’t something the council handled on their own. Once you had power in the MC, dirtying your hands died a death.

      But Bomber always had been a wild card, and it was something we all just dealt with because he was one of the Originals. The founding member who’d herded five other brothers together to form the MC back in the day, before spearheading it into the brotherhood it was today.

      Because he was a nutcase, there were some messed up rules that, in my time as Prez, I intended to eradicate. Like the way prospects got in by making a kill for the MC. Sure, after you were tied to the Rebels’ for eternity, I had no issue with getting brothers in on murder-for-hire jobs—it was how we’d made our money all these years. But just to get in as prospect? Nah. That was hardcore, but then, that was how Bomber had always rolled.

      I couldn’t stop myself from running my hand over her hair, tangling my fingers in the silken locks that I’d missed seeing mussing up my pillows. Shit, you knew you were smitten over a bitch when you even missed all the fucking hair that got clogged in the goddamn drain, or missed seeing her panties sharing space with your laundry.

      Christ, how had I lived without her?

      My eyes closed of their own volition as need and want and love for her rammed its way home inside me. Like a punch to the gut, I was reminded of all the crazy that Lucie brought to my world. My days had never been predictable when she was around, had never been boring or bland when she was there to fuck shit up for me.

      She was my personal Pandora, except I welcomed the chaos, and there was no point in fighting that. No point at all.

      “Lucie, baby,” Dagger rasped, when she just sat there shivering on his lap, her arms around me.

      We both knew she was crying, but Lucie just didn’t cry. That wasn’t something that was supposed to be in her repertoire, but it figured that after these past couple of months, this news was just the straw that broke the camel’s back.

      At that moment, I really wanted Ryan to be here. But he’d gone now, and he’d left Lucie in our care.

      Our shitty care.

      Fuck, if there was ever a time in my life I’d had to man up, it was now. Today.

      I had a kid, and her mother needed me. Even though she gave off the impression she needed no one, Lucie was one of the loneliest people I’d ever known.

      Unable to stop myself, I dropped my head and pressed a kiss to her crown.

      “Everything will be okay, baby,” I rasped.

      “You can’t say that,” she whispered. “My entire life is a lie.”

      “No. Not all of it. Just some.” I blew out a breath. “And that doesn’t define you either. You’re Lucifer. Doesn’t matter what your last name is, you were born to raise hell, and that’s exactly what you’re going to do.”

      That had her lifting her head so she could look up at me. “The ghost guns?”

      Amused that she’d known exactly where my mind was running, I shrugged. “I’m game. I just need to put it to a vote.”

      Her eyelashes were spiky with tears, but she nodded solemnly at my words. “I want to pull my weight. I’m not lazy, Wolfe.”

      Shit, I could be a mean motherfucker sometimes. I’d known that was one of her weaknesses, yet I’d used it anyway like the cunt I was. Bomber had always made a big deal about how she never pulled her weight, how she was a noose around his neck.

      Jackass.

      “I know, baby,” I told her on a sigh. “I’m a mean bastard.”

      That had a startled laugh bursting from her. “Well, at least you can admit it.”

      I winked at her, just happy to see that smile of hers, before I leaned down and pressed a kiss to her lips. The second our mouths touched, she whimpered deep at the back of her throat, and God help me, that sound annihilated me.

      That this strong, kickass woman could make that noise for me? It blew my fucking mind.

      Time, I figured, to blow hers.

      

      
        
        ❖
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      The second his mouth touched mine, I felt the connection explode inside me like time hadn’t separated us, like hundreds of miles hadn’t kept us apart.

      I felt him in my bones, in my soul, but even that wasn’t enough.

      For a second, he nipped at my lips, teasing me, taunting me with his kiss. Just like he teased and taunted me in real life, always holding himself back, always denying me some intrinsic part that made me insecure.

      I wasn’t sure if he did it on purpose, just knew that it drove me mad.

      As Wolfe’s tongue thrust between my lips, I couldn’t stop myself. The little devil that lived inside me had me biting down on his tongue, and when he jerked in surprise, I reached up, slipped my hands up and around his neck, and forced him to kiss me how I needed to be kissed by him.

      Hard.

      I wanted him to fuck my mouth.

      Now.

      He grunted at the bite then gave me what I wanted. His tongue thrust against mine, fucking me like I needed, tearing my breath from me, robbing me of my willpower as I both melted into Dagger and soared into Wolfe’s kiss.

      When he pulled back, I let him, and groaned as he instantly dove onto my throat. His teeth clenched down on a small patch of flesh, and I hissed as the pain roared through my body, making my pussy clench down hungrily on the emptiness that made me long for them both even more. When he reached for the hem of my shirt, I hoped he was going to tear it over my head, but he didn’t, instead, he lifted it enough to reveal the wolf I had on my side, just hovering on my ribcage.

      It was masochistic of me, but I’d gone for sensitive areas where the placements of my ink were concerned. They’d hurt me, in more ways than one, but it had been cathartic. The ink was a reminder that they had been a huge part of my life whether or not they still were.

      When his fingers traced the black and white, heavily shaded tattoo, I shivered as the rough, callused tips touched my sensitive belly.

      “I want to cum all over you.”

      His growl had my eyelids fluttering to half-mast. “Promises, promises,” I retorted, and when Dagger laughed, I tipped my head to the side and stared him down. “Something funny?”

      “Just you two. You’re like watching live-action porn.” His hands were behind his head now, and he rocked in his chair, truly looking like he was settling down for the show.

      Fuck, that made liquid fire pool in my belly.

      “Wouldn’t you prefer to touch?” I countered, slowly trailing my tongue around the arch of my lips. When his eyes darkened, his handsome face tautening with desire, I knew I had him.

      “I want to fuck you in the ass,” he ground out.

      “Still a butt man, huh?” I retorted, twisting away from Wolfe so I could press my forearms to his shoulders and corner him. “You wanna feel Wolfe’s cock dragging against yours at the same time?”

      His nostrils flared. “You know I fuc—”

      The knock at the door had me tensing, but I didn’t bother moving. Life in the clubhouse involved walking in on a lot of sex. If you didn’t like it, you could always fuck off.

      When the door opened without a pause, I knew it’d either be Axe or Flame.

      I hadn’t expected it to be both of them.

      They trundled in, deep in argument over something, but when they caught sight of what was happening, their jaws clenched and Flame did something he only ever did when he was about to get laid—stop flicking his lighter.

      “What’s going on here then?” Axe crooned, heading over to us. “I think we were about to get cut out of the party.”

      My lips curved. “Not my fault you weren’t here for the start of the show.”

      “A polite guest doesn’t arrive on time,” Flame chided, but his smirk was devilish as he plunked himself down on the sofa. His cock was already hard, and I could see the tent in his pants as he dragged his legs wide. His tee lay flush to his belly, delineating the corrugated abs I remembered tracing with my tongue.

      Axe, in torn jeans stained with grease, proof that he’d been working on his hog, made me melt just as hard. I knew how clever Axe was in the workshop, and I wasn’t totally unlike Dorie because the scent of grease always got to me. Always brought me back to this place, to this world.

      They were a smorgasbord for me to feast on, and the best part?

      They wanted to feast on me just as badly.

      Of course, there was a downside to this situation. I’d only slept with Ryan for a really long time, and even that hadn’t been for a while. When his prognosis had gotten worse, the medication and treatment had amped up to another level. He’d lost his drive for anything. Not just sex but life too. Fuck, he’d even stopped reading and that had about killed me, because he loved reading but ignored all books unless Amaryllis read to him.

      As my throat clogged with tears at the memories, I shoved thoughts of my husband away. I missed him like crazy, always would, but I needed these men. Without them, I wouldn’t survive.

      See, I was strong. I could survive most things, but losing Ryan? It about killed me. I needed these guys more than they needed me, but I couldn’t tell them that. If they knew, they’d… Shit, I didn’t know what they’d do. Hold it over me? Would they do that? I wasn’t sure.

      Wolfe had surprised me this morning. Not just with what he’d told me about my mom and dad, but by how he was relenting.

      That had to be a step in the right direction.

      “Hey, where’d you go?”

      I blinked at Axe’s question, and tilted my head into the hand that was cupping my cheek. “I missed you,” I whispered, and his eyes flared at my words. I wasn’t one for affection, wasn’t a tender person. But when I loved, I loved hard, and I let that person know.

      I was an all-in kind of woman, and they’d let me down, badly, but I was willing to forgive them because I had to survive. Without Ryan, I felt like a ship without a rudder. I had no choice but to make it for Amaryllis’s sake, but she needed more than an empty shell of a mom. She deserved for me to be the best I could be, and even though these numbnuts had made a huge mistake, I’d forgive them if they’d just help me reach the old me once more.

      I’d never get over Ryan’s death, but they could help me take the steps I needed in the right direction.

      “I missed you too,” he replied, and his thumb dragged across my cheek as he stared deeply into my eyes. “You sure you’re ready for this?”

      I didn’t hesitate as I replied, “Fuck yeah. I just—”

      “What?” Dagger rasped, his hand on my belly, his thumb rubbing Wolfe’s tat.

      “I might be sore tomorrow.”

      Axe grinned at me. “That’s how we know we did it right.”

      I snorted. “Chauvinist.”

      “The best kind,” he teased. His eyes were soft, though, as he murmured, “We’ll make this work, baby.”

      Wolfe grumbled behind him, but when I cut him a look, he didn’t argue, didn’t exactly look resigned, either.

      Axe grabbed my chin. “Give it time.” Then, he didn’t let me answer, didn’t even let me think, as he pounced on me. He wasn’t as ferocious as Wolfe, but then, he wasn’t like him by character either.

      Axe was a bit of a tease too, but he’d drive me crazy whereas Wolfe would always follow through. I remembered one time when Axe had left me hanging, had gone down on me and had stopped mere seconds before I’d climaxed because I’d disobeyed him one time by going on his bike without him there.

      It had been a shitty punishment, but I’d learned my fucking lesson, that was for sure.

      A moan escaped me as our mouths touched. Sure, it was the power of that moment, but more than that, it was the memory of his lips around my clit, his tongue thrusting into my cunt.

      I jerked in surprise when I felt the button on the fly of my short shorts being pulled apart. One set of hands went to one side of the fly, another set went to the other. The tearing of thick denim didn’t altogether come as a surprise as they ripped the fly wide open so they could delve deeper than the fastener originally allowed, but their eagerness for me made me groan as Axe slid his tongue against mine, inviting me to play with him.

      If Wolfe was a fight, Axe was a dance.

      And as he erased my mind of anything remotely sad, Wolfe and Dagger went to work on driving me crazy. My shirt disappeared next with a huge, wrenching sound, one that had buttons popping everywhere. Each one connected with the wall or the ground with a sharp ping that, for some stupid reason, ratcheted up my need.

      A pair of hands cupped my tits, the other began to work their way through my folds, one caressed my clit, and the other rimming my slit until I was rocking my hips, hungry for more.

      I could feel how wet I was, and with anyone else in this world, I’d probably have been embarrassed by it a few years back, but Ryan had shown me what I could do with my body, how I could drive him crazy.

      No longer the shy virgin, I knew I could twist their cocks into knots, and I fully intended to.

      MC brothers weren’t the most faithful of guys. I didn’t intend to be cheated on. I intended to blow their goddamn minds and to keep the brain in their pants focused on me at all times.

      Just thinking about how I was going to go about doing that made me grind my hips down until my soft flesh connected with Dagger’s denim fly. His hands were in the way and took some of the brunt, but at my move, he shifted his hands slightly, focused on my clit as I began to twist my hips, and rocked the tent he was also packing. I arched my hips, needing full contact, because I knew things were going to explode in my face very quickly.

      I had four men to satisfy, and I couldn’t fucking wait.
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      Watching Lucie ride Dagger’s fly was probably one of the hottest things I’d seen since… well, the last time she’d been in this position.

      In the time we’d spent apart, I’d fucked countless women, seen hundreds of strippers shaking their tits at me, but none compared to her.

      No one.

      She was curvy where I liked her curves, taut where I loved her slenderness. She was the perfect mixture, always had been, always would be, and I wanted, so goddamn badly, to fuck those luscious tits that my cock ached enough to unfasten my zipper and drag out my dick and balls from their cage.

      The second they were out, I watched my cock throb to the beat of my heart as a few drops of pre-cum slipped from the tip. She’d always loved going down on us, and she was one of the odd ones who liked to swallow. Not that that was something for a guy to complain about, but it was a turn on to watch her chug down my seed like it was a shot of vodka and not something disgusting she needed to spit out in the trash.

      As I jacked myself off, I watched as Dagger finally decided to take charge, and grabbed her by the waist and hauled her into the air. One second she was writhing against him, the next she was in his arms as he carried her over to me on the sofa.

      Axe and Wolfe watched on in lazy-eyed amusement. Dagger was more particular than us. He liked things just so, and we didn’t really give a fuck so it was just easier to give into him where this shit was concerned.

      He said he was more visual than us. I said he was a fucking freak, but then who was I to judge? I got a hard-on when I set shit on fire, and used a lighter as a coping mechanism… Normal and me didn’t go in the same sentence.

      When he carried her over to the sofa, he murmured, “Drop down.”

      She bit her lip but obeyed, her sneaker-covered feet arching into tiptoe thanks to the height difference between them. As she settled into a standing position, I reached over, grabbed the hem of her busted shorts, and began dragging them down her legs.

      The sight of her panty-less pussy had my mouth watering, and I couldn’t stop myself from grabbing a firm hold of her ass, dragging her backward toward me, and shoving my face between her thighs. My momentum, the jerky motion of it, had her tipping forward—straight into Dagger.

      He’d used his time wisely. His cock was out, and even as she propped herself up on him, she opened her mouth and slurped him down.

      Fuck!

      I wanted my cock to be in her mouth, but Christ, the taste of her was like chocolate to an addict. She melted on my tongue, tasting of honey and Lucie and everything I needed her to remind me of—a broken past that held a promising future.

      As I slurped up her juices, I tongued her clit before thrusting into her sex. She tried to clamp down on me, wiggling her hips and ass to make me do as she wished, but I ignored her. When she mumbled her disapproval, I stopped sucking on her pussy lips for a second and nipped at her ass.

      On the brink of chiding her, I saw that Dagger was doing that for me. His hands were in her hair as he used her mouth to fuck himself. I couldn’t stop myself from grabbing my shaft and tightening my fist around it. When I cut a look at my brothers, I saw they were in a similar position, except they were both buck naked.

      As I returned to her cunt, I went back to her clit and sucked down on it hard. When she squealed, arching up onto tiptoe again, I smirked into her silken wet folds and did it again. And again. Until she was gagging on Dagger’s dick and he was roaring out his pleasure.

      I didn’t get it, but Dagger was a BJ and anal guy. The pussy held very little interest to him, and considering we liked to share, that came in very handy when there were three other brothers who’d willingly get into a fucking fight over prime pussy.

      And Lucie’s cunt was more than just prime. It might as well have a crown stamped on her pubic bone.

      Fuck, I liked that idea.

      In fact, I loved it.

      I reached over to rub the puffy skin above her pussy. It was shaved bare and as I rubbed it, I pulled away to mumble, “I want you tatted here.”

      Panting now that Dagger had let her head go, she turned to look over her shoulder. When I saw cum dripping from the corners of her mouth, droplets that she lapped up like a cat drinking cream, I saw her wet eyes too as well as the pink cheeks that came from gagging on cock.

      I’d never seen her more beautiful.

      Especially when she smirked at me and slowly rolled into a standing position. When she spun around, let me get a glimpse of her beauty, then kicked one leg up so that she could straddle me, I caught a glimpse of her pussy from the front.

      “Who did the ink?” I growled, the original desire disappearing as anger at the idea of someone seeing something that belonged to us bled through.

      “Ryan.”

      My eyes widened. “Since when did he tattoo?”

      She shrugged. “Since when did he fabricate ghost guns? You know he was a man of many talents, and we had a lot of time on our hands to learn shit.”

      “That’s a pretty specific thing to learn.”

      “He knew I wanted your marks on me and—” She paused to smirk at me once more, then added, “He wasn’t happy about anyone seeing my pussy any more than you are.”

      I growled again. “Good.” Then I reached out and rubbed her pubis where my road name was tatted. The word was burning in the fire I loved, and it was angled down the left side of the triangle of her pubic bone. On the right was the ax my brother was named after—he’d earned that after he’d had to chop off a brother’s hand. One who’d betrayed the MC for some pussy. His name was etched into the blade with some superb shading.

      I shook my head. “Fuck, he was good.”

      “I know.” Her bottom lip quivered before she caught it between her teeth.

      Reaching up, I cupped her chin. “You don’t have to hide your grief.”

      “I’m not trying to,” she denied, and I actually believed her. “I just—if I think about him too much, then I just get bogged down and can’t function for the rest of the day.” Her jaw worked as she dipped her chin and, in a low voice, admitted, “Another reason Amaryllis is so protective of me… I didn’t get out of bed for a few days after Ryan died, and I let things get a little out of control.”

      I tensed. “We should have been there for you. For both of you.”

      “I wish you had been, but Ryan didn’t want that. I wanted to call you so many times—”

      “He wanted you to himself. I get that. If there’s ever a time a man is allowed his own way, it’s when he’s dying.” I rubbed my thumb over the crest of her mouth. “You’re ours, baby girl. We’ll take care of you now.”

      She swallowed and her eyelids fluttered closed. “I need you to.”

      My eyes widened—Lucie never confessed to needing anyone or anything.

      “Ryan was my rock. Without him, I’d have—” She sucked in a breath, and that she was choosing to be vulnerable now? It told me two things. She loved us, and she wanted to be back in her safe haven. “I’m strong, but you know, I’ve always had one of you at my back. That’s what stokes my fire. I guess that means I’m not strong at all, and maybe that’s true. Maybe it’s all just a fucking show, but without him? And without knowing if any of you would welcome me back? I was lost.” When her eyes grew watery, she whispered, “Never let that happen again, Flame. Please?”

      “Never,” I whispered back, my throat thick as I saw the truth of her emotions. Emotions she usually hid behind a thick shield that might as well have been forged from iron.

      Lucie had grown up, but life had hit her. Knocked her down. She was back on her feet, but she needed us. Just as much as we needed her.

      Deciding the time for talking was over, I reared up and pressed my lips to hers again. As we kissed, I felt one of my brothers approach. His hands moved between us and he grabbed hold of her tits. From the way she was grinding on me again, I figured she liked what he was doing.

      Opening my eyes, I jerked back so I could dot kisses down her jaw, over her throat, and lower to her tits. Axe’s hand moved out the way so I could trail the tip around her nipple, and when she hissed out a breath, I grinned before taking the tip between my teeth and rolling it there. Her fingers slid over my scalp, holding me in place, and I wasn’t about to complain—I was exactly where I wanted to be.

      Her back arched when Axe slipped his hand over the curve of her spine, and when her butt stuck out, I wasn’t surprised when he grabbed her ass cheeks, slipped his hands between her thighs, and used his hold on her to spread her legs.

      Though she squeaked, she didn’t argue, and within seconds, Axe grunted as she released a high-pitched moan that I felt square in my balls.

      As Axe fucked her from behind, I moved between her tits, intermittently sucking and nipping one before gifting the other with some loving.

      Lucie grunted and I wasn’t sure why, but the squelchy sound a second later was clue enough. When I peered around her tit, I saw that Wolfe was there with a bottle of lube that I wasn’t even sure I wanted to know where he’d gotten it from. He was pouring it liberally between Lucie’s ass crack and Axe was pretty much salivating at the sight.

      “Go get her, tiger,” I joked, laughing when Axe grinned back at me, totally stoked to be on the brink of shoving his cock into Lucie’s ass.

      “Fuck her too, Flame. You know you want in her pussy as much as he wants her ass,” Wolfe growled, and fuck if he wasn’t wrong.

      Shoving down and back, I angled myself so I was leaning on the sofa cushions rather than the back cushions, and though she was glassy-eyed, Lucie was as into this as us, and proved it when she reached for my cock and without even a second’s hesitation, was sliding down my shaft and showing me the way to heaven—and let’s face it, this was the only heaven I’d ever get to see in this life or the next.

      She took a few seconds to adjust to the fullness, and I let her, taking those seconds to just savor the sight of her above me when it was something I hadn’t expected to see ever again.

      I felt like a lucky fucker when she began to ride me, slowly dragging up and down my shaft with that silken wet cunt that clung to me like it never wanted to let me go, and hell, I’d probably have paid it not to if you could have a currency exchange with a pussy.

      When Axe pushed his hands between her shoulder blades, it wasn’t a shock. He pressed her down until she was hovering above me, her forearms coming down to rest on either side of my head. Her hair fell forward, cascading into a curtain around us, and I smirked at her when, with her eyes on fire, she pressed her mouth to mine.

      I felt Axe’s passage through her ass, not only through the tightness of her sex, but also because Lucie’s tongue would thrust faster into my mouth whenever he was pushing deep. By the time he was home, she was panting against me, and I was swallowing almost all of her breath—and I fucking loved it.

      Surrounded by her in this way, her cunt clamping down on me, my brother getting as much out of this as me?

      Hell, yeah, there was nowhere else I wanted to be right now.

      Reaching up, I cupped her face and directed the kiss better. I wanted her focus on me as much as she could before Axe would set off—I knew it was coming. His groans told me he was just enjoying the moment, but the fucking would soon commence.

      When he began to ride her, thrusting into her with enough force to make her body heat with friction as it came into contact with mine, I had no choice but to go along for the ride. She was fully stuffed and if I tried to move, there was no way I wasn’t just going to pop out. But fuck, I was okay with Axe doing all the work.

      Heaven really couldn’t be better than this.

      The only thing I could do was pulse my hips up, trying to get my cock as high as I could. When I began doing that, I knew shit had just gotten real. Lucie tore her lips from mine, her hands clawed at the cushions on either side of my head, and she screamed as she climaxed.

      It was spontaneous and unexpected, and I wasn’t about to complain as her cunt sucked my seed from me better than a vacuum ever could.

      Within moments, Axe and I were exploding inside her. Our shouts and cries were tied together as we came in our woman for the first time in far too long. I swear to fuck, lights flashed before my eyes and, deep in my ears, it felt like a goddamn death metal band had just surged into song because nothing, I repeat, nothing, could beat this moment.

      Lucie was ours again.

      Now it was just Wolfe’s turn to ram that home.
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      When my brother slumped on Lucie, I had to hide a grin. Rocking back in the chair I’d taken possession of again, I watched as Axe settled on top of her for a few seconds to catch his breath before she released a gasp that spoke of someone being squished by her lover.

      Within seconds, Axe was rolling off her and… onto the floor. Before I could do much more than snicker, Wolfe was there and shit got intense again.

      With Flame’s help, he rolled her so that she was using Flame as a mattress, and spread her legs wide once more.

      He’d never been bothered about sloppy seconds. Hell, neither had I. But he proved that when he dropped to his knees, his mouth way too close to Flame’s cock for most people’s comfort, and began to suck on her clit like he had a nasty taste in his mouth and she was his Lifesaver.

      That was probably more fitting than I’d even intended.

      Lucie was going to change our lives again, and I couldn’t complain about that.

      Losing Lucie, his marriage to Kim, Bomber’s death and his subsequent promotion to Prez, had changed Wolfe. I couldn’t say that it was for the better either.

      Lucie might soften him, might ease him up. I hoped so, because at the moment Wolfe was anything but happy, and because I loved the fucker, that mattered to me.

      But shit, it wasn’t like any of us had been happy for a long time anyway. The day she’d walked out of those gates with Ryan at her side, I knew it was the beginning of the end for all of us. Our days of happiness had been numbered because, to us, Lucie was our bright spark. Without her to illuminate the darkness, there was nothing but pitch-black day or night.

      Lucie was obviously sensitive, and her face was contorted with pleasure pain that I couldn’t stop myself from photographing. Fuck, I’d have that as my screensaver if I thought no other bastard could catch a glimpse of this. She was mine. Ours. And I wasn’t about to share her with anyone outside of this room.

      Take good care of her this time. I’m not here to wipe up your messes, dumbasses.

      The voice, deep in my head, had my eyes flaring wide.

      That had sounded like…

      No.

      Impossible.

      I whipped my head around, turning to look around the office, but there was no one in here. Of course there wasn’t. But…

      When Axe cocked his brow at me, I clenched my teeth and tried to ignore the fact that Ryan, my dead brother, had just spoken to me.

      Christ, I really needed to get some more sleep.

      Blowing out a breath, I focused on what Wolfe was doing to our woman. My lips curved in a grin as I saw her face crumple and the sinews in her throat grow pronounced, as she rocked her head back and hollered out another orgasm.

      Even as she was crying out from that, Flame was pulling out of her pussy and Wolfe was on her in less time than it took to blink. His cock slamming home in a way that had her knees coming up to clasp him, and her head swerving from side to side as his thrusts kept her orgasm rolling.

      The moment was too intense for Wolfe to last long. I knew the bastard could go for hours, but where Lucie was concerned? All of us had blown our wads shamefully quickly. Still, there was time for that tantric shit later. This had been about claiming her as ours, and us making sure she fucking knew it.

      When he roared out his own climax, I watched as she curved her arms around his waist and hugged him close.

      The sight made me wish we’d done this in a bed, and even as I thought of that, I wondered which bed we’d even fucking use. We all had doubles, but that wasn’t enough and I wasn’t about to—

      My lip curved in a sneer as I thought about the ramifications of sharing Lucie within the MC.

      There was no way we were going to be able to hide this, but Wolfe, even though Lucie’s revelations had softened him, wasn’t going to let up—no matter what promises Axe made her. I just knew it. The fucker was stubborn sometimes, and it would probably end with Flame, Axe, and me beating the shit out of him to make him see that none of us were about to back the hell down.

      She was ours.

      Not just his.

      And I wanted the fucking world to know that.

      A few hours later, that desire was rammed home.

      I was seated at the bar, with my phone in one hand and a bottle of Patrón in the other. As I took a swig, I looked at the two pictures I’d taken of Lucie. The one that had shown her face crumpled with her orgasm, and the one that showed her huddled between Wolfe and Flame in the aftermath.

      I wanted that for us all.

      I didn’t want to have to hide. Hiding had never sat well with me anyway. It was why I refused to lie. I was honest to the core with everyone except for the pigs.

      When a lull came over the bar, it took a few seconds to reach my attention. When it finally did, though, I peered over my shoulder and saw Lucie had walked into the common room, her trajectory was me, but the lull? That came from my brothers who were gaping at her, muttering about her.

      Because this was Lucifer Steeler, she tilted her chin up and ignored the rest. It was almost amusing to note that, in all this time, being away from the clubhouse hadn’t softened her. Not only did she not even blink at the fuck fest that was going down on the pool table—they hadn’t noticed the sudden heavy quiet that had accompanied her arrival—nor did she even blush at the two strippers on the bar beside me. They were dancing for everyone and not just me, but she didn’t even bat an eyelid as she made her approach.

      Of course, that didn’t stop her from grunting at the bitches. “Fuck off.”

      I caught their eyes and tipped my chin, backing up her order. With a huff, they carefully climbed down. They were naked except for a pair of six-inch heels that I was grateful to God for having come up with the idea, but how they walked in those motherfuckers I didn’t know. I was almost tempted to watch them walk away, but knew Lucie would have my balls in a fist if I made that move.

      It surprised me that I wasn’t angry about that. Surprised that I didn’t mind her having my dick in a vise once more. If anything, it felt good. I’d had those sweetbutts too many times to miss random hook-ups, and nearly every clubwhore in the place had gagged on my cock.

      In this life, sex was normal, natural. We weren’t prudes. We fucked where, when, and who we wanted…. Until it came to our old ladies.

      We didn’t fuck them just anywhere.

      If another brother caught even a glimpse of Lucie’s tits or pussy, I’d stick my fucking dagger in his eye.

      Lucie broke into my bloodthirsty thoughts by grabbing the Patrón from my hand and taking a swig.

      “Your dad got to them,” I told her softly, jerking my chin at the rest of the MC, most of whom had known Lucie from way back. “Things will change now that you’re back for good.”

      That prompted another swig. “They’ll hate me until I can prove myself. That’s okay.” She cocked a brow at me. “I’m a big girl, Dagger. I can fight this battle.”

      “Just…” I grimaced. “Tell me if they give you too much shit?”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “Don’t care if you can. You want to be mine, and I’m not about to let you be hurt. Be it with words or any fucker’s fists.”

      Her scowl deepened for a second, then out of the blue, it lightened. “I don’t want to be yours. I am yours.”

      “Semantics,” I grumbled, but I was amused at her dodge.

      “Semantics are important for a reason,” she informed me piously. “Neither of us have a say in whether you’re mine or I’m yours. It’s just how it was always meant to be.”

      “Why, Lucifer, have you gotten romantic in your old age?” I teased, dipping down so I could whisper the words in her ear. I was very satisfied when she shivered, then angled her head to let me get access to her throat.

      I ignored the move for a second, content to brush my lips over the shell of her ear. Then, I dropped down and licked along the line of her throat. She shuddered, and I reached down, pressed my hand to her thigh, and let my fingers cup her slim leg.

      “You tell me, Lucie, or I’ll make you regret it.”

      “Regret it how?” she taunted, her eyes flashing wide at my threat.

      “You know how I roll,” I retorted.

      “I think I’ll survive. You didn’t scare me the first time you did it, why would it scare me now?”

      “Because you turned civilian. You’re softer now—”

      She snorted. “What makes you think we turned civilian, Dag? We lived on a compound of our own, sure, but we made goddamn ghost guns. You think we didn’t have to protect our patch?”

      “You were in danger?” I growled, my hackles rising at the thought.

      “No. But we had to prepare for any threat. Shit only changed with Ryan’s diagnosis. We moved to make sure that we were safe again, but the lengths we went to, to prepare ourselves for shit hitting the fan, didn’t die with it.”

      I blinked at her, and though it was crazy, whispered, “I could have sworn I heard Ryan’s voice in my head today.”

      My words didn’t prompt any snark or trigger a laugh as I’d thought they would. Instead, silence fell. Of course, silence was relative in the bar. Around us, the chaos had recommenced, and there were all kinds of hollering and shit as the two strippers who’d been moved off the bar by my woman, were now on the pool table with their asses sticking out as my brothers shoved pool balls in their cunts.

      I added a mental reminder to Lysol the entirety of the pool table. I hadn’t given a fuck before. Shit, before I’d probably have watched the show—Vicky would shove anything up her pussy. I’d even seen her do shit with a cherry stem down there that defied belief.

      “I hear him most days.”

      My eyes flared wide at Lucie’s confession. All thoughts of the past, what I’d have done before, disappearing in the blink of an eye. “You do? What does he say?”

      “You don’t think I’m crazy?” she whispered, taking another swig of the hard liquor. The level of tequila dropped substantially, but I knew she could handle her drink.

      “I probably might have if I hadn’t heard it myself.” I shook my head. “I thought I was going insane, but I just—what he said, I couldn’t have made that up.”

      She blew out a breath. “I wonder why he talks to us. I’d hate to think—”

      When she broke off, I reached over and cupped her jaw. “What, baby? What do you hate to think?”

      “I don’t know, not really. I don’t believe in ghosts, but I want Ryan to find his peace. Not be stuck in limbo or something because he wants to protect me.”

      “Ryan was born to protect you.”

      Her bottom lip was sucked in between her teeth. “That’s a strange thing to say.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I rasped, staring deep into her amazing eyes. “He protected you when we let you down.”

      Her eyelids lowered. “He did.”

      “You don’t have to worry, Lucie.” I licked my lips. “We won’t let you down again.”

      “You can’t promise that.”

      “Can’t I?” I laughed. “Maybe not, but I can promise to do my best, right?”

      She gave me a half-smile. “Right.” With her thumb, she motioned over her shoulder. “They’ll get used to me being back here.”

      “Of course they will. We just need Wolfe to decide what he’s doing.”

      That had her pulling a face. “It’s not his decision.”

      “It’s our decision, but he’s Prez.” I shrugged. “He has to come around to the idea, but he will.”

      “Jackass. If he thinks I’m about to let him—”

      I hushed her. “Don’t even worry about it. Wolfe knows we love you just as much as he does. He just needs some time.”

      “Maybe. I’ll give him some, but I’m taking my rightful place soon. I can handle their talk and their bitching. I know my dad turned them against me, and I get it, I do. But I’m not going to put up with it for long. Every time I walk into a damn room, the brothers either start whispering like old hens or catcalling. I’m not going to let Amaryllis see that.”

      “Of course you ain’t,” I growled. “Who the fuck was catcalling you?”

      “Some new brothers.” She winced. “So much has changed since I was here last and yet, it’s all pretty much the same.”

      “At least drugs aren’t clouding things now.”

      She jerked in surprise at Flame’s abrupt entry into the conversation. I’d seen him coming, of course, but she hadn’t. Her back was to the rest of the room, by design or accident, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure. As used to the clubhouse as she was, there were few women who weren’t sweetbutts who got off on the orgy going down behind us, so I took her positioning to mean two things.

      One, she didn’t particularly mind the orgy happening behind her, but she didn’t want to see it.

      Two, she trusted me to keep her safe from anyone who might attack from behind.

      I hadn’t exactly let her down on that score, but I still felt guilty with the way she jumped.

      “That’s true. This room used to look like an opium den and whorehouse combined.” She bared her teeth. “Now it’s just a whorehouse.”

      I snickered, but my eyes flickered with heat when Flame dropped a kiss on top of her head. Flame was so self-contained, so fucking alien sometimes, that it was a downright pleasure to watch him interact with Lucie. Only she seemed to bring out the human in him, and I was gradually getting used to this softer side of my brother.

      It helped that it had been a while since he’d gone on a job, and if he meant what he’d said the day Lucie had arrived, he wouldn’t be killing anyone for a long while if it meant he could potentially be locked up for it.

      Shit like that mattered when you had a woman and a child.

      She cuddled into him, letting him prop her up as he slipped one hand around her waist, then reached for the bottle of Patrón that was doing the rounds. As he took a sip, I cocked a brow when I realized his trusty lighter wasn’t anywhere in the vicinity.

      “What is it?” he asked, tilting his head to the side as he stared at me.

      “Nothing,” I replied, not wanting to raise the subject when it wasn’t necessary. I just hadn’t seen him without that damn thing for… fuck. Years. I wasn’t even sure how often he filled the damn thing, but it was constantly being flicked on and off.

      “You okay, baby doll?” Flame inquired, pressing his mouth to her ear. He had to speak over the music, so that was the only reason I heard him.

      She sighed. “Amaryllis had another nightmare.”

      I frowned. “Another one?” I hadn’t been aware of the first, but seemed like Flame was…

      When had that happened?

      “She’ll be okay, sweetheart.”

      “I know she will. I just… I don’t want her to be like I was.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I lost my mom, it wasn’t just her running off. It was like my dad eradicated her. I mean, it makes sense now, but back then it didn’t. I don’t talk about Ryan that much because it hurts, but I don’t want her to forget him, or for her to feel like she can’t talk about him. You know?”

      I didn’t, but I could piece shit together. “Maybe we could talk about him? Like, how he was when he was growing up?”

      She licked her lips and peered at us through her lashes. It was weird seeing this side of her. Little Lucie was all grown up, but her maturity level was beyond anything I could have expected. In some small way, we were all still big kids around the MC. Sure, we had deadly responsibilities, but we fucked who we wanted, drank when we wanted, smoked, partied, and lived life in the fast lane as we roared down highways at speeds that would have us arrested if the local PD wasn’t in our pocket.

      Lucie had been reared among that, but she’d changed. Motherhood had made her responsible.

      “You’d do that? For us?”

      My brow puckered. “I’d do anything for you, darlin’.”

      Her jaw clenched for a second, then she shook her head. “Why didn’t you believe me all those years ago?”

      She might as well have grabbed my dagger and stabbed it in my thigh.

      I cut a look around the orgy going on behind us and with a sigh, murmured, “Come on, let’s go outside, yeah?”

      She shrugged, but I could see the hurt in her eyes. Saw it and wanted to scream at myself for having put it there.

      This was not a conversation I wanted to have, but it was one that was way past its due.
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      “Lucie’s back.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose as I spoke.

      “Lucifer? Bomber’s daughter?” my mother squeaked.

      “Yeah.” When she fell silent, didn’t utter another word, I murmured, “Momma?”

      She sighed. “You and she always were like fire together.”

      Christ, if only she knew. There was no way I could tell her about us sharing Lucie. No way, no how. After my pop had died, momma had turned against the MC, staying long enough for me to turn eighteen before moving over to Jacksonville.

      My once sweetbutt momma had married a minister of all people. It surprised me to this day that she maintained contact with me, but I guess that was part of her new creed now—turning the other cheek and all that shit.

      I wasn’t a believer, but I wasn’t about to dump on her beliefs either. I was grateful for the contact, grateful because I loved her and wanted to be a part of her life, even if that amounted to nothing more than a phone call every few weeks.

      “We were… she came back with my daughter,” I told her hesitantly. I was always careful around her, careful not to upset her. After what had happened to my father? My momma had had a kind of nervous breakdown, and hadn’t kept shit together well at all.

      It had turned into a habit that I spoke to her like she was glass that was on the brink of shattering. When she sucked down a sharp breath, I winced and awaited the fallout.

      “She kept that from you all these years?” Jacinda snapped, surprising me with her anger.

      “Wasn’t like she could keep me in the loop, momma, was it?” I chided. “Anyway, I don’t want to focus on the past. I’m focusing on the future.”

      She harrumphed. “It’s the Lord’s work that you can forgive her, I suppose.”

      That made me cringe but I just mumbled, “Yeah, sure. How’s Brian?”

      “He’s fine. Having trouble with his knees again.”

      “Should tell him to stop playing golf.”

      My dad would be rolling around in his grave if he knew his old lady was married to someone who played fucking golf. Jesus.

      “He won’t, plus, it’s good exercise for him.”

      I kept the subject light and was relieved when someone rang her doorbell and she had to leave the call earlier than usual.

      “Don’t know why you bother,” Wolfe grunted.

      Twisting around to look at him, I saw he’d made himself comfortable in the doorway to my room as he listened in.

      “She’s my mother. Shouldn’t I at least try?” It was a mostly rhetorical question because I was the only one of us that actually maintained some contact with my surviving parent.

      He snorted. “Some mother. Left the second she could. Plus, I bet she don’t wanna meet Amaryllis.”

      That had me tensing, but I wasn’t about to get defensive. Not with Wolfe. He was my brother. No, he hadn’t popped out of my mother, but to me, he might as well have.

      “No. She didn’t mention a visit.”

      “And she wouldn’t. She’s stuck in the Twilight Zone over in Jacksonville with that creep of a husband of hers.”

      I pulled a face. “We don’t know he’s a creep.”

      “Fucker looks like a serial killer.”

      That had me laughing. “We’d know.”

      He grunted. “True. Surprised she didn’t harp on about you marrying Lucie.”

      I shrugged. “She wasn’t interested.”

      “Never is. Selfish bitch.” He grunted again. “None of us were all that lucky where family was concerned, were we?”

      “No, but that’s why we’re close. We made our own family.” And I wasn’t just talking about within the MC.

      I watched him from my position on the bed. He stalked past me, over to the sofa, and passed the Fender guitar that was leaning against the wall to peer out at the grounds beyond.

      “What’s up?” I asked him quietly, knowing he’d only shown up because he wanted to talk.

      I was pretty much Wolfe’s sounding board. The man was capable of a lot of reason, but sometimes, he liked to talk shit out.

      “Surprised today happened is all.”

      “Me, too.” Lucie had come back all guns blazing, but she’d shown a side of herself that I hadn’t anticipated. I was grateful for it, but surprised nonetheless. “Glad, though.”

      He sighed, pressed his forehead to the glass, and mumbled, “She ain’t gonna let me stay behind these walls.”

      I knew he meant metaphorically. “That’s on you. Not her.”

      “Bullshit. You know what she’s like.”

      “Yeah. I do. I guess I’m glad she hasn’t changed though. Always was a tornado. Always was willing to wreck shit to fix shit.”

      Wolfe snorted. “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “You okay, brother?” I tried again, trying to get him to talk about the reason he’d barged in the way he had.

      “Ama’s messing with my head. Won’t let me get close to her.” He sucked down a breath. “Lucie’s got me all rattled too. Crap used to be simple and now it’s all over the place. Then there’s the shit with the council. We’re behind on too much, need to get on track thanks to those fucking Knights.”

      “No point in sweating over it. We’re allowed a personal life, Wolfe.”

      “Not in the middle of a war,” he rasped, rearing back to press the base of his palms into his eyes. “Here’s me talking like a pussy.”

      “You ain’t,” I assured him. “You called it, Wolfe. You’re talking like someone who’s rattled. She’s shaken us all, man. Stirred everything up until we don’t know what’s up or what’s down. Plus,” I said on a sigh, “there’s the situation with Kid to think about.”

      Wolfe’s jaw tensed. “Can’t believe he’s dead.”

      “I need to arrange his wake. Can’t believe we’re having to celebrate his life when he was one of the good ones, Wolfe. He should still be around, but he ain’t.” I rolled off the bed and headed over to him.

      As we both stared into the darkness, I raised my arm and leaned against the wall. Beneath our feet, the hardwood floor rattled as the party going on down below throbbed.

      I didn’t mind the noise, if anything, I was used to it but I knew Amaryllis wouldn’t be. Poor little thing. She’d gone from a regular old house to this madness.

      “I’m just glad he kept them both safe,” Wolfe rasped, and I forced myself to focus on what he was saying.

      “Me too.”

      “We have a daughter, Axe. A fucking daughter,” he breathed. “When the fuck did that happen?”

      “When we weren’t looking. I’m grateful she takes after him,” I replied quietly. “That way he’ll live on through her.”

      He dipped his chin. “She looks like Tara.”

      “That she does,” I agreed, then I cut him a look. “How’s that feel?”

      He gulped. “Weird. Hard to believe. Makes me think about how I failed her.”

      “Screw that. You didn’t make her get mixed up in drugs.”

      “No. But still, makes me think I should have protected her more. Shouldn’t have let her get mixed up in that crowd.”

      “Technically, that crowd wasn’t full of bad people, Wolfe. You know that, in the scheme of things, anyone who ran with us was considered the ‘bad ‘uns,’” I told him wryly. Not that Tara’s overdose was anything to joke about, but hell, Wolfe making himself feel like shit wasn’t going to get us anywhere.

      “No, I guess not,” he said sadly.

      “You know what you need?”

      He turned, cocked a brow at me. “To stop being a pussy?”

      I snorted. “No. You need to accept Lucie. Stop fucking around with this. Stop fighting it. She’s ours. Just let her have what she wants.”

      “The club won’t—”

      “The club’ll do shit,” I rasped. “She’s ours. Let’s make her fucking happy after making her fucking sad all these years.”

      He clenched his jaw. “I need a smoke.”

      I cocked a brow at him but didn’t fight him. He’d only take so much of my counsel. “Thought you quit.”

      “I did, but I need something.” He sighed, then shot me a look. “I’m going outside. You coming with?”

      “Nah. I got work to do.”

      He hitched a shoulder then strolled across the room as silently as he’d come in. I wasn’t sure if that talk had cleared his head any but I hoped for all our sakes it had. Lucie wasn’t going to back down, neither were the rest of us. We knew what it was like to live without her, knew what it was like with her… he had a fight on his hands if he thought any of us were going to roll over and play dead.
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      Being around the clubhouse was confusing.

      It hadn’t changed much since I was a kid, but it was different too because I saw things differently now.

      Most of the kids didn’t live in, but I had. Wolfe, Flame, Dagger, and Axe had as well because their fathers were all Originals like my dad. When their pops had been shot up in a drug bust that happened when I was eight, and they were on the brink of turning fourteen, my dad had moved them and their mothers into the clubhouse for their safety, but also so he could rear them to take over their fathers’ positions on the council.

      Back then, I hadn’t been allowed downstairs on a night, but they had. Though I’d known what was happening, seeing it was another matter entirely. I’d sneaked down and happened to see Wolfe getting sucked off by a sweetbutt one night, while another rode his mouth.

      He’d been sixteen at the time, and my heart had nearly exploded in my chest with jealousy at the sight.

      I’d only been eleven, but shit like that stuck with a person. We were all used to sex. It was everywhere. Unavoidable. And I’d never had a problem with it until now. Until I was a mother myself.

      I didn’t want Amaryllis growing up around this shit.

      I wanted her to know the clubhouse, because it was an intrinsic part of the life, but I didn’t want her walking in on shit no child should see.

      The common room was a huge space, large enough to fit over two hundred people. It could have been a fucking ballroom if we were the kind to throw galas instead of goddamn raves.

      Originally two rooms, my dad had knocked down the connecting wall so it was two rectangles joined together at the top left on one and bottom right corner on the other. One rectangle housed the bar and the pool table. There was the framework of a hog on the wall, and there were a shit ton of pictures of the old days on there. Some in black and white, others in color—anything from past parties to funerals, and even the odd biker wedding.

      The floor was gross. My feet stuck to the wooden boards, but everywhere else was kind of clean. The counter was scarred and scratched, behind it were too many bottles of liquor, and three prospects manned it when they weren’t gaping at the strippers who I’d told to fuck off before I’d taken a seat next to Dagger.

      In the other room, there was a mass of sofas and chairs. Mostly comfortable, but you sat on them at your own risk. The amount of DNA on there was enough to make me want to puke, but I knew the guys didn’t think anything of it.

      For me, I just wanted to Lysol the fuck out of everything. Either that or burn it down and start fresh. Still, that wasn’t my place. Even when Wolfe claimed me as his, I wouldn’t be able to change how the MC worked. Not only because the men would never stand for it, but because I didn’t particularly want to.

      This wasn’t for me. Even if my dad wasn’t my dad, even if he’d loathed me and had been waiting to get rid of me for years, I’d still been a princess in the rest of the MC’s eyes. This room was for sweetbutts and clubwhores, adventurous chicks who came in from Rutherford for a dirty night with a raunchy biker, and maybe the odd old lady who got off on the whole exhibitionism shit.

      Princesses weren’t welcome in here.

      Sure, tonight’s ‘welcome’ had been because of the poison my father had spewed about me, but it was also because women like me weren’t supposed to be in here.

      That was a fact of life.

      Sure, it chafed me, but also, I didn’t want to see bobbing asses, or tits and pussies belonging to strangers.

      Call me weird, but I had four men of my own I’d need to be taking care of in the future—I figured that was enough.

      As we stepped past a scene that was like the one I’d seen Wolfe take part in all those years ago, I averted my gaze as we headed out of the common room and into the main foyer.

      From here, there were stairs to the upper levels and the bedrooms. Amaryllis was in one that we were sharing for now, but tomorrow, I was going to head into Rutherford and sort something out. I couldn’t stay here much longer, not without her being tainted by the place. She had enough shit to contend with without me adding to the strain on her.

      I rubbed my forehead as I thought about my to-do list tomorrow, but I let Flame, who was by my side, shepherd me outside to the verandah that ran around the hotel.

      There were swinging sofas that were attached to the porch’s roof, and I plunked myself down on one and stared out at the yard ahead. To the right, there were a hundred hogs all neatly lined up. To the left, there was a patchy lawn that held evidence of scorch marks from previous bonfires.

      When my men sandwiched me on either side, I murmured, “I’m going to find somewhere to rent in town.”

      They tensed, but Flame was the one who asked, “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want Amaryllis seeing the shit I saw when I was growing up.”

      “Didn’t do you any harm,” Dagger argued.

      I snorted. “I love five men. You want her loving five brothers too?”

      A hiss escaped Flame. “Fuck.” Then he grunted at Dagger, “You even spoken to her yet?”

      My lips curved, because even though I wanted Amaryllis to start getting to know her fathers, I was also amused by their reactions. Flame, crazily enough, was the one who was most at ease with Ama. He didn’t talk much to her, but she didn’t seem to need him to speak. They just sat together in the family room, him flicking that fucking lighter as he watched cartoons, while Amaryllis played with dolls or read the books she loved.

      Wolfe kept trying, but she kept snubbing him—something I’d have to work on with Amaryllis. Axe was a bit like Flame. He sort of hovered, watched cartoons and shit, but his silence wasn’t comfortable. I could see the words bubbling in his mouth. He wanted to speak with her, wanted to talk, just didn’t know how.

      I hadn’t seen Dagger around our daughter, but because I knew him, I wasn’t offended.

      Flame was particular about certain things, but he was also the most easygoing in some ways. Amaryllis was his daughter, and therefore, he’d sit with her. She didn’t have to like him, he didn’t have to like her. But they could just be together, him watching the TV and her reading because that was it. They were linked, tied intrinsically together.

      It was a simplistic way of viewing the world, but Ama was young. I knew—for a fact, because it was how Flame had been with me when we were kids—that she’d get so used to Flame being there, her second shadow, that he’d seamlessly become a part of her days until she couldn’t actually think of one when he wasn’t there.

      Dagger, on the other hand, wasn’t like that. He overthought shit, and his father had been a crappy role model. He’d beaten the fuck out of Dagger and his mom, and making friends had been hard for him. If it weren’t for the fact that they’d all been councilors’ sons, I wasn’t even sure if Dagger would have hung around the others.

      That he’d befriended Ryan came as a huge surprise.

      “I’m building up to it,” was how Dagger replied to Flame’s question.

      Flame, of course, made a disgusted noise. “Why? She ain’t a DEA agent. You don’t have to think before you speak. Fuck, you can even swear. Lucie said she knows not to copy what we say.”

      My lips quivered as I recalled that conversation. Flame had tried, I had to give him that, but he’d lasted about a minute before dropping F-bombs here and there.

      Dagger grunted. “Just give me time.”

      “How much time? She’ll be eighteen soon.”

      Laughing, I patted Flame’s knee. “Don’t worry, love. There’s no rush.”

      “Sure there is,” Flame grumbled. “She needs us all around her. Especially if you’re taking her to live elsewhere.”

      My nose crinkled at that. “You’re coming with me.”

      Dagger cleared his throat, but I knew he did that only to hide his laugh. “We are, huh?”

      I tilted my face to the side. I could only see part of his expression, thanks to the light on the back wall, but I shrugged. “Of course. You didn’t think I was moving away, did you?”

      “Well, you should probably have led with that, Luce,” Flame groused, and I squeezed his leg again.

      “Sorry. I thought the whole ‘you’re mine and I’m not going anywhere’ was clue enough.”

      He grunted. “Maybe a man likes things clarified.”

      “Maybe a woman doesn’t like repeating herself,” I retorted, twisting around to glower at him. “You got a problem with moving out?”

      “Nah.”

      “Well, then why you arguing?”

      “Just making a point.”

      “Your point sucks,” I grumbled. “Anyway, where the hell do you think we’d sleep here?”

      Flame rubbed his chin. “I was thinking about that today.”

      Dagger sighed, relaxing deeper into the swaying bench seat. “Me too.”

      “Even when people know, Wolfe will want to keep things quiet—” I started.

      “You okay with that?” Dagger asked.

      “Honestly? No. But I don’t care. I’m just not going to keep shit a secret. I’m discreet by nature—”

      “Since fucking when?” Flame said around a hoot.

      I glowered at him. “Since always.”

      He gaped at me. “You were almost expelled four times, Lucie. You threw a Molotov cocktail at your teacher’s car. You almost set fire to the clubhouse that time you were messing around with that shit your pop used to make his toys. And you stole his bike and got brought home by six cops because it took that many to get you to stop.”

      My nose wrinkled. “I’m a mom now.”

      “Since when did becoming a mother change your DNA?”

      I grunted at the new voice. “What is it with you guys? Just sneaking up on people is rude.”

      Wolfe snorted. “Because we care so much about being rude. What’s this about moving out?”

      “You were listening in?”

      He shrugged. “Should have checked who was sitting out here before you started opening your mouth.”

      Nostrils flaring, I hissed, “You’re all impossible.”

      “And we’re all yours.” His smile was toothy. “Ain’t you glad you came home?”

      My heart almost came to a stop at his words. Did that mean he was coming around to my way of thinking?

      Instead of pouncing on his comment, I told him, “Most of the time.” Then I huffed. “But don’t forget, I’m the one who knows all your weaknesses,” I finished smugly, amused when he just rolled his eyes at my threat. A threat he had to know wasn’t just me mouthing off.

      “Why did you guys come out here anyway? I was enjoying some peace and fucking quiet,” was all Wolfe said.

      “I wanted to talk to Lucie,” Dagger explained softly, and I turned to look at him and saw his head was resting back against the seat.

      “About?”

      “About when she left.”

      Wolfe grunted, but he didn’t get up and leave, which I half-expected, to be honest. Wolfe wasn’t one to give apologies, and today had already come as a huge surprise. I’d never expected what had gone down today to go down period. At least, not until he opened up to me some more. Sex definitely hadn’t been on the cards, but I couldn’t regret it. Wouldn’t. Not when I’d been craving them and missing them for as long as I had.

      Was he sitting outside, on his lonesome, when there was a party going down just a few feet away because he was regretting what we’d done?

      It was hard to imagine Wolfe regretting anything.

      He tended to do what he wanted, when he wanted. He was an asshole like that. Damn his sexy hide.

      “Pepper found the drugs in your room. When Bomber confronted you, you didn’t deny you’d taken them. Just got into a fight with him. Then he exiled you,” Wolfe growled. “That was pretty much how it went down as far as I remember.”

      I blinked. “I totally did deny I’d taken the drugs.”

      “You didn’t, Luce,” Flame replied, and his voice was soft, loaded with regret.

      I cut Dagger a look, but he was shaking his head too. “You didn’t,” he confirmed. “We were all waiting on you to deny it, then you didn’t, and when he told you to get out, you did.”

      “And you didn’t follow,” I replied with a snarl, furiously thinking back and trying to recall whether they were speaking true or not. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember. That day wasn’t a blank spot in my mind, but it was clouded over with heartbreak and loss. So much so that the details were beyond hazy when I needed them to be crystal clear.

      “No. Because you were a traitor and we were loyal to our Prez.” Floorboards creaked as Wolfe moved, and in the shadows, I saw him appear from the gloom.

      Christ, it was spooky how I saw his eyes first, and it reminded me too much of coming across a wolf in the wild. Shit, a wild wolf might show someone more pity than my Wolfe. I knew he was a killer, knew what he and the rest of my men were capable of, and I loved them anyway.

      “You should have known I didn’t do it.” My eyes loaded with tears. “You knew how I was with him. I was always causing trouble, always getting into fights with him. I was a stupid attention seeker—”

      “And taking the drugs fit the fucking pattern, Luce,” Wolfe ground out. “But this time, shit had deeper consequences. The drugs weren’t ours, were they? You got us into a whole heap of shit with the cartel we were running them for.”

      “It wasn’t until later, and I’m talking years on, that I started to think you hadn’t,” Dagger told me, and by his tone, I got the feeling he was trying to reassure me. It didn’t work.

      “Thanks, I think,” I muttered unhappily.

      Flame lifted his arm and curved it around my shoulders. “I didn’t care if you’d done it or not, Lucie. I just missed you and didn’t care what you’d done.”

      “You’re not making shit any better, Flame,” Wolfe retorted, and I had to withhold my laugh.

      He wasn’t wrong, but nor was he right.

      Somehow, Flame’s earnestness was all the more touching because I knew how he rolled. The pyromaniac didn’t even speak to many people, and when he did, it wasn’t like he was trying to be eloquent. He didn’t give a fuck about what anyone thought of him, and yet, here he was, trying to make me feel better.

      He couldn’t. Not where this topic was concerned. But hell, I’d been set up with the drugs by my dad who, biological or not, had not only sucked at fatherhood, but who, apparently, had murdered my mother and had my men potentially burn any evidence down after he died too.

      Yeah, none of this was going to make me feel better, and we weren’t even talking all that much about the situation itself.

      One day, I’d come home with Ryan after an afternoon at the mall. It had been his turn to ‘guard’ me because my father didn’t trust me not to get into trouble—the dumbass didn’t realize I got into even worse shit with my guys around me. But, by that point, there’d been some kind of search in the clubhouse for a kilo package of cocaine that had gone missing.

      It had been in my bedroom, tucked underneath my bed—because that was the best hiding place, right?

      Wolfe had hauled me into Dad’s office the second I’d made it inside the clubhouse where Bomber had proceeded to rail me.

      Truth was, for the first time in my life, I’d been terrified. There hadn’t been an ounce of pity in his face. I was used to that, but in this situation, I knew brothers were killed for less. Fuck, if I’d been a brother, they’d have dragged me to The Pit, a room in the clubhouse I wasn’t supposed to know about, killed me, and fed me to the pigs at the farm the MC frequented to dispose of their little ‘accidents.’

      That I’d been exiled was a blessing.

      That Ryan had been allowed to leave with me? Well, I wasn’t sure why, because my father had been more than capable of making sure he stayed—

      Wait.

      My throat felt tight as I whispered, “Why did my dad let Ryan leave with me?”

      Flame shrugged. “Why wouldn’t he?”

      I twisted in my seat to gape at him. “You’re kidding me, right? You’re a Rebel until you die, Flame. But he let Ryan leave. Why?”

      “To keep you safe, Lucie. You were still his daughter—”

      At the face Flame pulled, I realized he’d just heard the mistake he’d made. “Yeah, we both know that totally makes sense,” I scoffed. “He knew I wasn’t his, so he didn’t have to go gentle with me. But he did, he assured my safety by letting Ryan go with me. Why?”

      What happened, Ryan?

      Of course, he didn’t answer. He never did. He only popped up at frustrating moments to scare the shit out of me and make me think I was going crazy.

      Wolfe’s brow puckered, as he slowly stated, “I have to admit, I never really thought about it. I was too busy getting high and drunk and fucking anything that moved in the aftermath.”

      I scowled at him. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” That Wolfe had sunk to taking drugs blew my goddamn mind. The sex? Hell, I wasn’t stupid. I didn’t even want to know where they’d been. It was why I’d asked if they were clean though. Man whores.

      “Yeah, actually, it is,” he rumbled. “Any other traitorous bitch, I’d have celebrated instead of trying to forget every fucking day, until I began waking up and you weren’t the first thing on my goddamn mind.”

      As I gaped at him, I processed that, for Wolfe, that was probably one of the most romantic things I’d ever hear spill from his lips.

      My mouth quivered as I dug my nails into my upper thighs, needing to ground myself before I flung myself at him and made him aware of what his words did to me.

      Flame rasped, “We were miserable for a long time, Lucie.”

      “Yeah,” Dagger inserted gruffly. “Things were shit. And then dickface over there got married to that bitch and shit derailed even faster.”

      Wolfe flipped him the bird before he squatted down in front of me. With his back to the railing, he sat with his legs sprawled flat in front of him. “You’re right, Lucie. Bomber would never have let Kid go if he didn’t want him to.”

      “But, why? I thought everyone loved Ryan?” I queried, trying to hide from how much it hurt to hear his road name.

      “Yeah, I thought so too,” Flame replied, and suddenly, the lighter was out and the hiss and spit of it as he brought it to life interrupted the suddenly heavy silence.

      “We might never find out the reason, guys,” Dagger said softly. “Both of them are dead and the dead don’t talk.”

      Tension whirled around inside me because I knew this was important. Knew this mattered. They weren’t wrong about the aftermath of that day. With my world in pieces at my feet, I’d spent the subsequent weeks in deep mourning. I’d missed them like I’d miss my left hand if it was amputated.

      Being without them had been a living hell.

      Until that point, every single day of my eighteen years had involved them all. There hadn’t been a day where I didn’t see them, and when they’d been moved into the clubhouse, that had only deepened because I’d eaten with them, spent all my time with them. Doing without them had been pure torture.

      Because that memory was enough to make tears fall and I wasn’t a fucking crier, I ground out, “Okay, we need to move on from that. Agreed?”

      Silence fell at my words, and I knew it was because I’d surprised them. Maybe they thought I’d hold a grudge, and let’s face it, with my record I couldn’t blame them. But I was a mom now. It had changed me in ways these guys were still learning, and this was one of them.

      What was the point of wasting more time on something that couldn’t be changed?

      I had Ama to think of now, and the future, too. We’d spent so long apart that anything that might add to more time spent separate wasn’t something I could deal with.

      I just needed us to be together, needed for them to accept that I wasn’t going to be anything other than these sinners’ old lady.

      If it seemed like I was rolling over, then maybe that was because I was. I was fucking tired. So tired. My grief was like a thunderstorm rumbling overhead, and I needed them more than I needed my next breath to help me chug along, to get to a point in the future where things started to seem brighter than they were now.

      Without them, there was only darkness.

      I’d die in that darkness. Perish. They weren’t saints, anything but, but they were my light at the end of the tunnel, and I couldn’t be without them a second longer.

      “Agreed.”

      I wasn’t surprised that Flame said it first. He was the one who found connections the hardest to forge, and him and me? Our connection went soul deep.

      “Agreed,” Dagger rasped.

      Of course, Axe wasn’t here, but I knew he was like them. He’d want to focus on the future rather than the past.

      The salt in the wound here was the big bastard lying on the floor…

      Swallowing, I looked at Wolfe and whispered, “What do you say?”

      His eyes gleamed in the dark night, the wall light making the whites shine harder as he stared me down like the feral fucker he was.

      My heart almost stopped as I watched his mouth open, and when he ground out, “Agreed,” I knew, somehow, everything was going to be okay.
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      “Hey, Ama, don’t you want to head outside with us?”

      When she stared at me like I’d grown another head, I almost laughed, but I was too concerned. Lucie was as well. She hadn’t left the clubhouse since she’d gotten here, had stayed inside all the damn time, and though she was adjusting, it was weird, right?

      Hell, I didn’t know shit about kids, but they needed to play, didn’t they? The rest of the brats that were running around outside like they were high on Monster did, that was for damn sure.

      The family BBQs on Sundays were important to the MC. It was where the dual lives of most brothers came to a head, and bringing them around for a helluva meal, some drinks, and a bonfire was a great way to do it. With all the kids around, I’d been hoping that Amaryllis would head outside and play, but she was cooped up in the family room, reading a book.

      Cutting Wolfe a look, I took a seat beside Ama and watched as he took the sofa opposite. The TV was on, some stupid cartoon on the screen, and as he watched it, he murmured, “Ryan loved cartoons.”

      We’d planned this. Lucie said it was too hard talking about Ryan, but that she didn’t want Amaryllis to forget him, so we’d come up with ways we could mention him so that Ama didn’t feel like she was alone in her grief.

      I was relieved as fuck to notice her eyes drift from the book to the screen at his words.

      “Yeah, he loved Cartoon Network, didn’t he?” I replied.

      “The old shit. None of the new stuff.” Wolfe’s laughter was soft, reminiscent with memories. For a hard ass, he was showing a different side of himself around Ama. “Captain Caveman, do you remember that? That little dude with all the hair who ran around with a club solving crimes?”

      Chuckling, I sank back into the sofa and relaxed—sure, there was a point to this conversation, but it didn’t mean I couldn’t think back to times that had been so simple it was surreal. “Yeah, I remember. But that was when he was real young. Amaryllis’s age, right?”

      “Definitely. After, it was the Power Rangers.”

      I snorted. “We were all Power Rangers.”

      “I was blue, Flame was yellow because he had big enough balls to play that when the yellow one was a chick in the show, you were green, Dag was red, then we made up black for Ryan, remember?”

      “That means momma was pink,” Amaryllis chimed in, and my eyes widened at her voice because I hadn’t expected her to chat with us if I was being honest. “Momma hates pink. She’d never play that.”

      “She had to play it. We weren’t going to be pink,” I retorted with a laugh. “And if she wanted to play with us, then that was the rule.”

      “You were mean. Momma hates pink,” she repeated stubbornly, like she had the creed on her mother.

      “You’re right, sweet pea,” Lucie said softly, her voice making me look up so I could see her, standing in the doorway, a soft smile on her lips. “I do. I did then, too, but I’d have even dressed up in purple if it meant playing with your daddies.”

      Ama gasped. “No!”

      Lucie’s nod was solemn. “Yes.”

      “But you hate purple more than pink!” Amaryllis argued, closing her book and holding it to her little chest as she twisted to face her momma.

      “I know I do. See the things I do for your daddies?” she teased, and Ama huffed.

      “I’d never play brown to play with some boys.”

      Lucie grinned. “You wouldn’t now, maybe. Let’s wait until you’re older, huh?” When Wolfe and I growled at that, Lucie shot us a look with eyes that were twinkling with amusement. “Although, I think you like playing with Lawrence, don’t you?” Ama’s cheeks burned. “He’s outside. Why don’t you go play with him?”

      Ama huffed. “Don’t want to.” She opened her book, pressed her face so close to the page that she was practically living within the pages, and I knew that was our conversation done for the day.

      Even though I’d have liked to carry on talking about the past, I didn’t push her. Wolfe seemed to be on the same page too because we both got to our feet and headed over to Lucie.

      She pressed a hand to each of our chests and murmured, “Thank you both for trying.”

      Wolfe just nodded before heading off toward the front door. As I studied his tense back, I stopped Lucie from going after him. “Leave him. He needs a beer.”

      She sighed. “You’re right. I need to go back to the kitchen. I’m helping Dorie.”

      Grinning down at her, I told her, “This I have to see.”

      As we moved toward the front of the house where the kitchen was situated, she asked, “Why?”

      “I never imagined you as a domestic goddess.”

      Her nose crinkled, and the gesture was so like the one Amaryllis had made that my heart went pitter-fucking-patter in my chest. “I’m not. Not really.”

      “Then why are you helping in the kitchen?”

      “Easier than being out there,” she admitted with a sigh.

      “They’ll come around,” I told her, hauling her into my side so I could squeeze her.

      “I know. Just… not yet.”

      “Hey Axe. You going to help us make potato salad?” Dorie teased, the second I crossed the threshold.

      I snorted. “Only if you want it to be burned.”

      “How the hell can you burn potato salad?”

      “The potatoes need to be cooked, don’t they?” I retorted.

      “You should be good with a cleaver. That’s like an ax, ain’t it?” Dorie asked, tapping her chin as she thought about a task she could give me.

      Lucie laughed. “Let’s not test it.”

      Smirking, Dorie returned to her own task—looked like she was icing a couple dozen cupcakes. Because the job seemed pretty fucking thankless, I kept my mouth shut in case she asked for help, and turned to look out the window.

      In the near distance, there was a bonfire that had been stacked since this morning when we’d had all the prospects building it. We wouldn’t light it until darkness fell, but everyone was hanging out around it, most of them with some BBQ on their paper plates as they talked, danced to the music that was blaring out from speakers that were set out around the front of the house, and basically having a good time.

      The sweetbutts had to make themselves scarce on Sundays, because we didn’t want any kids seeing them with any of the bikers, and that was why the old ladies were in the kitchen cooking when that would normally be the clubwhores’ job.

      It pleased me to see my brothers and their families looking so happy in the bright midsummer’s day. I wasn’t one for introspection, but ever since Lucie had returned, I’d taken to overthinking shit, trying to understand how everything had changed, all so I could find my new balance. That wasn’t to say I wasn’t happy, because I was, still, Lucie had a way of making a man’s world rock and I was just trying to roll with the punches.

      In the industrial kitchen, Dorie and Lucie worked to set up the side dishes. I knew Dorie was a bit of an introvert unless it was with people she liked, and that she and Lucie got on so well told me that Dorie had never believed Bomber, so she’d had more faith in Lucie than we had… Well, that made me feel like shit, even though I was glad Lucie had at least one friend.

      “Do you need more help?” I asked when, after twenty minutes, no one else came in and offered their aid.

      Dorie snorted. “Nope. I’m used to it.”

      I scowled. “That’s shit. I can get some prospects in to help. You should have said that no one was helping out, Dorie.”

      “I like it when it’s quiet. Don’t need all those old hens chattering away.”

      Lucie laughed. “Can’t believe you’re Wheels’ old lady, Dorie.”

      The other woman chuckled. “That’s exactly why I need the peace. You know he chatters more than the sweetbutts.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” I said around a laugh of my own.

      “Surprised you ain’t got into it with some of the sweetbutts, Lucie. Not with the way they hang around your men.”

      My laughter died and I glowered at her, but Dorie had been raised with us so she just cocked a brow at me, then, stunned me by sticking out her tongue.

      Lucie snorted. “They’ll learn. Soon enough.” The warning was for me too.

      I heeded it by staying out of the conversation.

      “You still thinking of moving out?”

      Shit, Lucie had talked about this with Dorie? But, even as I grumbled inwardly, I couldn’t be too mad. Not when I knew how loud this place was, how inappropriate too—I’d fallen over two couples fucking in the bar before I’d sought out Wolfe for our little conversation with Amaryllis. It wasn’t like I could say shit. They’d been two brothers with their old ladies, and everyone knew that the bar was where any kind of scene could go down.

      “Yeah. I keep meaning to, then I get bogged down with something else.”

      Dagger had told me she wanted us to move with her, so I wasn’t scared of her leaving, but fuck, it would be a real upheaval and it wasn’t like we worked a nine-to-five. We needed to be on hand most hours of the day, especially when it came down to runs, and hell, they were safe here. That mattered to me more than anything. Especially with those bastard Knights hovering around the perimeter of our lives.

      Still, if we kept her busy, then maybe she’d forget entirely… wasn’t a bad plan, even if it was devious, and where devious was concerned, it meant outwitting a master.

      Or, in this case, mistress, because Lucie was one of the best bullshitters I’d ever seen. Definitely meant we had to bring our A game to the table.
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      “Okay, give me the details.”

      Lucie, ever difficult, squinted at me. “Details about what?”

      “You know what.”

      She hitched a shoulder. “Maybe.”

      My nostrils flared with exasperation. “You have five minutes before the council meeting starts. If you want me to sell this idea to them, then you’d better—”

      “You’re giving me five minutes to discuss this business transaction before church?” She shook her head at me. “You really don’t want to make any money this year, do you?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Do you know how much money there is in smuggling cigarettes between states?”

      “A lot, I’d assume. Imagine how much more money there is in guns.”

      “You know how bizarre this conversation is, right?” Axe pointed out. “Lucie, if you had a dick, you’d have whipped it out right now and started a measuring contest.”

      “Which I’d win,” I told her smugly.

      “My cock might be smaller, but I know what to do with it.” She sniffed. “Unlike some people.”

      Because that was a blatant lie—and no, my ego wasn’t so huge that I thought I was Casanova reborn—I had to laugh. “You’ve got some front, babe.”

      She grabbed her tits. “And all of it’s up here.” When we laughed, she smirked at us. “You know it’s the truth,” she ended with a wink.

      I was tempted to haul her onto my lap and motorboat her tits, but fuck, I wasn’t lying about church.

      “Yeah, it’s the truth, but come on. How am I supposed to—”

      “How about you let me into church and I sell the details myself? I’m the one who knows the process.” She huffed. “Makes more sense, right?”

      “No bitches in church,” Flame mumbled, his lighter hissing to punctuate the sentence.

      “Then no G.G.s to make us plenty of money.” She rubbed her fingers together. “I’ll be off. I have a house to find in town.” Her eyes turned distant. “Is Taylor Hills still swank?”

      Axe’s shoulders straightened. “You can’t seriously think we can live there?”

      Her grin was all teeth. “You haven’t seen the money in my account, baby.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “How much money did those guns earn you, Lucifer?”

      “You know that trick stopped working when I was, what, ten, right?” She snorted at my use of her full name.

      “Yeah, well, maybe if you gave us some of the facts we’d be more open to the business—”

      She shrugged. “Don’t need you to be open to it. I can do the business myself. Ryan and I did. Can afford the initial outlay because that’s how I got the money—sold all our equipment.”

      “You have to be shitting me. You had a factory?” I rasped.

      “Ryan was very good at what he did, and he taught me everything he knew.” There was a surprising lack of smugness to her words, and I knew that was because Ryan had only taught her everything because he’d known he was sick and wasn’t going to be there forever to protect her.

      My brother had had white knight syndrome. If I hadn’t loved the bastard, I’d resent him, because how the fuck were we mortals ever supposed to compare?

      “As shitty as Rutherford is,” Dagger insisted, “Taylor Hills’ properties are still over a million because of the land.”

      “I can afford it. Plus, I’ll need the land, won’t I?”

      “For the factory you intend to make?” I snapped, arching a brow at her. Even though I was pissed at her for trying to checkmate me, I had to admit, she looked fine doing it.

      Dressed in a pair of slacks and a button-down, she looked surprisingly formal. I’d forgotten her plan to find somewhere to live today, and she was obviously out to impress—that wasn’t so easy when she wore her usual getup of shitkickers, denim shorts or a mini skirt, and a wife beater that showed more of her tits than hid them. We’d managed to keep her occupied, but not for long enough if her smart attire was anything to go by.

      “Yup,” she chirped cheerfully.

      When she waved a hand at us, her intent to leave, I ground out, “Lucifer, stay right where you are.”

      “You my daddy now, Wolfe?” she demanded, her eyes narrowing into slits. “Just ‘cause I don’t know who mine is don’t mean I need someone to take up the role.”

      My top lip quirked up. “If anyone needs to be taken over their knee by their ‘daddy,’ it’s you.” As much as I’d have loved to slap her ass, I didn’t. Church was getting closer. “No women in church, Lucie. You know that rule.”

      “I also know that rules are made to be broken,” she purred at me, and fuck, if my cock didn’t twitch.

      Shoving a hand through my hair, I gritted out, “Just tell me how much you made last year.”

      “Turnover or profit?”

      “Both?” I rasped impatiently.

      “Eight hundred thousand turnover, three-fifty profit.” She shrugged. “They’re expensive to make when there are only two hands on deck, because it’s a labor-intensive process. More hands, more guns, more money.”

      “More ways to split the money too,” Dagger pointed out.

      “The joys of expansion,” was all she said. “You have to spend money to make it.”

      I grunted. “What’s the process?”

      “I’m not giving you the idea, boys.”

      My nostrils flared in irritation. “Thought this was your buy in to the MC?”

      “And it is, but I can’t buy shit if I sell it to you beforehand. You want me here, I know that,” she replied, her tone earnest for the first time since this conversation had started. “But the rest? Nope.” She popped the last syllable. “If I sell them this idea, then at least they’ll know what I’m bringing to the table.”

      Because she wasn’t wrong, I sighed. Reaching up, I pinched the bridge of my nose and mumbled, “You think you have us by the balls—”

      “No, sugar, I don’t think I do, I know I do. But that’s only because you’re interested in my proposal. The money’s there.” She retrieved her cell from the neat leather purse she had tucked on her shoulder. As she tapped the screen, I stared at her, and had to admit the whole soccer mom/businesswoman vibes she was throwing off was hot as fuck.

      When she stepped over to me and turned her screen around, I saw she was on her online banking app on her phone. When I saw the digits in her account, I whistled.

      Her lips curved in a knowing grin, before she turned around and showed my brothers. “Proof of the pudding is in the eating.”

      Axe cut me a look, but I saw he was just as startled as I was. Ryan had set Lucie up well, and fuck, she’d had no need to come back here. If I’d thought it was because she needed support, I was wrong. Well, kind of. She didn’t need the financial kind, but the emotional? Yeah, she needed that.

      Lucie was a pretty cold woman, but where we were concerned, we were her kryptonite. I knew that. Knew that she needed us as much as I’d trained myself not to need her.

      Having her around was making these past few years of denying my feelings for her seem all the more fucking pointless. And when I thought about my disastrous marriage? I felt like an even bigger dumbass.

      Axe’s voice was thoughtful as he stated, “I think the brothers will be interested in what she has to say.”

      No shit. With that amount of money backing her? Jesus would be interested too. Maybe for different reasons, though…

      While I bitched about it, I ultimately agreed to having the pain in my ass approach the brothers at church.

      Watching her walk away, Axe’s arms slung around her shoulders as he guided her out of the office, was enough to make it worthwhile though. I could sense her excitement, could read the hope she had that this would be enough to appease the rest of the club.

      But I wasn’t so sure. Bikers had long memories, and Bomber had fucked up her rep over the years. For her sake, I hoped this was enough, and that I wasn’t lynched when my brothers saw who I’d brought with us for the meeting.

      Church took place in the basement, which replicated the floor plan of the stairs above. It contained a large, custom-built table that seated thirty brothers, with the rest herded around it on other seats.

      Knowing the rest of the MC would be inside by now because we were running late, I hauled her back when we reached the door. “Don’t come in until we call for you,” I told her, surprised when she just nodded and stayed back without argument.

      As we walked in, the chatter of two hundred men died down. The act was respectful, but I’d heard what they were discussing like a bunch of old hens before they’d shut their traps—Lucie’s return and why we hadn’t tossed her out.

      Dumbfucks.

      Ignoring them, I went straight to the table and took my place. I was at the head, Axe, as my VP, was at the other end. Dotted around were Flame, who was my Enforcer, and Dagger, who was my Treasurer. The positions of Secretary, Road Captain, and Sergeant of Arms had yet to be established as the previous holders of said roles had all died in the same gunfight that had killed Bomber.

      We were currently at war with the MC behind that mass slaughter, but we’d had to retreat to lick our wounds as we tried to find a new equilibrium.

      In truth, Lucie couldn’t have returned home at a worse time in that we were all unsettled and on edge. But, with her proposition, she might well save all our asses.

      The basement was illuminated starkly with bright white lights that made me feel like I was being interrogated by the cops, but it was a dark as fuck space without them. I hated being down here, but I didn’t have much say in the matter. Church was church, and holding it down here was more than just convenient, since it fit the three-hundred strong brotherhood, but also, Bomber had stacked the place with supplies in case we were attacked.

      I’d always thought the fucker was paranoid, until he’d been shot down by Satan’s Knights MC. A piss-poor excuse for a club who was trying to snatch our territory out from under us.

      Thinking about having Amaryllis and Lucie in the midst of this chaos set my heart racing, and knowing that she wanted to live outside the clubhouse? Fuck. That just wasn’t going to work, even if I understood her logic. I wasn’t happy about my little girl being in contact with these motherfuckers every day. I didn’t have many paternal instincts, but having her see the shit that went down in the clubhouse was more than even I thought I could stand.

      With the hiss of Flame’s lighter punctuating every word, I listened to Axe who was acting as Secretary until we picked a new one. He read through some of the shit we’d discussed last time, things we were supposed to have resolved by now but hadn’t. It had been a fucked-up couple of weeks thanks to Lucie, and that point was rammed home by how little we’d achieved since last church.

      Time that was unaffordable to lose.

      I rubbed my nose as I slouched back in my seat, not paying as much attention as I should while I stared at my brothers. I had a feeling that we had a dirty rat among our kind, but nothing solid to suggest who.

      Someone had told the Knights about our shipment, but it could have been someone with eyes on the compound.

      My distrust and unease was one of the reasons I hadn’t selected brothers for the open roles on my council. They were all having to earn their spots.

      “—before we get started on other business,” Axe drawled, “anyone have anything they need to bring to the table?”

      The table was set in the back-right corner of the basement, so we could twist around and look out to the hordes of bikers down here. We were a large club, had doubled our numbers in the early nineties, thanks to the uptick in demand for cocaine. With our proximity to the border, calling on us for transport was pretty standard. Back in the day, we’d run lines for the Bratva up in Brighton Beach and a Mexican Cartel over in Chihuahua.

      “Why’s Bomber’s daughter back?”

      I pinpointed the brother who’d asked the question and narrowed my eyes at him. “She’s come home.”

      “For good? Not sure what Bomber would think—”

      “Who says I give a fuck what your opinion is?” I snapped back. “I don’t need a vote to take an old lady.”

      Before anyone could say anything, utter another word that would break the sudden silence my declaration had triggered, Flame’s lighter hissed and popped. “Nor does Dagger, Axe, or I.”

      I felt the other men’s confusion. My nostrils flared in irritation at being cornered like that, but fuck, I got it, and if it meant being undermined by the other members, then I’d just have to prove to them that I was still as much of a cunt as ever.

      “You’re sharing her?” Rodeo asked, his eyes wide.

      I dipped my chin. “She’s ours. So, watch your fucking words.”

      “She’s a traitor!” Locke spat from his position in the middle of the crowd. Apparently the dick felt passionate enough to leap to his feet.

      “She’s also the mother of my daughter, Locke, so like I said, watch your fucking words.”

      More whispers fell at that.

      “Her girl, Amaryllis, is yours?”

      “You see any other new kids hovering around the place?” I snapped, leaning forward in my seat as irritation hit me. When I saw the mixture of anger and confusion on my brothers’ faces, my mouth tightened. I hated having to answer to anyone, but that was the problem with being a leader sometimes.

      Sure, I could tell them what to do. Bomber had done that, and he’d done it pretty well, but he hadn’t been popular. They’d been loyal to him through fear.

      I wasn’t as bad as Bomber, but they knew to be scared of me. They knew that the MC would have sunk into shit if it weren’t for Flame, Dagger, Axe, and me.

      After the shit had gone down with Lucie, the cartel had pulled the plug on working with us. I wasn’t even sure how they’d found out about the situation, considering what Lucie had stolen had been retrieved, but ties had been cut and we’d had to find another source of income to feed the many mouths in our club. As I hated drugs, I hadn’t been too unhappy with the change, but coming up with new sidelines had made the months after Lucie’s departure even tougher.

      It had been Flame’s idea to go into hits for hire, and we’d made a tidy profit ever since. Everyone from the Bratva to the Families used us for their dirty work when they wanted to kill someone and they couldn’t have ties to the murder. They all had their own men, of course, but sometimes, they needed anonymity to the nth degree.

      On top of that, it had been my idea to start transporting cigarettes, and that earned us a shit ton of money that had kept us flush for a good, long while.

      Still, the money didn’t match what we’d earned with the drugs, and with a war on my doorstep, that was why I was interested in Lucie’s idea. Not only to increase our own firepower, but to top up our dwindling bank accounts. Our last shipment had gone to fuck when the Knights had shot at us. I’d told Bomber not to go on that fucking run, but he’d ignored me. As usual. He’d only ever listened when his back was to the wall.

      Idiot.

      Take this situation with Lucie’s business proposition? He’d never have thrown that to the MC. He’d have made his decision and the rest of us would have to abide by it. I refused to be that kind of Prez. But neither was I going to take their shit lying down.

      I was the leader of this lunatic bunch of outlaws, and just because I was flexible, didn’t mean they could try to top me from the bottom.

      Fuckers.

      “Look,” I stated as I got to my feet. “You don’t have to understand it to accept it. My kid, my old lady. You treat her like she’s fucking glass and we’re okay. If I hear of you badmouthing her, talking shit to her face, or even BS about you not looking out for her when I set her up with guards, I’ll slice your throats myself.”

      A bubble of sound roared through the crowd, but I just folded my arms across my chest and leaned back against the conference table.

      “How do you know she isn’t going to screw us over again?”

      “Do you have a death wish, Locke?” Flame rasped, his eyes shifting from the flame dancing on his lighter to peer into the crowd.

      “N-No, of course not,” Locke stuttered, pussying out. Not that I could blame him. If I was a mean fucker, Flame was the worst. Shit, he and Satan would make good buds.

      “Well, then shut your fucking mouth. Lucie is mine. I’ll let Wolfe slice your throat open, but not before I piss in your mouth and shove your cock in it.” His mouth curved into an evil smile that made his eyes dance. “Lucie ain’t no traitor. She was set up. We know that, and it ain’t for you to know how.”

      “That’s not how this works, brother,” Rodeo pointed out, and I didn’t want to slam my fist into his nose because he at least spoke politely.

      Yeah, I appreciated politeness. Sue me.

      “Ain’t it? You want to know the truth? The whole truth and nothing but the truth so help you God?” Flame sneered. “Far as I was aware, you were my brothers and you had my back. Didn’t realize you were all bacon.” He made an oinking sound that, from anyone else, would have triggered laughs.

      Flame?

      Everyone looked close to pissing themselves.

      Rodeo cleared his throat but raised his hands in surrender.

      A wise decision.

      I cut another look around the room before I declared, “You don’t have to like her to be polite to her, you don’t have to talk to her to protect her if you’re on security detail. You got me?”

      There was a chorus of ‘Ayes’ that had me dipping my chin, reassured that the message had been rammed home. Lucie was ours, under our protection, and that we’d kill to keep her safe.

      There wasn’t much else I could ask for.

      “Any other business before we get started?” Axe called out, his calm voice a stark contrast to the fear writhing around the atmosphere like a bomb that was waiting to blast.

      When no one spoke up, I nodded and said, “Okay, one of the reasons Lucie came back is because Kid is dead.”

      Curses fell at that—Ryan had been popular.

      “How’d he die?”

      I narrowed my eyes at Ink, a brother who ran the club’s ink parlor over in Jonsson, the next town over. “Lucie didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re fucking asking.”

      At my snarl, he flinched. “No, man, I just wondered how—”

      “Brain tumor.” The voice came from the back of the room and I grunted, pissed that she’d barged in before she was supposed to, and doubly pissed that she’d heard the brothers’ rejection of her.

      Fuck.

      I should have known.

      She was incapable of obeying.

      I sensed the brothers’ outrage at her presence, but she didn’t seem to care as she strode toward the table like a model walking down a catwalk.

      Her eyes were trained on me, her head held high as she moved like sin on heels. When she reached my side, she turned around, and declared, “Kid had Glioblastoma. It’s the most lethal type.” She sucked down a shaky breath. “He went through three surgeries and three rounds of radiation, but nothing worked. When they were going to try something else, he decided against it. He died two months later.”

      It was amazing how such a torturous time, one loaded with pain, suffering, misery, and grief, could be condensed into one chilly paragraph.

      “You bring his ashes back?” Wheels asked. He ran our garage in Rutherford, and was pretty much a shoo-in for Road Captain.

      “Of course.” She cleared her throat. “He’d have wanted the full works.”

      “That’s what he’ll get.” I gently cupped her shoulder. “Kid, as always, was resilient. To the point where he was able to fabricate Ben Franklins… Anyone in the class know what a ghost gun is?”

      Slugger, a brother I wanted as Sergeant-at-Arms if he’d stop thinking with his dick and start using his brain, called out, “Weapons with no licenses, no purchasing orders, and no need for registration.” He whistled. “Kid was making that shit? Bastard always did ace shop class.”

      I snorted at that, because fuck, how had I forgotten that? “Yeah, I remember that now.”

      “He figured out a way to build .45 semi-automatics,” Lucie stated.

      At her words, the silence in the room was deafening. Especially considering the quantity of brothers in church.

      “They’re listening, baby girl,” I told her as I turned away. “The show is yours.” And with that, I returned to my seat at the head of the conference table and let her do what she had to—sell the future of Hell’s Rebels to the hellions themselves.
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      “Baby, come here.”

      Amaryllis’s mouth turned into a pout as she kept her attention fixed on her book.

      Sighing, I tried again. “Amaryllis?”

      When she ignored me for the second time, I switched between wanting to scream at her and wanting to shake her. Bad, I know, but hell, what was it about kids that tested your limits?

      Granted, my limits were lower than most people’s, and I had a tendency to act on things most wouldn’t. But usually where Amaryllis was concerned, I was very patient. I wasn’t sure if that was because I was a super good mother, or if it was down to the fact that normally, at least nine out of ten times, she was well behaved.

      After blowing out a breath, I stated, “I need you to put the book down, Amaryllis.”

      “I’m at a good part,” she mumbled.

      “I’ll bet, but I still need you to come sit with me, darlin’.”

      With a huff that was pure drama, and one I couldn’t exactly reprimand her over because she’d seen me do it a thousand times in front of Ryan, she carefully inserted the leather bookmark Ryan had crafted for her, then placed the book down on the stand. Just so. Then, she climbed off the bed we were sharing and stepped toward me on the sofa I was sitting on.

      I could have gone to her, but hell, getting her away from the book was a war in itself. I considered this a big win.

      We were in one of the spare rooms and I hated it, and I wanted to go and search for a new place for us as a family but I’d been swept up in details since the MC hadn’t ixnayed my proposal. Didn’t mean I wasn’t still chomping at the bit to get us away from the clubhouse.

      Something Amaryllis wasn’t facilitating.

      I had a feeling she liked it here, which didn’t exactly surprise me—as a kid, I’d liked it here too—but was a concern, nonetheless, because I didn’t want her raised solely around this environment.

      A lot of lifers just brought their kids around on Sundays when we had the family get-togethers. That was pretty much it. Only the single parents relied heavily on the club, or those who were in need of childcare.

      To my mind, the whole point of being a parent was to do better for your kids than you had. I hadn’t been raised with love from my father, and I’d been raised in a house that was loaded with sluts and chauvinists. Did I want my daughter around that? Nope. But it seemed like she’d been bitten by the bug.

      Or should I say, three bugs had bitten her.

      “Baby, I need you to lighten up on Daddy Wolfe.”

      As predicted, Amaryllis’s stubborn side—something she totally didn’t inherit from me—reared to the surface. She folded her arms across her chest and stuck out her bottom lip.

      When no words were forthcoming, I knew this shit was going to be more difficult to resolve than I’d anticipated.

      Reaching over to twirl the end of her braid around my fingers, I murmured, “Please, baby?”

      “He was mean to you. You cried.”

      Shit. Had I? I didn’t remember that. Although, I’d turned into a watering pot since Ryan’s death, so maybe it wasn’t too much of a surprise.

      “When?” I hedged.

      “That first night. When you slept.”

      Christ. “I was probably having a bad dream.”

      “You said his name. You were asking him not to let you go. He let you go anyway.”

      Wincing, I admitted, “Honey, that was a long time ago.”

      “Not long ago enough if it gives you bad dreams.”

      I couldn’t exactly argue with her logic.

      “When you love someone, sometimes, you make them cry.”

      “I love you and you don’t make me cry.”

      “How about when I tell you off for doing something I told you not to? I’ve seen your eyes sparkle, sweetheart.”

      Her mouth pursed into a rosebud. “That isn’t the same thing.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “No.”

      “Those last few months, Daddy Ryan was mean, wasn’t he?” I managed to get the words out, even though they felt like a betrayal in and of themselves. “He made me cry, baby. Didn’t stop me from loving him. If anything, I loved him harder.” It wasn’t a lie, but it didn’t take into account how those days, when the tumor seemed to change his entire personality, I’d loved the old Ryan even more. Appreciated him more than I ever thought possible.

      “Daddy was sick.” Her eyes widened. “Is Daddy Wolfe?”

      “No!” I quickly assured her, immediately regretting talking about Ryan. But shit, I was at a loss. We’d been here nearly three weeks now and she hadn’t spoken to Wolfe once.

      He didn’t say anything, but I saw that it killed him when she ignored him, and fuck, I wanted what I’d never had—Amaryllis to be surrounded in her daddy’s love. She had more daddies than she probably knew what to do with, but if Ryan had taught me anything, it was to be mindful where those you loved were concerned.

      The MC lifestyle wasn’t for everyone. It was hard and it was dangerous. One day, you were riding high with a big wedge in your pocket from a run, with the prospect of a party at the clubhouse with no other intention of getting your dick wet, and poisoning your liver for the night. The next? You could be in the morgue or in jail.

      As Prez, Wolfe wouldn’t take as many risks as some of the other members, but my dad had been Prez and he’d been killed too.

      There was always beef with other clubs, and the pigs were always sniffing around the place looking to take us down.

      I didn’t want her to have any regrets, even as I wondered if I’d done the right thing bringing my daughter back to the fold when, in retrospect, it seemed like the worst thing I could have done.

      But I needed to be here. My fucking soul needed to be here, with those men.

      I hadn’t done well after Ryan. I’d started drinking too much, eating too much, sleeping too much. I’d been a shitty mother, and I didn’t want that for Amaryllis. When the idea had come to me to return home, it was the only thing that had lit a fire under my ass in weeks.

      Suddenly, I had direction. I had a goal.

      Being a good mom should have been goal enough, but under the crushing grief? I’d crumpled, and I’d be ashamed about that for the rest of my life because I’d let her down.

      She might not like me for it at this moment, but I was trying to do right by her even as we spoke.

      Letting my thumb stroke her chubby cheek, I murmured, “Daddy Wolfe was confused when he first saw me, I know, and he was mean because of that. Don’t you get mad sometimes?” I cleared my throat. “You not talking to him… isn’t that you being mean to him?” Her eyes flared wide in outrage, but I quickly murmured, “I’ll always need you to defend me, baby. Always. And I thank you for that from the bottom of my heart, but sometimes, I need to defend you too. Daddy Wolfe wants to show you how much he loves you. I’d be such a bad mommy if I didn’t try to make you see that.”

      For a second, she squirmed in front of me. I knew she wanted to argue, knew it like I knew every angle of her young face, but I hadn’t demanded, I’d entreated, and where a clever little monkey like Ama was concerned, that meant everything.

      She huffed. “I don’t like it when people are mean to you.”

      “I know, baby. I feel the exact same way.”

      “You didn’t smack him.”

      My eyes flared wide. “Huh?”

      “When he was mean, you didn’t hit him.” Shit. Ryan always said this would bite me in the ass.

      God, I was a bad mother even when I was trying to be a good one.

      “I don’t hit everyone,” I attempted to reason.

      “No, but when they’re bad to you, you do. That’s ‘cause you’re strong.”

      I winced. Shit. This was where the outside world clashed with the MC way of living. Here, might was right. If you didn’t defend yourself with your fists, then that could mean the difference between a broken arm and bruised knuckles.

      Even without being at the clubhouse, I’d brought the MC culture to her door just by being me.

      I scrubbed my hand over my face as shame and regret filled me.

      “Momma?”

      Her tiny voice scared the fuck out of me. It was scared and concerned and just… everything I didn’t want her to feel.

      I stared deep into her eyes and whispered, “I love you, baby girl. You know that, don’t you?”

      She blinked. “I do, Momma.”

      “I was raised a certain way, Amaryllis. I wasn’t told not to do stuff, I was raised to think that if I did bad stuff and got told off, that was good because it was the only way my daddy paid attention to me.”

      “But that’s silly.”

      Okay, so maybe I hadn’t entirely fucked my daughter up. “I know, but it wasn’t silly to me then. He never talked to me, was never really that nice to me, and I just… I wanted him to love me.”

      “But being bad, didn’t that just make him angry?”

      “If he was angry, then at least he felt something instead of just… nothing. I don’t think my daddy loved me, but there were five boys in my life who did.”

      “My daddies?” she questioned solemnly.

      “Yes. But daddies are boys, aren’t they? And here, boys are always fighting.”

      “So you learned to fight too?”

      “Exactly. You’re so smart, baby.” I sucked down some air before I continued, “But you, my little love, don’t need to do things like that. I love you, and your daddies love you if you’ll give them the chance.”

      That had her sucking on her bottom lip.

      “I fight because that was how I was raised. But you? You don’t have to fight. You can be you, and that’s just perfect. You don’t have to be like me. And, honey, I’m going to try to stop being like this, because it’s setting a bad example for you.”

      Her brow puckered. “No. You keep us both safe,” she defended. “That’s what mommies do.”

      My smile, when it came, probably lit up the damn room at her words. I reached up and pinched her chin gently. “I’ll always keep you safe. But your daddies? They’re going to keep us safe.”

      “Will he be nice to you?”

      It didn’t take too many guesses to figure out which daddy she was referring to. “Yes,” I promised.

      She blew out a breath. “Okay. I’ll talk to him.”

      “Thank you, baby.” When Amaryllis held out her hand, I frowned at it. “What’s wrong?”

      “We can talk to him now if you want?”

      Nodding, I smiled at her and got to my feet. Whatever business Wolfe was involved in at the moment, he could tell it to fuck off, because this was far more important.

      I figured it was destiny on my side, though, when I knocked on the door and he called out, “Come on in.” As I peered around it, I saw that Dagger and Wolfe were there, and considering they were the two that she knew the least, it was definitely fate.

      Dagger nearly turned white when he saw Amaryllis, but Wolfe? He smiled. And that smile? Jesus, it was enough to make my heart and my panties melt.

      Fuck.

      So many times I’d come into this office to be reprimanded. So many times, my father had been seated behind that god-awful desk and he’d screamed at me, hissed and snarled, raged at yet another stupid thing I’d done to act out.

      This couldn’t have been a greater contrast.

      “I have someone here who’d like to talk to you both,” I prompted, closing the door behind me.

      “Well, we have all the time in the world, don’t we, Dag?” Wolfe replied, his tone sweet for her sake, but I heard the warning to Dagger and I had to stifle a snort.

      This was just the first step on a journey that would take a thousand, but at least this was in the right direction.

      I figured I couldn’t ask for much more than that.
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      “She’s so little, man. What if we break her?”

      I snorted at Flame, then punched him in the arm. “We won’t break her.”

      “You don’t know that,” Flame countered.

      Shit, he wasn’t wrong. You couldn’t break kids though, could you? At least, I hoped you couldn’t. None of us were particularly gentle guys, but there were plenty of kids around the MC and none of them had ‘broken’ over the years.

      That had to mean something, right?

      Rubbing my chin with one hand, I used the other to prop myself up against the wall. We were outside where a lot of the kids had decided to play tag.

      It had always been weird to me how a clubhouse could have so many kids in it, especially considering what went down on nights and weekends, but the MC was a family first, and families had kids.

      Lots of them.

      This past year, we’d had thirty brothers have kids. Thirty-four babies in all because JoJo and Rock couldn’t do anything simple and had to have twins. We were drowning in kids.

      Some of the mothers were sweetbutts, but most belonged to Old ladies who actually worked and couldn’t when they had a baby attached to them twenty-four seven. I’d never even thought about the kids other than to label them as a nuisance in my mind. Funny how things could fucking change in the blink of an eye.

      “I don’t like how that Lawrence kid is looking at her.” The words were punctuated by the hissing of Flame’s lighter.

      I stared at Lawrence—Wheels’ surprise, surprise—and then saw how he was acting around Amaryllis.

      “He’s protecting her.”

      “Look at his eyes.” Flame grunted. “Don’t trust the little fucker.”

      “He’s, what? Eleven? And she’s fucking five, dude. Don’t see shit where there ain’t nothing to see.”

      “He’s gonna be a problem,” Flame intoned in his voice of doom.

      I huffed. “Lawrence is a good kid. Maybe he just wants to look after her like we did Lucie.”

      “Exactly.”

      Elbowing him in the side, I grumbled, “We didn’t do shit until she started doing it to us.”

      “Which part of this ain’t you getting?” Flame retorted. “That’s my fucking problem. You watch, they’ll be raising hell together.”

      “Little early to condemn them,” I retorted, watching as Amaryllis, giggling all the way, began chasing after a little girl whose name I didn’t know in an attempt to tag her.

      I’d never known any of the kids’ names because I hadn’t been interested. Not outside of how they and their mommas affected our men anyway.

      Now, all of a sudden, both Flame and I were standing outside, watching over the proceedings and all because our daughter was in among the mix.

      When Flame had found me in the common room having a beer and a game of pool with Rodeo, one of the guys who was working his way up the ladder to sit on the council, he’d said two words, “Amaryllis’s outside,” and instantly, he’d gained my attention.

      Didn’t matter that there was a Benjamin Franklin riding on the game, didn’t matter that I was close to winning. Those words had been like a stick up the ass as we’d headed outside.

      Why?

      It was the first time she’d left the clubhouse.

      Period.

      With or without her momma at her side.

      Seeing her now in the yard, I had to admit to feeling a little better about shit. This had to mean she was settling in, right? Or was it too soon to even be thinking of that?

      “She misses Ryan,” Flame murmured sadly.

      “She ain’t the only one,” I said on a sigh. We all missed Ryan. It was like being short of one of our Musketeers. We’d been five, though, not four, but now we were that permanently.

      “Wish I’d gotten to see him before he passed over,” Flame rasped, showing about as much emotion as he was capable of.

      I cut him a look, then eyed the vicinity. That tone of voice usually went hand in hand with him setting fire to something, but I figured we were okay out here. Not only was Amaryllis playing nearby, but there wasn’t really anything flammable around us.

      “Me too, brother.” I reached over and slapped him on the back. “Let’s be grateful Lucie and Ama are back, though, yeah?”

      “I am. Even if she’s bringing trouble with her.”

      “Lucie is trouble. Fuck, there should be a picture of her in the dictionary near the definition of the word.”

      Flame smirked. “True.”

      And if the fucker didn’t sound proud as fucking punch about that, I’d eat my bike.

      I let quiet fall between us, one that was softened only by giggles from the kids who were playing. As I studied Amaryllis, I saw that Lawrence was studying her in turn. Not in a creepy way, but in a way that… fuck. Flame was right. It reminded me of how we’d looked after Lucie.

      Flame snorted at my growl. “About fucking time you saw it.”

      “They’re only kids,” I tried to argue.

      “Not for long. You know they grow up fast around here.” He peered up at the sky. “Five years for him, eleven for her. What’s that in the grand scheme of things?”

      “I’ll cut his dick off if he touches her before she’s eighteen.”

      Flame grinned. “You cut it off and I’ll burn it.”

      “Deal.” We spat on our hands and shook on it.

      When we turned back to stare at our daughter, Flame grunted. “Fuck’s sake.”

      I had to shake my head as I saw Jamie, Rodeo’s hellspawn, heading over to Amaryllis, who was giggling on the ground and rolling around like she was a headless chicken, with a bottle of water.

      Water?

      “We’re gonna have to kill all the little bastards,” I said grimly.

      Flame’s grunt said he was totally on board.

      “I think we should go back inside before we start getting even more homicidal.” Christ, we’d only been dads for a handful of days. How the fuck had Ryan survived it?

      “Might be wise.” With another grunt, he stopped messing around with his lighter and turned on his heel so he could walk away.

      For a second, my gaze lingered on Amaryllis. It had to be said that she didn’t look uncomfortable with either Lawrence or Jamie’s attention. If anything, her cheeks were bright pink as she smiled up at them.

      Hell, was it weird to be jealous?

      She hadn’t really smiled at me like that yet. Nor any of us, as far as I knew. Even with Lucie she was pretty somber, and I figured that was down to Ryan’s death and what she was going through after the move.

      Could I really begrudge two little bastards who made her smile like that?

      Fuck yeah, I could.

      Growling under my breath, I followed Flame into the clubhouse. The second we were in the bar, my eyes widened when a squeal echoed around the room and a body hurled itself at me. A roar of laughter came next, as I almost stumbled at the unexpected weight, but it was second nature to plant myself so I didn’t fall over.

      The second the bundle was in my arms, with her legs and arms wrapped around me, I found myself being kissed.

      To death.

      Fuck, I remembered those octopus lips. They were like suckers. Jenna had been awesome at handing out BJs, but when that suction was anywhere other than focused on my cock, it was like making out with a vacuum cleaner.

      Before I could grab the sweetbutt’s hair and drag her off me—fuck, that was the only means of self-defense—someone’s hand was in the clubwhore’s hair. Except there was no kindness in her grip…

      “Who the fuck are you and what the fuck are you doing kissing my man?”

      Another squeal escaped Jenna as Lucie hauled her off me and dragged her to the ground face first. Looming over Jenna’s prone form, she tipped Jenna’s head back and glowered down at her. Every ounce of Lucie throbbed with her outrage.

      Was it hot?

      Fuck yeah.

      And I had to admit, I loved that she’d claimed me.

      It didn’t work like that in this world. Brothers claimed bitches, but Lucie? She always had lived by her own rules.

      I didn’t even know where she’d come from, but like a bat out of fucking hell—how appropriate, right?—she was there, cussing up a storm as she pulled her signature move. Hair in her fist, Lucie tugged her head right back and she slammed into the ground.

      Even as Jenna whimpered and clutched at her nose, Lucie was spitting and hissing at her. I kind of felt bad for Jenna, but fuck, even if the bitch had known I was taken, she’d have still tried it on.

      Sweetbutts had no loyalty, and therefore, didn’t understand the connection between brothers and their bitches.

      A sad fact of life, but true nonetheless.

      And just when I wondered if I was turning into a philosopher in my old fucking age, I decided to wade into the catfight. Much to the horror of my brothers, who hollered and hooted at me as I slipped my arms around Lucie’s waist and hefted her into the air. Her legs kicked and her arms slapped into mine as she tried to work free, but when I pressed my mouth to her ear and hissed, “Calm down,” she obeyed.

      Panting, her face red, her hair all over the place now, she stopped struggling and let me hold her. A chuckle sounded to my left and I saw Flame, lighter in hand, clicking it as he leaned on the bar and watched the display.

      Knowing Flame’s chuckle was like pouring gas onto Lucie’s fire, I groaned, but wasn’t altogether surprised when she spat, “No one touches the council. Any whore goes near them, I’ll fucking gut them.”

      The promise of violence in her voice had my cock hardening, and seeing Wolfe in the doorway, his arm resting high on the jamb as he looked over the situation, I was surprised he didn’t tell her to shut her mouth, especially since she was publicly claiming us in front of the clubwhores who were present.

      “The council? You greedy bitch, you can’t just take them all out of play. Axe, tell her!” Jenna whined, her voice so nasally I was hard-pressed not to laugh—I’d never liked the bitch. Some sweetbutts were there for the free roof, the protection, and a good time. They fucked and sucked at night, and cleaned and cooked by day. That was their job, and most of them were happy to do just that.

      Then there were the clubwhores like Jenna who wanted to tie themselves to a brother. Personally, I’d never understood the fascination with becoming an old lady. Bikers were mean sons of bitches, and it took a strong kind of woman to put up with their shit. Unless you were born into the life like Lucie, it could be hard work being claimed by a brother. Still, some sweetbutts tried to make it into a fucking career of all things.

      “Yeah, Axe, tell her,” Lucie retorted, her voice mimicking Jenna’s.

      I shrugged. “Don’t know what to tell you, Jenna, Lucie’s right. We’ve claimed her.”

      The bar, loaded down with over thirty members, buzzed with noise. The music, the pool game going down, and the chatter of a bunch of dudes and clubwhores talking shit after a day at work, it was all white noise. But at my words? Silence fell.

      “You claimed her?” Jenna said around a gasp.

      “Yeah. Lucie’s ours,” Wolfe called out from the doorway. “You know the drill, Lucie. Show them your ink.”

      Lucie’s lips curved, and I saw the flash of triumph in her eyes. She was a creature of instinct, and seeing Jenna on me like white on rice had prompted her attack. This wasn’t something she could have planned, but it worked out for her anyway.

      We may have made the declaration at church, but the news wouldn’t have spilled out to the women. What happened in church, stayed in church after all. So this was the first public claiming, and even though we’d inadvertently been backed into a corner, I had to admit I was amused.

      My cock had been hers since the first time she’d given me a hard-on—back when she was fifteen and I was just about to turn twenty. I’d felt like fucking scum, a total pervert, but hell, Lucie in a pair of short shorts and rocking a shirt that she’d knotted between her tits, looking like Marilyn Monroe reborn, was something no teenage guy could withstand.

      “I can’t show them all,” she purred. “Considering two of them are in places my men won’t want any of you fuckers to see.”

      Though I knew the brothers were stunned at our mass claiming of her, they snickered at that, hollered our names, and outright grinned at Lucie’s front.

      With our public claiming, I knew the brothers would start to integrate her into the club more. Bomber’s dictates hadn’t died just because she’d returned with Wolfe’s kid, but this was definitely a step in the right direction because bikers appreciated loyalty. And they sure as fuck liked catfights.

      She did as she’d done that first day—showed off her tats with a pride that almost had me shaking my head at her. We weren’t exactly prizes, but I knew to Lucie, we were. Fuck, now that I thought about it, she was to us as well, so the feeling was definitely mutual.

      When the brothers saw her ink, they still looked a little stunned but they stopped gaping at her when Wolfe growled, “Stop checking out my woman.” Like that, their attention averted.

      Sweetbutts were fair game, but an old lady? Not even outright looking was permitted. Not unless the motherfucker wanted a broken nose.

      Lucie bent down, her tight ass even more on display now with her jeans pulled taut, and she propped herself up by placing her hands on her knees—fuck, I wanted her in that position the next time we fucked—and stared down at Jenna. “You get the memo, bitch? You go anywhere near my men and I’ll fuck you up something fierce.” Her top lip curled in a sneer. “No shaking your tits in their face or grabbing their cocks. I’ll make you wish you’d never been born if you do.”

      Wolfe, who’d finally moved into the bar from the doorway, snorted at that, then grabbed Lucie and twisted her around so he could haul her over his shoulder. She squealed at the move then laughed as she found herself in a fireman’s hold. Wolfe smacked her on the ass and declared, “Makes me wanna fuck you when you get all possessive, Lucifer.” To Jenna, he murmured, “I’d listen to her, bitch. She lives up to her name.”

      And with that, he spun on his heel, and knowing what was about to go down? Flame and me traipsed after him like eager puppies.
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      Being in Wolfe’s arms and having the club’s sweetbutts knowing exactly who I was, filled me with a satisfaction that couldn’t be feigned.

      It was like one big hug, and I didn’t even care that I was being hauled off like a rioter in a crowd. Didn’t give a shit.

      I’d staked my claim.

      They’d staked theirs.

      God, if that wasn’t enough to make me spontaneously combust, I didn’t know what was.

      I heard Flame and Axe chuckling as they trailed behind us, and their heavy gait pounded alongside my heart.

      So many times, I’d been in my bedroom, listening to Wolfe head to his room with a giggling slut in his arms. I’d listened to her cries of pleasure, heard them and felt myself die inside.

      This time, I was the woman in his arms as he carried me past the bedroom where Amaryllis and I were sleeping, and over to his room.

      He wasn’t using the same one, not now he was Prez, and the notion hit me then that I’d never actually been inside the Prez’s bedroom.

      Ever.

      My dad had never let me in, and I’d never have thought to crawl into his bed as a little girl after a bad nightmare. It would never have occurred to me to huddle in his arms if I was scared.

      Most of the time, I was scared of him.

      Until I’d grown up, until these boys had taught me how to defend myself.

      If I’d wanted comfort, I’d gone to Kid or Dagger. If I’d wanted help with a girl at school, that was Flame and Wolfe’s territory. Axe was for plotting and homework. Although, now that I thought about it, they were all amenable to hugging me, to kissing my head if I’d done well or if I was sad.

      Maybe it was fucked up that, in some small way, they’d been the only paternal influences in my life, but I loved them with all that I was for every single ounce of care and attention they’d given me.

      As a kid, it had been innocent.

      Then, shit had changed when I was sixteen. Sure, I’d been half in love with them since forever, but at sixteen, most girls were losing their V-cards around this place. Just not me. Bomber had put a warning on me. Any brothers touched me, and they’d lose their hands.

      I’d waited, bided my time until I was seventeen. Until I knew they wanted me just as badly as I wanted them, and then I’d slipped into each of their rooms and made them mine.

      I’d claimed them.

      If I’d learned one thing in this life, it was that you had to take what you wanted from it.

      Waiting on them would have been like waiting on my dad to suddenly start loving me—impossible. Their loyalty to the club, to Bomber at that time, had been ingrained. And even though they’d panted after me as hard as I’d panted after them, they’d have behaved because Bomber’s wrath was enough to terrify even men as powerful as mine.

      Okay, well, maybe not Flame.

      I wasn’t sure if Flame was scared of anything, except maybe jail time.

      Because Ryan kept tabs on the MC, both for our protection and to keep us in the loop, when he’d told me Wolfe had been jailed, it had killed me not to visit, but knowing I wouldn’t be welcome had made me refrain. Still, Wolfe had survived it, so I knew Flame probably would too, but it would kill him deep inside.

      Flame was easily the most messed up of all my men, the most delicate in some ways, and yet, the fiercest of the group too.

      As I thought about that ferocity being aimed my way, I shivered and was happy when Wolfe’s feet drew to a halt, and the sound of a door opening made itself known to me.

      Within seconds, I was being carefully maneuvered into a standing position, before Wolfe began stripping me.

      I had to smile at his take-charge actions, and I didn’t stop him. Didn’t even demur. The minute Axe and Flame closed the door behind them, they moved over to me too, surrounding me, circling me like I was the prey to their predator.

      Well, I was no prey, and they should know I wasn’t scared of them by now.

      When Wolfe had dragged my shirt overhead, he grunted at the sight of my bra-less tits. His hands were large. Scarred from the dirty jobs he’d done over the years, but strangely elegant too. Spatulate fingers, clean nails. In fact, they all had clean nails, and I knew why—they’d gotten into the habit of cleaning up well because the grease had been a bitch to get out of my clothes as a kid. I’d been small as a child, and unfortunately for me, when I hadn’t wanted to obey, they’d just hauled me into their arms and taken me where they wanted me to go. Whether it was school, the library, or my father’s office.

      That wasn’t the best memory, so I watched Wolfe’s hands worship my tits. Shaping them, cupping them, tweaking my nipples. He stared at them like they had the answer to the world’s woes written on them, and when he burrowed his face between them, it came as no surprise.

      Before I could even moan at the feel of his scratchy stubble against my sensitive skin, a hand slid over my throat from behind—Axe. I shivered as he squeezed gently in warning, before he tipped my head back so it could land against his shoulder. The second I was resting there, I tilted my head to the side and fused my mouth to his.

      His teeth nipped at my lips, biting at the corners, tugging down until my own were exposed. When I parted them, he thrust his tongue inside and I groaned into his kiss as he fucked my mouth like he wanted to fuck my pussy.

      I writhed as Wolfe tormented my breasts with delicate kisses and tender touches. I wasn’t used to him being soft with me, was more accustomed to him being rough. He was a hair-puller and a biter, not a hair-stroker and a kisser. To be treated like I mattered was almost enough to make me cry.

      When I felt his cock pressed into my belly, I shivered again and grunted as a hand slipped into the mix, heading down over my stomach and toward my fly. Flame’s fingers were more callused than the others. Especially his pointer fingers and thumbs from the way he constantly drew on his lighter. I felt those edges against my tender belly and moaned when he dipped his hand between the waistband of my jeans and my skin.

      The second his hand connected, he grunted, “Fuck, she isn’t wearing panties again.”

      That elicited groans from both Wolfe and Axe. Wolfe actually stopped what he was doing, pulled back to look at the gap Flame had made, then got to work on the button and began hauling my shorts down my legs until I was bare to them all.

      A hiss escaped him, and Axe’s tongue tangled more with my own as he reached down and cupped my butt, squeezing the cheeks hard as he pulled them apart.

      With a grunt, I pulled away from him, needing to breathe, needing to touch them. Before they could say a word, I fell to my knees and began fumbling for Wolfe’s fly. When his was open, I moved onto Flame’s and then Axe’s, watching with satisfaction as they all lowered their jeans to their thighs, and shucked out of their cuts, tees, shirts, and wifebeaters, exposing their rippled stomachs, and torsos that were loaded down with ink.

      For a handful of seconds, I let my attention avert to them. The black and gray flames on, you guessed it, Flame’s abdomen, the matching sleeves on Axe’s arms that depicted some kind of battle among Samurais, and then Wolf’s ink-loaded pecs that were covered with a tribal tattoo I wanted to trace with my tongue.

      Then, of course, my delighted gaze discovered their cocks, and their ink was forgotten.

      I fell on Axe’s first. His was the thickest and it had a gorgeous kink in the middle that did things to my insides that should have been illegal. I worked up some spit and trailed my tongue down the underside of his shaft, moistening his length in preparation for sucking him off. He gathered my hair in his hands as I pressed the tip to my lips, and within seconds, he took control.

      I’d expected this, but fuck, it had been a long time since I’d gagged on a cock. Ryan had been a gentler lover. That wasn’t to say I hadn’t been fucked, and fucked hard over the years. I’d had bruises from sex, bite marks and all kinds of yummy soreness to contend with in the aftermath, but nothing like these guys who’d fuck me until I couldn’t remember my name, and in the morning, I’d be so sore I’d need a bath of Epsom salts.

      Somehow, they fucked me rough enough to make me feel whole again. Bringing together all the broken pieces of me until everything was right in my world once more.

      I let him fuck my mouth, knew to expect the same treatment from the others. When he pulled back, I felt the tears on my cheeks as he crouched over me, his back arching, and he grabbed my chin so he could kiss me. It was sloppy, wet. His tongue thrust against mine until my hands were gripping his thighs and between my legs, I felt like I was burning up, like I was going to die if they didn’t touch me soon.

      Then, he pulled back, grabbed my hair and tipped my head backward. When I saw the long strand of spit being aimed my way, I opened my mouth and accepted his offering. Deep in his eyes, I saw the glint of satisfaction and wasn’t surprised when he whispered, “Mine.”

      Shakily, I nodded, and he smirked down at me, nipped the tip of my nose, and let his tongue trail over my tears, collecting them and tasting them as he went.

      “Love you, baby girl,” he ground out.

      I whimpered. “Love you back.”

      With a shudder at the move, I wasn’t shocked when he dropped his hold on my hair and pulled back with his junk in both of his hands, one on his cock and the other twisting his balls. I knew what that meant—time to change direction. Focusing on Flame now, I gathered the spit in my mouth and focused on the tip of his shaft, coating it then slurping up and down his length how I knew he liked it.

      He didn’t touch me, didn’t need to. When I said I knew what he liked, I knew what they all loved. Flame liked me to fuck my own throat, and fuck if I didn’t love the fact that even though I was in control, he held the reins more so.

      I swallowed his shaft, sucking as I went. Blowing him wasn’t easy considering his size, but it was such a turn on to be housing all that power in my mouth.

      Unable to stop myself, I spread my legs and slipped my hand between my thighs. As I touched my clit, fire shot through my system and I whimpered around his dick, the vibrations making him swear.

      Satisfaction filled me as he grabbed my hair and dragged me off his dick. There was a delicious fury in those amber orbs of his as he stared down at me with eyes that were loaded with bloodlust.

      Fighting fire with Flame was like going into battle with a medieval knight. He’d been made for a broadsword, not a gun. I could see him on horseback, charging into battle, uncaring if he died, living only for the glory.

      Some men weren’t made for modern times.

      Some men were forged from iron rather than steel.

      Flame was such a man.

      He rode a bike instead of a horse, carried a gun instead of a sword, but he needed the welcome embrace of MC life. Only here could his baser instincts, his true nature, be accepted. Only here would he be respected instead of feared…. Okay, he was feared here but in a good way.

      At least, I figured as much.

      “Bad girl,” he grumbled, staring at me with that delicious rage in his gaze. “You almost made me come.”

      I hummed in delight, knowing not to speak, knowing he was both rewarding me with his words as well as chiding me.

      “That fucking mouth hasn’t lost its power,” Axe agreed. “All mouth and all action,” he teased.

      I looked up at him with an amused grin, and wasn’t surprised when Wolfe grabbed my chin, twisted my head to face him, then pretty much shoved his junk in my face. He wasn’t like the others, he didn’t particularly like BJs, which was a stark contrast to Dagger who I knew loved them more than anything.

      Instead of making me suck his cock, he had a tight hold of his shaft, and instead, exposed his balls. I tongued them, stroking the velvety skin with the tip before sucking one into the cavern of my mouth. He grunted and let his cock fall onto my face. It could have felt disrespectful, and maybe it was, but I didn’t really care.

      He grabbed my hair, tightening his grip until my roots strained and I cried out with discomfort around his balls. As I looked up at him, at one-fifth of my world, I saw his lust and his need, his love and the power that gave me over him.

      There was a fine line between love and hate, and it was finer with Wolfe. He loved hard. It was why he evaded it, but with me, he’d never been able to.

      As much as he loved me, he hated that he did, and I always saw that warfare in his gaze, always felt it whenever we were intimate.

      I’d spend the rest of my life making sure he didn’t regret loving me, and I saw that acceptance today, saw it and read it in his features.

      “Need in your cunt, baby girl,” he grumbled, peering down my bare body, my tits that were loaded with spit and drool—the bubbly stuff that came from being throat fucked—and to my pussy that peeped out from between my spread legs.

      I moaned, needing that just as much, and when he dropped to his knees, I immediately fell back. He moved onto me, covering me like a blanket, and I loved his weight, his heat, loved even more that his fingers parted the lips of my sex before moving up to rub my clit.

      With one hand on his cock, the other on my clit, he pressed the tip to my gate and slid home. All the way home until my back arched with delight at the fullness. My tits jiggled as Wolfe pumped into me a few times before he stilled and savored the connection, his eyes burning into me just as hotly as Flame’s could.

      Speaking of… on either side of me, Axe and Flame dropped to their knees too. Flame hauled me up so I was no longer flat to the floor, and he pressed me to his knees. I could feel his cock against my shoulder and almost laughed at the wet kiss it gave me.

      Axe’s mouth moved to my tits. His lips nipping at the nubs cresting each peak before he began to drift down, down, farther and farther until he was tonguing my clit while Wolfe started to fuck me.

      A sharp scream escaped me as the sensations hit. Overloading me with the fucking power of the pleasure my men could stir in me.

      As Axe sucked on my clit like I’d sucked on his cock, I thrashed and flailed, but Flame held me tight, his arms coming to corral me. He was bondage in human form. I couldn’t move, couldn’t twist all that much as I was fucked and sucked.

      “Flame! Let me go,” I begged around a cry as Wolfe’s thrusts sped up. I needed to arch my hips, needed to sit up and run my arms around his chest to hold him close, fuck, I needed him to turn me over and screw me silly from behind.

      I needed so much and Flame wasn’t letting me do anything other than take what they wanted to give.

      As I screamed out my climax a few seconds later, I sobbed as Axe carried on flicking his tongue around my clit. I could hear noises that spoke of how wet I was, but I didn’t give a fuck.

      Nothing was wrong in this room.

      Nothing could ever be anything other than perfect.

      A moan escaped me when I felt Wolfe’s seed splash deep inside me. It was like liquid fire and it set tiny explosions quivering along the channel of my sex as I was coated in his cum.

      Axe shuffled out of the way as Wolfe fell forward, his hands catching himself on either side of my shoulders. He pressed his face to my throat, caught his breath, then in a kind of farewell, nipped me there. Hard.

      I hissed at the exquisite pain, but it drew out into a long groan as Wolfe pulled out of me. I blinked up at him and he grinned sleepily down at me.

      “Don’t look at me like that, baby girl. I had to leave at some point.”

      He leaned over once more and kissed me, and then, Axe was there. He peered down at my pussy, the one he’d just tasted, the one whose juices coated his mouth. His fingers smooshed through the seed that was slipping down my channel, rubbing it here and there, teasing me and driving me generally fucking insane as he made my already sensitive sex turn into hyperdrive.

      All the while, Flame pinned me down.

      Kept me there.

      Stationary when I needed to move so badly it hurt.

      I sucked down a sharp breath, then whimpered as he pinched my clit between his middle and pointer finger before slipping them down to fill my channel.

      Scissoring them, he hooked his fingers inside me, then raked against the front wall of my pussy. A squeak escaped me, high and panicked as he began to rub there, touching me in a way that made my eyes want to cross.

      They began to move faster, faster still until my eyes flared wide with panic. It felt like I wanted to pee! It wasn’t the first time he’d done this to me, and it made sense why Flame was holding me down.

      Bastards!

      Fuck, I’d get them back for this. The next time I was sucking them off, I’d make sure to ‘accidentally’ slip three fingers up their asses for a little payback of my own.

      Those thoughts were for the future however. My breath billowed in and out of my lungs as he touched my G-spot. Over and over, repeatedly torturing me until I had no choice but to give in.

      I wailed as I squirted, liquid seeping out and over his fingers, drenching my lower belly and the floor beneath me until it puddled under my butt.

      The pleasure was excruciating and I had no choice but to raise my legs, curl into myself to try to embrace it and avoid it in equal measure.

      Of course, the cunt didn’t let me.

      He chuckled, they all fucking did, and then he used my new position to shove his cock inside me. Around battered tissues that were still throbbing with life.

      I almost shut down when he did that. The pleasure was like a bomb to the brain as he began to fuck me through one climax and then the next.

      I was one, long, wailing mass of pleasure as he thrust into me, hard and deep. He kept me there, riding that fucking line of torturous delight until he came, his come the only thing that soothed me, but my torment wasn’t over.

      Shuffled around once more, I found myself on Wolfe’s lap next as Flame thrust into me. I wouldn’t have noticed Axe’s retreat if it weren’t for the fact Flame had to move to get any.

      He rested his cock against my pussy, and his dick throbbed against my pulsating flesh until I could feel both our heartbeats.

      I wasn’t sure why, but his stillness made my heart pound even harder, and trust me, it was already racing like I’d ran a fucking marathon on Red Bull.

      “W-What are you doing?” I whimpered, too weak to do anything other than just lay there and take everything he had to give me.

      “Waiting until you catch your breath.”

      His simple words had me tensing. I almost wanted to make sure that my breath was never ‘caught,’ but as I stared into his eyes, our connection flared to life.

      I had this with all of them. Once our gazes bridged, it was like I was about to walk home. Each had the power to inspire something inside me aside from arousal and fury. It was like deep in my head, I allotted them certain spaces.

      With Axe, whenever we did this, I wanted him to kiss me. Just kiss me and kiss me, until I wasn’t sure where he began and I ended.

      With Wolfe, it was different. A part of me could attack him with the need he inspired. It was more aggressive than the others. I felt like the alpha bitch in me was ramming heads with him, and maybe that was exactly how it was. Deep down, we were both animals. Each of us trying to dominate the other.

      Dagger made me want to curl into him, be held tight in his arms because he made me feel safe. So fucking safe that I knew the world couldn’t even see me when I was there.

      Ryan had been like that. A strange blend of Axe and Dagger almost. Safety and need wrapped into one.

      But Flame?

      Flame was so many things that I couldn’t even describe how he made me feel. He made my heart pound, and that alpha bitch inside me rammed into him too, but I also wanted his protection. If anything, I found it easiest to submit to him.

      Flame was probably the strongest of us all. He’d be Prez if he wasn’t certifiable. He wasn’t crazy like my dad who’d earned his name, but he was definitely cuckoo. I loved him all the more for that though. One of my biggest fears had been that, without me to ground him, he’d really go off the rails.

      In his face, I saw lines of strain, of fatigue that came from trying to present himself as normal, but Flame would never be normal. He just hadn’t been born that way.

      “You always did see me, didn’t you, sugar?” he rasped, and I wasn’t even surprised that he knew where my mind had wandered.

      “Didn’t you always see me too?” I replied, my voice low and husky as my heart eventually calmed, my breathing returning to normal like he’d intended in the first place.

      “Yeah, I did.” He reached down and pressed a kiss to my mouth. It was soft, gentle. Unlike him. He kissed me with a tenderness I’d never experienced before, with a love that I felt in my very marrow.

      When his cock slid into me, he didn’t pump away or rut on me like a stallion in heat. And though I loved that, had needed Axe and Wolfe to fuck me that way to remind me who I was to them, I needed this now.

      They’d destroyed me.

      Razed me to the ground until I was nothing but ashes and ember.

      Flame was going to build me up again.

      The orgasm, when it came, was sweet and slow burn. It warmed me through, had an exquisite joy surging inside me as he told me, with his body, his kiss, and his cock, that he loved me.

      Flame was bad with the words. Not as bad as Dagger, but almost. Today, though, he told me he loved me and there wasn’t a sweeter way for him to reveal that truth to me.

      No sweeter way at all.
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      As the gates creaked open, I peered out the window to see who was coming in.

      Not having heard the roar of motorcycle engines, I was surprised when a cage rattled down the drive.

      It was a sleek import, and not something you often saw in these parts.

      Rutherford was home to just under a thousand people. The income came from rearing cattle, so most of those thousand folks drove a truck or an SUV, not this fancy sedan that spoke of the city.

      As I got to my feet, I saw the others’ attention switch to me and then over to the window.

      “What is it?”

      I jerked my chin at the window. “We have a visitor.”

      When Axe whistled, I knew he was just as impressed by the caliber of vehicle. Then, when we saw the slicked-back head of the driver as he climbed out, I grunted.

      “What the fuck is Ramon doing here?”

      I wasn’t surprised when a few moments later, Jodie-May came barreling out of the clubhouse with a squeal. Ramon laughed as he hugged her close, then kissed her on the cheek. She didn’t let him get away with that though. Instead, she slipped him some tongue that had my brows rising as their kiss surged from freezing temps to boiling.

      It was Dagger’s turn to whistle. “Always was a great kisser.”

      I snorted out a laugh. “You’re the only one who’d dare go near her. Aaron’s fourteen and she still wants a daddy for him.”

      He grunted, but I saw him hide his laugh. “Wonder what he’s doing here.”

      “Haven’t seen him in years. That’s probably why she’s tongue-fucking him right this second,” Flame pointed out drily.

      I hummed under my breath as I contemplated why the cartel foot soldier was here, and calculated very fucking quickly that it probably wouldn’t be for a good reason.

      Ramon patted Jodie-May on the ass and she led him inside. I turned to the others and murmured, “What are the odds he just wants to fuck Jodie-May?”

      “Slim to none?” Axe retorted with a laugh.

      “Fuck,” I grumbled, and braced myself for the knock on the door.

      When it came a few moments later, I trudged over and opened it myself.

      Jodie-May had made herself scarce, and Ramon was standing there alone.

      “Good to see you, bro,” I told him, and I meant it. Ramon had always been a cool fucker. He didn’t ride a bike, but he had the spirit of a biker. That didn’t take away from the fact he was mean as shit and had more blood on his hands than even Flame, and fuck, Flame could probably swim around in the blood he’d shed.

      Ramon held out his hand for me to shake, then he hauled me in for a bro hug. As he slapped me on the back, he murmured, “Same here, muchacho.”

      “How’s the family?” I asked, as I invited him in then took a seat behind the desk.

      “All’s good. Same on this end?”

      I smirked at him as he took a seat opposite me. He was a few inches shorter than me, but the guy had presence. Unlike me, who wore a pair of jeans, a wifebeater, and my cut, he wore a slick suit that he had to be miserable in in this hot weather. With his greased back hair and goatee, he looked like Lou Diamond Philips.

      “Yeah, all’s great. Lots in the works.”

      “Good to hear it. I always was sad that we broke ways.” He rubbed his chin. “I always could be assured a warm welcome.”

      I snorted as I reached into my desk drawer and drew out a bottle of Scotch. Behind him, Dagger grabbed a few tumblers and he set them on the desk as he clapped Ramon on the back.

      “Good to see you,” Dag told him too, with Flame and Axe echoing the sentiment.

      As I poured us all some drinks, I said around a laugh, “We saw Jodie-May’s greeting. Warm ain’t the word.”

      Ramon grinned and waggled his brow. “Hot as fuck that one.” He smacked his lips, but in his eyes, I saw something that put me on edge.

      “Everything all right, man?” I queried carefully, pushing a Scotch his way.

      “You’d been VP for how long before you became Prez?”

      I blinked, surprised by the question. “Two years. I was Road Captain before that.”

      “Got arrested too.”

      Nodding, I told him, “Nothing too bad. They couldn’t pin shit on me for smuggling though. Got me on evading arrest.” I shrugged. “Had to try to get away from the pigs, didn’t I?”

      “Shame it didn’t work,” he retorted drily. “I only ask because I wondered if you were in the know about why I’m here today.”

      I shook my head. “No. In the dark. Was this an arrangement or something with Bomber?”

      “No. Not exactly.” He sighed. “I was hoping it would end with Bomber, but Carlos is a mean bastard. His grudges don’t die, and when he heard that Lucie Steeler was back in Rutherford?” He clucked his tongue. “Shit hit the fan and heads rolled. Thankfully not mine, but it was a close call. Especially since I was the one he set to find her all those years ago.”

      I gaped at him, while Dagger had the wherewithal to demand, “What the fuck?”

      “I wouldn’t worry. I knew where she was all along, but Bomber and I had a deal.” His mouth tightened. “Her safety for Aaron’s. He might only be a bastard, but he’s mine and his mama gave me some good times. No need to waste a life when I wasn’t that interested in finding Lucie anyway.”

      Axe rasped, “I think you need to start from the beginning.”

      “Maybe I should, but the end? You’re not going to like it, but it’s either do as I say or he’ll send someone else after her.”

      There was a finality to his tone that had my heart sinking to my stomach. “What did Bomber do?” I demanded.

      “I don’t know all the details. Just know that word got back to the cartel that you were missing a kilo of coke. Whispers surged about the fact that Lucie had stolen them. Carlos was mad. He’d already decided to stop working with you because Bomber was certifiable, but something like that was an outrage.

      “He sent me and somehow, on yet another grapevine, Bomber figured I was the one who’d been sent on the hit. The irony is, of course, that I would have helped him without his threats, but…” He shrugged. “His loss.”

      “Carlos still wants her?” I frowned at him. “That doesn’t make any sense, Ramon. She didn’t take it.”

      “She did. Or, at least, someone did and was content for her to take the fall. The shipment, when it turned up to be processed, was down a kilo.”

      I felt sweat break out of every single one of my goddamn pores at his blasé remark. Even though I knew why, I had to ask anyway. “Why are you here?”

      “Officially, to kill Lucie. Unofficially? I never did have a problem with you guys. Bomber was a prick, but I knew everyone was pretty decent. Carlos wants his revenge, however, and I need to give it to him.”

      I didn’t reach for my gun, didn’t even settle my hand on my knife. Ramon, if he’d wanted, could have snuck into the compound and found a way to get to Lucie. He hadn’t. For a reason.

      “How do you want to do this?”

      “Carlos likes to collect his enemy’s pinkie finger. If I show him a burial site, as well as a picture of her body, that should be enough to convince him of proof of death.”

      My nostrils flared. “This a joke?”

      “No. I wish it was,” he replied with a grunt. “Fucking freak with his pinkie fingers.” He reached up and rubbed his temple. “I know it’s not ideal, but let’s be grateful he doesn’t collect hands. The sick fuck is weird enough to graduate to that at some point.

      “But look, she can live without a pinkie finger, Wolfe. Some makeup, false blood…” He shrugged. “Isn’t the first time I’ve staged a crime scene.”

      “And when she’s spotted in town? When she goes back to living her life?” Flame growled. “He’ll be back.”

      Ramon shrugged. “Not saying it’s a perfect solution, but it’s the only option we got if you don’t want her dead. If we do this, it gets the cartel off your back and Carlos off mine.”

      I blinked at him. “Why? This doesn’t make any sense.”

      Ramon gritted his teeth. “Nothing about this fucked up situation does, but while Bomber is dead and these threats to Aaron should be too, someone picked up the phone and contacted me today.” He grabbed his cell, tapped the screen a few times, and shoved it across the desk to me. “Someone’s following him.”

      I scrolled through the images and saw that Aaron was being followed. It wasn’t a lie. There were different camera angles, shots at multiple locations.

      My nostrils flared as I held it out to Flame. “Look at this fucked up shit.”

      Flame’s lighter hissed as he got to his feet and headed over to the desk. When he reached for the phone, his brow furrowed as he scrolled through the photos too. “I’ll deal with it.”

      I dipped my chin at him as he left.

      “Deal with what?” Ramon demanded, surging forward as the door slammed closed behind my brother.

      “The motherfucker who’s threatening one of our own. Aaron might be your son, but he’s a Rebel first. No one threatens him.” My jaw clenched. “No one.”

      Ramon’s head tilted to the side. “You’ll keep him safe?”

      “You have no reason to believe me when the old Prez was behind this, but yeah, I’ll keep him safe.”

      “You’ll lose your leverage against me with Lucie,” he pointed out.

      I shook my head, and cut Axe a look. Within seconds, Ramon’s voice flooded the office. The recording of his admission that he thought Carlos Rodriguez, the head of the Guerrera Cartel, was a ‘psycho’ and how he’d been holding out on Lucie’s location to him for years.

      Ramon rolled his eyes. “Rookie mistake on my part,” he admitted.

      Shrugging, I told him, “I’d prefer to hold this against you than your boy, that’s all.”

      Though I sensed Ramon was pissed, it was aimed more at himself than me. He dropped into his seat and slunk down. “Now that you mention it, I’d prefer that too.” He rubbed his chin. “But even if you hold this against me, I can’t save Lucie’s ass. Rodriguez wants blood. He always does.”

      “She never took the drugs, man,” Dagger told him, coming as close to pleading as I’d ever heard him.

      “Doesn’t matter. Your father said she did. Sold her down the line to Carlos to stop any blowback on the MC. Carlos never forgives and he never forgets.”

      “What are his links in the area?” I questioned, starting to think about semantics here.

      “Limited. He changed delivery routes when you guys let him down.” He dragged his hand over his jaw.

      “How did he find out she was here?”

      “Got a tip.”

      “So, someone’s watching?” I demanded, my heart starting to pound.

      “I think so.”

      I cut Axe and Dagger a look as terror surged in my veins. “Where’s she supposed to go after her ‘murder?’”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that. Carlos is in the middle of a turf war with the Colombians in New York. That’s pissing him off more than anything.”

      “He was aware enough to send you.”

      “To clean up shit. After she’s gone and I give him proof? Things should be okay.”

      There were so many ways this could go wrong, but fuck, what choice did we have?

      No fucking choice, that’s what.
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      “Baby, we need to talk.”

      When she tilted her head to the side at Dagger’s words, I wasn’t surprised when she headed over to him and pressed herself into his lap.

      I always liked watching their relationship unfold. It was forged on touch, on a physical connection that went deeper than just sex.

      She could, I knew, sit on Dagger’s lap for a lifetime and that would be her home.

      It amused me how that hadn’t changed.

      Wherever Dagger was, didn’t matter if it was an armchair in the common room, a dining chair at the table, or a sofa—she’d sit on him. The only place she didn’t? The barstools at the bar. Even then, though, she’d usually stand between his legs and let him prop her up.

      As I raised the bottle to my lips and sank some beer, I watched as Wolfe moved around his desk and hauled the armchair in the office closer to her. Axe was leaning against the desk, but me? I was beside the windows, tilted so I could see out but I could also see what was happening in the room.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, eyeing Wolfe’s movements with concern.

      She’d been out all day, and when I hadn’t been able to find her after Ramon’s visit, my mind had immediately sunk into despair. I’d called her, not stopping until she answered with a huff.

      Turned out she was on her way to Jonsson, and she hadn’t left the car or stopped once. I’d pleaded with her to come home and to go straight to the clubhouse.

      She had, for once, obeyed.

      Maybe because she wasn’t used to hearing that much feeling in my voice? Or maybe because I’d scared her? I wasn’t sure, I was just grateful that she’d literally been on the highway from the second she’d left the compound.

      Something she wouldn’t be doing for the foreseeable future.

      Fuck, Lucie was not going to be happy about any of this.

      When Wolfe had suggested us not telling her what Ramon had said, Dagger, Axe, and I had slammed him down. Lucie was not the shy and retiring type. She faced her problems headfirst, and I loved her for that. Still, now that the time had come to share, I was dreading it as much as Dagger was—he looked like he’d been shoved into a vat of pickle brine.

      When he blew out a breath and began to tell her the whole sordid mess, Lucie’s lack of reaction didn’t surprise me.

      She was pretty rational. Not as much as me, but she had a level head and I could see the cogs working as she ran through what Ramon had shared with us.

      Her brow puckered at the news we’d need to lop off her fucking finger, but by the end, her question was, “What happens after? If he found out I’m here—”

      “We’re trying to weed out the snitch,” I rasped, and when her eyes cut to mine, I didn’t bother offering her a reassuring smile, just gave her all my focus.

      When she nodded, I knew she’d received the message—I’d find the bastard and make him fucking pay on her behalf.

      “Still, news could get back. I can’t live here until things have blown over,” she whispered, and the starkness in her words hit me hard. Hard enough to make me surge forward and away from the windows to crouch down in front of her.

      “You already said you didn’t want to live at the clubhouse, baby,” I reassured her.

      “I don’t want to live here, Flame, but move away? No! I’ve already done that, and I hated it,” she whispered, and I heard her misery. Heard it and felt it.

      “You’re not moving anywhere. We’ll make an example out of the motherfucking rat, and once that’s done, no one will dare utter a word about you,” Wolfe promised.

      “So, what? I’m stuck in here for the next few months?” she ground out. “You know that will drive me insane, don’t you?”

      He shrugged. “I was thinking about converting that space at the east corner of our land into a barn. You’ll have plenty of time to set up the factory—”

      “She isn’t a slave,” Axe ground out.

      “Never said she was. But she’ll be focusing on that and Amaryllis—”

      “Amaryllis will start school in August,” Lucie retorted. “She’s bound to talk about her mommy.”

      Wolfe rubbed his jaw. “She’ll need to know a part of the truth. She’ll have to say you went away for a while. People will just think you’re dead.”

      “That’s reassuring,” she snarled. “Fuck, Wolfe, you want to tell our daughter, the daughter who’s already grieving her father, who’s been moved nearly a thousand miles, that she needs to tell everyone her mother has gone away for a while?”

      He shrugged. “Why not? She knows it’s a lie. You’ll be with her at night after school, for fuck’s sake.”

      I winced because he had a point.

      She reached up and rubbed her temples. “We’re going to mess with her head more than we already have.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Wolfe told her carefully, and I cut him a look and saw he was trying to be strong, but was feeling just how fucked up this was as much as Lucie.

      “There’s always a choice,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, and in this instance, it’s either you being killed by Ramon or letting him work to set you up,” he countered. “This really is the best of two evils.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’ve already decided on this, haven’t you?”

      “You came to us, Lucie,” I reminded her, “because you know we’ll do whatever we have to, to keep you safe.”

      “And letting a cartel foot soldier lop off my fucking finger is keeping me safe?” she growled, lunging forward, but Dagger hauled her back onto his lap and kept his arms threaded about her waist.

      “Yeah, it is,” I retorted. “We’re doing the best we can with the shit that’s been handed to us, Lucie. You can’t seriously think we want this for you. For fuck’s sake, none of us knew what the hell was going down when Ramon rolled up. We were as in the dark as you.

      “But, we’re going to act in your best interest because the Guerrera Cartel aren’t people you fuck around with. Only your goddamn father would be lunatic enough to threaten Ramon’s son and get away with it.”

      “Brass balls,” Axe muttered, and I couldn’t disagree with him. People said I was messed up in the head, but fuck, that was nothing compared to Bomber.

      “This can’t be happening,” she whispered, more to herself than us. When she covered her eyes, denying me the sight of those beautiful orbs that transmitted so much to me, so much emotion, I felt like I’d lost my life raft.

      Inside, I was raging. If Bomber wasn’t already dead, I’d have slaughtered him where he stood.

      Licking my lips, I promised, “We’ll make this work.”

      “We have to,” Wolfe said heavily, but the look he shot me said otherwise. “I know this might seem like a stupid time, but we need to talk about the council. We’re short, and we need to start promoting. If the Guerreras come after us, as well as the beef we’re currently dealing with from the Knights, then we need to be in full working order.”

      She dug her fingers in her eyes and murmured, “Wheels and Rodeo are your choices, right?”

      Wolfe snorted. “How the fuck did you know that?”

      That had her sniffing. “I listen to people talk. Just because they’re not talking to me all that much doesn’t mean I can’t hear.”

      His lips twitched at her snark, but he tensed at her words—I was just as pissed that the MC wasn’t letting this go.

      “I think we need an emergency church,” Dagger stated grimly. “We need to flush out the rat.”

      “They’ve been here for years. They’re friends with us now. They’re our brothers. No amount of emergency church is going to flush him out.” I cut him a look. “Don’t worry about it. I’m working on it.”

      “See that you do.”

      “Yes, mom,” I retorted drily.

      “We’ll call church once we make our decision on the new council,” Wolfe instructed. “Once things are set up, we can focus on keeping Lucie safe. I just wish we had proof that the drugs were planted, at least then, we’d be able to get the brothers on our side.”

      None of this fucked up situation was ideal.

      “Wolfe just talked about this beef we have with the Knights, baby girl. What do you know about it?” I asked her, my voice soft and quiet.

      Wolfe glowered at me, but I just shrugged. There was no point in keeping her in the dark. No point at all. We had both Lucie and Amaryllis to think of, and hiding shit from Lucie would only put them in more danger.

      “Just that they’re the ones who did me the favor of disposing of Bomber.” Then she winced. “And half the council. I’m sorry about them.” Her voice had turned small, like she knew what she’d just said and regretted it.

      Though we’d all tensed at her cavalier words, it was easy to understand why she’d want Bomber gone.

      The bastard had ruined our lives, and was still affecting it to this day.

      “We’ve been at war with them for a long time over territory,” Wolfe told her, his voice low.

      “Why?”

      “They want more of what we’ve got.”

      She frowned. “I repeat, why? Rutherford isn’t exactly a hotspot.”

      “That’s why we stay under the radar,” Axe pointed out.

      “No, it isn’t. There’s no way you’re under the radar. I know Wolfe went to jail, who else did too?”

      “All of us except for Flame.”

      “Only way the cops will take me is in a body bag.”

      At my grim words, panic flared in her face. I didn’t fail to recognize the fact that there was more panic at my words than at her own fate.

      Fuck, she loved me.

      I already knew it, but seeing was believing.

      “Don’t talk like that,” she demanded.

      I didn’t reply, because I couldn’t take the words back. I meant them. Every one of them.

      Reaching over, I pressed a hand to her knee and murmured, “Our business has diversified.”

      “Yeah, but even though it isn’t about drugs anymore, you’re still smuggling cigarettes. That probably pisses off more letter agencies than the drugs, considering you’re helping people evade taxes.” She covered my hand. “You’re just good at not getting caught, and let’s keep it that way, yeah?”

      “We’re already cutting back on one aspect of our ops,” Dagger reassured her.

      “Which one?”

      “Murder for hire,” I told her bluntly, needing her to know what we did for a living.

      Of course, she wasn’t surprised. Or, disturbed. “Dirty cunts… buying someone else to do the fucking job.” Naturally she saw it that way. “Wheels will make a good Road Captain, and Ink will make a fabulous Secretary. Rodeo as Sergeant of Arms would fit the position well.”

      Her words and change of subject had us all scowling at her.

      “Ink isn’t even in the running for a role—”

      She held up a hand at Wolfe’s statement. “Trust me, he should be. He’s good.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I snooped, of course.”

      “Snooped where?” Dagger sputtered, but he was laughing.

      “You’re always working on something over there, Mr. Treasurer. It’s easy to look at the same screen and see the totals.”

      Wolfe grunted. “Good thing you’re trustworthy.”

      She bared her teeth. “Best thing that ever happened to you.”

      When Wolfe went to speak, I nudged him in the side. “Shut up,” I told them both. “She isn’t wrong. Ink is doing a great job at the tattoo parlor. That place is getting international acclaim for his designs, and his figures are never wrong, are they, Dag? I never have to go over and get them from him because he’s late.” As Enforcer, that was one aspect of my job—to police our own, especially when it came down to our businesses and the money they earned.

      “Never. He’s always prompt too. Perfect books.”

      “Indie is doing a great job at the bar too though.” Axe folded his arms across his chest. “And he has experience. Ink doesn’t.”

      “So, just because he’s young you don’t think he can keep the MC organized?” Lucie snorted. “Grow up. That’s exactly why he can. He’s what, my age? Five years separate us, and there’s already a major difference between how I respond to tech and you do. Take advantage of that. The Secretary isn’t even that big of a role. It’s more managerial. If he can’t handle it, just demote him.”

      “Anyone else get the feeling we’re being micromanaged?” Wolfe groused.

      “Let a woman walking down death row pick her jailors,” she rasped, and that had us all tensing.

      “You’re not going to die,” I ground out, and my hand tightened around her knee to the point where she cried out a little. Only that had me relenting. “Nothing is going to happen to you. We’re going to get through this, get past it, and then just carry on living our lives. Do you hear me?”

      She licked her lips, nodded. “I hear you.”

      She’d complied, sure, but her voice lacked the power I knew she was capable of.

      I’d die first before she did, but she didn’t need to know that. Not yet. Hopefully not ever.
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      “You can’t be serious?”

      Ink’s words didn’t exactly encourage us, but I saw the pride glimmering in his eyes, saw the way he’d straightened at our news—not with fear but with excitement.

      “I’m deadly serious,” Wolfe rasped, cutting me a look.

      I nodded, urging him on, because I’d been the one to back up Lucie’s suggestion. A quick look into the figures of the ink parlor—ones I’d known off the top of my head but hadn’t worried about because it always ran in the black—showed a manager who was capable of keeping a neat track of his accounts, who’d raised profits and turnover, and who didn’t need his hand held every goddamn day of the week.

      “But I don’t have much experience.”

      “You work Black Ink better than Roper did before he retired,” I pointed out. “Place is on the up and up and you’re getting people coming from all over to check you out, and our Facebook presence has come on like crazy since you took over.”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t make me prime Secretary material,” he replied, and I liked his honesty from the get-go.

      “Trust me, it ain’t that hard. If Axe can do it, anyone can,” I jibed, laughing when Axe flipped me the bird.

      He moved away from the sofa and leaned against the desk, a few steps away from Ink. “You fuck up, we demote you. Simple as.”

      Ink pulled a face. “Reassuring.”

      “I try,” was all Axe said, but his smirk had Ink grinning.

      “Shit.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe this. I thought you were bringing me in to—”

      “What? Tell you off? I ain’t your principal,” Wolfe retorted, but he was grinning as he said it.

      “Thank fuck for that,” Ink breathed with a laugh. “Okay, so where do I start?”

      “Axe will help you get set up,” I stated.

      “Cool. Does this mean that you’ve picked the other councilors?” he inquired, his tone curious.

      “It does. Wheels and Rodeo.”

      He nodded. “Cool. Young council, man.”

      Wolfe shrugged. “I’m a young Prez. Let’s take this place out of the Dark Ages and into the modern world.”

      He whistled. “This ghost gun shit has most of the MC talking. All good stuff.”

      “Really? No arguments?” I queried, cutting Flame a look—he’d stopped flicking his lighter so that was as powerful as the world fucking quaking beneath his feet.

      “Nope, none at all. Especially not with our distribution lines all set up for the cigarettes.” He rubbed his hands together. “Got a lot of people wanting to learn how to do it, wanting to take part in the fabrication, not just the distribution.”

      “What about the reaction to Lucie being back?”

      Ink winced. “Not so great. But I’ve always liked Lucie, and I never believed the shit that was spread about her.”

      “You don’t have to say that because you’re Secretary now,” I commented.

      “I’m not.” Ink raised his hands. “Look, at the time, sure. It was funky as fuck. But that’s just it. Bomber was funky. He was my Prez, and I’d have fucking died for him. But he was nuts, man. And where Lucie was concerned? He was even crazier.”

      Wolfe scraped his hand over his jaw. “Well, that ain’t no lie.” His gaze darted to Flame who nodded—brother needed to catch the fuck up and sniff out our rat.

      “Can I ask about the other shit?” Ink asked softly. “I assume I’ll be making arrangements for the other stuff?”

      “Soon as we get the ghost gun production underway, we’re stopping that line of work. Wet work is too high risk,” I told him, aware that his shoulders relaxed at my words. I cocked a brow at him. “Not a fan of it?”

      “Stinks of doing other people’s dirty work. Don’t get me wrong, man, I appreciate what you guys did. Know you got the club out of a lot of shit with the fees, but—” He pulled a face. “Prefer your ass here where it should be instead of rotting in a high-security jail because some pussy Bratva boss couldn’t take out his own man.”

      I snickered at that. “Thanks. I think.”

      Ink grinned, and I knew Lucie had been right in her reading of him.

      “You went to school with Lucie, didn’t you?” I queried softly.

      Ink nodded.

      “Figures that’s how she knew you well.”

      “Not really.” His tattooed arms shifted as he raised one and ran it through his faux hawk. “Mostly because I knew she ran with you.”

      Wolfe frowned at me, obviously wondering where I was going with this, but I ignored him. “That last year, did she act out in class or something?”

      Ink scowled, not at me, but in thought. “Not really. She’d calmed down actually.” He cleared his throat. “In fact, it made sense when I saw one of you kissing her at school one day. Figured that was what had calmed her down. Everyone knew she was in love with you guys.”

      Everyone had?

      Well, ironic then that we hadn’t picked up on that great a change from her. To me, she’d always been like a kind of demonic butterfly. Impossible to pin down, dark and edgy, capable of burning me and making me love her for it.

      But, I’d think on what he’d had to say later. “Thanks, Ink.”

      “No worries. Fuck, I’m pumped. My shift at Black Ink doesn’t start until later. I can get to grips with my duties now if you’ve got time to instruct me?”

      I tuned out and let Axe get started. We’d already told Rodeo and Wheels about their new roles, but that had been early this morning. Rodeo and Wheels both worked at the garage so they were coming back later to talk about their new positions.

      Uninterested in teaching Ink the job, I sat back and watched Axe and Wolfe instruct him on his new position.

      It took a good couple of hours, but I was content to just relax and watch. I was caught up with my work, and from the look of it, Flame was too. He didn’t move from his armchair either, but he was on his phone.

      I hoped he was hard at work catching the son of a bitch who’d infiltrated the MC. I’d slaughter the bastard myself.

      We were fooling ourselves thinking we could get away from the network. It ran hand in hand with our world, but going out and seeking a life sentence was definitely something I was looking forward to dropping from my life.

      The guys I’d killed had all been bad men, but I’d have killed them if they were good men too, so there was no saving my soul. No atonement either, because I didn’t give a fuck about what I’d done.

      Flame didn’t either.

      Some men were born with a gift. Our gift was death.

      It was why Flame and I were close, why we understood each other.

      A knock sounded at the door, and when it opened without waiting on us to reply, my brows lowered in irritation. Seeing Amaryllis, though, my heart rate soared and when she walked over to me? Fuck, I felt like running to the next room.

      How the hell could I be friends with death and be terrified of this little girl too?

      Wolfe snorted, and I glared at him, saw he was amused by my terror, but wasn’t about to help me out.

      Bastard.

      “Daddy Dagger?” Amaryllis rasped.

      I tried not to frown at her, because I’d been known to make grown men piss themselves if I frowned. “Y-Yeah?”

      “I hurt my leg.” Her lip quivered, and sweet fuck, were those tears in her eyes?

      Cutting my brothers a desperate look, seeing that even Ink was silently laughing, I knew I wasn’t about to get any help from them.

      Clearing my throat, I asked, “Show me?”

      “Daddy Dagger’s good with blood,” Wolfe mocked, rocking back in his chair and obviously loving every fucking moment of this. “He’ll know how to make it better.”

      I licked my lips, wishing I could flip him the bird, but knowing I couldn’t in front of her.

      How Lucie dressed Amaryllis confused me. Lucie had existed in shorts and a t-shirt. Until she was fourteen and her tits had grown in, she’d looked like a boy. Had blended in well except for the delicacy of her chin, the fine detailing of her bones, and the almond curve to her eyes.

      Amaryllis, on the other hand, wore frilly, girly dresses that were somehow more terrifying than a gun being pointed in my face.

      She raised the hem of her skirt about three inches and I saw the blood. Should have seen it first, if I were being honest. It was a bad cut, and I reared up off the sofa and acted as though I could totally handle a crying five-year-old, when I didn’t have a fucking clue how to handle any of this.

      Lifting her carefully into my arms, I tensed when she wrapped her own around my neck and clung to me. When she started weeping, her body shaking, the amusement died in the room, and the others cut me looks.

      “I got this,” I told them gruffly, and headed out of the office.

      Seeing someone getting their cock sucked in the kitchen by one of the sweetbutts who was supposed to be making fucking lunch, had me quickly moving upstairs to my bedroom where I had some stuff I could use to get her cleaned up.

      Fuck, Lucie wasn’t wrong about Amaryllis not needing to grow up around this place.

      Heading down the hall, I hovered outside Lucie’s door. “You want your momma?”

      She shook her head. “She’s busy.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Buying things.”

      My lips twitched. “Oh.” I didn’t ask again, because, for whatever reason, she’d come to me with this. I had no idea why, but she had, and I’d take that trust and wouldn’t let her down.

      When I made it through my bedroom and into the bathroom, I tried to put her on the counter but she held fast.

      “Honey, I can’t make it better if you don’t let me.”

      She hiccupped but let me go, and seeing her little face all scrunched up had me wanting to kill whoever or whatever had hurt her.

      Moving past that rage, I quickly gathered the shit I’d need. I usually sewed up people if they’d been shot or stabbed and didn’t need the hospital, so it wasn’t like I wasn’t used to doing this, but on my daughter? It fucking sucked.

      Every whimper, every tear, every fucking time she tensed made me want to strangle something.

      As I cleaned up the jagged wound that ran down her leg, I saw that it was just light enough to not need stitches, but deep enough to get infected if we didn’t keep an eye on it.

      Loading it down with Neosporin, I quickly pressed gauze to it then taped her up. Just as I’d finished, the sound of metal smashing into metal had both Amaryllis and me jerking in surprise.

      Her arms popped up and I stared at her in bewilderment a second before I realized she wanted to be back in my arms.

      Hefting her so that she kind of sat on my forearm, I headed out of my dingy bathroom and into my bedroom. At the window, I saw Axe and Flame beating the shit out of the swing set with some pipes they’d gotten from only the fuck knew where.

      “What the hell are they doing?” I mumbled under my breath. “Aside from making more noise than a—” I cut off, not wanting to swear in front of Amaryllis. Didn’t matter that her momma said she wouldn’t repeat the words, I just didn’t want to be that kind of dad.

      “That’s what cut me,” Amaryllis whispered, pressing her wet cheek into my cut as she stared down at her crazy-ass daddies.

      “How?” I growled, but she didn’t tense.

      The swing set was like an extended A-frame. Had three swing seats and nothing else. I wasn’t even sure how she’d get a cut from it.

      “I was leaning against the side, watching Lawrence trying to reach the sun.” She said that so seriously that I almost believed Lawrence could reach the sun via swing. “Then, I pulled away and I was bleeding.”

      I peered down at the tableau of two grown men beating the shit out of the swing set that had dared to hurt their daughter, and saw Lawrence, Wheels’ kid, was standing in the wings, watching on with satisfaction at the destruction.

      The sight had me frowning. “Why didn’t Lawrence help you?”

      “He tried,” she said in a small voice. “But I wanted one of my daddies.”

      And she’d picked me?

      My heart went BOOM in my chest, especially when she cuddled into me even more with a sigh.

      Hand shaking as I lifted it, I pressed it to her head and gently stroked her silky blonde curls. She looked like Tara, Wolfe’s sister, had when she was little, before things had gone to shit after their daddy had died and she’d gotten into drugs. Shortly after, she’d OD’ed. It was a wonder Wolfe didn’t break down and cry every time he looked at his daughter, because if I saw Tara’s face every time, he had to too.

      “I’m tired,” she whispered.

      “Shall we find your mommy?”

      When she didn’t reply, I peered down into her face and saw she’d worn herself out and was asleep. On my arm.

      An hour later, I was on my bed with my phone in one hand, and Amaryllis still cuddled into me, when Lucie came in.

      She looked a little flushed—had one of my brothers been teasing her?—then I saw her gaze land on Amaryllis’s leg and knew she’d heard what happened.

      “She’s fine,” I assured her softly.

      “Found a good mattress,” Lucie pointed out, but she was smiling now, her panic gone.

      “Yeah. Apparently I’m comfortable,” I teased, grinning at her as she approached the bed, toed out of her sandals, and climbed in beside me.

      “I could have told you that,” she replied. “How bad?”

      “She didn’t need stitches. But we’ll need to put antibiotic cream on it every eight hours.”

      “She won’t need a tetanus jab. Cut herself last year and we had to get one then.” She winced. “Probably more damage to the swing set than her.”

      “Without a doubt,” I told her, amusement lacing my words. I showed her my phone and she laughed quietly at the swings I was going to order. “All wood, no metal.”

      I lifted my arm so she could cuddle into me, but that meant I had to put my phone down. Leaving it on the nightstand, I let her snuggle into me, loving her soft curves as she hugged me like she couldn’t get close enough. I knew the feeling because I felt like that too.

      There was never all that much silence at the clubhouse, but there was enough for the restful peace in my room to affect us.

      Lucie and I didn’t talk, didn’t need to, just held one another and our daughter.

      And, for the first time since I was a kid, I took an afternoon nap, which became the best sleep of my goddamn life.
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      “We’re gathered here today to celebrate the life of Kid. He was a brother, and he still is. Even with his life having been tragically cut short, he dies a Rebel, and we honor him with that today.”

      The words were still percolating in my head a few hours after the service.

      On Rebel land, we had an area where we had a private graveyard. It was filled with way too many bodies, considering how short a time the Rebels had been around. We’d gathered there today with the intention of spreading Ryan’s ashes before we began the wake, but my mind was still out there, still playing back those moments we’d released Ryan’s ashes to the world.

      Amaryllis had been clinging to Lucie all morning and afternoon. It was seven, her bedtime, and Lucie had just put her to bed. I was watching her, needing those quiet moments before the chaos of the common room took precedence over everything else. Listening to the bedtime story was soothing something inside me, something I hadn’t even known I’d needed.

      I’d never thought I’d be a dad, and yet, here I was, watching Lucie with our girl.

      The circle of life…

      Wakes weren’t just an excuse for a fuckfest or for a party. They were the one way we could mourn with our brothers. If someone cried at a wake, there’d be no recriminations. No shit talk. We all wept into our whisky when one of our own passed. Call us pussies or just call us loyal, it was how we rolled at these events.

      When a brother was taken down, I felt it in my fucking soul. They weren’t brothers of blood but brothers by choice, and that made the tie even more powerful.

      It didn’t matter that Ryan had left a long time ago. Didn’t matter that the MC had moved on. Only the new kids didn’t know him, didn’t remember him. That was the punch Ryan had packed.

      I remember you telling me pussies could punch harder than me.

      Ryan?

      What the fuck?

      My eyes widened as I stared at Amaryllis and Lucie. Reaching up, I rubbed at my eyes and tried to calculate how much I’d had to fucking drink today.

      Too much.

      Fuck. I’d only had six or so beers.

      Exactly. I didn’t keep them safe all this time for you to fuck this up, Axe. I need you to love her, to protect her. Don’t let your guard down, man.

      I had to be losing my fucking mind.

      More like pickling it. Shit’s coming, brother. Shit I can’t stop. Keep her safe. For me. But more importantly, for all you fuckwits. You’re nothing without her.

      My mouth dropped open at the reprimand, but before I could pinch myself, Lucie was turning around and creeping off the bed. I glanced at Amaryllis and saw she was asleep. Lucie reached over and turned off the nightstand lamp, cutting off the light to the dark room.

      Already, the loud, throbbing music from below was evident, and I winced, made aware yet again that this wasn’t the right place to raise Amaryllis.

      Ever since Lucie had talked about leaving and finding somewhere nearby, the idea had been running through my head but we’d all been too busy to actually act on the notion.

      But with it running at the back of my mind, I’d never noticed just how much sex went down on the premises. I mean, I noticed, but it hadn’t registered. It wasn’t until I had a set of little eyes to protect that I actually gave a fuck.

      “Come on, she’s fast asleep,” Lucie whispered, tugging at my hand.

      “You gonna sleep with me tonight?” I asked softly, as we stepped out and closed the door behind us.

      She cut me a look and shook her head. “She still needs me.”

      I understood that, even if I did feel petty for being jealous of my daughter.

      My lips curved in amusement at the thought, but when Ryan’s favorite song came on, a total wild card of a song that I knew was only being played for his benefit, my heart stuttered.

      “Wolfe,” Lucie whispered.

      That made sense. He was behind “Zombie” by The Cranberries being played.

      I squeezed her hand when I felt her fingers trembling in my hold.

      “God, Axe, I miss him so much.”

      “I do too,” I rasped, hauling her into my side so I could bury my face in her hair. “All I’ve done for so long is miss the pair of you. I can’t believe he’s fucking gone.”

      “Me either.” She curled into me, her hands coming up to my chest and her nails digging into my cut. “I begged him to fight it, begged him to, but he couldn’t. It just… He was so strong. Then, one minute, he wasn’t. He got so thin, his muscles seemed to disappear. It was like something from a horror movie how it ravaged his body.” She trembled in my arms. “A-After, without him, I thought I was going to die. I’ve always thought I was strong. That I could do anything I set my mind to, but I realized then that I could only do that when you had my back. Without him, I was alone, so fucking alone, Axe—”

      Before she could say another word, I whispered, “You’ll never be alone again.”

      Her tears wet my cut, and I closed my eyes as I ran a hand over her head, trying to impart comfort where there was none to give.

      “You’ve got closure now, baby girl,” I told her softly. “You’ve been waiting on this service for a long time.”

      She tensed then relaxed. “I guess.”

      “Closure is important. You know that. How many brothers have we lost? You can’t grieve when shit’s still up in the air.”

      Lucie was quiet for a few seconds, then, she whispered, “I-I hope he’s at rest now that he’s here. He missed this place just as much as I did. This was home for both of us.”

      “Of course it was. He’ll find his peace.” At least, I hoped he would. The fact the fucker had still managed to fucking talk to me told me otherwise, but I wasn’t about to tell Lucie that. She’d think I’d lost my fucking mind.

      I tugged at her, prompting her to move with me as we slow-danced to a song that you couldn’t slow-dance to, but one that was for her and me.

      “Zombie” was a song about death and mindless violence, about loss and fear and the human condition. Ryan hadn’t just loved the lyrics or the music, he’d loved the meaning. He was a deep fucker, and as I danced with our woman, that resonated as we moved to a song that, deep in his cups, had been enough to make tears prick the bastard’s eyes.

      Rubbing my chin against her silky hair, I whispered, “Lucie?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I love you. You know that, don’t you?”

      She released a sigh. “I do. I love you, too.”

      I nodded, glad she knew that. This week was going to be a fucker, and I wanted her to know, down to her bones, that we had her back.

      Tomorrow, she’d be heading with Dagger to the doctor’s surgery for her cast to be removed. Ramon couldn’t cut off her fucking finger before then. It wasn’t like she could have the cast removed with her finger missing, not without raising questions, and considering the appointment had already been set for this week, we’d seen no issue in following through with it.

      Had it been me, Wolfe, Flame, or Dagger, there was no doubt that we’d have taken a saw to the cast ourselves. But Lucie needed the best care, and while that wasn’t exactly what Rutherford had to offer, it was better than us attacking her cast ourselves.

      After that, we had to stage her scene of ‘death’ and hope that Carlos Rodriguez was distracted enough with his turf war that he was satisfied with the pictures Ramon sent him.

      Then, we had to hide Lucie away. Flame had called in a favor with one of the ranchers who’d gone to school with us. She was going to stay in a cabin on his land for a little while. Back in the day, it had been used during the winter as a base so ranch hands could check out the terrain at the farthest points of the property.

      Nobody would think to look for her there. She’d stay there with Amaryllis until we found the rat in our midst, and then we’d bring her home. She’d have to lay low for-fucking-ever. There was no avoiding that. Or until Carlos Rodriguez was taken down.

      Even as I thought about it, I wondered if Dagger and Flame were intending to go down that route. And if they weren’t, maybe I should make the suggestion, because the prospect of Lucie having to hide out for the rest of her life wasn’t acceptable.

      Still, targeting Carlos would bring the entirety of the cartel down on us. Easier to ship a ton of ghost guns to the Colombians who he was engaging in turf war with. Arm them up, ramp them up, and get them to take the motherfucking Mexicans out.

      “You tensed.”

      I blinked. “Just thinking.”

      “About this week?” she asked, and her miserable tone told me that she was sad about Ryan, but also about what was going to go down over the next few days.

      “It’s fucked up,” I admitted, releasing the words on an exhalation, “but we’ll get through it.”

      She swallowed. “I’d run again, but—”

      “No!” I growled. “No running.” My hands slipped up her arms to cup the balls of her shoulders. “Promise me, Lucie. You run now, you’ll run forever. Hiding out is better than running.”

      “Isn’t it the same thing?” she demanded, staring up at me with her heart in her eyes. I felt her fear, sensed it, and wished I could take it away.

      “No. It isn’t.” I leaned down and pressed my forehead to hers. “We’ll get through this. Just give us time.”

      “Time? That’s all I’ll have.” She sighed. “At least I can get the factory set up. It will take a while to get all the parts. Some of them are monitored by the Feds, so I’ll have to find a way to get them to us.”

      I frowned—she hadn’t told us that. “Which parts?”

      “Ryan developed two ways of producing guns. Each one had a purpose.”

      “Like?”

      “If you knew you’d need to dispose of the weapon, he developed a gun that can be 3D printed.”

      I blinked at that.

      “How do you dispose of it?”

      “You need something like acetone to break down the plastic we’ll use.”

      “What’s the other route?”

      “Smithing. We have to make them from scratch.”

      For some reason, the idea of Lucie dressed in blacksmith gear had my cock hardening.

      She snorted. “Do you have an erection?”

      “Just imagining you in a workshop.”

      A laugh escaped her. “I know my way around a forge, but I prefer the other route. I’ll be glad to teach that part and let someone else take over.”

      “I can’t believe Ryan taught you all this shit.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t think he wanted to, but…”

      When she didn’t continue, I pulled back so I could look at her. “But, what?”

      Her lips quivered before she firmed them. “I think he had headaches for a long time before he finally caved in and went to the doctors.”

      Fuck.

      “He was trying to keep a low profile?”

      “We were always moving until we reached Lubbock and found this place where we figured no one would find us. Hell, it was in the middle of nowhere. Even if someone had, he set up all these alarms that would warn us, and by the time someone could approach the property, we had an escape route planned.”

      “Jesus,” I bit off. “You lived like that for years? But who did you think was following you? I mean, fuck, we didn’t know about the cartel, so how did you?”

      “We didn’t. At least, I didn’t, but...” She tensed, but deep in her eyes, I saw the truth.

      “No fucking way.”

      Her swallow was all the answer I needed.

      She and Ryan had believed the Hell’s Rebels were a threat to her as well.

      For a second, I couldn’t even process what she hadn’t said, then I pushed away from her and began to stalk off, my intention to find a bottle of Patrón at the bar.

      Then I heard her, heard her broken voice. “Axe, please.”

      And I staggered to a halt.

      Clinging to the rail that ran down the stairs, I froze in place, trying to get myself under control. But this wasn’t on Lucie. This was on her fucker of a father.

      I couldn’t turn around, didn’t have it in me, not when I felt like she’d betrayed me even if she hadn’t. I just needed a drink, just… Hell, I needed something to clear my brain.

      So, instead of turning around, I raised my arm. I heard the tap of her feet in her heels, and when she clung to my side, I curved it around her shoulders.

      I needed to get shit-faced, and I was pretty fucking sure she did too.
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      A laugh escaped Lucie as she clung to my waist. One strong arm settled against my belly, the other one, still in a cast, was a hard and cold presence at my side, but her laughter more than made up for the discomfort.

      With the wind in our faces, the open road ahead of us, I wanted to carry on driving.

      It was a temptation I couldn’t follow through on, no matter how badly I wanted to.

      We were heading to the doctor’s office together to get the cast taken off, not pulling a Bonnie and Clyde without the final scenes. But getting her away from the Guerrera Cartel’s reach felt imperative. Every single one of my instincts was roaring to life alongside the gnarly growl of my hog.

      Me, my woman, and my machine.

      This was how it was supposed to be.

      Simple.

      But, as always, shit was complicated. Whenever Lucie was involved, things always turned crazily complex, and I should have remembered that, but I hadn’t.

      None of this was on her, none of it. But that didn’t make me want to wrap her up in cotton any less. Not that she’d let me.

      She hollered as I revved the engine and upped my speed. I needed the blast of the wind, the scream of the engine, and the change of pace to shift my focus. Thinking about this messed up situation wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

      We had a plan.

      We had to stick to it.

      And it was beyond fucked up that I was about to take Lucie to the doctors for one injury, while returning her back to the clubhouse to sustain another—one none of us had figured out how to tell Amaryllis. Our current plan was for it to happen, then explain after the fact because there was no way in fuck we were going to go into details about this messed up shit. Not with a little girl who was still traumatized from her daddy’s death. Hell, not even if she was nineteen with a kid of her own would we clue her in to the rat’s nest the past had thrown our way.

      As Rutherford beckoned in the distance, I eyed the town. It was small fry, but it was home. The place was too tiny to sustain schools or much of a working town center, and that was why most of the businesses were based in Jonsson. Before Bomber had even established the clubhouse here, he’d set up links in the larger city, which was a thirty-minute ride away.

      We had several businesses that laundered our cash and added to the club’s coffers, but they pulled in nothing like the runs or the hits.

      Still, Johnson was large enough to have a doctor’s office, and even then, it was because of all the cattle ranches in the vicinity. I’d worked at one the summer before I turned eighteen—fuck, I’d never seen so many weird injuries in my life. And I’d been raised in a goddamn MC.

      Dust flew as I powered down the byroads to reach the town center where the office was, and all the while, Lucie clung to me with a trust that never seemed to have died.

      It was like it had only been in stasis. Like her love had been too. I guess a lot of people might have found it weird, her being that loyal to a bunch of guys who’d let her down in the worst possible way. Guys who’d declared they’d loved her with one breath then turned their backs on her the next, but loyalty was bred into the club.

      We were nothing without brothers, nothing without the ties that bound us together. We weren’t all blood related, but that didn’t matter. We didn’t all like each other, and that mattered even less.

      But we’d been living a lie. Bomber was the biggest traitor of us all. We had a leak in our ranks, one who was feeding shit to the Guerrera Cartel as well as our rivals, Satan’s Knights MC, and apparently, some dumb fuck who was following around one of our sweetbutts’ kids with intent to harm.

      What the hell was going on with my MC?

      As I braked to a halt, Lucie was practically bouncing with excitement behind me.

      “Been a long time since you rode bitch, huh?” I teased, as she clambered off the back and after I cut my engine. The silence of the parking lot let me hear her reply.

      “Yeah,” she retorted, pulling off her helmet and letting her glorious hair fly out in a wave. She punched me in the shoulder. “I used to ride my own, but I sold it to get back down here.”

      I cocked a brow at her as I climbed off my hog too. “Ryan let you have a bike?”

      “There’s no letting me do shit,” she scoffed, shoving my arm again.

      Laughing, I shook my head. “You know you can’t do that now you’re an old lady, though, right?”

      Her bottom lip popped out. “That sucks.”

      “You know I’m right,” was all I said, as we crossed the dusty lot and headed toward the clinic’s doors.

      “Yeah, I do. Small price to pay, plus you guys ride the best anyway. I’ll still get my kicks.”

      I snorted. “Thanks for the compliment.”

      She winked at me, and even though my head was fucked up over what was going to go down today, I had to admit, she lightened the load just by being here.

      Lucie did that to me. She always had.

      I had a tendency to overthink shit, to get too involved in things. Bomber had told me once that was why I made a great Treasurer. I dealt with the books, sure, but I also knew how to manipulate them to beat the system, and had more shit in my head about tax evasion than some guys knew about their favorite sports team.

      Lucie always kept things simple. At least, she did for me. When she was there, my world revolved around her.

      See? Simple.

      When she wasn’t, that was when things changed.

      Even if she did have a habit of bringing chaos with her wherever she went, like a biker’s version of Pandora, what I felt for her wasn’t complicated.

      Yeah, I loved her, but it went deeper than that.

      The thirty-minute wait in the doctor’s office should have been miserable, but instead, Lucie had me muffling my laughs as two old ladies waiting on appointments glowered at me. The older generation of Rutherford, ironically enough, were rarely intimidated by us. I wasn’t sure why, but I figured it had something to do with seeing most of the recent recruits grow up.

      Mrs. Tanner, for example, had worked at our high school. We’d been hell-raisers back then, but we’d never fazed her. Didn’t faze her to this day if that glower was anything to go by.

      It was a relief when we got back on my bike and started the return journey to the clubhouse. I didn’t like what we were about to do, but it felt weird having her out in the open. With her being in an active threat situation, I wanted her back where she was safe.

      After being tucked in a cast for over a month, her arm was paler in contrast to her good one, and it was still slightly weaker, but it felt better against my belly as we rode home, and she even nuzzled into me more, which was never a bad thing. I could feel her excitement. It seemed to throb as hard as the engine between my legs.

      “What is it?” she hollered at me, and when her hands roamed over my stomach, I knew she was turned on just as much as me.

      We were in a wooded area that I knew didn’t get much traffic, because this was where the sheriffs in the area came to nap—it was our business to know where the pigs were.

      The second we were in the shade, I cut the engine entirely and the silence seemed to cut through me.

      I didn’t need to prompt her. She let out a squeal that had me laughing as she jumped off. I climbed off my bike too, and the second I was standing, she threw herself at me.

      Within thirty seconds, she was in my arms and my mouth was on hers. Having clamped her legs around my thighs, I could feel the heat from her pussy and groaned as I rested my hands on her ass and began to knead those delicious cheeks.

      I grunted as her kiss turned naughty, decadent. She thrust into my mouth, and I let her, let her take charge as she fucked me slowly, softly, before taking things up a notch. My heart pounded as her fingers ran through my hair, and when I felt the burn of her nails on my scalp, my own dug into her ass.

      I had a decision to make—fuck her over my bike or against a tree.

      That was a pretty hard choice to make, I figured.

      Like she knew what I was thinking, she pulled away, her pupils dilated, as she whispered, “Bike.”

      I grinned at her, leaned forward, and pressed my lips to her throat. Fluttering my tongue there, I murmured, “Bike it is.”

      She jumped down as quickly as she’d leaped up, and I’d never been so grateful for the skirt she wore. Reaching underneath it, I hauled her panties down and told her, “Leave them down around your ankles. Got to shackle you somehow.”

      Her snicker melted me just as much as her pussy would make my dick melt from her scorching heat. As she leaned over the bike, her hands against the leather seat, I grunted at the sight, then groaned as she stuck her ass out, revealing the plump, slick lips of her sex.

      My mouth watered, and as we both knew what was about to go down the second we made it back to the clubhouse, it seemed like we both wanted to procrastinate.

      Safe in the knowledge that no one came out here because of the cops, I figured we had twenty minutes to play with.

      Dropping to my knees, I pushed my face between her thighs and tongued her clit. As she rocked against the bike, her legs spread slightly, but they were contained by her small G-string. I grinned against her cunt, then tongue-fucked her until sharp cries were escaping her.

      When I felt her come around my tongue, I jumped up, unfastened my fly, and released my cock. Holding on to it firmly, I tapped her clit before guiding the tip through all her juices. I pushed into her hard and fast, loving the tight clench of her pussy around my dick.

      I was an ass man, a BJ man, but nothing beat my woman’s pussy. Not even her ass or mouth.

      As I thrust into her, that bullshit about coming home resonated with me so deeply, I had to close my eyes to savor the moment.

      Fuck, she felt so good.

      Like heaven and hell combined.

      I rammed into her, loving the way she arched up on her tiptoes. Her shoulders lowered as she moved down to lean on her elbows, and her stance widened so she could take every single one of my thrusts.

      As I fucked her over my bike, I knew that today would forever be etched into my memory banks. Not just for this, but for so many fucking bad reasons too. I didn’t think about those now though. Just thought about her, about how good she felt, how right.

      Bending over her, I pressed my teeth to the shoulder that was exposed by her wife beater and reached around so I could play with her clit again.

      As I rubbed her there, touched her, she grunted before she released a keening sound, long and low, that prefaced her climax.

      The feel of her clamping down on me, clutching around me, was like a sweet form of torture.

      Within seconds, I was coming too. I could feel my cum boiling in my balls, desperate to be freed, to be released into her wet and willing pussy.

      I closed my eyes, and for those few seconds, shut down. Let my body focus on her, on our mutual pleasure in each other’s bodies.

      And that was my mistake.

      I only heard them when it was too late.

      As something hard connected with my head, a scream escaped my woman. I couldn’t help her though, couldn’t do shit as I staggered back and fell to my knees.

      Woozy, my eyes were dazed as I tried to focus. I scrambled for the gun I’d tucked into my waistband, but before I could even reach it, that metal ‘something’ connected with my head again.

      And even as I hated myself for being so fucking stupid as to stop at the side of the road for a quick fuck, when I knew how active the threat was against her, my thoughts were no good to anyone.

      The last thing I heard was Lucie scream, “Dagger!” before everything went black, and I tumbled into unconsciousness.
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      Seeing the cuts should have filled me with confidence, only it didn’t.

      It could have been the cartel, could have been one of Carlos Rodriguez’s men who was looking to take me down because my father had sold me down the line a long time ago.

      But it wasn’t.

      It was an MC.

      Just not my MC.

      Well, the Rebels weren’t exactly mine. Not yet, at any rate. Not until I’d proven myself, until I’d shown them I wasn’t the traitor my father had told them I was.

      Still, they were bikers. Bikers who’d appeared in a cage of all fucking things, because if they’d been riding hogs, we’d have heard the sneaky bastards. As it was, they got the drop on us too well.

      I didn’t go quietly. I kicked and I hit and I spat at them, but there was a gun to my forehead now with the safety off. If I moved, I’d already been told the bastard would shoot me, and if he didn’t, there were the guys in the cage with me now, then the four bikers who were riding at our sides who’d appeared out of nowhere once we traveled a good twenty or so miles.

      When they’d hit Dagger, they’d quickly tried to gather me. At first, I thought they were going to rape me, but they didn’t. Instead, one of them hauled me over his shoulder even as I was trying to drag my fucking panties up over my knees, and began running with me down the side of the road.

      For endless seconds, I’d been speechless, totally at a loss, then I’d realized they’d knocked Dagger out and I’d screamed his name. That had been my wake-up call. I’d started clawing at him like the angel of hell I was named for. It hadn’t worked. My nails couldn’t do any damage to fucking denim, and when the bastard dropped me on the ground, I took the chance to reach for the knife I had tucked in my boot.

      Even as I grabbed the hilt, a gun was in my face, and only that had shut me up. I had continued to remain quiet as I was bustled into this cage, and transported only the fuck knew where.

      We drove down back roads and side roads that were more rock and pebble than anything else, heading farther away from humanity.

      I hadn’t even seen their cuts because the bikers were riding just behind us, so I could see their faces but not their patches.

      All I knew was that they’d taken Dagger down—was he dead? Fuck, was he? Dear God, I couldn’t survive if I lost another of my men. I couldn’t. And Amaryllis? Oh hell, what would she do once she knew I’d been taken? If Dagger was dead, that meant she’d lost two daddies in a year—

      I clenched my eyes closed as tears cascaded from them. I wanted to stop their fall, didn’t want to reveal such a weakness, but I just couldn’t help myself.

      Where she was concerned, I was weak. I was helpless.

      The motion of the cage changed, the texture of the road altered, shifting from hard and rocky to smooth asphalt.

      Opening my eyes, I saw the gates ahead, which were open to let us through.

      We pulled up outside a kind of warehouse. It was corrugated iron that had been painted a weird hunter green. With a curved roof, it was over twenty feet high, and looked like some kind of shitty bomb shelter.

      The gun jammed into my temple, and I cried out as the metal connected with bone.

      If it had been one-on-one, I’d have beaten the shit out of the bastard. Made earrings out of his balls. But he had a gun, while I was now unarmed.

      There was no excuse for how slow I’d been to react. Orgasms didn’t make you stupid. Hell, we should never have stopped in the first place, and the fact that Dagger had, told me how messed up he was in the head over what was going to go down the second we made it back to the clubhouse… His desire to procrastinate and my desire for him had led to this moment.

      I was fucked.

      And Dagger might be dead.

      Rage over that, and rage at myself for not telling him to get back on the road hit me, made me stagger once my feet hit the graveled drive.

      The biker who’d kept the gun pressed to my temple lowered the weapon the second I was out of the cage though, and the team of eight moved around me in a circle now that the bikers had cut their engines.

      With them around me, I saw that the door to the warehouse had opened and a man walked out. It was a surreal moment because from his patches, I knew he was Prez, and now I’d finally gotten a chance to see the back of the riders’ cuts, I knew who had taken me—Satan’s Knights.

      Was I scared?

      Not much scared me, not much except for the Grim Reaper, and it figured that it was my turn for a visit from him because the Knights would only have brought me here to kill me.

      After they tortured me.

      And after they tormented my men with my torture.

      The knowledge that I was going to be used against them filled me with rage, but it was useless. Futile. My feelings didn’t matter here. At the moment, I was a commodity. I’d always been that. Something to trade, to use. As much as it infuriated me, I knew I was about to be stashed away in some shitty little cage where the MC kept their prisoners.

      Fuck, the Rebels had one in the basement. It was just off the meeting room where they held church, so they could literally go from torturing a goddamn enemy and straight into business mode.

      My world was fucked up, but what was more fucked up was that, as the Knights’ Prez walked toward me, I didn’t show a lick of fear. I tipped my chin back and stared him down.

      He was in his fifties and, I had to admit, quite handsome for a silver fox. He wore the usual MC uniform of jeans, boots, wifebeater, and cut. In this weather, there was nothing else to wear, and bikers didn’t exactly give a shit about sunburns—not until it hit them and then they whined like motherfuckers.

      Truly, I’d seen kids with more stamina when it came to sunburns.

      His hair was dark silver, his eyes a light green, and though he had crinkles at the side of his eyes above his strong brows, there was something about him I recognized.

      From the mirror.

      Fuck.

      I had to be wrong.

      Reaching up, I rubbed at my temple. “Tell me this is a fucking joke, please?”

      The man smirked. “I see you’ve noticed the similarities.”

      “There are plenty of—”

      “Let’s cut the BS. You know I’m your father.” He stared at me before he clicked his fingers. At his silent command, the bikers spread out, moving away but staying close enough to be able to hustle forward if I did anything stupid like try to run away.

      Because, yeah, I’d also had ‘moron’ tattooed on my forehead when I’d had my men’s claims inked into my skin.

      I was on their territory, away from everyone I knew, without a weapon or a cellphone thanks to the fact my purse was tucked into Dagger’s saddlebags. Fuck, it was like since I’d come back to Rutherford, I’d left my goddamn brains back in Lubbock.

      There was no excuse, no excuse whatsoever.

      “You think you’re my dad?” I rasped, even though I had to admit, we did look alike.

      “Know it.” His lips twitched. “Maria was my girlfriend before she was Bomber’s old lady.” When he uttered Bomber’s name, he spat, and though it was disgusting, I felt the same way about the bastard who’d reared me.

      “Yeah? Well, you forget you had a woman and a baby on the way?”

      He shook his head. “Got banged up. Fifteen to twenty.” His smile tightened. “Got out six years ago.”

      My brow puckered. “Six years ago?” When I was eighteen?

      “Been looking for you ever since.”

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I folded my arms across my chest and snarled, “Why? I didn’t need a daddy then and I sure as fuck don’t need one now.”

      His smile didn’t falter, but I saw his irritation—probably wasn’t used to females who talked back, well, he was in for a shit time because that was all I did.

      “Don’t you? I thought you had a little problem with the Guerreras?” He stressed the word ‘little’ and I wanted, so badly, to flip him the bird, but that wouldn’t exactly be wise, would it? I still had no idea what the dick wanted, and I doubted it was a family reunion considering his MC was at war with the Rebels’.

      I gritted my teeth. “What do you know about that?”

      “Just something a little birdie told me.”

      Frowning, I stared at him. “You tipped them off? Well, thanks a fucking lot, Dad!”

      “I did nothing but get you away from those fucking monsters—”

      “One of whom happens to be the father of my little girl.”

      His shoulders dropped. “No. Ryan Gerrard was your baby daddy.”

      I shook my head. “No. His Prez is Amaryllis’s father.” When it hit me, I tensed. “You’d better not be trying to abduct her too.” From the set of his jaw, I knew that was his exact plan. “If you do that, you’ll scare the shit out of her!” I screamed, terror for Amaryllis hitting me square in the chest until I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

      “She’ll be back with you soon, and then she’ll know everything is well.”

      “You’re taking her away from her father—”

      “That piece of shit scum ain’t fit to be her father!”

      “Isn’t that for me to decide?” My hands flared to either side of my head before they balled into fists I longed to ram into this dumb fucker’s head. “Look, whatever you think you’re doing—”

      “I don’t think, I know. I’m saving your ass. Been trying to do that for a long time, but you were always a few steps ahead of me.”

      Yeah, well, that didn’t reassure me.

      I’d only told Axe last night that I’d believed one of the Rebels had been tracking Ryan and me with the intent to kill us… but had it been a Knight? Only, their intent hadn’t been to kill but to ‘protect?’

      Only, protect against what?

      The gravel crunched beneath his feet as he stepped toward me. As he approached, I scented his aftershave first. Lime and mint. As I took him in, I saw that he took care of himself—he was heavily muscled, clean-shaven, and his hair had just been cut.

      Was he trying to impress me?

      His clothes looked new. Everything except for his cut at least. There was no cleaning those things. Wiping them down with a baby wipe was about as much as any brother would let you get near them, even if they probably needed bleaching every damn day.

      “What’s happening here?” I asked. “Please, leave her where she is and let me go home.”

      “That place was never supposed to be your home.” His jaw tensed. “I was gonna wife your mother, Lucie. I was. But I didn’t have any money for a ring, wouldn’t have any until I went on this run. Except we got caught and I was locked up.” He lifted a hand and ran it over the back of his head. When he cupped his neck, I saw the pain in his eyes, knew it was real, when he whispered, “Next thing I fucking know, she’s Bomber Steeler’s old goddamn lady and she’s pregnant. I knew something was fucked up, knew it and when I asked some of my boys to check shit out? The second I got a glimpse of you, I knew you were mine.”

      My throat worked as I stared at him. He bled sincerity, and somehow, that terrified me more than anything.

      Bikers weren’t sincere.

      They weren’t honest outside of their MC.

      They were dirty and rough, but this man? My father whose name I still didn’t know? He was pleading with me for understanding. Pleading with me to—what?

      Accept him?

      When I didn’t say anything, he dropped his gaze to the ground. “I had brothers check in with you every now and then. When you were four, your mother went missing. He told everyone she’d run off, but Maria would never have left you behind. Ever. Especially not with that sick fuck.”

      “I think he murdered her.”

      Pain flashed through his light green eyes. “Yeah, I believed that for a long while too. When she died, I had more eyes on you. Whatever had made him get rid of her, I was scared he’d do the same with you. Only, he didn’t. It wasn’t like I had a right to you. Getting my boys to watch over you was asking more from them than I should. I hadn’t made her my old lady, and I’d kept her on as a side piece for a while, so no one even fucking knew she was my woman.”

      “She was nothing to them,” I said dully, knowing exactly what he was talking about.

      Each club had rituals. Old ladies were inducted with our version of a marriage ceremony. It wasn’t binding and legal outside of the club, but that was all anyone needed. Wifing a woman was down to the biker. Unnecessary but not frowned upon.

      Unless a woman was an old lady, she meant nothing to the club. They wouldn’t even go out of their way for the clubwhores who serviced them on the regular. They were loyal only to those who’d been claimed by the MC, and because Maria hadn’t, by proxy, I hadn’t been either.

      “You seemed safe enough,” he continued with a nod. “Wasn’t much I could do from behind bars, but try to gain influence.”

      “Influence?”

      “You can do a lot of good for your MC when you’re behind bars.”

      Swallowing, I dipped my head in understanding. He didn’t need to say another word for me to know that he’d dealt with ‘problems’ for the club while in jail. He’d have gotten paid per hit, and respect for him would have risen each time he got away with it—not just because he’d dealt with a problem, but because he’d been clever enough not to get caught.

      That he’d told me so much—to anyone else, it might have seemed like nothing, but bikers shared nothing with their womenfolk—told me he was trying to impress me.

      It wasn’t working.

      If anything, I was more confused than ever.

      “I did it so when I got out, I’d have my ducks in a row to wear this patch. Why?” He reached out and touched my jaw. I flinched back, and he let his hand drop, but I saw his irritation and knew I had to be careful.

      Though he was presenting himself as friendly, these fuckers could turn in a flash.

      “Because I wanted Bomber’s head on a spike.” He bared his teeth. “I got out, followed you around, kept my ears open for whispers. Heard shit about Bomber that had me antsy for you, and next thing I knew you were being exiled.”

      “What shit? What had Bomber done?” I demanded.

      “You don’t have to worry about that now—”

      “I fucking do,” I growled. “That bastard destroyed my life. I deserve to know what he was into.”

      My father shrugged. “Was skimming coke from his shipments. The Guerreras were starting to sniff around, wondering why their deliveries were always running just that little bit short. Next thing I knew, you had a target on your back. I couldn’t let that slide so I had you followed and tried to make sure you were okay. You and that Ryan boy led us on a fucking song and dance.”

      We’d been followed by the Guerreras and Satan’s Knights?

      Jesus Christ.

      Not for the first time I found myself impressed with Ryan’s abilities to keep me safe. Where the hell was he to protect me now?

      I’m here, honey. I’ll always be here.

      I clenched my eyes shut at his voice. It was both terrifying and comforting that he could do this to me.

      Reaching up, I rubbed at my eyelids where an ache had gathered.

      “What’s your name?” I asked softly.

      He cleared his throat. “Martin Graves. My road name’s Lucifer.”

      I stared at him. “She named me after you, didn’t she?”

      His mouth tightened. “I figure as much.”

      It was stupid, pathetic, but somehow, that floored me more than anything. I took a step back from him then dropped to the ground. Considering the move I’d pulled earlier, I wasn’t surprised when some of the bikers surged forward, but I wasn’t aiming for a knife—I was unarmed. Instead, I just plunked down on the gravel, uncaring that it was biting into my ass, uncaring that the sun was burning hot, and that my hair felt like it was on fire with the heat of the Texas sun.

      I pressed my elbows to my knees and leaned forward, just trying to compose myself.

      Bomber had sold me down the line to save his ass, and my father, Martin, Lucifer, had started a campaign to take him down.

      “You’re at war with the Rebels because of me, aren’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      There was no doubt, nothing that could make me question his intent.

      Fuck.

      The unfairness of it all hit me. I’d been raised by a bastard who had killed my mother, who’d treated me like shit, neglecting me until he could use me to save his own ass.

      Then, my own father had shored up his power to become Prez, all so he could go to war with my adoptive father.

      He’d even gone to these crazy fucking lengths to bring me to safety.

      “You’re dedicated, that’s for sure,” I muttered to the gravel rather than him.

      Martin squatted down in front of me. “We can go inside,” he told me. “I have a place set up for you in there.” I cut the warehouse a look and he grimaced. “Temporary residence while we fucked around with the Rebels. Our clubhouse is up in Fort Hancock.”

      My mouth worked. “Didn’t your MC—”

      “Were they pissed at me riding the Rebels hard?” He shook his head. “No. I used the intel I had on them because of Bomber to our advantage. When the Guerreras cut off the Rebels, I was there to take over their distribution lines. It’s made us a lot of money over the years.”

      “Can’t you talk to the head? Make him leave me alone?”

      Martin sighed. “I would if I could, but Carlos Rodriguez makes Bomber look friendly. Bomber sold him a story that he believed. There’s no proof to the contrary, not now that the cunt is dead, so Carlos just wants honor restored if he’s sent someone after you.”

      I licked my lips as I tried to figure out where the fuck this was going, and a thought occurred to me. “You have a rat in the Rebels, don’t you?”

      He blinked at me. “Shit, they know about that?” He reached up and rubbed his chin, then before he said another word, grabbed his cell from his back pocket and typed out a text.

      Within seconds, he had a reply that had him grunting. He texted an answer then shoved his cell back in his pocket.

      “Thank you. You saved my man’s life.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing considering the bastard, whoever he was, had given Martin the intel I was back, information he’d used to get the cartel on my ass.

      “This doesn’t make any sense. Why would you bring the cartel down on me?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Well, a foot soldier appeared out of nowhere for a reason,” I snapped.

      “Not on me.” He shrugged. “I’ve been trying to take you out of danger, not add to it.”

      Did that mean there were two snitches?

      Fuck, could this be anymore complica—

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Triple fuck.

      Jodie-goddamn-May. Holy shit, how hadn’t the guys seen that? I’d watched her last night, making a fool of herself all over a jerk she hadn’t seen in years. Sure, he was her baby daddy, but the bastard was married, had a family, according to Flame, in New York and Mexico, and then had a shit ton of bastards all over the place too.

      When I’d asked Flame if the man hadn’t heard of condoms before, he’d just smirked at me, but I knew he was laughing.

      Inside.

      That was usually where Flame laughed, and I already missed that pinched look that came over his face when he was amused.

      Tears wet my eyes and I reached up to rub them away. “Let me go home.”

      I hated that I was pleading, but I would. I’d fought so hard and for so long, had waited until my father’s death to be able to come back here. This? It was just the nail in my coffin.

      “You are home,” Martin growled. “This is your new home with me.”

      My nostrils flared in outrage. “I’m twenty-four years old, Martin. I don’t need another father. I’ve had one, even if he was shit, and the last thing I need is some other male thinking he can make decisions for me,” I yelled at him, so loud it was more of a scream. My face turned red from the strain, and his eyes flashed with a temper—that I could understand. I’d been born with one.

      “I’m your father—”

      “No. You’re not. You’re my sperm donor. It sucks,” I snapped. “I get it. It does. Especially if you loved Maria. But I never even knew her. Not really. I have zero memories of her, and to be honest, I don’t want any. I’ve had enough misery in my life to want to add more to it.” My throat tightened as one question popped into my mind. One singular question that I shouldn’t care about, but I did. I really fucking did, and the bastard sensed it too.

      “What is it?”

      I licked my lips as I pondered how wise it was to raise this topic. There was only so much shit one person could stand, and the truth was, the answer he gave me would hurt me either way, so, to ask? Or not to ask?

      “It’s okay, you can ask whatever you want,” he soothed, and the tone put my back up even as it did prompt me to reply.

      “Did Bomber know?”

      “Know he wasn’t your father?” His hardened jaw softened at that, and he blew out a breath. “I figure so.”

      “You don’t know for sure?”

      “How could I? Never even spoke with the man, never mind talked about whether he was in the know that the kid he’d raised wasn’t his biologically, but I believe so.”

      “Why?”

      “Something triggered him killing your mom. Only figures that would be it.”

      Jesus.

      Reaching up to rub at my suddenly aching eyes, I whispered, “At least, if he did know, he didn’t sell me out thinking I was his daughter. Just some bitch he’d had the misfortune of raising.” I cleared my throat, dispelling the emotion that had gathered within, and grumbled, “I need to go home now.”

      He shook his head. “If the cartel are after you, you’re in danger there.”

      “I’m in danger everywhere. We have a plan.”

      “What kind of a plan?”

      Hope sparked at his curiosity. Maybe I was stupid for sharing this with him, maybe I was dumb as shit for thinking he didn’t mean me harm, but hope was always dangerous, and it had me admitting the truth to him.

      “Carlos Rodriguez collects the fingers of those he considers enemies.” It was like going back to the Inquisition, for fuck’s sake. “The foot soldier is friendly with the club, he’s going to take mine back to him, and then we’re going to mock-up a picture of me ‘dead.’”

      Martin frowned. “You can’t think that’s going to work?”

      “Ramon came up with the suggestion. He said that was enough to get Carlos off my back,” I whispered, the hope that had sparked sinking into nothing as he shook his head.

      “Ramon? Ramon Sanchez?”

      “Y-Yeah.”

      His top lip quirked up in a snarl as he surged to his feet. He grabbed his cell once more and, squinting into the phone, tapped around on the screen before raising it to his ear.

      For a compound, even a temporary one, it was fucking quiet around here. So quiet that it was close to eerie, but it meant that I could hear Wolfe’s gruff voice snarl, “What?”

      “I think I have something that belongs to you.”
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      I had an army at my back, an army I hadn’t been certain would ride with me.

      Over thirty men were tagging along in this, the first wave that was heading over to the Knights’ compound. I had another thirty on backup, but they were setting off later—a flotilla this size would reach the useless pigs even in this sleepy town—and the rest of the MC had been called in to protect Amaryllis and the clubhouse.

      I wasn’t sure what the fuck was going on, but I knew the Prez of the Satan’s Knights MC had called me, telling me he had Lucie, and for whatever fucking reason, Dagger wasn’t picking up his goddamn cell phone.

      With terror in my heart, I couldn’t even find it in me to be stoked about being on the back of my bike. She throbbed like a dream beneath me, but it was lost on me. The wind in my face, the sun on my head, and the heat in my veins was all lost to me. There was no thrill here, no excitement. I wasn’t even psyched about potentially taking some Knights down…

      I was just terrified.

      Absolutely fucking shitting myself.

      I sucked down a breath as we made the turn off. We’d been driving down back roads and shit that had been a nightmare on our suspension for the past thirty minutes, but we finally made it out of the lane that was surrounded by rows of wheat on either side. It was like something from an M. Night Shyamalan movie, and it didn’t exactly lighten the load on my heart.

      If they had Lucie, then that meant they’d done something to Dagger. I’d sent two teams out to try and scout the area from the town to the clubhouse, but I hadn’t had an update thus far.

      When the gates beckoned up ahead, and I saw the lone figure standing at the center, I reared back in surprise.

      My woman.

      Standing there.

      Unharmed in her denim skirt, white vest, and shitkickers. Some of her tattoos were on display, but most of them were hidden, but with all that skin on show, I could see she wasn’t even bruised, and as grateful as I was for that, it merely added to my confusion.

      As I slowed down, my brake lights glaring, behind me, the wave of bikers moved to a standstill too.

      When I kicked off my bike, she was there, running into my arms, sobbing so hard it would have broken my heart if she weren’t here, safe and sound, beside me.

      “How’s Dagger?” she cried. “Is he okay?”

      “You know where he is?” I demanded, urgency in my words.

      “Y-Yes. They hit him on the head and left him…” She reached up and rubbed her temple. “I think it’s that turn around where the cops go to nap. You know the one just off the highway? Sometimes it’s a speed trap too?”

      “On the road to the clubhouse? You weren’t heading somewhere else? I knew Dagger was dreading this afternoon.”

      She shook her head. “No. We were coming home.” Lucie peered around me, and saw that Flame was there but not Axe.

      “Call Axe, tell him. Go and get him. He’ll need to see a doctor.” She tugged at my cut, her eyes wet again with fear.

      “On it,” Flame muttered, and I heard him connect the call and start speaking with Axe.

      “What the fuck’s going on?” I ground out, as I saw that none of the Knights had approached us. It was shady as fuck.

      “You won’t believe it, Wolfe,” she whispered. “The Prez is my father. My real one. H-He was trying to keep me safe.”

      “By kidnapping you?” I snarled, my hands biting into the soft flesh of her arms.

      “He doesn’t trust you, and considering what Bomber’s done over the years, you can’t blame him.”

      “Are you defending him?” I growled, taken aback by her words.

      “No, dammit. Of course not. But he let me call you here, let me—”

      “You mean they’re still alive?” Flame asked, his tone deadly serious.

      She blinked at him. “Yes, Flame, I didn’t manage to take down an MC compound all on my own. I’m not the Bride,” she grumbled, talking about the role Uma Thurman had played in Kill Bill. One of her favorite movies.

      “Why did he let me come here? We were expecting a Mexican standoff, not you standing here waiting on us to pick you up and take you home, Lucie,” I ground out.

      “Ramon… I told him about his plan, and he says it’s bullshit. Carlos isn’t looking for me, Ramon is looking to curry favor.”

      “Curry favor?” Flame repeated. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means he’s done something wrong and is trying to lick ass,” I growled, my temper soaring as I stared at her.

      “How the fuck does he know this?”

      “Because they distribute for the Guerreras now. Carlos is ass-deep in a turf war he’s losing,” she whispered, then she gulped. “There was a rat in the fold… he called him back home. But I think Jodie-May was the one who told Ramon about me.”

      My top lip curled in a sneer. “After her greeting, maybe that shouldn’t come as much of a surprise.”

      I grabbed my phone and connected to Axe. “Take Ramon to The Pit.”

      “What? Why?” Axe demanded, and I heard him shuffling the phone around.

      Rage flushed through me. “He’s there?”

      “Yeah.”

      I snarled. “Take him down. Bad blood.”

      That was our code word for ‘shit has hit the fan.’

      I heard the sound of a gun cocking before it went off. Lucie tensed in my arms, obviously hearing it too, but the scream that sounded was followed by a fuck ton of Spanish curses.

      In Spanish.

      We shot each other relieved looks.

      “I said to detain him, not shoot him,” I grumbled.

      “Yeah, well, the motherfucker is slippery. See you later.”

      He cut the call, and I shoved my phone back in my jeans pocket. When I looked back at the gates, I saw a man standing there with a cut and patches that matched mine.

      When our eyes caught, he smiled and fuck, if that wasn’t Lucie’s smile, I didn’t know what was. It had that evil twist to it that made you realize you were about to be toyed with… whether that was in a good way or a bad way, there was no way to tell from their expression.

      Behind me, I heard the cocking sound of a dozen guns, but I hollered out, “Wait for direction. He has information that will help the club.”

      That caused more confusion than it solved, but I didn’t need to start a battle we might lose. Only hell knew how many Knights were in the compound behind us, and I wasn’t about to trigger a blood bath that might be totally unnecessary.

      Lucie, seeing the direction of my glance, looked over her shoulder. When she saw her father, she tugged at my hand and said, “He wants to explain something.”

      “He’d better fucking explain something. That’s for damn sure,” I snarled, storming over to him and almost spitting in his face as I ground out, “You think you can take my woman from me? Hurt my brother?”

      “I was saving her ass, that’s what. Far as I knew you hated my girl. Wasn’t about to let her stay with you fuckers if she didn’t need to.”

      “Lucie does nothing she doesn’t want,” I retorted. “She came back to us of her own volition. Hell, we didn’t even know where she was.”

      The other Prez spat on the ground. “You didn’t have her followed?”

      “She was exiled. None of our business,” I retorted, but the words were bullshit. He was right. I should have, and his disgusted look told me that too. “When the shit hit the fan, I wasn’t on the council. I had no power.”

      Lucie tugged at my hand. “We don’t have time for this. Please, Martin, tell him what you told me.”

      “Ramon Sanchez lost favor with Carlos. He was supposed to take out this important lieutenant in the Colombians’ setup in Queens, but he fucked up. Was high on coke so the bastard got away. The next night, the Colombians retaliated. Shot the shit out of one of their warehouses, set it on fire, lost them over ten million worth of product.”

      Flame whistled. “Ramon has a hit on his head?”

      “Yeah. He got out of town almost immediately after he fucked up the job with the lieutenant.”

      “Why’s he here though?”

      “Probably just trying to ass lick. I have no doubt that Carlos Rodriguez hasn’t forgotten about Lucie, but it’s the least of his worries at the moment. If Ramon can bring her back, then that might reduce his death sentence to losing a fucking arm or something.”

      Lucie winced at that, but I was past the point of giving a fuck.

      “Why did he warn us? Why set shit up?”

      “I know Ramon. He’s a wily fucker. I’ll bet he’s setting himself up two nests to roost.”

      “What do you mean?” Lucie asked.

      “He means, if he can’t get shit settled with Carlos, if he’s done us a favor, maybe we’ll let him bed down with us.” I rubbed my chin. “He wasn’t going to hurt Lucie. Just make it look like he had.”

      “Wouldn’t trust him with my fucking goldfish, never mind my daughter,” Lucifer snapped, his arms bulging as he folded them across his chest.

      “Accidents happen all the time,” Flame concurred, shooting me a look. “Can’t blame a man when he’s trying to help.”

      “We sure as fucking can,” I snarled.

      Flame just shrugged, but the fact his lighter was back in his damn hand said everything as far as I was concerned.

      “Let me guess. You Flame?” Martin stated, eyeing the lighter. Flame smirked at him and blew out the flame on the small device.

      “What gave it away, I wonder?” he mocked.

      Before Flame could get snarky, I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Look, man, you obviously took her for a reason. I want to know what the fuck your game is.”

      “She’s been in danger all her life. I wasn’t there to protect her. This time, I could.” His jaw clenched. “My war wasn’t with you, but with Bomber.”

      “That mean you’re backing off?”

      “I have no beef with you, and our businesses don’t even mix. Especially not if you’re getting into ghost guns.” He cocked a brow at me. “If you’d be interested in supplying me with them, I’d be interested in buying.”

      Fuck, he knew about the guns?

      Just who in the fuck was our rat?

      “Don’t bother asking. You’ll find out soon enough when he doesn’t show up over the next few days,” Martin said with a smirk that made me want to slap him.

      “Are you going to leave me alone?” Lucie inquired, her hand gripping mine like she’d done when she was a fucking kid. Hell, back when I’d been a fucking kid too. As much as I loved that she looked to me for comfort, I hated the need for it.

      “I don’t want to,” Martin admitted.

      “She doesn’t need your—”

      “What? Help? Seems like I helped you out already if you’ve taken Sanchez prisoner,” he sneered. “You let him go to anywhere other than your pig farm, then you’re a fucking idiot.”

      I gritted my teeth in irritation, but I was still uneasy. This felt wrong. I was glad there was no battle today, glad we’d shed no blood, but I didn’t trust this fucker. He and his MC had been hitting us hard for years, and him just backing off like this?

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I asked, “Ramon on your shit list?”

      Martin smirked. “What do you think?”

      “You fed me any BS?”

      “No. He’s a dumbass. Brain’s in his cock. And what little he had left of it, he’s fucked or snorted it away.” Martin leaned against the gates, managing to look cool as shit as he did so. “Rubbed me up the wrong way a few times. Fucked over a few of our girls. Got them pregnant, pissed off some brothers. Won’t be any shame to me if he’s fed to the pigs.”

      “Does anyone else know you’re Lucie’s biological father?”

      He blinked. “My MC. They know that’s why we went to war with you bastards.”

      Shaking my head, I spat, “Why go to all this effort to get her and then give her away? You went to war for her, for fuck’s sake.”

      “I’m not giving her away,” he replied softly. “But I can’t get your girl, not now that my man ain’t in your clubhouse. Not about to part mother from daughter when, as far as I can see, you’re fuckers but not complete and utter scum. Plus, Bomber mistreated her, neglected her. You ain’t gonna do that, are ya?”

      My nostrils flared and I surged forward. The second my hand was on his cut, hauling him into me, I saw four bikers appear out of nowhere from behind the gates. I didn’t give a fuck. “You had eyes on my girl?”

      “Got eyes everywhere,” he retorted, completely unaffected by my words. “I’ll still be watching. The second you think you’re safe enough to treat her like shit, I’ll be there, and I’ll find a way to get her to me.”

      Lucie sucked down a breath. “I never asked you to do this.”

      “You didn’t have to. It’s what a father should do.”

      “Stalk his daughter?” Flame demanded, his temper soaring. “Seems a bit fucked up to me.”

      “So says the pyromaniac assassin,” Martin scoffed. “Yeah, then there’s the fact my guy says you’re all sharing her?” He cut Lucie a look, and I had to admit, I was proud when she just stared him down, didn’t even flush. “All of you are fucked in the head, but what can I say? So am I. Hardly lily white myself. But you do anything to hurt her or the girl, all my shit will be raining down on you.

      “Now, get the hell out of my sight before I change my fucking mind.”

      I stared him down, stared at him until he just cocked a brow because this felt all kinds of fucked up.

      Was he going to pull out a weapon the second I gave him my back when I turned my bike around?

      He’d gone from a full-fledged abduction to releasing the daughter he’d been stalking for only fuck knew how long…

      Something wasn’t right here.

      I backed off, with Lucie and Flame at my side, as we retreated to our bikes.

      Home. I needed to get her home. We could ask questions later, demand answers another time. Getting her away from this dump was imperative. Especially before her father changed his fucking mind.
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      “I didn’t do anything! Why am I here?” Jodie-May screamed, her terror absorbed into The Pit like the black hole it was as we watched Flame smash Ramon’s face with his brass-knuckled fists.

      Watching Wolfe shove a ball-gag into her mouth to shut her up, I reached up and rubbed my temple as the ache from earlier made itself known. I thought I had a concussion, but it wouldn’t be the first or last time. I just needed to stay awake and to try not to let the screams echoing around The Pit shut me down with pain.

      “She didn’t,” Ramon lisped, his back rounding like a pissed cat’s as he fell on his hands and knees, only to stagger when his busted leg connected with the ground. His back was bruised, swollen, and bloody, thanks to Flame’s wrath, and I only wished like hell I could take part in the fun, but there was no way I could do anything other than stick fast in this chair.

      Flame spat on the ground a few feet away from him. “Like we’d believe you.”

      “Believe me or don’t, but I’m telling the truth. Jodie-May knows jack shit.”

      Wolfe strode toward him. He didn’t attempt to bypass the blood and piss on the floor, just waded through the mix to grab a hold of the back of his hair and jerk his head back.

      “If not her then who?” he demanded as he stared into his eyes.

      “You’ve got a prospect who likes blow,” Ramon sputtered.

      “None of my guys take drugs anymore,” Wolfe claimed.

      I cleared my throat, then winced, instantly regretting it. “That first day Lucie said Gutter was high on something.”

      “That’s his name,” Ramon agreed, his breathing deep and uneven as he spoke. “He watches out for me. Listens and sells me info. Took those pictures of my kid.”

      He wouldn’t be watching out for anyone after the day was out, that was for fucking sure.

      Texting Axe the information, I knew Gutter would be down here in a few minutes, sharing Ramon’s experience like a true friend.

      “Do the Guerreras know you’re here?”

      Ramon’s eyes narrowed into slits, and when he grinned, his teeth were bloody. “Why would I tell you that? The second you learn that, I die.”

      Wolfe’s nod was slow when it came, but what wasn’t was the kick he aimed at Ramon’s stomach and then between his legs. As the bastard howled, I smirked—that was one splinter of pain in my skull that was more than worth it.

      “The second I learn that, the second you don’t have to suffer, fuckwit.”

      Ramon’s eyes clenched closed, and Jodie-May began to sob.

      Unlike him, she wasn’t in the middle of the floor. The Pit was a concrete slab, around twenty-by-twenty feet. It slanted downwards, angling toward the middle of the room where there was a kind of drain. It was a cesspit of sludge, one that Bomber had inserted as it created a fucked-up compost that sunk into the soil around it.

      It was either genius or, if the feds ever raided us and dug around in the soil, we were fucked.

      So, while Ramon was in the middle of the pit having the shit kicked out of him by Flame, Jodie-May was tied to a chair. Her arms were bound with Saran Wrap to the armrests, her ankles to the legs of the ratty seat.

      Did I feel guilty when I looked at her?

      Guilt and me had a complicated relationship.

      Sure, I knew I should feel guilty, maybe even shame, but she was potentially complicit in a situation that would have put my old lady in danger—there was one code among the sluts that were our sweetbutts, bring no harm to any member of the MC. Our old ladies were at the core of the fucking MC. If she was involved in this shit, she’d committed one of the worst offenses.

      Men joined an MC because they needed the brotherhood. Wanted the thrill, the danger. They couldn’t play pretty with other boring fuckers in society and needed out. Needed the freedom that came with this way of life.

      Our women didn’t choose the MC. They chose the man. That meant they needed our highest level of respect and protection, something that Jodie-May, stupid bitch that she was, seemed to have forgotten. Because if she’d known that Gutter was helping out? She was as fucked as Ramon was.

      A few minutes later, after watching Ramon having the shit kicked out of him some more by Flame who, amusingly enough, looked bored shitless, I could hear the outer doors rattling.

      This place was behind a false wall just in case the feds came looking. The door shook, opening with a squeal. Heavy booted footsteps sounded next and… whimpers?

      I frowned, turned away from the battered bruise that was Ramon, and waited on the new arrivals.

      Gutter’s shoulder looked dislocated—Axe’s signature move when he was pissed off. He was cradling his arm like it was a baby. The second he appeared in the Pit, his eyes flared wide with terror—prospects never learned about the Pit until after they’d been inducted—and his gaze cut over to Ramon.

      At first, I could tell he wasn’t sure who the fucker was—with the way Flame had worked him over, I couldn’t exactly blame him—but when understanding dawned, his Adam’s apple bobbed. Then he cut a look at Jodie-May and he was the one who saved her—confusion. It was etched into his features. His brow low, his eyes round with surprise.

      Wanting to keep things clean, I dared get up from my seat and, without missing a beat, swooped down, pulled my knife from its sheath in my boot, and began to cut Jodie-May free from the Saran Wrap. She tensed then began to scream behind her gag.

      “Shut up,” I hissed. “I’m letting you go.”

      “You sure that’s wise?” Wolfe asked, his tone curious, not pissed.

      “Gutter didn’t know about her. He would have if she was involved.”

      Wolfe shrugged, but because he trusted me, stormed over to Gutter and grabbed his bad arm. The howl of agony that whistled around The Pit had Jodie-May flinching. I wasn’t surprised when she pissed herself. It was a harrowing noise, but I’d heard worse.

      When I grunted, her cheeks blanched then blushed as she realized what had happened. Stepping away from the small puddle of piss, I reached over and hauled her shaky ass out of her seat after I’d removed the gag.

      “Come on,” I mumbled, guiding her out of there. Behind me, the beatings restarted. Gutter howled again in pain, and Ramon grunted with every kick and hit to his already fucked body.

      I didn’t need to hang around to see what was going to happen. They’d get confirmation those bastards were the only ones working together, and once that happened, it would be bye-bye Ramon and Gutter.

      Jodie-May was trembling when I guided her through the false wall. When she was out of the narrow corridor and back in the room where we held church, she began sobbing, her thin shoulders drooping as she stumbled to her knees.

      I didn’t attempt to comfort her, didn’t say shit. Just stood there, looming over her, letting her cry.

      After a few moments, she whispered, “He’s gonna die, ain’t he?”

      “Yeah. They both are. You’re lucky—this could have been your last day too.”

      A high-pitched squeak escaped her and her heavily made-up eyes, eyes that resembled a raccoon’s at the moment, grew wet with fear. “Can I stay here?”

      “Do you want to?” I questioned, surprised.

      “T-This is m-my home. Aaron’s too.”

      I shrugged. “You did nothing wrong, did you?”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “N-No. I ain’t even heard from Ramon for three years. That’s the last time he called Aaron too.”

      “Well then, nothing to fear.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “Even if you left, you know what would happen if you squealed to anyone about what happened today, don’t you?”

      She quivered. “I know.”

      “I’m an equal opportunity man, Jodie-May. That means I don’t give a fuck who I kill to protect my brothers—pussy or cock, traitors are all fair game to me.”

      That elicited a terrified moan.

      Before she could piss herself again, I rumbled, “Go on. Get cleaned up.”

      She staggered to her feet, content to get the fuck out of there, and I was about to turn around and head out of the room when I heard a chuckle.

      Twisting around, I saw my woman sitting in—I had to stifle an amused sigh—Wolfe’s seat at the table.

      I shook my head, and instantly regretted it when my headache blossomed behind my eyes. “You’re looking for an ass-whooping.”

      “I can deal with that,” she purred, but her eyes were flashing with laughter as she said that.

      “I’ll just bet.” Snorting, I headed over to her and mumbled, “Glad you’re back, babe.” I took my own seat, which was next to Wolfe’s, then hauled her out of hers and into my own.

      “You stink of blood and sweat,” she grumbled as she settled on my lap.

      “Be thankful I don’t stink of worse,” was all I said, as I settled my aching motherfucking head back against the rest. She cuddled into me, her face turning into my throat. “Second Rodeo got me back in a cage, I saw Axe hauling Ramon down here. Only knew you were back when Wolfe appeared.”

      “It’s okay,” she murmured, accepting my half-assed apology for what it was. “It wasn’t like I was in danger.”

      Because she wasn’t wrong, not technically, at any rate, I sighed and reached up to rub my hand through her hair. It felt good to touch her like this, good because the second I’d awoken to find her gone, the terror that filled me had been more than enough to break me.

      It hadn’t been like last time. Back then, I’d known she was gone, had known she was pretty safe considering Ryan had been with her. This afternoon, all I’d known was that some bastards had taken her. Didn’t know who, didn’t know where or why.

      My phone had been blown up with calls, and the second I’d seen some of the texts, some of my questions had been answered. Getting back to the clubhouse had been an exercise in torture because Rodeo had driven fast. But even though I’d wanted to head to the coordinates Wolfe had been sent, there was no way I could make it that far.

      Shit, I hadn’t even been able to beat on Ramon before Flame had shown up. I’d just sat there, watching him, making sure he couldn’t do anything—not that there was much freedom of movement when you were on your belly, your elbows taped together with duct tape, and your bound ankles tied to your waist.

      Knowing she was here, safe, had me feeling a shit ton better than just twenty minutes before.

      “I was scared for you,” she whispered, her voice choked.

      “Fuck, baby, I was petrified for you. If anything had happened to you—” I was a pussy for choking up, but I’d lost her once. There was no losing her again. I pressed a kiss to her temple. “You’re my old lady. You know that, right?”

      She tensed. “Yeah. I know.”

      I knew why she was tense. “We’re gonna make that official real soon. Fuck this shit. You wear our mark, we need to wear yours.”

      Lucie pulled back to stare up at me. “Do you think Wolfe will be down with that?”

      I shot her a toothy grin. “You just leave him to me.”
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      The burn of the tattoo gun was one I appreciated. I wasn’t a masochist, but there was always something fucking sensational about getting inked, and when Ink was behind the gun? You knew you were about to get good shit.

      The rules of induction into the MC were that you wore your cut at all times unless you were in a cage, because that was just disrespecting your cut. When you became a prospect, your name would slowly morph into a road name, one that your brothers usually picked. You got the Hell’s Rebels’ insignia tattooed on your body somewhere—it was a hog-riding skeleton who flipped the world the bird—and finally, you picked a sigil that matched your road name and had that inked on you as well.

      I wore my insignia on my throat, and I wore my sigil all the way up my left arm and along my abdomen—a wall of flames.

      I’d liked to have said that being in a one-percenter MC meant there were no rules, but fuck, this wasn’t chaos. We were a brotherhood, well established, and one that was geared to making a nice and tidy profit on our ventures. But those rules, aside from any dictates that came from the council, covered almost all of them.

      Except one.

      If you took an old lady, that meant something. It was more than being married, more than even becoming a father. That old lady took your sigil when she became yours, and through that link, if you were ever killed or tossed in jail, the MC would protect her.

      She took your sigil. You took her name on your body.

      A simple exchange.

      As I lay here, Lucifer was being etched across my chest. I should have gotten this years ago. Whether she was here or not, she’d been mine since she was seventeen, and I’d done her a disservice by not wearing her name on my body. I wore it on my fucking heart, so why not on my chest too?

      We were onto the ‘R’ now, and my skin was stinging slightly but I liked the burn. Loved the way it sent endorphins winging around my system like I was on coke. Fuck, it was a cheaper and safer high than blow too.

      Lucie’s hand was tucked firmly in mine as she laughed with the others. Axe and Wolfe wore her name now too, and Dagger was up after me.

      The MC didn’t like the fact that we were sharing her, but when we reminded them of the rule that they had to do what the council said, and we were the fucking council, that had them shutting up over the past couple of days. We were doing nothing wrong, nothing that went against the aforementioned bylaws of the club, so they could go fuck themselves or say hello to my brass knuckles.

      “…can I go after Dagger?”

      I hadn’t been focused on the conversation going down between my brothers and woman. Sometimes, I just treated them like white noise and found that more comfortable.

      Even though I’d die and kill for them all, they talked too much. Amaryllis and I gelled well on that score—she liked to sit in silence and read. Me? I just liked the silence. Liked studying the world around me. It was far more interesting than the shit on TV or in a book.

      “What ink are you getting, babe?” I rasped, tuning in now since I was curious.

      “An amaryllis.”

      Ink snorted. “You think I know what that looks like?”

      She flipped him the bird. “Google the fucking thing. Not hard, dumbass.”

      Ink dipped his chin, but I saw his grin and smirked at him—my woman had attitude and wasn’t afraid to dose out her shit. That was the joys of having a princess who’d been raised in the club… not that I wanted Amaryllis to be that way. I already had my eyes on those little pricks who were sniffing around her. If she changed, became mouthier like her mom? That was like catnip to bikers.

      Grumbling to myself, I glowered up at the ceiling as Ink finished up his work on me. When I was wrapped up, I shrugged into my tee and then into my cut. As Ink took a quick piss break and grabbed some coffee, I sank back into the sofa, crossed my legs at the ankle, and chilled. When Amaryllis sank beside me, I cut her a look. She shot me a nod, curled into my side, and pulled out the e-reader I’d gotten her yesterday. It was already surgically attached to her, and it was easier than lugging around books.

      Lifting my arm, I curved it around her shoulders and let her snuggle more.

      Snuggle.

      Fuck.

      Six weeks ago, the word wouldn’t have crossed my mind. Now? It was a regular thing.

      Being a dad kind of turned you into a pussy, but I wouldn’t swap it. I liked that she came to me, liked that she appreciated my silence and extended it to herself.

      As she read, I monitored the situation.

      I was uneasy. Had been since Lucifer—not ours, but the Knights’ Prez—had let Lucie go. It was messed up to kidnap someone and then release them so easily. And why? Because the original threat had been extinguished? I wasn’t sure if I trusted the fucker, but except for the fact I’d heard news his temporary clubhouse had burned down to the ground last night and the bikers that had run it had disappeared, I assumed he’d left the area. Permanently or temporarily was something we’d only find out with time.

      Locke, the cunt, had been the Knights’ in, and if I saw him around, I’d knife him in the belly without even fucking looking.

      I hated traitors.

      “Daddy Flame? Why’d you get tense?”

      I blinked and turned to look at my daughter. “My chest hurts, baby,” I rasped, my voice deeper from the rage I felt at Locke’s betrayal. Fucker had been with us for close to eight years, and all of that had been a lie.

      “Can I kiss it better?”

      A snort sounded in front of me. “Yeah, Flame, will a kiss make it better?” Axe replied, but aside from the snort, he looked deadly serious. Bastard.

      I cleared my throat. “I don’t know if that works on ink, baby.”

      “I think it does,” Axe assured me, folding his arms across his chest, apparently there for the show.

      Amaryllis nodded her head. “I think so too, Daddy.”

      I winced, then mumbled, “If you think so.”

      She scooted onto her knees then pressed a kiss to the center of my chest. Because I wasn’t exactly known for my affectionate side, I had no idea what to do, so I kind of fucked up. Instead of just letting her go back to reading, I grabbed her around the belly, leaped onto my feet and tossed her in the air and caught her.

      Axe gaped at me, but I was frozen with tension.

      Had I just treated my little girl, the one who wore dresses every day by choice, who had pigtails in her hair, wore sandals and carried a book, like a boy?

      I mean, I’d done this shit with Lucie, but she was different. She was—

      A squeal of laughter escaped Amaryllis. “Again, Daddy, again!”

      Oh, thank fuck. I’d expected her to burst into tears. Axe did too, if his sigh of relief was anything to go by.

      Three more times I tossed her in the air, each time had her giggling, until I hefted her onto my forearm and kept her there.

      She was pink and bubbling with joy, and I had to grin at the sight.

      “Want some ice cream, kid?” I asked, peering down at her.

      “It’s dinner soon,” Lucie grumbled, but she was smiling at us both. Fuck, was that a tear I saw in her eyes?

      Jesus. We’d only been playing.

      “There’s always time for ice cream,” I countered. Sending my brothers a look, I got nods of agreement. “One for all of us?”

      I received a chorus of ‘yeahs’ and then cocked a brow at Lucie.

      She huffed. “Mint chocolate.”

      “Like I’d forgotten.” I huffed back at her. “Dulce de leche for you, bro?” I aimed at Ink who grinned at me in agreement.

      “What the fuck is happening?” Lucie mumbled. “This an ice cream party?”

      “It’s what happens when you tame a bunch of men and give them a daughter,” Wolfe retorted, but I could hear his amusement as I headed out onto Main Street and made my way to the ice cream place. I didn’t trust that Fro-Yo shit, so even though that was nearer, I walked around the block with Amaryllis cuddled into me.

      Sure, I got a few looks. People around these parts knew who I was, not just by rep but by looks—the flames on my arms and belly were a giveaway. Some of them were startled, some of them were scared, but I didn’t care what the big, bad biker looked like with the little girl with frilly ankle socks on his arm—I was a daddy now. That meant sacrifices to lace and frills had to be made.
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      “How’d it go?”

      Lucie yawned and wiped a hand over her brow. “I’m tired.”

      “Yeah, but how did the class go?” She pouted and I laughed, but lifted my arms and beckoned her toward me. She came, as she always did, and huddled into me. For a woman who wasn’t affectionate, she was with the guys and me. I wasn’t about to complain about that either. Not when her hands squeezed my ass through my jeans.

      “It went well,” she mumbled. “Just been a long time since I worked on the forge.”

      This morning was the first time we’d gotten the forge working properly. She’d been setting shit up over the past ten days as stuff had started to arrive from all over the world—we’d imported shit in to get things here faster—and today was her first lesson.

      Watching her get ready in all the protective shit was bizarrely hot. Knowing she knew what to do was even hotter. I’d watched some of the class before a call had taken me away from the factory we’d set up on a patch of land that neighbored the clubhouse. Lucie’s money had bought that, and we were going to build a house on there as well so that we could be close to the clubhouse, but Amaryllis wouldn’t be so exposed to club life.

      That was down the line though. Getting the pre-fab building up in the Texas summer hadn’t been fun, and the heat didn’t make forging guns an ideal chore, but she’d been insistent about getting the ball rolling. Now that I saw how exhausted she was, I figured out why—the minute the brothers knew what to do, she could leave it to them.

      No one could say my woman wasn’t smart.

      “Why’d you leave the class?”

      So she’d noticed that?

      Fuck.

      “Jodie-May went missing today.”

      She tensed in my arms. “You found her?”

      “No.”

      “She take Aaron?”

      “Yeah.”

      That had her peering into my face. “Fuck. You think she’s going to tell someone?”

      “I doubt it. It’s all hearsay anyway. There are no bodies, no evidence, no motive, and she’s not the most reliable witness, is she?”

      “Of course there’s motive.”

      I shook my head. “If the feds asked around for any grudges Rodriguez had with us, they would be old. Ancient for his organization. With the shit he’s dealing with, his issues are in the north, not down here.”

      She pondered that for a second. “True.”

      My lips twitched. “Nice to know you have faith in my reasoning skills.”

      Her eyes twinkled. “I have faith in something,” she retorted, bumping her hips into mine.

      Laughing, I hefted her into my arms, loving how her knees clung to my hips. On the brink of walking her toward the staircase, I froze when I heard the cat’s claws scrabbling against the floor like the kitten was on the run.

      Fuck.

      I knew what that meant.

      “Momma! Jezebel ruined my dress!”

      Lucie cursed under her breath. “That damn cat. What the hell possessed Flame anyway?”

      My shoulders shook with laughter. “She loves her,” I managed to get out.

      She huffed. “Until she wrecks her dresses.”

      Amaryllis was a surprisingly fussy little thing. I hadn’t realized that until I’d found Lucie ironing every single one of our daughter’s dresses. Even her socks received that treatment because Amaryllis felt ‘dirty’ unless everything was starched.

      I swear, I didn’t know where she’d come from. Half of Lucie’s clothes had holes in them. Some of them strategically placed, others made by design. But still, Ryan had been like the rest of us—wife beaters, cut, jeans, and boots all the way.

      Amaryllis liked patterns, flowers, and girly shit that had Lucie cursing because she struggled with the tasks—turned out Ryan had been the one to French braid Amaryllis’s hair, not Lucie.

      Swear, I’d have paid to see the fucker do that.

      Fuck you. You’ll learn too. She’ll bat those big eyes at you until you learn.

      My heart almost stopped in my chest as Lucie jumped down from my hold and stalked off to go and threaten a cat who had taken a fancy to digging her claws into Amaryllis’s dresses.

      You gonna die on me, big man?

      “Seriously hope I’m not going to,” I rasped, unsure of who the fuck I was talking to exactly.

      Anyway, wanted to warn you against fucking up. Just because I’m going for a while doesn’t mean I won’t be watching.

      “Going? Going where?”

      Lucie’s safe. That’s all I ever wanted for her. You keep that up and I won’t be back.

      Was I being threatened by a voice in my head?

      Christ, this was how schizophrenia started, right?

      You’re not schizophrenic, dumbass. I’m dead. You think that protecting that woman was going to stop just because I died? Think again.

      My throat clogged with emotion as I whispered, “We let her down.”

      Yeah, you did, but I didn’t. She was safe with me, but she wasn’t happy. She was made to be ours, and life got in the way of that. But she’s back where she needs to be and that’s all that matters.

      “Miss you, man.”

      I miss you, too. More than you fucking know. Was hard being without you guys.

      We’d gone to school together, had been raised together, had prospected together, had even been inducted into the MC together.

      Losing him had been hard, and the only thing that was worse was losing Lucie at the same time.

      I licked my lips as I walked down the empty hall toward the office. I knew Wolfe was working out, Dagger was learning how to fabricate the guns so he was probably back at the Shed, as we were calling the factory, and Flame was, undoubtedly, somewhere near Amaryllis. He was pretty much her shadow, and had been ever since Lucie had told us her biological father had threatened to abduct her.

      Didn’t matter that the Satan’s Knights hadn’t been seen for three months around these parts. Flame believed in long term planning.

      Ensconced in the office, in private, I pressed my back to the door and spoke to the voice in my head, “Is she safe?”

      Wouldn’t be going if she weren’t.

      There was a finality to his tone that settled me. “What happened, man? Do you know?”

      Found Bomber hiding the drugs in Lucie’s room. Took a picture of it. When he exiled Lucie, I knew some shit was going down and that she needed me with her. When I went to leave, he told me I couldn’t. I knew then that he wanted her isolated. I showed him the picture, told him I’d sent it to someone I trusted and that if he didn’t let me go, I’d show the club. The rest is history.

      “Why the fuck didn’t you tell us? Show us that picture?”

      Because you had to stay here.

      “What? Why?”

      This was Lucie’s home. She was always coming back here, and she’d always need to come back to you. You weren’t ready for her. Weren’t ready for what she needed. She’d already told me she was pregnant, and I knew you fuckwits couldn’t deal with that.

      I’d already seen the way you were starting to get interested in the sweetbutts, and I saw heartbreak on the horizon. I made sure to limit that, made sure that you were a safe haven for her to come back to. If you’d cheated, she’d never have forgiven you. She isn’t the sort.

      My throat worked as I thought back to that time. We’d been in our early twenties, and yeah, had been thinking with our cocks. We still did to some degree, but over six years of fucking whoever we wanted whenever we wanted, of being without Lucie, had pretty much soured me for anyone else. I knew the others were the same too.

      If he’d been alive, I’d probably have beaten the shit out of him for his presumption, but I didn’t. I didn’t know how long he’d be able to talk to me like this, and sure, maybe I was losing my mind, but Ryan seemed to have answers to questions that we were all dying to know.

      One day, before all this shit went down, I heard Bomber on the phone with someone. He was concerned. He’d been skimming from the shipments and the cartel had just figured it out. When, a few days later, I caught him planting that shit in Lucie’s room? I knew what was going to go down, knew he was going to let her take the fall. So, I blackmailed him with the picture. I made him let me go, but also, made sure that he cut a deal with Ramon to keep her safe from the cartel’s reach. Plus, I got the kilo of coke and used that to fund our new life.

      Kid had always been a clever bastard. Even as respect for him filled me, I questioned, “Who did you send the picture to?”

      A neighbor of my sister-in-law. The one who lived in Graceville.

      I frowned. “What the fuck? Why her?”

      She was an old lady of a Satan’s Knight.

      Fuck.

      “She showed Lucifer?”

      Figure as much. Knew we had Knights tailing us.

      “Do you know why he let her go? Why he didn’t keep a hold on her?”

      You think you’re the only one I talked to? Been haunting that man since I died.

      No fucking way.

      “That isn’t possible.”

      Isn’t it?

      Overhead, the bulb in the ceiling light exploded. Glass shards rained down over me, tinkling as they cascaded on the ground. It was followed by the explosion of every single lightbulb in the office.

      I heard pounding footsteps, the heavy thudding of boots, before fists were slammed into the door. I looked up, saw Ink, watched him take in the room.

      “What the fuck?”

      I shook my head, because, yeah. What the fuck?

      “Must have been a surge,” I mumbled, staring at the chaos.

      A laugh sounded in my head.

      I’ll be watching. Don’t fuck up.

      And with that, he was gone, and I was left wondering if I had a tumor of my own to worry about or if, somehow, from beyond the fucking grave, Ryan’s love for Lucie had somehow managed to resolve the impossible.

      Somehow, when I thought of it that way, it made complete sense.
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      I wanted to get into bed with her, but she was asleep and it had taken three hours of soothing to get her to close her eyes.

      Not that I could blame her.

      I wasn’t sure if we could use this house again. Wasn’t sure if I’d ever feel safe in it.

      From this very bedroom, that bastard had managed to creep into my baby girl’s room and steal her out from under us.

      I didn’t care that he was dead now. Didn’t care that he’d made some pigs very happy tonight.

      The damage was done.

      The house was no longer a sanctuary. A place to get away from the clubhouse. Maybe if we’d been there, maybe among the others, we’d have been safe. The fucker would never have been able to get to her, and I wouldn’t feel like I could never take my eyes off her—

      I’m sorry, baby.

      My eyes flared wide.

      “Ryan?”

      Yeah. I’m so sorry. I let you both down.

      I felt like my heart was imploding. I hadn’t heard from him in so long, and though the circumstances were dire, I was so happy to connect with him, to feel his mental touch once more.

      Closing my eyes, I was unable to think of anything else to say other than, “I love you.”

      And I love you. So much. Don’t blame my brothers, baby. It’s not their fault.

      My mouth pursed—not in anger, but with the need to withhold more tears. I reached up and rubbed at my sore eyes. “I don’t blame them.”

      They think you do. They blame themselves.

      “Not their fault.”

      And it wasn’t.

      It wasn’t their fault that Jodie-May had somehow messed Aaron up. Wasn’t their fault they’d been kind and had let her go when they should have slaughtered her too.

      Kindness was a sin in this world, but it wasn’t one I’d hold against my men.

      I sucked down a breath and tried to remain calm when I heard Amaryllis begin crying in her sleep again.

      You’ll get through this. You always do.

      “I’m tired, Ryan. We were supposed to be safe here. These are our people—”

      They’re our people, but this isn’t a safe world. It doesn’t matter whether you’re in an MC or living in the suburbs, the world isn’t safe, baby. But, I promise you this, I’ll never leave her. Never leave either of you. Not again.

      My eyes grew wet again. How could I rely on that? Some figment of my imagination that only appeared when I was stressed or terrified or… worse.

      Worse because nothing had ever been more petrifying than these past two days.

      Forty-eight hours.

      That was all it took to rob me of the haven I’d made for myself here.

      I’m here, Lucie. You can think you’re going crazy, in fact, I get that from all of you—

      “You speak to the others? I know Dagger said you did, but I don’t know…”

      It’s farfetched, yeah. But Lucie, I love you. This kind of love doesn’t die. I’ll be here until you take your last breath.

      I pressed my fingers to my eyes. “What did I do to deserve that kind of love?”

      You were you, and you let me be me.

      My mouth twisted at that. “You say that like you were a freak.”

      No, but for this world, I was. I wasn’t made for an MC. You and I both know that, but you never held it against me.

      “Of course I didn’t,” I rasped. “You were perfect just as you were.”

      Sure, he’d written poetry and had liked to paint, but that wasn’t a fucking crime. I knew what he meant though. This world I lived in wasn’t a creative one. At least, not for the men.

      He’d become a prospect for me. Had become a brother for me.

      That kind of love?

      Jesus.

      They love you just as much.

      “I know,” I whispered.

      “What do you know?”

      Wolfe’s voice came out of nowhere, and I jerked in surprise before he rested his hand on my belly and dragged me back into him. “You should be asleep.”

      “Can’t,” I mumbled. “Can’t leave her.”

      “You need the rest, babes. It’s not long now.”

      And it wasn’t.

      Three weeks until my due date. Only God knew who the father was—

      Flame. I hope the kid has his red hair.

      My eyes widened at that, and somehow, from out of this chaos, I managed to smile.

      God, I hoped my kid had that shock of auburn hair too.

      “The fuck?” Wolfe rasped, making me jolt. He reached up and rubbed his forehead. “Did you hear that?”

      Course she did, dumbass. Was speaking to both of you. My momma didn’t raise me to be rude.

      I could sense Wolfe’s surprise, sensed it when his knees buckled and he backed into the wall.

      “Is that Ryan?”

      “Yeah. He comes and talks to me every now and then.”

      “Talks to you?” he demanded, his voice as close to a squeak as his baritone would allow.

      Yeah. I keep her company, don’t I, babe?

      “I’m going crazy. These past few days—”

      I wasn’t in the mood for this conversation. Instead, I stated gruffly, “I’m not going anywhere. Ama needs me.”

      “So do we all.” He sighed as he rested his chin on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Lucifer.”

      My brows furrowed at his formal tone. “It isn’t your fault.”

      “I don’t know how you can’t think it is.” He sighed again, and then when he turned his face into my throat, I tensed when I felt his tears, and immediately melted into him, not stopping until we were pressed tightly together. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It isn’t your fault,” I repeated, my tone harder this time. I needed him to know that I didn’t blame him. “We did everything we could. We had the alarm systems, we had everything in place. H-He just got in.”

      “Nobody will ever touch her again,” he rasped. “As God or as Lucifer is my witness, I don’t care which, so long as you know that I will die before I let anyone take her—”

      I grabbed his hand, tightened my fingers around his, and whispered, “I believe you.”

      They’d all come to me. All four of them, well, five if you counted Ryan too. All of them apologizing, all of them saying that it wouldn’t happen again, and I knew why…

      They were terrified I’d leave.

      Terrified I’d pull up roots and take myself, Amaryllis, and this baby in my belly away from them. Away from the MC, from the brothers who still weren’t sure whether they could trust me or not even though I’d brought millions into the coffers with the guns that Ryan had designed. Away from the Rebels’ enemies.

      My phone buzzed, breaking into my thoughts. I reached for it in my jeans pocket, and seeing Martin’s name, frowned.

      “That your dad?”

      “Yeah.” I connected the call—not because we were friends now, but because if I didn’t, shit had a habit of happening. Not bad shit, just weird shit. Like I’d get a bouquet of amaryllises or he’d send me a box of sweets that he knew were my favorite. That he was watching me was always the message behind them, and yeah, it was creepy, but he was the Prez of an MC who had been given the nickname Lucifer… There wasn’t much creepier shit around.

      “You need me to come get you?”

      Behind me, Wolfe tensed.

      “No.”

      “They didn’t keep her safe.”

      I reached up and pinched the bridge of my nose. “If you’re only just hearing about this, then neither could your guys.”

      Silence fell at my words, and I knew I was on point.

      Wolfe too, because he snorted.

      “Is the bastard dead?”

      “What do you think?” I scoffed. Hell, the second Flame had gotten his hands on him, it was a wonder there’d been anything left to feed to the pigs.

      My man was currently retrieving Jodie-May on my behalf, because I wanted to slit her throat myself. He’d promised me that, had promised me I’d be able to end the bitch who’d poisoned a decent kid against us, who’d made a martyr out of the fucker’s scumbag father. Aaron had been normal before he’d left, but she’d obviously poisoned his mind, twisted it until we looked like the bad guys, and the second he was old enough, he’d come to get his revenge for a fucker who didn’t deserve anything but for someone to piss on his grave—if he’d had one, of course. The pigs had fed well on his body, after all.

      Like father, like son.

      I had less than twelve hours to wait. Twelve hours before I could kill the piece of shit mother who’d ruined two kids’ lives—my baby’s and Aaron’s. I wasn’t completely enraged that I couldn’t see the woods for the trees.

      Not long, I told myself. I’ll make her pay.

      Make her bleed, baby, Ryan whispered in my mind, firing me up, doubling down my resolve. Amaryllis will be all right. I’ll never let you down again.

      Martin sighed, and the noise billowed into my thoughts. “I’m sorry. How’s she doing?”

      That was probably the most normal question he could have asked me. “Bad. Nightmares. Lots of them. He didn’t hurt her, not like that, he just scared her, but—”

      “That’s bad enough,” Martin rasped.

      “Yeah. Yeah, it is. She’s so young, and we’ve kept her away from the club as much as we can. She didn’t know—” My mouth quivered with tears that ached to fall. “She wasn’t like me. I knew too much. Now she does as well.”

      Wolfe’s hand pressed into my stomach, and the warmth of his palm, the heat of him along my back, had me sighing and relaxing into him again.

      No, everything was not right with my world, but I wasn’t a princess in a fairy tale. I was an MC princess, and that shit came with blood, death, and enemies.

      The second Jodie-May was back here, I’d show her exactly who I was.

      My name was Lucifer, and I was a fallen angel in the flesh, with demons who’d do my bidding.

      She’d crossed the wrong person, had fucked with the wrong family. I’d been content to let Wolfe be Prez, had been happy to let him rule the MC, and that wasn’t going to change too much, but this had forged me.

      Anyone who got in the way of my family’s safety, who fucked with their happiness?

      They weren’t going to walk on this earth for much longer.

      Today was Jodie-May’s day to die, and while she wasn’t my first, I knew she wouldn’t be my last.

      This was a hard, cruel world, but I was done sitting back, and letting my men do the dirty work.

      If anyone, and I meant anyone, hurt my baby girl, this baby in my belly, or my men? They’d have me to answer to.

      And that was a fucking promise.
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      Dying. I was dying.

      A moan escaped me, and though the noise was soft, my eyes flared wide open as I realized I was dreaming.

      Thank God.

      As always, I was dreaming.

      I wasn’t back in that dirty house. Wasn’t locked away, hidden from my parents, my family, everyone who loved me.

      I was home.

      I wasn’t twelve anymore. I was eighteen.

      Those days were gone, behind me.

      As I turned my head, rolling it on the sweat-stained pillow beneath me, I heard a noise from below and recognized that I was in the clubhouse.

      What the hell was I doing here?

      Rubbing my eyes that were wet with tears, I heard the slight snore to my left and tensed.

      I was with someone?

      Doing a quick check of my body, I frowned when I recognized that I was fully dressed—my jeans were still on, and I had a hoodie over me. That was why I was hotter than usual. I normally wore a cotton nightie to bed, but I was dressed like I’d been on a ride—

      Wait.

      I had.

      I’d been with Ink, Saint, and Keys today. I’d been safe, so why the fuck had I awoken with that bad dream?

      A glaring light shone through the window, illuminating the face beside me.

      Ink.

      Eighteen years older than me.

      Seriously sexy with it, but more than that, my savior.

      I released a shaky breath because, the second I saw him, I knew I was safe.

      Safe.

      Well, everything but my heart.

      But that was another story altogether, and if I had my way, that story would be coming soon enough.
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