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      Slipping just inside his home gym, Christopher Caldwell focused on his wife’s movements as she completed her set of lunges, holding five-pound weights in each hand. He’d join her in a moment. Right now, he was just content to watch her go through her routine.

      As always, he thanked whatever fluke of fate sent her to him as an eighteen-year-old naïve girl who had blossomed into a sexy woman. His woman.

      She wasn’t very tall, but what she lacked in height, her kindness more than made up for it.

      She glanced in his direction and started. Removing her earbuds and setting them on the floor, next to her phone, she smiled at him. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey, baby,” he responded, finally closing the door and walking fully into the room. He glanced back at the door. Although their oldest son hadn’t gotten home from school yet and the rest of their children were somewhere in the house with Megan’s assistant, he really needed to get a lock for the gym. Every chance he got, he fucked Megan in here.

      Grinning at the thought of getting into her pussy, he went to his power tower, grabbed the upper bars and lifted himself, counting off in his head.

      Long ago, he’d learned the importance of staying fit. A motherfucker never knew when he needed to get the fuck away or chase after other motherfuckers to fuck them up.

      When he reached fifty, he allowed his feet to touch the ground. It didn’t surprise him to find his wife next to him. Desire darkened her blue eyes. He smirked at her, stepping aside so she could have a turn on the equipment. Grabbing her waist, he lifted her up, allowing her to reach the handles, then grunted as she used her upper arm strength to pull herself above the bar.

      He loved working out with her. However, he didn’t want her with muscles. She knew his feelings and had agreed to his wishes. That was the beauty of them. They took each other’s wants and needs into account. What she wanted, she got. In turn, she laid the world at his feet.

      As she lifted herself again, he stepped closer, allowing not even an inch to separate their bodies. With each movement she made, her back and ass brushed against his chest and cock.

      Thrusting against her, he groaned, regretting the leggings she wore. He wanted to see her in tiny skirts when they exercised together and made a mental note to mention that to her. At the moment, what she wore didn’t matter. They’d tempted each other long enough. It was time for action.

      The next time she lowered herself, he wrapped an arm around her waist and slid his other hand into her leggings, skimming his fingertips over her belly, her mound, feeling the hair on her pussy lips, before finally touching her clit.

      She gasped and relaxed, trusting him not to let her fall because she had every faith in the world in him. He fingered her swollen cunt, chinning her golden hair aside and licking the shell of her ear.

      “Christopher,” she whispered, leaning against him and arching her back.

      “Yeah, baby?” he asked her, circling her clit before massaging the inside of her hole. She was already so fucking wet and hot. She’d admitted watching him work out turned her on.

      He slid his finger deeper into her.

      “I’m going to come.”

      He bit her earlobe and she cried out. “That’s the fuckin’ point, Megan,” he reminded her with a grin. “Get your pretty pussy to cream all over my fuckin’ hand, before my ass shove my big dick as deep as the motherfucker can go. You want that?”

      “Ummmhmmm.”

      He slid his finger inside of her, stroking her in and out, as he thumbed her clit.

      “Whatcha want from me?” he demanded.

      “Your thick cock,” she managed.

      “Where?” He added a second finger inside her pussy and increased the pressure of his thumb.

      She groaned. “In my pussy.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “That’s my fuckin’ girl.”

      “Please,” she begged, grinding against his hand, searching for her orgasm.

      “You like to fuck, dontcha?”

      “Y-y-yes.”

      Already, he felt the tiny pulses of her body and the tightening of her pussy walls.

      “You addicted to my cock, baby.”

      She nodded wildly, trembles overtaking her body as her juices slid down his fingers.

      Her heart pounding, she drew in a deep breath. As Christopher removed his hand from inside her leggings, she wriggled in his hold, toeing her sneakers off and baring her bottom half. By now, he’d pulled his cock out. Bending over, she grabbed onto the footrail of the power tower, leaving her pussy and ass wide open to him.

      He took his dick in hand, teased her cunt entrance, then buried himself inside of her. With his arm still around her, her feet didn’t touch the ground. He wasn’t sure what type of goddamn acrobatics she’d been practicing, but he sure the fuck wasn’t complaining.

      Gripping her hips, he pushed into her, while she used her hooker moves to ride his cock and drove him the fuck out of his mind. Pussy-whipped wasn’t the right expression for what he felt for her as she used her pussy muscles to grip his cock before wiggling and bouncing to the rhythm of his movements.

      Pussy-lassoed? Pussy-chained?

      Whatever the fuck it was, just bestow the label on him.

      After a few minutes of pleasurable torture, she released the footrail, allowing him to hold her, suspended in the air, thrusting in and out of her. He couldn’t finger her pussy in this position, since he sure the fuck couldn’t grip one hip and continue to fuck her.

      He backed out of the power tower space, then gently lowered their bodies to the floor. Resting on her elbows, she lifted her ass in the air, opening herself to him. He pushed as deep as he could go.

      “Fuuuucccckkkk, baby,” he panted. “You got the best pussy in the fuckin’ world.”

      “It’s all yours,” she said breathlessly. “Yours to love. Yours to fuck. Yours to eat. My pussy belongs to you.”

      He slammed into her at the words and she mewled like a little cat. “Harder,” she demanded.

      Just what the fuck he wanted to hear. He rammed his cock into her over and over, his balls banging against her hairy pussy, pulling cry after cry from her.

      “I’m coming,” she breathed, her movements wild and frantic.

      Megan gave as good as she got, fucking him to within an inch of his goddamn life and leaving him weak and sated when cum exploded from him and into her.

      She collapsed on the floor and he stretched out over her, still connected to her, but careful not to rest all of his weight on her.  A minute passed before he withdrew from her, laid on his side, and pulled her into the crook of his arms.

      He smoothed his hand over the top of her damp hair, then kissed her head. “I love you,” he told her.

      “I adore you,” she answered, then breathed in deep. “In a few weeks, it’ll be five years since we had our church wedding.”

      Yeah, but first, Christmas had to come, and then the new year. Once upon a time, the celebrations stopped there. Megan, however, made a big deal out of his birthday, too, which would also come before Valentine’s Day.

      Yet, he knew their anniversary was important to her.

      “Yeah, baby. I know, but coming up in seven months, six fuckin’ years since our first weddin’.”

      She’d wanted their marriage blessed. Once she got him to agree to a church ceremony, she didn’t want to take any chances that he’d change his mind. Therefore, she wouldn’t wait until their one-year anniversary to renew their vows. That meant, they had two wedding anniversaries.

      Last July, they really hadn’t done much to celebrate their first fifth anniversary.

      “You wanna fuckin’ celebrate our church shit?”

      “Would you object if I did?”

      He sighed and looked down at her. She tipped her head up and grinned. “That depends on what the fuck it is,” he said, stealing a kiss from her. He could never, ever get enough of her.

      “Actually, I’m not sure what it entails yet.”

      A vision of himself in a monkey suit pranced through his mind. No fucking way. She couldn’t put him in another tux. He’d never fucking go for it. She could make faces with her pussy and he wouldn’t change his mind. However, he didn’t want her disappointed, so he came up with something else that might suit them both.

      “Baby, I got a idea. How ‘bout both us motherfuckers come up with some fuckin’ ideas and we discuss this shit in a few fuckin’ days. Whoever the fuck come up with the best fuckin’ idea, that’s what the fuck we do.”

      She lifted her head and grabbed a kiss from him. “Deal.”

      They smiled at each other before she decided to straddle him. Her bare ass teased the head of his cock and her wet pussy brushed against his stomach. She caressed his abs.

      “I love to exercise with you,” she admitted for the hundredth time. “Seeing you in just sweats, with your muscled upper body out, turns me on so much.”

      “You know what the fuck turns me on ‘bout you?”

      Her eyes brightened and she giggled. “Everything.”

      “Fuckin’ right, baby. Every-fuckin-thing.” He’d said it enough times that she should know that fucking answer. “But the biggest reason I stay turned on ‘round you is cuz of you, Megan. Your kind heart and your beautiful fuckin’ soul. You fuckin’ taught me how to fuckin’ be. You showed me the meanin’ of family. Without you, I ain’t a motherfuckin’ thing, baby.”

      She laid her head on his chest. “Oh, Christopher. You say the most beautiful things to me.”

      He tangled his hands in her silky hair. “I ain’t sayin’ fuck-all I don’t mean. It’s been a fuckin’ privilege and the greatest fuckin’ pleasure in the world, watchin’ you…” His voice trailed off and he sighed. “Watchin’ you grow up, baby. Yet, it ain’t matterin’ to you, cuz you still love me.”

      She lifted her head and caught his gaze. “You’re my everything, Christopher. I’m the woman I am today because of you. You allowed me to come into my own. You knew that no matter how much I change, my love, adoration, and admiration for you and of you, never will. I love you with my whole heart and soul, and I will until I take my last breath.”

      Her words were nothing she hadn’t said before. Yet, this time, a chill came over him. He hoped like fuck it was the adrenaline of the moment rather than a fucking omen of looming disaster.
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      The next evening, Johnnie Donovan followed his wife, Kendall, into a bar and diner on the outskirts of Hortensia, to a corner booth. The place was well-lit with a retro feel to it, and was a favorite hangout of bikers, neutral ground where clubs on friendly terms commiserated.

      “Oh my god, even in public they act like sixteen-year-olds,” Kendall complained as they approached the place where Christopher and Megan sat, giggling and talking amongst themselves between kisses. “Can you leave the PDA at home?”

      Christopher glared at Kendall as she slid into the seat across from Megan. “Nope. I wanted your motherfuckin’ ass left home, butcha see I didn’t get my fuckin’ wish.”

      “Fuck you,” Kendall retorted.

      “Not even in your motherfuckin’ dreams, Kendall,” Christopher shot back.

      Johnnie rolled his eyes at the exchange, but something flickered in Megan’s face before it was gone. Displeasure, maybe? He also thought he recognized her silent plea for a peaceful evening. He understood.

      “Hey, Kendall,” Megan greeted with a smile. “Hey, Johnnie.”

      Kendall pursed her lips, while Johnnie slid into the booth next to his wife and across from Christopher.

      “So what’s up?” Megan forged on.

      Johnnie would give her ‘A’ for effort. This double-date was starting with contention. Mainly due to Kendall hating the places Christopher and Megan chose for these monthly events.

      “You saw me a little while ago, Meggie,” Kendall snapped. “Nothing different has happened since then.”

      Picking up his bottle of beer, Christopher glared at Kendall.

      “We work together,” Megan conceded, “but, you know, maybe, something interesting has happened with your kids. For instance, CJ decided he wanted to swim. It’s so cold, of course, I told him ‘no’. What do you think he did?”

      Kendall glowered at Megan.

      Ignoring his wife, Johnnie smiled. “He flooded one of the bathrooms and tried to “swim” on the floor.” She broke out into peals of laughter. “Of course, Christopher spanked him, but I thought it was cute.”

      “You would. You think everything your son does is adorable,” Kendall pointed out, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “I would’ve sent Rory to bed without a meal if he pulled that bullshit in my house, after I beat him with a belt.”

      Christopher lifted a brow at Johnnie, as if he expected him to say something.

      Johnnie shrugged. “Children need discipline. If I had been with Rory and he did such a thing, I would’ve spanked him, too.”

      “At least you would’ve fed him,” Megan grumbled.

      Kendall yanked a compact mirror out of her purse, opened it, and turned her head in several positions to better see herself from all angles. “Don’t be so sensitive. It’s rare when he’s sent to bed without an evening meal and snack. And that’s after I’m forced to spend two entire nights, every week, looking after him, until he goes to sleep.” She stuffed the compact back in her purse and fingered her hair. “Well, after all three kids.”

      Megan seemed at a loss for words.

      “Better your fuckin’ ass than me, Johnnie,” Christopher said calmly, sipping his beer. “Cuz, bitch, Ida fuckin’ killed you if that was my fuckin’ children you was fuckin’ with like that.”

      Johnnie placed a hand on Kendall’s arm to forestall her response. “Let it go, gorgeous. I suggested these dates, so the four of us could get closer. Not to bring up controversial subjects that will tear us further apart.”

      “While you were at it, you should’ve said we get to choose all the venues,” Kendall grouched. “This is the sixth month we’ve done this and the third time we’ve been in some wretched, off-the-wall place.”

      Christopher opened his mouth to speak, but Megan whispered something to him, leaving him to growl and snap his mouth shut.

      “You all look down on me because I’m so overwhelmed with three children that a nanny must help me with them. You don’t even give me points that I spend two evenings a week with them. My children will know what rules are. They’ll know where they can and can’t go. That’s why I don’t allow them in my bedroom, the living room, or the formal dining room. That’s why I expect them to speak only when spoken to.”

      “Kendall,” Megan started, her face flushing and her eyes flashing. “You and I disagree with each other’s parenting. That’s a well-known fact, so let’s drop the subject. Our husbands want us to get closer and I won’t allow you to ruin it by bringing up stuff that you know will cause arguments.”

      Kendall stiffened, but remained silent. Once their orders were placed, Christopher and Johnnie began stilted conversation. It was so hard to enjoy the evening, knowing how unhappy Kendall was because they were at a diner. Johnnie had to give Christopher and Megan credit. They never complained about the places Johnnie and Kendall chose.

      Christopher whispered in Megan’s ear, grinning when she flushed. Johnnie could only imagine the dirty words his brother had spoken.

      “Outlaw?”

      Turning his attention away from Megan, Christopher raised his head and looked the stranger up and down. His cut proclaimed him enforcer. He sported a full beard and a brownish-blond ponytail.

      “Yeah?” Christopher answered. “Who the fuck you be?”

      “Randolph,” the biker answered. He held out his hand.

      Christopher stared at it.

      “Enforcer for the Imperials.”

      Still, Christopher didn’t take Randolph’s proffered hand, while Megan bowed her head and allowed her hair to hide most of her features. Johnnie knew she did this on Christopher’s instructions. Her identity would be easy enough to discover, but Christopher didn’t want to make her too much of an easy target for their enemies.

      Digging in his cut, Christopher pulled out a cigarette and lit it. Clearly, he knew who the Imperials were, when Johnnie didn’t. Unless they were the new club, recently come to town, wreaking havoc with some of the other clubs.

      “One hand shake,” Randolph insisted.

      “Ain’t interested, so get the fuck outta my fuckin’ face.”

      Randolph dropped his hand. “My prez been trying to meet with you.”

      “Good for fuckin’ him,” Christopher growled. “Still ain’t fuckin’ interested. You run women, motherfucker, so get the fuck outta my goddamn face.”

      “All prez wants is the protection of the Dwellers.”

      “For the last fuckin’ time, ain’t fuckin’ interested, so get the fuck outta my face.”

      “You’re making a mistake,” Randolph bit out. “The Dwellers either help us…” His voice trailed off and he smiled. “Or not.”

      Fed up, Christopher shot from his seat, which forced Johnnie to stand, too.

      “Listen up, motherfucker,” Christopher snarled, grabbing Randolph by the cut, and bringing all activity in the place to a halt. “Ain’t got the patience for your subtle fuckin’ threats. You want fuckin’ beef with me, say it. Otherwise, shut the fuck up and get the fuck outta my face.”

      Christopher shoved him away, and Randolph stumbled back.

      “Outlaw, you got a problem with this fuckhead?” one of the bikers called, a voice Johnnie didn’t recognize.

      Putting his hands up in surrender, Randolph backed away. “It’s fine. Let me take a piss, then I’m gone.”

      “You stayin’ a-fuckin-live cuz I want your Prez to know, Ima wipe the Imperials the fuck off the face of the earth if you motherfuckers don’t leave me the fuck alone.”

      Randolph smiled. “I’ll be sure to relay that message to him.”

      Watching Randolph disappear around the corner and head toward the bathrooms, Johnnie waited until Christopher slid next to Megan. He was about to reseat himself, but Kendall abruptly stood.

      “I need to pee,” she announced.

      Johnnie wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her to him, kissing her lips.

      “I’m going to suck your cock on the drive home,” she whispered.

      He drew in a breath and she laughed as she walked away.
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      Kendall Donovan wished she could spend the rest of the evening in the bathroom, but it was a worse shithole than the diner, so she did her business and hurried out, almost colliding with the biker who’d confronted Outlaw.

      “Whoa, there, honey,” he said, grabbing her upper arms to steady her.

      He smelled like motor oil.

      “Aren’t you a beauty,” he continued, gazing at her in appreciation. “You were in the same booth as Outlaw.”

      She nodded. “I wasn’t with him,” she informed him. She couldn’t allow anyone to think she was with that asshole. “I’m with Johnnie. I’m his wife,” she added with pride.

      Randolph nodded, interest lighting his blue-gray eyes.

      “I’m an attorney, not only his old lady,” she said quickly, even though she couldn’t practice law outside of Meggie’s home healthcare business. She told as many people as possible that being a wife and mother wasn’t the only things that defined her.

      He grinned and held out his hand, which she gladly accepted, if only to show him she wasn’t like Christopher. His hands were hard and callused, and she couldn’t wait until he released her. She pulled her hand away with her best imitation of a shy smile.

      “I might be in need of a lawyer soon,” he said, shocking her. He pulled out a little pad and a pen from the pocket of his cut, scribbled on it, then handed the paper to her.

      It had his name and number. She narrowed her eyes. “What do you expect me to do with this?”

      For some reason, he came across as young. Maybe, it was his cocksure attitude. On second thought, Christopher was an old motherfucker and thought he owned the world. Yet, Randolph had no lines underneath his eyes that indicated he’d been around the block a few times. While his beard covered his cheeks and chin, she didn’t detect any wrinkles.

      Christopher and Johnnie rose in her mind. Other than gray hair here and there, they had no wrinkles either.

      “Call me,” he said with an adorable smile, “so I can give you the details of my case.”

      He had the gangliness of a young man, who hadn’t yet filled out to his full potential.

      “Maybe, convince you to take it on,” he went on, unaware of how she sized him up.

      A buzz started in Kendall’s head. She wanted to practice law, full time again, so badly she could almost taste it. Too often, she imagined herself in a court room, arguing on behalf of her clients. Perhaps, that’s why she always threw it out there that she was an attorney. Maybe, that’s why she still carried business cards.

      “Then again, if you’re with Johnnie, who apparently is with Outlaw, you probably can’t accept.” He winked at her. “Enemies and all that jazz.”

      She stiffened. “Neither my husband or Outlaw own me. I can represent whoever the hell I please.”

      “That’s good to know.” He started to walk away. “Call me.”

      She just might. Christopher couldn’t tell her what to do. It would be one fucking case. Johnnie would support her this time around, wouldn’t he? He had to understand how important her independence was to her. “Is there anything else you need?” she asked, nice and sweet, deciding she’d prove she was her own woman—with an identity away from the club and outside of Johnnie—one way or the other.

      He grinned at her again.

      She flushed. Innuendo had filled her question. The thought of taking a case flustered her. “I-I mean anyone else who might need representation?”

      “Need some business, hmmm?”

      Did she ever. “You can say that.”

      “Outlaw got a message for me to bring to my prez, so I’ll return the favor and send him a little memo.” He studied her. “Though, I don’t think you’ll give him the warning.”

      More heat rose to her cheeks. “What makes you say that?”

      “The Dwellers refuse to fuck with the Imperials. Yet, here you are, willing to fraternize with the enemy.”

      “Outlaw’s an asshole and I hate his guts.”

      “That’s between you and him,” Randolph said with a shrug. “All I know is things might get bloody if Outlaw doesn’t get off his high horses. Mystic didn’t have me stake him out for nothing.”

      “Is that the message?”

      His eyes twinkled. “Nope. This is: Tell him hi from Snake and Hopper’s son.”

      Before she responded, Randolph sauntered away. She didn’t know who Snake and Hopper were. Furthermore, she wasn’t a fucking messenger service, there to pass along stupid words between stupider men.

      As she returned to the table and smiled at Johnnie, she pushed the message out of her head. She’d get through tonight. Tomorrow, she’d talk to Johnnie about representing Randolph. One case, away from the club, wouldn’t cause any harm.

      And if he sent other cases her way? Well, she’d cross that bridge when she got to it.
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      For most of the night, Christopher tossed and turned, unable to shake the feeling he was missing something important about Randolph. The motherfucker was young, no more than twenty, but he was already the enforcer for the Imperials. Not that it was impossible. Christopher had been about twenty when Big Joe made him the enforcer, but then club life was all he’d known for years.

      He just couldn’t figure out…who did Randolph remind him of? He’d met so many motherfuckers in his life, it could be anybody. A member of the Dwellers. A Freebird. A biker from another club. He’d figure it out eventually. All Christopher knew, at the moment, was the little motherfucker was too fucking sure of himself.

      The Imperials had been in the area for nearly a year. Other than contacting Christopher from time-to-time about the chapter being absorbed by the Dwellers, they weren’t any trouble. But Christopher had the distinct feeling that was about to change.

      He didn’t think it was coincidence that Randolph had found him at the diner. The Imperials were bad fucking news. If they’d gone through the trouble of following him, then they were going to step up pressure.

      Christopher should probably make a pre-emptive strike, and blow them the fuck out of existence. He’d start planning their annihilation tomorrow. He didn’t know much about Randolph—not even a last name—but word on the street was that the motherfucker was out on bail for murder charges.

      Even if the Imperials wasn’t a club that ran women, Christopher still would’ve seen them as stupid motherfuckers to let any of their boys get caught.

      As dawn broke, he held Megan just a little tighter, a little closer. Before Johnnie and his bitch had arrived, Christopher and Megan had tossed around ideas to celebrate their five-year church anniversary. He wanted something simple. Any-fucking-thing to get out of wearing a fucking monkey suit. She wanted a huge celebration, although she did seem to like the idea of going on a vacation when he’d thrown the suggestion out there.

      Just as he was explaining how he’d lick her pussy on the beach, Johnnie and Kendall got there. He really didn’t know why the fuck he agreed to those double fucking dates. Everybody already rotated hosting weekly dinners in the name of bonding. But Johnnie wanted him and Kendall to have a special bond with Christopher and Megan.

      For Christopher it was simple. Ditch his bitch and they’d have a special bond.

      The sound of the alarm peeled through the air, and Megan jerked, shooting up to a sitting position. Scowling, Christopher slammed his hand on the snooze button and pulled his wife back into his arms.

      “I’ve got to get up,” she mumbled.

      “Rest just five fuckin’ more minutes, baby,” he answered, kissing the top of her head. “It ain’t gonna hurt nothin’.”

      “Umkay,” she said groggily, and let out a little snore.

      Christopher grinned. The app on his phone alerted him that his alarm was being disabled and his front door was opening. Bunny and her son had arrived. Like clockwork, Digger’s old lady, who was Megan’s assistant, arrived at six in the morning. On weekdays, Megan woke up at that time and, within fifteen minutes, was working alongside Bunny to get their brood ready for their day. On weekends, Christopher insisted Megan stay in bed two extra hours. He wanted her to rest longer, but she refused.

      “What do you want for breakfast?” she asked around a yawn, a few minutes later, sounding as if she was still half-asleep. Once her alarm went off, though, she never fell back into a long sleep. Her internal clock wouldn’t allow it.

      He slid his hand between her legs and cupped her pussy, palming her lips and clit. She groaned and opened her thighs. At her invitation, he removed his arm from underneath her head, allowing it to fall onto the pillow, and slid down. He tongued her pebble-hard nipple, then sucked her tit into his mouth.

      She caressed the hair at his nape. Chills ran along Christopher’s spine, and he grunted as she lifted her hips and ground her pussy against his hand, inviting him inside of her.

      He rolled onto her, slipping into her juicy cunt. She wrapped her legs around his waist, raining small kisses on his chest. “Oh yeah, Megan…your pussy,” he managed, resting his chin on her head and pumping into her. “Squeeze my cock with your pussy walls.”

      She complied, and Christopher groaned. She tugged his nipple into her mouth and bit. It wasn’t a hard bite. She applied just enough pressure to turn the pain into mind-numbing pleasure.

      Resting his elbows on each side of her head, he changed his tempo to gentle in-and-out glides, encouraged by her moans and aided by her wetness.

      She tipped her head back, bearing the slim column of her throat that Christopher gladly licked.

      “I’m coming, Christopher,” she gasped, trembling underneath him.

      “Yeah, Megan,” he said roughly. “Let your cunt come all over my cock.”

      As she started to cry out, Christopher covered her mouth with his, plunging into her, deep and hard, and absorbing her scream. His body shook as he poured into her and grunted through his orgasm.

      Withdrawing from her, he turned onto his back and blew out puffs of air. A moment later, Megan stumbled out of bed and headed for the bathroom, not bothering to cover up her nakedness. Leering at her, Christopher decided showering with his woman would be the perfect start to his day.
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      Later that afternoon, Christopher walked into the office of his club enforcer’s step-father-in-law, or whatever the fuck Mortician considered Knox Harrington. It really didn’t matter. Christopher had decided he’d give the motherfucker another chance to prove he was a private investigator by uncovering everything there was to know about Randolph.

      Riley, the club’s regular PI, was on vacation with his wife, and Christopher couldn’t wait the six weeks until the man returned. Meanwhile, the last time he’d checked, Knox hadn’t had the sense to find his own swinging dick. However, every motherfucker changed. Hopefully, some of Roxy’s wits had rubbed off on her man.

      If not, and Knox fucked this up, he’d just have to fuck him up again. As Roxy’s old man, he couldn’t kill him. He could break a few bones, though.

      “What’s his last name, Outlaw?” Knox looked very efficient with his notebook and pen, reading glasses perched on his nose like the preppy motherfucker he was. “All you’ve given me is Randolph, club enforcer for the Imperials.”

      “That should be enough, Wafer,” Knox’s partner, Cameron Baptiste, said.

      Cameron had gone and fallen for Megan’s OB. Although Doc Will and Baptiste didn’t join their events very often, Christopher still considered them part of his “family”.

      “At least give us a birthday,” Knox insisted.

      “Listen up, motherfucker. Ain’t got a fuckin’ birthday. Ain’t got a last fuckin’ name. I told your fuckin’ ass all the fuck I know. His name Randolph. He the enforcer for the Imperials. And he look young as a motherfucker, even though he got a thick ass beard on his fuckin’ face.”

      “How young does a motherfucker look?” Knox asked with amusement.

      Christopher scowled at him. “Don’t fuckin’ focus on those words.” He huffed out a breath. “Tell you what. In-fuckin-vestigate the fuckin’ Imperials. Their Mother Chapter in Florida. The Tampa area. The Hortensia chapter kinda small and only been in town for the past nine months.”

      Knox lifted a brow and snatched off his reading glasses, throwing them on his desk. “If you know all this, it doesn’t sound as if you need our help.”

      “If you don’t want to take the case, I’ll go it alone,” Cameron piped in, frowning at Knox.

      “I didn’t say that,” Knox grumped. “I look the other way with the Dwellers for Roxanne. If I discover something untoward about the Imperials, am I supposed to do the same?”

      Folding his arms, Christopher glared at Knox. “They untoward. They violent. And word is they fuck up their women, and fuck up women and lil kids of rivals.”

      “How’d you come by this information?” Cameron demanded.

      Christopher smirked at him. “Unlike you two motherfuckers, I got reliable fuckin’ contacts. How-fuckin-ever, that ain’t important. If I fuckin’ check long e-fuckin-nuff, I can get my own information. But I got shit I gotta do. Me and Megan gonna be married five years in church and we gotta celebrate since I ain’t done nothin’ for our other five year anniversary.”

      “Christ,” Knox muttered.

      Christopher snapped his brows together. “You got a fuckin’ problem, motherfucker?”

      “No,” Cameron answered quickly. “He doesn’t. You’re quite fortunate to be able to celebrate marrying your wife on two separate occasions.” He smiled. “If I could, I’d do the same with Jordan.”

      “How Doc Will? Ain’t been seein’ her too much since Megan ain’t stayin’ knocked the fuck up.”

      Knox frowned at him.

      Cameron cleared his throat. “We recently found out she’s expecting our baby.”

      “Well, congratu-fuckin-lations, motherfucker. Doc a good woman, and my ass glad she found a good motherfucker.” He focused on Knox. “When you makin’ a honest woman outta Roxanne?”

      “When she gives up the purple Navigator you bought for her. She loves that thing. She says I have to get over my fucking pride, so we’re at a standstill.”

      “I kinda see your point,” Christopher conceded. “Ida blown up a ride another motherfucker gave my fuckin’ woman. The solution simple. Buy her one your own-fuckin-self.”

      “It’s the principal of the matter, Outlaw,” Knox insisted. “I shouldn’t have to bribe her to give up another man’s gift. She says she shouldn’t have to give up a present from you because she sees you as a son. I see you as a man who knew exactly what my girlfriend would adore.”

      “You fuckin’ think?” Christopher asked, lifting his brow. “I ain’t fuckin’ her. You just a prissy motherfucker, ain’t willin’ to recognize you got a woman with a big fuckin personality and she need things to match.”

      “There you go!” Knox accused. “Thinking you know her better than I do.”

      “Seem to me like I fuckin’ do,” Christopher retorted. “Any-fuckin-way, do what the fuck you wanna. If Roxanne happy, I’m fuckin’ flyin’. You hurt her, though, and Ima fuckin’ bury you.”

      Knox scowled. “From what I understand, you’d have to get in line behind Mortician.”

      “Then I guess we gotta cut you the fuck in half so me and Mort can both fuck you up.”

      “That’s not fucking funny,” Knox said.

      “You see my ass laughin’?” Christopher replied, then stood. “Ain’t come here to talk ‘bout that. You takin’ the case or not?”

      “We are,” Cameron assured him.

      “Then this fuckin’ conversation over. Don’t take too fuckin’ long.”

      Digging in his jacket pocket, Christopher pulled out two straps of hundred-dollar bills. “Ima give you the other three straps, when you get my fuckin’ information.”

      Without another word, he walked out, satisfied he’d effectively shut them the fuck up.
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      The sound of Harley pipes sifted through Meggie’s brain as she walked out of the grocery store. Of course, she was always hearing motorcycles. For some reason, she zoned in on them, if they were anywhere nearby. She grinned. Her awareness was all due to Christopher.

      Low hanging clouds indicated snow was on the way. The festive air came through in the Christmas decorations all through Hortensia. She’d done all her gift shopping, and gotten her kids their toys. She smiled. Maybe, she went overboard with them, but they were her babies.

      At her car, she unlocked it and slid in to turn on the ignition, so she could start heating up the interior. If a detail had been with her, they would’ve insisted she sit in the car, until her stuff was loaded up. But Christopher had relaxed his rules somewhat, so Meggie went out on her own whenever she could. The bikers had other things to do. Following her every where she went wasn’t a very exciting job for them. It involved a lot of waiting, and made her hurry through her day, so her guards wouldn’t grow too bored.

      Transferring her grocery bags from the basket and into her car, Meggie paused to glance at her watch. It was close to four PM, so all the kids, except Diesel, would be home. Her adopted son had football practice.

      “What are you doing out here all alone, sweetheart?”

      Johnnie’s voice startled her, and she jumped, almost dropping her last bag. Before she could place it on her backseat, he grabbed it and looked down at her.

      “Does Christopher know you don’t have guards?”

      Seeing he wasn’t putting her bag in the car, she reached for it, but he raised it higher than she could reach. She glared at him. “Yes. There’s no need for me to always have guards anymore, Johnnie. Everything’s calm.”

      “Did he know you were grocery shopping today?”

      She hopped in an attempt to get her bag. “Does it matter?” she asked in frustration, when he lifted the bag even higher. “Stop this, jerk.”

      He grinned at her. “Not a chance. I’m enjoying your tits bouncing up and down.”

      Immediately, she stopped and grew uncomfortably aware of Johnnie’s focus. “You’re being a jackass, jackass. It’s comments like that that puts Kendall in a bad way.”

      “Kendall is just fine. She’s adapting to being a stay at-home mom, my old lady, and being a part of yours and Zoann’s business.”

      “Kendall isn’t happy,” Meggie insisted. “She wants her career.”

      His humor evaporating, Johnnie shoved the bag at Meggie. “Don’t put this in her head. She’s doing fine.”

      After setting the last bag on the seat, Meggie slammed her door shut. “Every time she meets someone, she introduces herself as an attorney, not only a wife and mother. I’m telling you she misses her job.”

      “If you think that, then do something about it, Megan.”

      Whenever she’d tried to help Kendall, she’d been stabbed in the back. Now, they were cautiously friendly to each other. If anyone should do something about Kendall’s state, it was Johnnie.

      “Valentine’s Day is two months away,” Johnnie started, abruptly changing the subject.

      “Christmas isn’t even here yet,” Megan reminded him.

      “I already have her Christmas present. She likes unique gifts, so I’d like something custom made for her for Valentine’s day. I need time for that.”

      “There’s your answer then.”

      “Come on, baby. I’ve dropped twenty thousand dollars on the purse she wanted Papa Noel to bring her.”

      Meggie blinked, unsure if she wanted to drop her mouth open over the cost one gift or the fact that Johnnie referred Santa Claus as Papa Noel. She gritted her teeth, annoyed. Kendall downed Christopher but Meggie wondered if she knew Christopher was responsible for her lifestyle. The medical lab had been his idea. True, Johnnie ran it for him, but if Christopher hadn’t thought of it, Johnnie wouldn’t have.

      Since Meggie had met Christopher, he’d even acquired a chain of repair shops for motorcycles and cars. He had enough legitimate businesses to keep most of his brothers in the chapter employed. He’d also invested in Bunny’s brother’s tattoo shop and purchased a funeral home.

      Well, the funeral home…she knew they laundered money through it, but it was also rather…convenient, a fact Meggie refused to dwell on.

      Johnnie grabbed Meggie’s gloved hand. “Has Kendall mentioned wanting anything in particular for Valentine’s day, sweetheart?”

      Valentine’s Day. Duh. Meggie had been so focused on her upcoming anniversary, she’d forgotten all about St. Valentine. But that was perfect. She’d incorporate both the holiday and her anniversary into one big party.

      “Does she want diamonds?” Johnnie pressed. “She had to have mentioned something to you. I didn’t get your location for nothing, did I?” He smiled at her. “Sorry, sweetheart. I guess you didn’t know Christopher has your car bugged with a GPS.”

      Snatching her hand away, she gave him a dirty look. “It so happens that I do know, so try again to stir up trouble between my husband and I.”

      He had the grace to look ashamed. “I’m sorry, Megan. That was unworthy of me.”

      “It was,” she agreed. “As for what Kendall wants for Valentine’s Day, we really haven’t talked about it. I think it slipped both our minds that it’s so close.”

      “Has she recently talked about anything she’d like to have?”

      “Yeah, I guess. Let’s see.” As she yanked her car keys from the pocket of her jeans and snatched her purse from the basket’s child seat, she came up with a few ideas. “She’s talked about some gold and diamond pieces. The word ‘love’ is formed by the diamonds and the rest of the jewelry is gold. She’s also talked about a lace bodysuit. A calf’s leather crossbody bag. And, oh yeah, a pair of studded sling backs.”

      He drew his brows together.

      “You know? Shoes. I’m surprised you don’t know what they are. Christopher always asks what this or that is called.”

      A bleak look entered his eyes and he glanced away for a moment.

      Meggie pretended she didn’t recognize his sadness. Kendall and Johnnie would either find their way or they wouldn’t. They could get advice from anyone. Unless they acted and recognized each other’s feelings, and really listened to each other, they’d always be miserable.

      She cleared her throat, hurting for both of them. She knew they loved each other. If only they could come to a meeting of the minds. “I have to get home, Johnnie,” she said softly. “If Kendall mentions anything else, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

      He slammed her back door shut, then opened her door. “Thank you, sweetheart. Valentine’s Day is really important to her.”

      Meggie nodded and slid into her seat. “I understand. Tell Christopher what you might like, so he could tell me and I’ll pass it on to Kendall.”

      “Can’t I just tell you and you make Kendall believe you got it from Christopher?” he asked.

      “Nope,” she answered. “Sure can’t. If I say that and she discovers I’ve lied, all hell will break lose.”

      “Not only from my wife,” Johnnie reminded her sharply. “Your husband would overreact, too.”

      She shrugged. “So why even open that can of worms?”

      “Because I feel like a fucking ass, dropping hints about Valentine’s Day, to make sure Kendall knows what I want.”

      “Don’t, Johnnie. It’s okay,” Meggie soothed. “Christopher likes Valentine’s Day, too. All the guys do. They just won’t admit it.” Which would make a club wide celebration perfect.

      The guys could enjoy the day without having to admit they looked forward to celebrating and the women would know for certain they’d do something that night.

      “Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t have ideas on what Christopher would like,” Johnnie said sharply, breaking into her thoughts.

      She couldn’t do that, so she stayed silent.

      Johnnie squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. We’re friends. You’re just venting.”

      “Yeah, sweetheart,” he said on a swallow, then met her gaze. “I miss seeing you at the club every day.”

      “With the business and the house and the kids, Roxy decided I was stretching myself too thin. That’s why she took over cooking at the club, six days a week. I pop in all the time. You know that.”

      “Usually, when I’m not there.”

      “That isn’t my fault. My schedule doesn’t revolve around you. Besides, we see each other every week at our family dinners. And, once a month, during our double dates.”

      “I can’t talk to you with Christopher and Kendall around, and I don’t feel comfortable opening up to Roxy.”

      “Roxy is probably the best person to talk to,” Meggie reasoned.

      Johnnie stuffed his hands into his pockets and shrugged. “I’m going to let you go, but I have one last question.”

      Meggie shoved her key into the ignition and started her car. “Okay, shoot. I’m all ears.”

      “Does Kendall ever mention me or the kids during the day?”

      “Um…”

      “Don’t lie to spare my feelings, Megan.”

      “Okay,” she said on a sigh. “She talks about you all the time. She mentions the kids every now and then. Or when she asks me if I mind Rory coming over.”

      Johnnie gave her a bleak look. “Do you think she’s right to bar the kids from certain rooms in our house?”

      “Every woman has a different mothering style,” she reminded him. “Kendall is raising your kids the way she, herself, was brought up. I don’t think she means to be so harsh, but she has nothing else to go by. Unless you set an example for her by stepping in and handling Rory, Matilda, and JJ with a little more love and care. Kendall looks up to you, Johnnie. Tell her her way is good, but you’d like to try your way for a while, she might bitch about it. As long as you stand firm, though, she’ll give in and then she’ll see how much happier the kids will be.”

      “Suppose she doesn’t agree?”

      “She will,” Meggie said with certainty. “What she didn’t learn from her mother, she picked up from Charlotte Redding.” The club attorney’s wife looked down on all things biker. “Not the best role models. You can show her what it means to love a child.”

      “That should be instinct.”

      “Not necessarily,” Meggie argued. “You live as you were taught.”

      “Really?” Johnnie barked a laugh. “Christopher wasn’t ‘taught’ love and ‘adoration’—” he used air quotations— “yet he worships you and is crazy about his children.”

      “Christopher and Kendall are entirely different people. Growing up, Christopher had his mom. Zoann. Ophelia. You. He had Big Joe. Kendall had absolutely no one. And the people she did have made her give something in return to get their affection.”

      A thoughtful look crossed Johnnie’s face.

      “Be the man I once knew. For yourself, your wife, and your kids. You and the children are all the family Kendall has.”

      He winced. “Don’t give up on her.”

      Sadness went through Meggie. “Unfortunately, Johnnie, she gave up on me a long time ago. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Before he responded, she grabbed her door out of his grasp, slammed it shut, and sped off, hoping she’d gotten through to him, but knowing she more than likely hadn’t.
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      Opening the door that led from the garage to the laundry room, the scent of something delicious greeted him. Christmas lights blinked outside. Inside, Kendall had elegant silver and blue decorations.

      After Megan sped off, he’d rode around, thinking about her advice, replaying her parting words over and over in his head.

      As far as he knew, the girls were getting along. He’d heard of no cat-fighting, so what did Megan mean when she said Kendall had given up on her a long time ago? That wasn’t the case. His wife considered Megan one of her very best friends, and it would devastate her to discover Megan felt differently.

      Reaching the foyer, Johnnie found Rory standing in a corner, hidden in the shadows.

      “Dad!” Rory screeched, focusing on Johnnie’s face.

      Johnnie grinned, and lifted his son into his arms, throwing him up in the air a few times, and enjoying his childish laughter.

      “Where’s your mom?” he asked, once he’d put Rory down. “What are you doing down here all alone?”

      “Mom is upstairs, and I was waiting for you. Can I go to Aunt Megan and Uncle Christopher’s house tonight? CJ came over with Aunt Roxy and asked if I could come over.”

      “I already told you no, young man,” Kendall said coolly, advancing to where they were. “Go upstairs to your room and wait for me there.”

      Rory hung his head. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Uh, son,” Johnnie started, crouching down, “go pack a little bag for your sleepover. I’ll call you when I’m ready to walk you to CJ’s house.”

      “Johnnie!” Kendall cried. “Rory, you may not—”

      “Go upstairs,” Johnnie interrupted.

      Rory smiled at Johnnie and ran so fast by Kendall that her silk robe blew open and revealed her long, pretty legs.

      “How dare you! I’m his mother. What I say goes.”

      “You think?” Johnnie retorted, heading to the dining room and going straight to the liquor table. He poured himself a whiskey. “I’m his father, so I get to have a say in what goes on in his life, too, Kendall. Tonight, I say he goes to play with CJ.”

      Kendall huffed out a breath. “Fine.”

      Sipping his drink eased his annoyance. Once he drained his glass and poured himself another one, he went to his seat at the head of the table. Kendall had seated herself to his right, but their big table seemed so empty with no one to fill it. Every seven weeks or so, they hosted the family dinner. However, Kendall rarely used this dining room, even when everyone came over.

      So much of their house, their lives, was going to waste.

      “Gorgeous, I need you to lighten up on our children. They’re small kids. They’ll have time enough to learn.”

      Tears rushed to her eyes and she glanced at him through her lashes. “You don’t understand. You’re just a man,” she cried. “Being a mom is so taxing. You have the easy part. Making the babies. I had to carry them, suffer the heartbreak of two miscarriages, and guide them in the way they should be raised.”

      “You make it sound as if I’m not at your side, ready and willing to give you a hand.”

      She pursed her mouth. “As long as what I believe or want to do is in line with Christopher, you’re at my side. Otherwise, no. Take my job, for instance. What would you say if I told you I had a case and wanted to represent the defendant?”

      Megan’s words about Kendall missing her job pounded through his head. Obviously, she’d seen something in Kendall that he’d missed. “I’d say fuck no. Not because of Christopher, but because of me. You. Us. The last time you practiced law, you almost got yourself fucking killed.”

      “I won’t be doing anything dangerous, Johnnie, and I damn sure won’t be interfering in club business.”

      “No.”

      “Goddamn you,” she screeched. “What do I have to do to get you to agree?”

      “Not a fucking thing. Because you’ll never get my agreement.”

      Her face reddened, and she narrowed her eyes. “Of course not. Your allegiance is to Christopher,” she spat. “Not me. If it were, you’d fight for my right to practice law.”

      Johnnie pounded the table. “Not this shit again. Are we going to go through this every few months? You can’t work as a fucking attorney. Deal with it, Kendall.”

      “Fuck you. I can do what the hell I damn well please.”

      Not unless they left the club. The thought drummed through his head. Fuck, he’d already tried that. While Kendall was ecstatic, Johnnie had been miserable. “Picture this,” he started in as reasonable tones as possible. “I tell you to fuck what Christopher said. You get an office. Start practicing law. Suddenly, Christopher finds out. Do you think either of us would live to explain why we disobeyed him? You betrayed the fucking club, Kendall. You’re lucky to still have a brain in your head.”

      “I never thought I’d see the day that you’d turn into a fucking coward. But that’s exactly what you are. Afraid of that asshole.”

      He sidled a glare at her, but decided not to answer, since, deep down, he knew she was right.

      “Well, I’m not scared of that motherfucker. He can’t tell me what to do.”

      Fuck! Why the hell did she always put him in these situations? “Who the fuck do you want to represent? Tell me, so I can hunt whoever it is down and fuck them up for putting this idea into your head!”

      “It’s Randolph,” she said after a moment of hesitation.

      Johnnie narrowed his eyes. Randolph…? He didn’t know…an image of that motherfucker from last night popped into his head…NO! She couldn’t.

      She wouldn’t.

      He glanced at Kendall’s smirk.

      Fuck. She did.

      “Kendall, no. Fuck no. Absolutely not,” he roared, jumping to his feet, so angry he saw red. “Fuck what Christopher said. I don’t like that little prick. There’s no fucking way you’re representing him.”

      Uncertainty entered her eyes and she twisted a ringlet of her red hair, not bothering to stand. “I…you know…I haven’t actually accepted yet. I wanted your permission first.” She sniffled. “Please, oh please. I’m begging you. I’ll suck your cock all night if you say yes.”

      He stared at her, judging her honesty. Her big, brown eyes begged and pleaded, calling to him on a deep, primal level. Then, her words penetrated his anger and suspicion. “As much as I’d like to take you up on that offer, I can’t, gorgeous. Randolph is bad news. How’d you meet him anyway?”

      “I ran into him as I left that disgusting bathroom last night, then I called him today. He isn’t bad news. I swear! He wants peace between the two clubs. That’s it. Why don’t you meet with him and hear what he has to say?”

      “Kendall—” Johnnie rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Christopher can’t arbitrarily turn the Imperials down,” she interrupted. “He has to bring the vote to the club. If you met with Randolph and listened to him…”

      “I’m ready, Dad!” Rory announced happily, then snapped his mouth shut and backed up when Kendall glowered at him.

      Pretending he didn’t see her mean look, Johnnie bent and kissed her. “I won’t be long,” he whispered. “I understand what you’re saying, but I stand by Christopher. He’s my president, my brother, my cousin and my friend.”

      “Please?” she begged. “Say yes and you can fuck me in the ass.”

      Johnnie’s cock stiffened. It was rare occasions Kendall allowed him that privilege. He almost gave in just to feel the sheer pleasure of that tight hole. But getting in her ass wasn’t worth his life.

      “No,” he said again, then backed away from her, and took Rory’s hand, heading out the door.

      Hopefully, by the time he returned, Kendall would’ve returned to the woman she’d become over the last, few months.
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      Humming a happy tune, Kendall got two lisdexamfetamines from the bottle in her medicine cabinet, followed by two tablets of the combination drug amitriptyline and chlordiazepoxide. It had been a long, miserable night for her. Yet, she hid it well, making love to Johnnie with all the tenderness in her.

      If only he understood her point-of-view, but he didn’t even make an attempt to do so. Whatever Christopher wanted, Johnnie blindly followed.

      She tiptoed back into her bedroom and found her husband still asleep. He was such a beautiful man. His golden hair, all askew, showed the evidence of their passion. Blond stubble lined his cheeks. His bare chest tempted her almost beyond reason. The covers he’d thrown aside revealed his hard cock.

      Last night, Kendall had sucked him until her throat hurt. Yet, he hadn’t changed his mind. Ever since she’d been on her medicine, her sex drive had dropped considerably.

      Swallowing, she walked over to her husband, leaned over him and placed a gentle peck on his lips. Soon, he’d get up to start his day, while she’d be relegated to be the full-time attorney for a company with only two fucking full-time employees.

      She was losing herself in her limited little world.

      Meggie might’ve been fine with pretending she had a full life, but Kendall wasn’t. Furthermore, she bet the little blonde still envied Kendall’s education and work ethic. That was another reason Kendall was so desperate to recharge her career. She couldn’t turn into a Megan Caldwell. Nor could she allow Rory to become a little idiot like CJ.

      She sighed.

      “Kendall?” Johnnie mumbled, opening his eyes. “What are you doing, gorgeous?”

      She preened at his special nickname. He called everyone sweetheart and baby, but gorgeous was reserved for her alone. “Nothing, my love. Going to the kitchen to start coffee.”

      He frowned. “You don’t make coffee.”

      This morning she would. And the next morning after that. And the next morning after that. As long as it took her to turn Johnnie to her way of thinking.

      “I haven’t made coffee for you in a while.” She leaned forward and kissed him again.  “You fucked me so good last night, I thought I’d reward you this morning.”

      “You’re such an amazing woman, Kendall,” he whispered, caressing her cheek. “I’m so lucky to have you as my wife. I love you with all my heart.”

      Guilt pumped through her and the real urge to cry hit her. Why did he have to be so stubborn? “I love you too, Johnnie,” she said faintly.

      “Get to the kitchen and get my coffee going, woman,” he teased.

      “Your wish is my command, man of my dreams.”

      His eyes lit up. “You make me so fucking happy, sweetheart.”

      She nodded and brushed his lips with her own. “Come down in fifteen minutes, Mr. Donovan.”

      “You got it, Mrs. Donovan,” he responded.

      Stealing one final kiss, Kendall sashayed out of the room. Knowing Johnnie watched her, she made the swing of her hips even more dramatic. His attention gave her a heady sense of power. Stopping at the door, she blew him a kiss, then turned and sauntered away.

      In the kitchen, she looked at the time. Six thirty-eight. Ella would come down with Matilda and JJ very soon. Queen Megan would send her hapless assistant to bring Rory home from last night’s sleepover. Of course, Bunny had to deliver him, so Queen Megan could sleep longer.

      Whatever. That was their household, where Christopher ruled and Meggie simpered.

      In Kendall’s household, she intended to reclaim her life.

      Digging in her pocket, she came up with the pills she’d gotten from her prescription bottles. She had others to add if these didn’t work. Whatever it took, she meant Johnnie was going to agree that she take Randolph’s case. Christopher was his idol, blah, blah, blah.

      She was his wife and the mother of his children. It should’ve been a no-brainer who had his allegiance.

      She got her mortar and pestle, dropped the pills in, and ground them to a pulp.

      She didn’t want to kill her husband, so she’d start off with a small dose and see how that worked out. Johnnie was a big man, therefore she might need more to control him.

      Hadn’t his grandfather used a similar method to control Meggie’s father? If it worked with Big Joe, it would work with Johnnie. True, Big Joe Foy and Logan Donovan weren’t the best examples. Big Joe developed a drug addiction that eventually led to his death.

      Well, whatever. She’d make sure Johnnie wouldn’t become strung out. She’d do it for the duration of the case and then stop. She couldn’t have him consent and she stopped administering his, er, agreement potion, and he changed his mind.

      Satisfied with her plan, Kendall poured the ground up drugs into a little bag, then turned to the coffee pot. She couldn’t drug her husband if she didn’t have anything to dissolve the medicine in.

      Shit, the pills would leave a bitter taste. Wouldn’t they? Or would the coffee alone mask it? She couldn’t take the risk that it would. She’d have to make up a recipe so any taste would be completely hidden or easily explainable.

      Johnnie couldn’t find out…unease slipped into her. All her plans usually went so awry. She just needed luck on her side this once. If Johnnie ever found out…no! She wouldn’t even consider that possibility. She’d make sure this stayed her secret.

      All Kendall needed was cooperation from him. She needed to feel as if she was first in his life. If he wouldn’t give either to her, she’d take it from him. Her pills calmed her, made life more palatable. She doubted they’d affect Johnnie any differently.

      Pushing aside her reservations, she proceeded to set her plan in motion.
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      Sweat beaded his brow and nausea turned in his stomach. Throughout church, h e’d barely been able to focus on the meeting. Somehow, he’d managed to pick up on the words Imperials, investigation, Knox, and bad blood. Everything else went over his head.

      Though he never got sick, he must be coming down with a cold or the flu. He was so glad when church ended.

      The brothers dug into a meal of a green salad, jambalaya and fried fish. Although he missed seeing Megan, he certainly couldn’t complain about Roxy’s delicious food.

      Johnnie couldn’t eat much. One taste of everything turned his stomach. Worse, his lack of concentration continued. He hid his illness as best he could, not wanting to worry anyone, especially Kendall. After a bit of shooting the shit with their club brothers, Johnnie, Val, Digger, and Mortician followed Christopher to the conference room.

      Accepting the beer Christopher handed to him, Johnnie dropped into a seat, sleepy, nauseated, and dizzy. He held the beer bottle to his head, then decided to take a sip, hoping the alcohol livened him up.

      Christopher swigged from his rum, then lit a cigarette and took a few drags, studying Johnnie. “John Boy, you okay?”

      Johnnie attempted to make sense of Christopher’s words, trying to focus and remembering to taste his beer. “What did you say?”

      “I asked if your fuckin’ ass okay, five fuckin’ minutes ago,” Christopher snapped. “What the fuck wrong with you?”

      He dropped his head into his hands. “Kendall wore me the fuck out last night,” he admitted. “She gifted me with the best sex we’ve had in months.” He straightened and gave the guys a silly grin. “She even offered her ass to me.”

      “Yo, John Boy, you not the motherfucker who talk about how Kendall fuck you,” Digger reminded him. “That’s Prez MO.” He snickered, then yelped. “What the fuck you hit me for, Mort?”

      “Your dumb ass talk too fucking much,” Mortician bit out. He stood from his seat and went to where Johnnie sat, waving his hand in front of Johnnie’s face. “How many fucking fingers I’m holding up?”

      Johnnie concentrated on Mort’s hand. “Four…I think.” He chuckled, then yawned.

      “Wrong, motherfucker,” Mortician said. “It’s two.”

      “What the fuck that bitch did to you?” Christopher demanded.

      “Besides be the sweet, wonderful woman I knew she could be? She loved me with her mouth and body, and told me the sweetest things. Then, this morning, she served coffee to me. Get this. She saw it in my face that I didn’t like it and promised she’d use another recipe tomorrow.”

      “Recipe?” Christopher, Val, Mort, and Digger chorused.

      Christopher emptied his beer bottle, then sat it down. “What fuckin’ recipe? All the fuck she gotta do is use coffee grinds and water.”

      “That isn’t true,” Johnnie protested. “Kendall found a special recipe that called for vanilla extract, sugar, milk, molasses, aloe vera juice, and honey.”

      “That shit also called for fucking vomit,” Val grumbled.

      “You drank that?” Mortician asked in horror.

      Johnnie nodded. “If my gorgeous wife went through all that trouble to find a coffee recipe, then you’re goddamn right I drank her creation. It isn’t everyday she brews coffee for me. I wasn’t about to squander this opportunity because she wanted me to taste the Uppercrust Blend. That’s the name of her coffee recipe.”

      “Fuck me,” Christopher said with a sigh. “Can that bitch do nothin’ normal?”

      “Can you stop calling her a bitch? How’d you like it if I called Megan a bitch? Or a whore? Or a cunt? Any of the things you call my wife. One day, I’m going to get fed up, Christopher Caldwell. Whatever you do to Kendall, I’m going to do to Megan.”

      “Lemme suggest this, Johnnie,” Christopher started in a steely voice. “Start diggin’ your fuckin’ graves to-fuckin-day. Then, your ass gonna be prepared for that one day when you lose your fuckin’ mind and I bury each piece of your motherfuckin’ ass in all the holes you dug.”

      “Bah!” Johnnie waved Christopher’s words away. “Megan wouldn’t let you kill me,” he chortled. “Know why? Because I got her cunt off, too. A part of her will always love me and will always protect me.”

      Christopher roared to his feet, kicking his chair against the wall, and starting around the table toward Johnnie.

      Mort rushed to block him, holding his shoulders. “Now, Prez…Prez…give the motherfucker a break. He just floating from Red putting her pussy on him all fucking night. Motherfucker not used to that no more.”

      “Yeah, Outlaw,” Digger jumped in. “Then she offered the motherfucker a chance to get in her ass. All her lovey-doveyness just too much for the motherfucker to take.”

      Growling, Christopher shoved Mortician into the liquor table. “Don’t give a fuck. I’m fuckin’ that motherfucker up. Ain’t wantin’ to hear ‘bout when he fingered my wife pussy. Ain’t wantin’ to think ‘bout it. I managed to put that bullshit the fuck outta my head and he bringin’ that up? Sayin’ my woman always gonna love him? Ima yank his fuckin’ head off his fuckin’ shoulders.”

      Johnnie laid his head on the table. “Shut up, Christopher, you whiny bitch. Megan can’t love me, while we both know Kendall wants to fuck you. Every time you two are around each other, sparks fly.”

      The whole room stilled before Christopher hooted with laughter. “Know fuckin’ what? You just saved your own fuckin’ life. Mort right. You went motherfuckin’ psycho like your psycho cunt. Only fuckin’ sparks flyin’ from me ‘bout Kendall is the kind that burn her to fuckin’ bits and pieces so I never have to look at her miserable ass again.”

      Johnnie lifted his head and squinted at Christopher. “Whatever, motherfucker. Whatever.”

      “Johnnie, shut the fuck up,” Val ordered. “Before Outlaw bust a cap in your stupid ass.”

      “What the fuck Kendall want from your dumb, clueless ass any-fuckin-way?” Christopher demanded from behind Johnnie.

      The memory of Kendall asking for her job back drummed through Johnnie, but he wouldn’t bring that up. He wouldn’t allow them to think his wife did everything for the sake of manipulation. “Kendall wants nothing from me,” he lied. “Except my happiness.”

      Christopher snorted. “That’ll be the fuckin’ day she fuckin’ stop bein’ the creature from a rabid lagoon and turn human.”

      “Damn, Prez,” Mortician said on a sigh.

      Sitting up, Johnnie swung around to face Christopher, not bothering to stand. “You just can’t accept Kendall’s a good woman.”

      “What the fuck you mean? Kendall a who? Since when she got to be a fuckin’ woman?” Christopher asked with a straight face.

      “Fuck, Outlaw, that’s kind of brutal,” Digger said with the smallest bit of chastisement in his voice.

      “Ain’t givin’ a fuck,” Christopher retorted. “My ass brutal cuz she fuckin’ brutal. Offerin’ up her ass plus fuckin’ him all night plus findin’ a fucked up recipe for coffee equal a manipulatin’ cunt that want something. Only fuckin’ dumb ass ain’t realizin’ that is this fuckin’ dumb ass right the fuck here.” He pointed to Johnnie. “If I ain’t heard that fuckin’ witch brew concoction she made up, Ida been thinkin’ she fuckin’ drugged your dumb ass.”

      Johnnie made a face at Christopher. “Kendall wouldn’t stoop so low.”

      “What fuckin’ Kendall your ass know?” Christopher asked, folding his arms. “Cuz the bitch my ass familiar with would do any-fuckin-thing she gotta to have her way.”

      “Kendall loves me. She trusts me. Proof of that is she offered anal sex to me.”

      Digger tapped Christopher on the shoulder. “Can I get there a minute, Outlaw?”

      Without answering, Christopher stepped back and allowed Digger to stand in the spot he’d been in.

      “Brah,” he said, placing a hand on Johnnie’s shoulders. “We all fucked a lot of fucking women through the years. Club Ass down for letting us stick our cocks any where we want to in them. But my wife? She operate different. She got special tricks for special situations. If Kendall offered ass to you and she don’t usually give it up, she want something.”

      For a moment, Johnnie snapped his mouth shut, then he thought of Megan and Christopher. He staggered to his feet and faced his brother.

      “Christopher, you give your wife whatever she wants. What does she offer you in bed when she wants something?”

      “You got some fuckin’ nerve, askin’ my ass that when I still wanna rip your fuckin’ tongue out through a slit in your goddamn neck after what you said ‘bout gettin’ Megan off, a few minutes ago.”

      “I’m curious what Meggie give you, too,” Val piped in. “Still a dick suck?”

      Christopher glowered at Val, whose shoulders drooped, before he raised his hands and stepped back.

      If Johnnie had attacked Meggie like Val had and lived, he wouldn’t speak of anything sexual about Meggie. Christopher already suspected Val. If he knew that Johnnie knew and the role Mortician had played in the entire ordeal, he’d kill all three of them.

      “You one stupid motherfucker, Val,” Mortician growled.

      “I can tell you what Zoann do,” he offered. He hooked his thumbs in his belt straps and rocked on his heels. “She give me the best dick sucks of my life when she want something.”

      Johnnie and Christopher frowned at Val.

      “That’s my cousin, asshole,” Johnnie complained.

      “And my sister,” Christopher complained.

      “All I’m saying is all the girls manipulate us when they want something from us,” Val blurted quickly.

      “Maybe, me and Bailey different, but she don’t use her pussy to get favors from me,” Mortician informed them. “She tell me what the fuck she want and she get it. I don’t know how to say no to her.”

      “Yeah, Mort,” Digger said sarcastically. “We forgot you took pussification classes from Outlaw.”

      “Ain’t no-fuckin-body can out pussificate my ass,” Christopher said heatedly. “I like what Megan do to get her way on the rare fuckin’ occasions I don’t give her what she want. But she like me gettin’ in her pussy as much as possible. She suck my cock on the fuckin’ regular cuz I gotta eat her pussy at least once a fuckin’ day. I don’t fuck her in the ass a lot cuz that ain’t her favorite thing. That’s one of the  birthday presents she give my ass every fuckin’ year.”

      The fog was lifting from Johnnie’s head, and the nausea was lessening. Relieved to feel marginally better, he got to his feet and frowned at Christopher. “Megan controls you. If you do something she doesn’t like, it’s pussy lockout time.”

      “And your fuckin’ point?” Christopher asked. “She ain’t no fuckin’ puppet. Sometimes, my ass a dumb motherfucker and she gotta punish me in some fuckin’ way.”

      “Outlaw, brah, how you be such a cold-blooded motherfucker when you dealing with motherfuckers but just a plate of putty when it come to Meggie?” Digger asked. “That shit one of the mysteries of the world.”

      “Know how, Digger?” Christopher asked with a smirk.

      “I must not. I wouldn’t have asked you if I did.”

      Christopher narrowed his eyes.

      “I’m just joking with you, Prez. You said as long as it’s just us, it’s okay,” Digger said quickly.

      “You right, but if you keep fuckin’ pushin’ it, Ima eat all those cookies Megan keep on the counter for you.”

      “You a heartless human, Outlaw,” Digger complained. “You don’t have to stoop that low.”

      Christopher shrugged. “I’m putty for Megan cuz I’m one pussified motherfucker. Pussy-whipped,” he clarified, then glared at Johnnie. “Megan love the fuck outta me. Ain’t doin’ nothin’ to fuck that up.”

      “I’m right with you, Prez,” Mort added.

      “Me, too,” Val said.

      Digger raised his hand. “Me, three.”

      “Good for you,” Johnnie said with a little clap. “Luckily for me, Kendall doesn’t want me to pussify myself. She likes me for the strong man I am.” He saluted them. “Now, you poor bastards, I’m going to spend the rest of my day high off Kendall’s sweetness.”

      Before any of them responded, Johnnie sauntered away, a satisfied grin on his face.
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      “Here.”

      The sound of Kendall’s voice snapped Meggie out of her thoughts. She took the notarized document from Kendall, read over it, then set it aside. Soon, it would be time for her to leave her home office and head to the kitchen to start dinner.

      “Meggie, do you know I’m actually a Caldwell, and not a Donovan?”

      “Um, yeah, Kendall. I do. What’s your point?”

      Kendall stood from the hand carved chair that matched her ladies’ antique writing desk. Since Meggie handled all the paperwork and processed the payments for the home healthcare business she co-owned with Kendall and Zoann, Kendall decided she’d have her own office space here, instead of at her own residence.

      There were barely any legal documents the company needed on a day-to-day basis. No wonder Kendall was growing restless. Therefore, Meggie overlooked the Boss Lady sign on Kendall’s pretty desk. If that’s what it took to keep her happy, it was a small price to pay.

      “I’m going to tell Johnnie he should change his name from Donovan to Caldwell,” Kendall went on, ignoring how uninterested Meggie was about this subject.

      Kendall leaned against Meggie’s desk, an L-shaped piece with a hutch and file cabinets. Unlike Kendall’s high-end laptop, Meggie worked on a desktop with two separate screens. Sometimes, she’d have to be in her medical coding program while talking to an insurance company and taking notes.

      “Kendall Caldwell has an excellent ring to it.”

      Kendall wouldn’t drop this until Meggie engaged, so she decided to respond.

      “Johnnie grew up with the name Donovan,” she pointed out. “After all these years, I think it might be weird for him to start calling himself Caldwell. Donovan’s his legal name, which means that’s your legal name and your kids’, too. But whatever floats your boat.”

      “You don’t understand. I knew you wouldn’t.”

      Meggie yawned. “Of course, I understand. Cee Cee Caldwell was Christopher and Johnnie’s father. Biologically, they are Caldwells. Legally, only Christopher is.”

      “That’s my point! I want the name Christopher has.”

      Meggie snapped her brows together, suddenly on alert. “Really, Kendall?”

      “Oh, grow up,” Kendall snapped. “Not in the way you’re thinking. I want the name for Johnnie. He should use his rightful name.”

      “That’s up to Johnnie to decide. However, since he’s kept the name, that should clue you in to his intentions to remain a Donovan.” Meggie scowled, folded her arms and tapped her foot in agitation. “Sebastian Caldwell was a pig and an ass. Christopher doesn’t even want his name. I’m surprised you would. In Hortensia, the Donovan name has more prestige than Caldwell.”

      Kendall smirked. “Are you casting aspersions on your husband?”

      “To my husband, the name Caldwell is an abomination. What I said has nothing to do with demeaning Christopher, so stop twisting my words. Anyway, who cares what their last names are? I have Christopher and that’s all that matters. I don’t give a flying feather about his surname.”

      “Yes, of course, you’re right, Meggie darling. I’ll forget I brought this up for now,” Kendall offered, tossing her red hair over her shoulder. “We all know you’ll suffer anything as long as you have Christopher and the twenty babies he’s given you.”

      “Enough, Kendall!” Meggie ordered, reaching the end of her patience. “Don’t start in on my husband. I have six children and you know it. By the way, the amount of kids I have with Christopher is my affair, not yours.”

      “Right, but you have five. Patrick was dead on arrival. You never got to be a mother to him, so he doesn’t count.”

      “Drop the subject of my son,” Meggie said tightly, swiveling to face her computer screen to shut it down. This conversation was over.

      “Oh my God, you have such tender fucking feelings. I’m sorry. Don’t get your tits all twisted because I’ve touched a nerve. You have five living children and one dead one. Better?”

      Meggie stood from her seat and shoved her chair under her desk. “What is your problem?” she shouted, her heart pounding hard at the reminder of Patrick.

      She’d grieved deeply for him. Even now, at times, she felt twinges of sadness and a lot of guilt. If she hadn’t decided to go with Kendall, her son would be almost four, instead of laying alone in a tiny coffin. Her shenanigans had caused both of them to lose babies.

      “Let me show you out,” Meggie said, starting out of the door.

      “Wait, Meggie,” Kendall cried. “I’m not trying to hurt you.” She sighed. “Maybe, I am. You annoyed me. First, when you told me Johnnie shouldn’t take the name Caldwell and then when you had the audacity to misinterpret my words about your husband.”

      There were so many ways she could respond, but Meggie’s head was starting to pound, the usual reaction whenever she thought of her son. “Whatever, Kendall. It’s been a long day. I’m not in the mood to cross swords with you. Whatever burr is in your bra, get over it.”

      Snorting, Kendall rolled her eyes. “I have no goddamn burr in my bra,” she snarled. “Just bored out of my fucking head. You got certified in medical coding, so you think you’re so special as you fill your days with real work. You know what? I have a degree. Any idiot can do office work and send in codes to insurance companies.”

      “Oh, Kendall, shut up. I should be used to your raving bullcrap by now, but you’re really starting to grate on my nerves. You’re welcome to share my work load. You do own five percent of the company.”

      “To do absolutely nothing! All my hard work to earn my degree is going to waste. You gave me one sheet of paper to notarize today. One. Before this, I can’t remember the last time I did anything significant.”

      Meggie rubbed her temples. “What’s going on? I know you’re unhappy. I wish I could help you, but you’ve been particularly grouchy today. Have you been asked to work a case?”

      Kendall’s eyes widened, then she clapped. “Congratulations. Some of your husband’s distrust is rubbing off on you.”

      “Omigod, you’re being a raving bitch. Leave Christopher out of this. He has nothing to do with how I’m thinking. I said that because I know you. You’re not entirely trustworthy. When you get like this you’re either resentful because you want to practice law—”

      “And your husband has forbidden me, to, and my husband refuses to stand up for me,” Kendall cut in.

      “Oh, fuck off, will you?” Meggie cried, at her wit’s end. She rarely used cuss words, but Kendall had pushed her to the edge. “If you wouldn’t have put your nose in club business and almost gotten my husband killed, you would be practicing law. Don’t blame Christopher or Johnnie for your current situation. Look in the mirror and you’ll find the guilty party.”

      “I’m not guilty of anything except wanting to help the club,” Kendall retorted. “To answer your question, no, I haven’t been offered a case. Today was the last fucking straw. I resent twiddling my thumbs all fucking day while you prance about like you own everything.”

      Meggie lifted a brow at Kendall. In this instance, she was taking a cue from Christopher’s playbook. “As I recall, you’re standing in my house. That means I do own everything.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Kendall huffed out a breath. “You don’t own me.”

      “Newsflash: you don’t live here. Besides, I don’t want to own you.”

      They faced off for a moment, before Meggie started for the door again. For now, she’d chalk this up to a bad day for Kendall. Everyone had them sometimes. But if she turned into that argumentative witch she’d been months ago, Meggie would inform Christopher. Without a doubt, a change in Kendall’s attitude meant she was up to something.

      “Are you ever going to tell me about your Valentine’s Day Ball?” Kendall demanded, just as Meggie reached the hallway that led to the kitchen.

      She halted and faced Kendall again. “Excuse me?”

      “This morning, Meggie. When Zoann dropped the Caston paperwork off, I heard you giggling like an airhead, while you told her you were thinking about throwing a ball. I’ve waited all fucking day for you to mention it to me. Not only is my degree worthless around here, but so is my dignity.”

      “For real, Kendall?” Meggie yelled. “You’re throwing a temper tantrum because I told Zoann about some stupid ball? I don’t even know if I’m going to give it. Valentine’s Day is six weeks away.”

      She and Christopher had come up with a bunch of ideas, but, so far, Meggie really liked the thought of the ball. This morning, she’d run it by Zoann to get her opinion. Meggie hadn’t thought of it again today, until now, when Kendall brought it up.

      “Christmas is a two and a half weeks away. After the new year, we have Christopher’s birthday. Besides, I’d want it formal and I’d have to find a way to convince my husband to put a tux on again.”

      “Suck his cock. He’ll do it. The whole club knows you suck dick to get your way.”

      “At least I get my way. If you got yours just from oral sex, you wouldn’t be here now, bitching about being bored. Maybe, you should try standing on your head and making faces with your ass. Yes, I suck Christopher’s penis. No one else’s, so shut up.”

      Kendall forced a laugh. “Your husband doesn’t have a penis.”

      “Now who’s the clever one? If there’s oral sex, I must be sucking something.”

      “I meant he has a cock or a dick.”

      “Stay out of Christopher’s pants, Kendall,” Meggie warned.

      She twisted strands of hair around her fingers. “Or what?”

      “Get out,” Meggie told her.

      “No. Fuck Christopher’s dick. I want to know about this ball. Afterwards, if you want to discuss his anatomy, I’m all for it.”

      Meggie didn’t feel comfortable sharing the naughty tidbits with Kendall that she sometimes shared with the other women in her inner circle. Kendall wanted to sleep with Christopher. Although Meggie knew she had nothing to worry about because her husband would never cheat on her, she didn’t like the thought of Kendall knowing any intimate details about Christopher. However, she heard the breathless excitement in Kendall’s voice. If Meggie had any intentions of sharing anything about her sex life with Kendall, the woman wouldn’t take it as girl talk. It would just be more ammunition in her lust for Christopher.

      Worse, Kendall wouldn’t back-off unless Meggie took drastic action. Inside, she winced at what she was about to do. However, she couldn’t think of any other way to rein in this quickly spiraling argument. Other than telling Christopher and Meggie would only do that as a last resort. Johnnie loved Kendall. If Christopher ever banned her from the club—or worse—it would destroy Johnnie.

      As long as Meggie didn’t verify any wrongdoing against her by a friend or family member, Christopher wouldn’t strike with deadly force. Literally—most of the time—or figuratively—in very rare instances.

      “Trying to think of a few big words to use to put me in my place?” Kendall asked with a patently false smile. “Forget it. This conversation is done. I will talk about your ball, though. Do it. It’s a great idea. I heard you tell Zoann it would be for Valentine’s day and you’d incorporate celebrating your five-year wedding anniversary. Or church anniversary, since only in your little blonde world can you have two wedding anniversaries.”

      Meggie pursed her lips. The ball would be a great way to celebrate the five years they’d had a blessed union. “You’re so right,” she started sweetly. “I’ll have to call all the ladies together for a planning meeting.” She beamed a smile. “Then, of course, you and I can have a girls’ night out. I’ll tell you all about Christopher’s, er, prowess.” Her heart sank at how low she was about to stoop. But Meggie was so over Kendall’s crap. “Then, I’m sure you’ll be dying to hear about what I think of Johnnie’s, um…what’s the words…? My poor little blonde’s brain can’t think of it. Um…oh, yeah!” She snapped her fingers. “Sexual skills.” She threw Kendall a little wave, happy to see the dirty look replacing that malicious gleam. “You know the way out. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Little bitch,” Kendall snarled.

      Turning on her heel and ignoring the response, Meggie marched down the hall, breathing a sigh of relief when she heard the alarm announcing the front door was being opened.

      The slam sounded like a shotgun blast.

      Meggie sighed. Tomorrow was another day. Hopefully, Kendall would be over her hurt feelings. Meggie hadn’t meant to slight her.

      Tomorrow, she’d have to make amends with Kendall. Which was fine. As long as it kept the peace between Christopher and Johnnie, Meggie was willing to apologize to her sister-in-law.

      Without a doubt, if they started feuding again, their men would too, and that was drama they could all do without.
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      Christopher folded his arms and glared at his counterpart of the Imperials outfit. The two clubs were coming together to iron out a truce of sorts before shit got out of hand.

      The Imperials chapter was a direct affront to the Dwellers, since it was well known the city was the headquarters of their mother chapter.

      Christopher had let the fuckheads be. He had his woman and their kids to think about. A turf war was the last thing he needed. He’d already been through the hell of seeing his wife shot and nearly taken from him. His oldest son had been kidnapped at the same time. It was fucking hell. If he could avoid that misery, he would.

      However, the day after the run-in with Randolph, the motherfuckers intercepted a drug delivery by one of their support clubs, lifting a quarter rock of merchandise, before Christopher could wipe them out. He could no longer overlook such disrespect, so he personally hunted the assfucks responsible and put them the fuck out of their misery.

      As payback, the Imperials killed two Dwellers. Five Imperials blown the fuck away was fine with Christopher. Any amount of his brothers dead was too fucking many.

      His solution was to bomb the fuck out of the club and be done with it. Johnnie was against the idea. During church, three days ago, he introduced the idea of meeting with the Imperials to call a truce. The brothers in the general membership sided with Johnnie, so Christopher had no choice but to agree, even though their fellow officers was firmly aligned with him.

      He wouldn’t start a goddamn war within his own club. Dividing and conquering came in a variety of ways. Killing brothers reduced membership numbers and—possibly—bred resentment. Arguing amongst themselves eroded their strength, until their foundation crumbled. Either way, the club would divide, and the Imperials would conquer.

      “As far as I see it, we in the driver’s seat, Outlaw,” Mystic announced, his smirk annoying the fuck out of Christopher. “We’re new in town. We’ll get prospects out of curiosity. We have more contacts south of the border than the Dwellers. That gives us a farther reach down the Pacific coast.”

      Unfolding his arms, Christopher heaved a sigh, attempting to calm his growing agitation. They were in a public place. On neutral ground. They didn’t need a fucking shootout.

      Mystic tapped his cigarette out in the ashtray. “The Imperials did their homework on the Dwellers.”

      Not enough. Otherwise, they’d know a Dweller chapter in Texas provided security for one of the Mexican cartels as drugs were smuggled across the border and then distributed via a wide network. Christopher had ironed out the deal with a cartel leader years ago. The operation went so smoothly, he didn’t need to run any interference.

      This chapter was one of his most important ones, since Texas shared a huge border with Mexico.

      “What do you want from us?” Johnnie asked, seated to Christopher’s right.

      They sat in a private room at a restaurant, with the Dwellers seated on one side and the Imperials on the other. The two SAA’s stood at the side of their presidents, watching each side like hawks.

      Eating had been a tense affair and over quickly. The Imperials were drinking. The Dwellers were not. This wasn’t about fucking socializing.

      “We’re willing to listen to your terms,” Johnnie went on, without Christopher’s permission.

      Later, he’d chew Johnnie a new asshole. Right now, he grunted.

      “It’s simple,” Mystic answered, sipping his beer. “We want the Dwellers to relinquish any territory they might seek south of San Diego.”

      “You outcha fuckin’ mind,” Christopher snapped. They’d gone from wanting to be absorbed by the Dwellers to wanting them to relinquish territory? What kind of shit was this?

      He glared at Johnnie, wondering if the motherfucker was taking note. Christopher should’ve followed his own fucking counsel. He scowled. He would’ve if he’d struck before Johnnie opened his big fucking mouth.

      “Ain’t no fuckin’ way my club givin’ up a motherfuckin’ thing,” he snarled. “We had the fuckin’ claim first and if you fuckin’ try to take territory from us, Ima fuck your entire goddamn club the fuck up. From your fuckin’ chapter all the fuckin’ way to the top.”

      “Christopher, we’re here for peace negotiations,” Johnnie reminded him, sidling a glance to the Imperials side of the room. They were all on alert.

      “We really don’t want more trouble, Outlaw,” Mystic told him. “Do you want to be responsible for bodies piling up?”

      He sounded as if he didn’t care either way.

      As far as Christopher was concerned, he could shoot the fuck out of Mystic, his enforcer, Randolph, the sergeant-at-arms and the other motherfucker sitting at the table. He owed these fuckheads nothing but a few bullets. His boys would take care of the other assfucks. They might not agree with him, but they’d have his back.

      Johnnie let out a snore.

      Frowning, Christopher kicked him, angrier because he was acting like a fucking jackass and was almost creating mutiny with his fucking idea of peace.

      “Wake the fuck up, motherfucker,” Christopher growled, his temper rising at the laughter of the Imperials.

      Mortician covered his face. Christopher really couldn’t blame Mort. They needed to cover Johnnie’s fucking face.

      “As you know, I want something else,” Mystic went on when he saw Christopher wouldn’t answer. “We…” He twirled his finger to indicate the men behind him. “We passed an emergency referendum. Our home chapter isn’t giving us the support we deserve. We’ve become very disillusioned. Perhaps, our recent actions have proven to the Dwellers we’d…” He hunched his shoulders. “The Dwellers could absorb us. We’ve done a lot on behalf of the Imperials. I’ve done a lot. I can’t even get a meeting with National right now. There’s a territory crisis in Florida, yet they sent us here to Washington to open a chapter.”

      “Fuckin’ with my fuckin’ shipments and fuckin’ up two fuckin’ members ain’t a goddamn way to get on my good side,” Christopher said.

      “But it got your attention,” Mystic said smugly.

      Christopher narrowed his eyes. “It got my fuckin’ animosity.”

      Mortician cleared his throat, the agreed upon signal that it was close to five in the evening, right around the time Megan would leave her home office and head to the kitchen to start dinner. Usually, Christopher ate. On rare occasions like these, when meals at meetings filled him up, he still wanted to be home to spend time with his family.

      This fucking meeting, however, wasn’t going the way he wanted it to. He wanted to stay until they reached their original goal of a truce, came to another conclusion, or shot the fuck out of each other.

      The only way he could assure himself of his wife and children’s safety was if he took out the entire organization. Wiped them off the fucking map. Declared fucking war on them.

      Christopher stood from his seat and his boys did the same, which prompted Mystic and his brothers to rise.

      “This meetin’ fuckin’ over, Mystic,” Christopher declared. “Ain’t absorbin’ you into my fuckin’ club. Don’t need you motherfuckers. You stop fuckin’ with my club and I’ll let you motherfuckers live. I pretend you don’t fuckin’ exist. Stay in your fuckin’ place or not only aintcha mother chapter gonna be able to help you, not a motherfucker in this entire fuckin’ universe will.”

      With that, he stormed away, brushing through the crowd of Imperials and daring a motherfucker to block him.
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      By the time Christopher arrived at his house, his anger at the fucking Imperials had deserted him.

      Megan had the outside of their house all lit up with Christmas lights. Huge Santas, Frostys, elves, trains, and other shit decorated the lawn. Inside, she had a huge tree in the foyer, one in the family room, and one in the second and third floor hallways. The tree on the third floor, where their and the kids’ bedrooms were located, a working trained ringed it.

      His girl loved the holidays, and made it a special, magical time for the entire household.

      He didn’t need to bring work home with him. Megan didn’t know any fucking thing about the troubles they were having with the other MC. She knew Outlaw but he didn’t want her to dwell on that side of him. If he told her about the Imperials, then he’d have to tell her he’d killed five motherfuckers.

      Besides, this was their safe haven, the warm, loving sanctuary she’d created for him and their family and friends.

      Walking into the kitchen, Christopher found Megan, their son, CJ, and her assistant/nanny/friend, Bunny, dancing to the music piping in through the speakers that doubled as the intercom. Dishes filled with various food sat on the counter, in preparation for the evening meal in the dining room.

      Megan laughed and CJ squealed, grabbing her hands and twirling her around. Her blonde hair swirled around them, fascinating Christopher. He could watch her for hours. Listen to the sounds of her happiness. See her adoration of their boy.

      Christopher knew she loved all their kids, but he still contended CJ held a special place in her heart.

      “’Law!” CJ yelled, spotting him first and thundering toward him at full speed. “I got all A’s, and Mommie and Bunny are dancing with me to celebrate.”

      As the music abruptly cut off, Christopher raised his fist and his son bumped it with his smaller balled hand. “Good fuckin’ job, boy.”

      CJ grinned. “I’m smart like you.”

      “You smarter than me. I hated fuckin’ school. You like it. That make you smarter.”

      “Nuh-uh! Mommie said I’m smart like you.”

      Well, if Megan said it, Christopher wouldn’t win the argument.

      “C’mon, CJ buddy,” Bunny called. Though she was Digger’s wife, she had helped Megan out for a long time and CJ adored her. “Let’s rescue Diesel from your sister and little brothers.”

      “Okay, Bunny. Bye, MegAnn,” CJ yelled, zooming out of the room.

      “He still doesn’t know if I’m Mommie or MegAnn,” Megan said, once they were alone. She walked up to him and stood on her tiptoes. “Hey, you.”

      Bending so she could kiss his lips, Christopher wrapped her in his arms. “Hey, baby,” he responded, covering her mouth with his and taking over. “Wanna quick fuck?”

      Her blue eyes were bright, alive, filled with joy and contentment. She brushed her lips over his. “Always,” she breathed.

      He snickered and lifted her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck. As he turned to carry her into the mudroom, the running of feet caught his attention.

      “Daddy!” his girl, Rebel, called a moment before she wrapped her arms around his thigh. “You’re home.”

      “Put me down,” Megan said with a giggle.

      Having no choice, he complied, though he was less than amused. In anticipation of getting pussy from his girl, his cock was already hard.

      “Daddy?” Rebel said again, looking up at him. She was almost the spitting image of Megan. “I missed you.”

      Christopher smiled down at her. “I missed you, too,” he told her, crouching down to give her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

      “’Law,” his youngest son, Ransom, called, imitating CJ.

      At almost thirteen months, Ransom was still conquering the art of walking. The little motherfucker walked like a duck. He barreled into Christopher and hugged him before starting a conversation.

      He was a talkative fuck. It was a fucking pity Christopher didn’t know what the fuck he was saying. More so because the boy liked hearing his voice and the babbling stupefied Christopher, thereby giving him a big fucking headache.

      “Ransom says where have you been?” Rebel told him.

      He lifted a brow at her. If that little motherfucker said that, Christopher was a flying fucking monkey. Of course, he wouldn’t hurt his girl’s feelings and actually say that shit, so he answered her. “Workin’.” He refused to ask what the fuck Ransom was saying now. Or hadn’t stopped saying.

      “Come on, Rule,” CJ said, dragging Rebel’s twin into view with Ryder pulling up the rear. “Tell ‘Law.”

      Christopher got to his feet. “Tell me what, son?” he asked Rule, sighing when Ryder popped a thumb into his mouth.

      If he kept that shit up, he was going to have buck fucking teeth.

      “Dad,” Rule started, blinking at Christopher and shuffling his feet.

      Seeing her twin’s nervousness, Rebel went to him and took his other hand. Rule was quiet and shy, so the kids protected him, while Christopher had to remember to tone it the fuck down when he was dealing with him. He didn’t want to scar the little motherfucker for life.

      “My as…I’m all fu…all ears, Rule,” Christopher said. He glanced at Megan, encouraged by the adoration in her eyes, at his obvious try to curb his cussing.

      She’d find a way to sneak him some pussy. It turned her the fuck on when he took care of their kids. He didn’t do it just to get extra fucks. It was just a happy reward of a job he cherished.

      Winking at her and grinning at her smile, he went to Rule, and crouched in front of him just as he’d done with Rebel.

      “Me, CJ, and Ryder was playing with CJ’s motorcycles,” he said, his green eyes lighter than Christopher’s and CJ’s, although his black hair matched theirs.

      They were the only two of his kids with black hair. The other three were all blonde and blue-eyed like Megan.

      “’Law,” CJ said with impatience. “Rule played motorcycles with me. I let Ryder play, too. Ransom’s just a bitch-ass baby, so I didn’t let him touch my stuff.”

      “Don’t use bad language, potato,” Megan called, hands on her hips, her look changing. She threw Christopher a fucked-up frown.

      “Don’t blame my ass, baby. I ain’t ever call our kids no bitch asses.”

      She scowled at him, turned on her heel, and marched to the cabinet to pull down plates before stomping toward the dining room.

      Christopher glared at CJ, who grinned in return. He liked sleeping in the room with Megan and Christopher. Most of the time, he carried their boy back to his own bed. On occasion, though, Megan let him spend the entire night with them, especially if she was annoyed with Christopher.

      CJ had caught on to this shit. He had the art of dividing and conquering down pat.

      “Daddy, Rule played with motorcycles,” Rebel informed him as if he didn’t have fucking ears and hadn’t heard the first and second time.

      This shit apparently was important. “That’s fu…” Voice trailing off, he cleared his throat. “That’s good, Rule.”

      Tears rushed to Rule’s eyes and he sniffled. Fuck him. What the fuck was the boy crying over? Playing with CJ’s motorcycles wasn’t good?

      Rebel dropped Rule’s hand and hugged him. “It’s okay,” she said, patting his back, soothing him the way her Ma soothed all of them—with hugs and lots of love.

      Moving away from Rule, CJ grabbed Christopher’s wrist and tugged. He stood and allowed his son to separate them from the other kids.

      “When we were all at Aunt Zoann’s house, Ryan called Rule a girl cuz he likes to draw. He said his daddy loves him more than you love Rule cuz Ryan likes motorcycles like Uncle Val. I didn’t punch Ryan, ‘Law,” he said with pride. “I told Aunt Zoann and she beat his ass. I laughed the whole time.”

      “Hey, boy, don’t cuss where you Ma can hear,” Christopher whispered. “I told you that. Remember?”

      CJ nodded. “I forgot.”

      “You like to cuss?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “If you fuck up and do it where your Ma can find out, I ain’t lettin’ you do it no more. Hear me?”

      CJ sighed. “Yes, ‘Law.” He walked closer to Christopher. “But Aunt Zoann did spank Ryan’s ass,” he whispered. “Then she gave the mudna fucka time out.”

      Christopher had no doubt his sister punished Ryan for teasing Rule. His concern, however, was his son. He never wanted any of his children to feel unworthy or undervalued.

      He got to his feet. “Rule, come here, son.”

      “Why are you crying?” Megan asked Rule, walking back into the kitchen.

      “Ain’t nothin’ I can’t handle, baby,” Christopher assured her.

      She nodded. “Dinner’s on the table,” she announced.

      Christopher noticed all the dishes filled with food were gone. While he’d been communicating with his children, she’d laid out their meal.

      “Me and Rule comin’, baby. I need to talk to my boy.”

      Once she ushered their other children out, Christopher lifted Rule and sat him on one of the island stools, then slid in next to him. Rule kept his head down.

      “Son, if you like to draw, don’t let no motherfucker stop you.” What he had to say was too important to keep correcting his words. He’d take for-fucking-ever.

      “But you don’t love me cuz I’m a girl with a weenie.”

      “You got a cock. That make you a fuckin’ boy.” Christopher paused. “You wanna be a boy, yeah?”

      Rule’s little face scrunched up, then he nodded.

      “Even if you fuckin’ didn’t and wanted your cock chopped the fuck off one day, no motherfucker in this world got the right to put you down. Don’t ever let a motherfucker tell you I ain’t gonna love you. Ain’t nothin’ you can fuckin’ do ever make me turn away from you. Under-fuckin-stand?”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      Rule still didn’t seem convinced, so Christopher dug inside his cut, and came up with a folded piece of paper. He opened it and smiled at Rule’s work, the stick figure family he’d drawn with crayons. There was a woman with yellow hair, as well as a little girl and two boys. Christopher knew they were boys because they didn’t have much hair, where as the girls had scribbled hair that almost reached the ground. The other stick figures had a man with black hair and three boys with the same. One boy was taller than the other two and Christopher knew that represented Diesel, his and Megan’s adopted son.

      Rule had given Christopher the drawing—his idea of how he saw their family—and Christopher kept it with him always. To him, his wife and kids were perfect. Everything he needed, so to see the smiles Rule drew reinforced that idea.

      He laid the drawing in front of Rule. “Ain’t ever outta my fuckin’ pocket, son,” he said. “If you ain’t ever playin’ with a bike or ridin’ one, I don’t give a fuck. As long as you happy, my ass happy.”

      Rule nodded and offered him a small smile.

      Christopher took the drawing, folded it carefully, and placed it back into his pocket, then lifted Rule into his arms. “You hungry?”

      “Yes.”

      “My ass is, too, so let’s go see what the fuck your ma and Bunny cooked.”
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      Johnnie released cigarette smoke through his nostrils, then lifted his glass of whiskey and drank deeply. He wasn’t sure what was the matter with him, but his nausea worsened the dizziness and pain swirling in his head. For a week now, he’d been walking around as if fog clogged his brain. Unlike the first day, when he seemed to be getting better, he seemed to be getting worse now.

      Although there was a first time for everything, he couldn’t believe he was getting the flu.

      Maybe, Johnnie was suffering from stress.

      He had no damn clue what the problem was, except, maybe, stress? The latest pressures from his wife to allow her to take Randolph’s case without Christopher’s knowledge had him half mad, even if he understood her point-of-view.

      Kendall valued her career so much because she still found so little value in herself. His gorgeous woman was learning that he loved her come what may. In her, he saw a fighter. She’d had a lot of demons to overcome—she still did—but she steadily pushed forward. Sooner or later, Kendall would see the same value in herself that he saw in her.

      In the meantime, she pushed him to greenlight her idea. The legal profession was her passion. Kendall stuck her nose in places it didn’t belong, simply because she felt as if her degree gave her an advantage. All her attitude did—as well as her refusal to stay out of club business—was complicate his life.

      Now, she was angry with him. They crowded next to each other in a booth, where they were meeting with Randolph, in a diner on the south side of Portland. Further proof that Kendall had finally driven him over the edge. Meeting with a member of a rival club would be seen as a betrayal against the Dwellers. Worse, Christopher would take it as personal treachery since they were more than mere club brothers, but blood ones, too.

      Johnnie couldn’t seem to stop himself. As his nausea and headaches increased so did this need in him to make things right between the Dwellers and the Imperials. He felt…uneasy. Fearful.

      Club members had already died. A drug shipment had been stolen. Christopher was furious, planning a nationwide, entire organization retaliation. He was intending to hit all of the Imperials. He’d already secured ten AKs.

      Kendall had convinced Johnnie that it was of the utmost importance to meet with Randolph as soon as possible, to continue with the peace talks. Afraid for his wife and children, he’d agreed. So, here he was, sitting across from the Imperials’ enforcer, a day after Christopher so unceremoniously ended the meeting with the Imperials.

      In effect, Johnnie was betraying the Death Dwellers. But the Imperials took no prisoners. If they engaged in a war with the other club, Kendall, Rory, Matilda, and JJ were at risk, and he wouldn’t forgive himself if something happened to any of them. He loved his wife and children dearly.

      Still, he felt Christopher’s way was the best way. The minute the Dwellers started backing down, they’d lose their power. Some kind of way, however, Kendall changed his mind.

      His brain warned him this was a bad idea. His mouth spoke the words of betrayal that would get him killed if Christopher found out.

      “Johnnie?” Kendall nudged him. “Randolph asked you a question.”

      Johnnie squinted between Kendall and Randolph. Feeling dizzy while stationary was the most fucked up feeling in the world. It threw him completely off-balance. He hadn’t even been able to drive himself to this meeting. Hence, Kendall’s presence.

      “Your woman told me she’s an attorney,” Randolph started, holding his glass of beer a few inches from his mouth. He drank deeply then continued. “I have a case I need representation on. My last attorney ran into the blade of a knife.” He snickered.

      “I’m not here to discuss Kendall’s career.” Johnnie tasted more whiskey. He frowned at his trembling. He could barely hold the glass to his lips because of his shaking hand.

      Kendall narrowed her eyes, while amusement slid into Randolph’s face.

      “Getting the shakes, huh, dude?” the Imperial asked.

      Swallowing, Kendall laughed nervously.

      Johnnie set the glass down. “It’s nothing I can’t handle,” he snapped. “As for Kendall taking on your case? No. Not at the moment.”

      “Not at the moment?” Kendall echoed, then grinned at him. “That’s a big change from a week ago when you said absolutely not.”

      Something inside of him had changed since then. Wondering what that might be, he squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again.

      “I want to talk about the Dwellers absorbing the Imperials into the club before your club fucks up again and steal more of our shit.” Johnnie’s mouth was so fucking dry, so he licked his lips. “Yesterday’s meeting didn’t go as planned. I did my part and got Christopher to attend. You didn’t do yours and tell Mystic to comply.”

      Randolph took his time lighting a cigarette. “We want in the Dwellers, Johnnie. We did what we needed to get his attention,” he said flatly. “You make that happen or Outlaw might find out about our little alliance.”

      Icy anger settled into his stomach. “Are you threatening me?” he snarled, his temper spiking in an instant.

      “Of course not, darling,” Kendall inserted. “He’s only trying to help you. Imagine if you brokered this deal peacefully. No lives lost. It would impress the brothers and show them what a capable leader you are.”

      Lives had already been lost, although Kendall didn’t know it.

      Randolph puffed his cigarette and released the smoke. “Do I smell dissension in the camp?” he questioned. “Are you looking to move in on Outlaw?”

      “Fuck no!” Johnnie told him. “My loyalty and allegiance are to him and the Dwellers, so get that idea out of your head.”

      “Just by meeting with me without club approval says otherwise,” Randolph pointed out.

      Johnnie growled.

      Kendall laid on hand on his arm. “Calm down, love,” she cooed. “Randolph doesn’t mean anything. Why don’t you pour yourself another whiskey?”

      She pulled a flask from her oversized purse and slid it to him.

      Before he poured himself another drink, the room started to spin. Closing his eyes, he rested his head against the cushion at the back of the booth. “I don’t think I can drink any more, gorgeous,” he mumbled. “I’m not feeling too good.”

      “You’re fine,” she soothed.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Randolph’s voice came from far away. “Is he fucking high?”

      Another nervous laugh from Kendall, one that Johnnie knew meant something. He couldn’t think of what, though.

      “My husband is perfectly fine, thank you very much. And I warn you, don’t fuck over him by going to that Neanderthal he has for a brother.”

      “What are you offering to stop me?”

      “Not pussy, you fucking asshole.”

      “Kendall, shut up,” Johnnie slurred, unable to raise his head. “We don’t want your temper to be seen as disrespect. If that happens, just what I’m trying to avoid—war between the clubs—will begin anyway.”

      “Listen to your old man, bitch. If you know what’s good for you.”

      “Are you threatening me?” Kendall demanded. “If you are, then you’re stupider than you look. In the world of the Dwellers, I’m low on the totem pole. You want to hit the club bad, get Meggie, Outlaw’s old lady.”

      “Is that so?” Randolph responded.

      “Everyone knows that,” Kendall said sharply. “I’m an innocent party in this. Just the lowly wife of the lowly vice-president. My husband and I are the good ones. You’ll do well to have an alliance with us. We know how to live together or apart. Outlaw is crippled if something happens to his precious Meggie.”

      “Thanks for the information,” Randolph said smoothly. “I like your style. You’re going to do well for me in court.”

      “I’d do well for anyone,” she retorted. “I’m a pro at what I do.”

      “You’re so modest,” Randolph said dryly.

      “I am,” Kendall agreed, then tapped Johnnie’s shoulder. “You’re going to let me take the case, aren’t you, my love?”

      Johnnie stared at the ceiling, sure he was on the verge of death. His hands and feet were tingling. His thoughts were in disarray. And his mind was a vacant tunnel.

      “Here’s my card, Randolph,” he heard Kendall say. “Call me in three days. I’m sure by then Johnnie will have changed his mind.”

      “We can meet at my place. Get to know each other on a more…personal level.”

      “No, asshole, we cannot. I love my husband.”

      “I had to try.”

      “Your efforts are lost on me.”

      “I’ll bet they aren’t. Any woman who’d push her husband to meet with an enemy of his organization would do anything.”

      “We need to leave,” Johnnie mumbled.

      Randolph hooted with laughter. “Should I call you the Black Widow, Kendall?”

      The words echoed through Johnnie’s head, and he shivered.

      “No, you may not,” Kendall screeched, then bumped her leg against Johnnie’s. “Excuse me, love. I need to get our vehicle. I’ll be right back to help you outside.”

      Lifting his head by sheer determination, Johnnie swung his legs to the side, so Kendall could scoot past. Her scent drifted back to him. Usually, her nearness, her smell, turned him on. Now, his cock didn’t even jump.

      For the past two days, he hadn’t gotten an erection.

      “I’d watch your ass, Donovan,” Randolph said, standing next to him.

      Johnnie wasn’t sure how much time had passed.

      “I think you’re being poisoned, if you ask me. Call me when you’re feeling better to do what needs to be done so we can both see our goals reached.”

      His ears buzzing, Johnnie watched Randolph walk away, stopping long enough to whisper to Kendall before continuing on.

      “Come on, Johnnie,” she said, reaching his side. She held out her hand.

      “I don’t feel good, Kendall,” Johnnie admitted around a moan.

      “I know, love. It’ll pass. I promise. Just take my hand and I’ll get you to the car. Trust me.”

      “I do, gorgeous,” Johnnie told her, gripping her delicate hand and coming to his feet.

      She slid her hand through his arm and held onto him, leading him out the door and keeping him on his feet all the way to her Navigator. At the passenger side, she released him long enough to open the door then help him onto the seat and strap his seatbelt.

      “I never want to hurt you,” Kendall said quietly, as they started off.

      “I know.”.

      “Just let me take the case, and, I swear everything can return to normal.”

      He wanted to say yes. She sounded so fucking pitiful and distressed. But something deep inside of him made him shake his head.

      “Why are you making me do this?” she cried.

      “I don’t know,” he blurted. More to the point, he didn’t remember what he was making her do.

      “Just say yes and things will be fine. I only want to work this one case. I don’t want to hurt you.” She sniffled. “Please, be okay, Johnnie. I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Kendall,” he managed before the darkness that had been calling him all evening swooped in and claimed him.
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      Meggie headed to the home gym via the back staircase. She’d finished her paperwork earlier than expected and Kendall hadn’t come in today, still in a pique from two days ago.

      Christmas was three days away, so she hoped Kendall got past her annoyance so they’d have a good holiday.

      She’d worry about that later. Right now, she had more important matters to see to. Meggie had called Christopher and told him she had the house all to herself.

      Now, forty-five minutes later, he’d texted her to meet him in their gym. She pushed the ajarred door open and stepped in, not surprised to hear heavy metal playing on the room’s dedicated sound system.

      Because of the volume, he didn’t hear her approach, so she paused to take in the beauty of her shirtless husband as he lay on the bench, lifting massive weights. He was so stubborn. She always preferred him to have a spotter when he was dealing with three hundred pounds of iron.

      His massive hands gripped the barbell, lifted, held, and pressed, repeating the process over and over again. With each move, the muscles in his upper arms flexed. His six-pack rippled with the motion of his body.

      At the sight of his cock pressing against his sweatpants, she flushed, heat sweeping through her entire being and pooling in her center. He set the barbell back into place, drew in a breath, then lifted his head.

      He grinned at her and she almost swooned. There was nothing like a smile from her husband. It transfixed her.

      He grabbed the sound system’s remote control, turned the volume down, and sat up.

      Sweat plastered his dark hair to his head, beading against his tan skin. She licked her lips and his green eyes smoldered.

      “I’ll just go over here,” she said, her breathlessness giving her away, as she pointed to her exercise ball.

      Tossing her hair over her shoulder, she beamed a smile at him, and sashayed to the other side of the room. His laughter trailed behind her. He knew her game. She grinned to herself, not in the least bothered when the music started again. She was so aware of him, she thought she might go insane with anticipation. Without facing him, she knew she had his full attention.

      It was only after the birth of Ransom that she’d started utilizing their gym. Since Christopher’s vasectomy left her little chance of becoming pregnant again, she focused on the weight left over from her pregnancies. Now, she was just about back to pre-baby size. While she still wished she might one day have another child, working out increased her energy, allowing her to do all she had to do in the course of a day. She had a full, rewarding life, and she couldn’t have been happier.

      After five minutes of stretching, Meggie went to the stability balls, opting for the bigger red one, rather than the smaller yellow. First, she knelt in front of it before stretching out, allowing the ball to rest in her upper abdominal region. She crossed her hands over her chest and lifted up, only about three inches instead of the five or six Christopher did.

      She grunted through ten repetitions, before collapsing…er, resting against the ball. The music stopped again, and her senses went on alert. He was coming to her. Hyperawareness prickled her skin, and made her breath catch.

      The closer his footsteps drew, the more her heart pounded. Finally, he kneeled behind her and placed his hand at the small of her back. She shivered at his touch, sensitive to that initial contact from him. In those moments, expectation became reality, and shot fire along every nerve ending in her body.

      Grabbing her waist, he urged her to her feet and turned her to face him. In times like these, she didn’t have to stand on her tiptoes to kiss him. He wrapped her in his arms and she pressed her mouth against his opening to his thrusting tongue. He threaded his fingers through her hair and twisted, drawing a sharp breath from her.

      Taking advantage, he massaged her tongue with his, prodding his erection against her belly. He buried his face between her breasts and she was sorry she hadn’t worn only a sports bra to work out in. She loved the feel of his stubble on her skin, but the scooped-necked T-shirt she wore worked as a barrier.

      He nuzzled her neck, pulling her capri leggings down to her ankles. Stopping to massage her clit, he took first one ankle and then the other to pull her leggings over her tennis shoes. When he removed her T-shirt, he left her only in her sports bra and shoes.

      Still on his knees, he lifted her into his arms and crawled the short distance to the ball, depositing her on top so suddenly she nearly lost her balance.

      She squeaked but he caught her quickly and steadied her, guiding her to a supine position. She lifted herself onto her elbows as he parted her thighs, keeping one hand around her ankle to hold her steady.

      He held her gaze and lowered his head between her legs, teasing her with a small lick before opening her lips and sniffing her. He rubbed his nose against her clit and Meggie cried out, abandoning her position to lay against the ball.

      Christopher loved to torture her with new ways of pleasuring. His skill never ceased to amaze her.

      “I love your pussy and your golden bush,” he breathed, adjusting her so that her head and back rested against the ball and her butt cheeks rested on one of his arms. “I love the smell of your cunt, Megan.”

      Her legs trembled. He nosed her again, chinning the inside of her thighs.

      “Christopher,” she groaned. “Please.”

      He inserted a finger into her, thumbed her clit, before adding a second finger and working in and out of her body. “Please what, baby?” he demanded.

      “Lick me,” she begged.

      His warm laughter blew across her skin. “Where?”

      “My pussy,” she relented.

      He rewarded her with a long, slow lick, dragging the pad of his tongue over her clit and driving her out of her head. Pulling his fingers out of her, he speared his tongue into her hole, twirling and tasting. The ball shifted beneath her, but it barely mattered to her. He’d never let her fall. Besides, she was past the point of caring.

      A hunger to have him inside of her built up. He tongued her seam, circled her bud, tasting and teasing her. Goosebumps broke out over her skin, and she moaned.

      “Your pussy juice is drippin’ all over this fuckin’ ball.”

      He sounded so masculine and satisfied, Meggie almost came.

      “From now fuckin’ on, this the ball my ass usin’, and no fuckin’ body else.”

      His voice vibrated through her. Abruptly, he stopped conversation and laved her inner thigh, teasing between her butt cheeks and lapping her clit before covering her with his mouth and sucking her.

      The mixture of pain and pleasure, his dominance, sent her over the edge and she screamed, falling apart beneath his ruthless assault. He blew against her swollen flesh, soothing her throbbing, and then rested his cheek against her mound.

      “You okay, baby?” he asked after a moment.

      “Yeah,” she said dreamily. “But I still want you inside of me.”

      “I ain’t gonna deny whatever the fuck you want,” he told her, leaning back on his haunches even as he kept his hands on her so she wouldn’t fall.

      He helped her to her feet and then stood, grasping her hand and pulling her to the weight bench, where he laid back on it.

      Without hesitation, she drew his sweats down his thighs and allowed his cock to spring free. As she stroked his penis, she straddled him. He grabbed her waist and assisted her in lifting over him. Slowly, she impaled herself on him. Buried to the hilt, he throbbed inside of her and she tightened around him, drawing a gasp from him.

      Up and down she moved, faster and faster, bouncing against his length, and working herself into a frenzy. Each time she bore down, he pushed into her, hard and deep, until she lost all sense of self, time and place. The man inside of her owned her, body and soul, and she gave into her orgasm, groaning when he stiffened and trembled, reaching his own climax.

      A moment later, he withdrew from her. She liked to cuddle with him, but she never trusted this weight bench too much.

      Before she stood, he kissed the top of her head. “CJ comin’ home soon,” he said, sitting up while she got her leggings. “He gonna be lookin’ for you.”

      As she removed her shoes to step into her leggings, she smiled. “I know.” She sounded hoarse and sated, but now it was time to return to Mommy-mode. “I was thinking we could have taco cheeseburgers tonight. CJ likes to help me to cook those.”

      Christopher went to where his white T-shirt hung from one of the bars of the combo machine and slid into it. He looked like a warrior god, all sleek lines and toned muscle.

      “You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.

      He smirked at her and sauntered toward her, lifting her onto the weight bench and nuzzling her neck.

      “Ain’t more beautiful than you,” he responded. “Nothin’ is.”

      “According to you.”

      “That’s all the fuck that matter, ain’t it, baby?”

      “Of course,” she said, meaning it. Only her kids were above her husband. For them, she’d give up her life. For him, she’d give up her soul.

      He kissed her again. They could never get enough of kissing and hugging each other. “I gotta go the fuck back to the club.”

      “Okay. Are you coming home to eat, or will you eat at the club?”

      “Ima be home in time to sit at the table, like most of the time.” He grabbed his cut. “You ain’t gotta work no more today?”

      “Uh-uh. Kendall probably won’t be in for a couple of days, so why don’t you and me meet in here the same time tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow, Ima make you my fuckin’ weight set, even if you ain’t three hundred fuckin’ pounds. Maybe, Ima work out one arm with you, then the next.”

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s comments like that that puts me at odds with Kendall.”

      Christopher scowled at her. “I ain’t givin’ a good motherfucker about that bitch. If she ain’t realizin’ by now she a gorgeous bitch, you ain’t got a fuckin’ thing to be fuckin’ upset ‘bout.”

      “Nothing we say will make Kendall realize that, Christopher,” Meggie said with a sigh.

      “Fuck her. Just cuz she a insecure cunt don’t mean I gotta stop sayin’ you the most gorgeous fuckin’ thing in the world.” He paused and narrowed his eyes. “Wait a fuckin’ minute. That bitch ain’t here. What the motherfucker did?”

      Meggie pursed her mouth. “Nothing.”

      “I gotta fuck up Johnnie over the shit?”

      “Nope,” Meggie said with confidence.

      Kissing her, he pulled her against him. “Okay, baby. I’ma stay the fuck outta it.”

      “Thank you,” she said with a smile, wrapping her arms around his neck when he bent down. “It’s Kendall being Kendall.”

      “That ain’t soundin’ good, Megan. Kendall bein’ Kendall lead to all types of bullshit. Honestly? Part of my ass wonderin’ if she fuckin’ with Johnnie. Motherfucker went the fuck against what I wanted and brought a issue to the brothers. That ain’t like John Boy, baby.”

      “Is it serious? Will you have problems?”

      He dodged the question. “I fuckin’ went with the club vote and met with the fuckheads Johnnie wanted. Sorriest thing I ever fuckin’ did. I shoulda just blown them the fuck up.”

      “Christopher!” Meggie cried. “Omigod! So you’re saying you will have problems?”

      He shrugged. “If I do, I gotta lock you and the other girls the fuck down again. For now, see a motherfucker that got a cut from the Imperials, get the fuck away and don’t let them know who the fuck you is.”

      “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

      He gave her a look that told her not really. She sighed and rubbed her temples.

      “Does that mean I have to withdraw CJ from school?”

      Actually, all the older kids would have to be withdrawn, if the women had to go on lockdown.

      He winced. “Megan, I promise, Ima do my fuckin’ best not to have to do that. Ima just have some long fuckin’ days the fuck ahead. Then, I gotta figure out what the fuck goin’ on with Johnnie. I ain’t thought too much of the shit. My ass told myself he was just bein’ careful cuz of his cunt and their children.”

      “Kendall has a name,” Megan chastised.

      “If the bitch had some fuckin’ sense, my ass’d fuckin’ use her name. She don’t, so fuck her.”

      “You wouldn’t like it if I was called a cunt as much as you call Kendall one.”

      “I’d cut the fuck outta a motherfucker tongue who dared call you that.”

      “That’s a double standard.”

      “Don’t give a good fuck. It’s my fuckin’ standard. Case fuckin’ closed.”

      “If something’s going on with Johnnie, Christopher, and you start in on Kendall, things might get bad.”

      “And I might fuck him and her up,” he responded. “If you mean what the fuck I think you mean.”

      “That depends on what you’re reading into my words?”

      “Sound to me like you im-fuckin-plyin’ Johnnie might be stupid e-fuckin-nuff to confront you cuz of his bitch.”

      “It would only be fair, in the scheme of things,” she said, hoping he saw her point of view.

      “Megan, baby, listen up. I hate the fuckin’ ground his bitch walk on. So many fuckin’ times I coulda looked the other fuckin’ way and just ignored the fuck outta her. But she do shit. All the fuckin’ time. Worse, she a fuckin’ low down whore.”

      Outrage descended into Meggie and she opened her mouth to light into Christopher. He raised his hand.

      “Don’t say a fuckin’ thing. I ain’t callin’ her a whore cuz of all the motherfuckers that stuck their cocks in her. My ass callin’ her that cuz she hate the fuckin’ ground I walk on, but wanna get dick from me just to say she was fuckin’ powerful e-fuckin-nuff to break my ass down and to show you I ain’t worth shit. Johnnie love the fuck outta Kendall. If he knew how many fuckin’ times she came on to my ass, that would fuck him up.”

      Meggie knew Christopher loved her, but hearing about Kendall’s attempt at seduction didn’t make her feel good at all.

      Knowing her as he did, he hugged her again.

      “Aww, baby. If Arma-fuckin-geddon happened to-fuckin-day, and me and Kendall ended up as the last motherfuckers on earth, I’d saw my cock off with a jagged fuckin’ rock and bleed the fuck to death before I ever touched her.”

      “I know,” she said in a small voice.

      Christopher cradled her face between his hands. “Baby, I’m just cluein’ you the fuck in ‘bout why I hate her and why I ain’t callin’ her Kendall. Johnnie ain’t even made it to the club today. Mort went to Johnnie and Kendall house and that bitch wouldn’t let Mort in.”

      “That’s odd. Mortician is always welcomed there.”

      “My ass called Johnnie and he ain’t sound right. I was talkin’ to him and, mid-sentence, she got on the fuckin’ phone and said he was fuckin’ under the weather.”

      Meggie searched her mind, trying to think if Kendall had mentioned anything about Johnnie being sick. Beyond wanting Johnnie to change his name to Caldwell—something not even worth mentioning—nothing came to mind. “What do you think’s going on?”

      “No fuckin’ clue.” Christopher shrugged. “Believe it or fuckin’ not, I tell myself Kendall ain’t ever gonna hurt Johnnie, but you can’t be sure with bitches belongin’ in psycho camps.”

      “Kendall loves Johnnie,” Meggie said, believing that to her bones.

      “Kendall a selfish, vain, psycho bitch,” Christopher corrected. “She got fuckin’ legal drugs comin’ out the ass to try to make her brain work like a human. She might fuckin’ not wanna hurt John Boy, but I ain’t too sure ‘bout fuckin’ druggin’ him to control him. Logan did it to your old man. Ruined Big Joe for-fuckin-ever. If Kendall want something and Johnnie ain’t givin’ her her way cuz he know Ima fuck him up if it goes against the club, that bitch’ll find a way to get what she want.”

      “Noooo.” Meggie shook her head in denial. “Kendall wouldn’t drug Johnnie. You’re just saying that because you don’t like her.”

      “I fuckin’ hope so, baby. If only that bitch behaved. Fuck, Megan, I even fuckin’ considered lettin’ her work with Brooks. Just to keep her happy so John Boy can be fuckin’ happy. But, fuck, that’s what happened before. Brooks the club attorney, yet his ass’ll let Kendall take over and fuck us all up.”

      “Honestly, Christopher, I’ve thought about asking you the same thing. Then, I keep remembering seeing what I thought was your dead body after that man broke in…all the result of Kendall’s actions. As much as I want her and Johnnie happy, I can’t…it’s such a risk.”

      Christopher scrubbed a hand over his face. “Give that bitch a inch and she gonna take a fuckin’ foot.”

      “I know,” she whispered as the door flew open and CJ burst in. Zoann must not have come in, instead only dropping him off then continuing home with her sons, who went to the same school as CJ.

      He frowned at Christopher. “’Law, why you here?”

      CJ still veered between incorrect and correct speech. Sooner or later, he’d get the hang of it.

      “I fuckin’ live here, boy,” Christopher pointed out as CJ ran to him and grinned.

      They fist bumped, then Christopher turned to her.

      “My ass gotta get the fuck back to the club.” He kissed her again, then laid his hand on CJ’s shoulder. “Take care of your ma, son.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      Together, the three of them walked through the house to the front door, where they bid Christopher farewell.

      Her Valentine’s Day Ball crossed her mind, and she sighed. She’d monitor the situation for the next couple of days. If everything settled, she’d bring it up to Christopher. Otherwise, she’d have to put that idea on the back burner.
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      “Are you busy?”

      At the sound of Kendall’s voice, Christopher stiffened. She was the last person he wanted to talk to at the moment. Or fucking ever. However, unless he squeezed through the goddamn small ass window behind him to get away, he had to respond. Otherwise, she’d stand in his office door, looming like a fucking specter.

      Besides, it was a new year. A time for new beginnings. Christmas and New Year’s had passed without drama. Psycho bitch wasn’t going to the house, which meant he left the club every afternoon to fuck his girl and, for the most part, Johnnie seemed back to normal. Shipments hadn’t been intercepted. No motherfuckers had been killed. And his plans to strike every fucking Imperials’ hangout he could find was progressing.

      The numbers on the spreadsheet blurred and he pressed his lips together, gritting his teeth.

      Maybe, Christopher had been wrong about his suspicions that Kendall was fucking him up in some way. Other than the ways she normally fucked him up. Just by being her.

      “Chris…”

      Snapping his head up, he narrowed his eyes, and Kendall glared at him.

      “Outlaw,” she corrected. “Are you busy?”

      “No,” he snapped. “My ass just sittin’ at my desk, twiddlin’ my fuckin’ thumbs.”

      “I’m surprised you remember you have thumbs to twiddle since you’re always so focused on another appendage.”

      He wasn’t entertaining her bullshit innuendoes. “What the fuck you want?”

      At his question, she stepped into his office and closed the door, smiling at him. She sat in one of the chairs in front of his desk.

      His aggravation increased. “How the fuck you get my ass askin’ you what the fuck you want into a invitation to sit your fuckin’ ass down, Kendall?”

      “I need to talk to you,” she said, instead of answering his question.

      “Ain’t interested, so get the fuck out.”

      She glanced at him through her lashes. “It’s about Johnnie.”

      Christopher clenched his jaw. She fucking knew he’d hear her out if it had to do with his brother. However… “Open the fuckin’ door. Ain’t wantin’ your dragon ass to suck up all my fuckin’ oxygen.”

      “Asshole,” she hissed. “Those types of insults went out in third grade.” She snapped her fingers. “That’s right. I forgot you failed kindergarten, so you were already a drop-out by grade three.”

      “Kiss my motherfuckin’ drop-out ass.”

      She sniffed. “You’d like that.”

      “Tell me what the fuck wrong with Johnnie, then get the fuck outta my face. Drop your fuckin’ bullshit, Kendall. Now.”

      Her cheeks flushed, and she licked her lips. “Do you always have to be so forceful?” she breathed.

      Christopher roared to his feet, slamming his chair into the wall and pointing to the door. “Get the fuck out.”

      She stood. “I’ll behave. I really need your help.”

      He was almost finished comparing the master spreadsheet from the reports of all his support clubs, to make sure everything balanced to close out last year’s books. He could take a few minutes to discover what was going on with Johnnie. Megan wasn’t going anywhere. Even if he was ten or fifteen minutes late, they’d still go to their home-gym for the exercise routine that was little more than a way to fuck her in the middle of the day in a variety of creative ways.

      If he had to deal with Johnnie—Kendall—and their problems, he’d more than likely be pissed like a motherfucker. Thanks to Kendall, he was already half way there. Of course, once he saw Megan, all his annoyance would evaporate.

      Still…“How bad is it if you gotta talk to me ‘bout it, instead of Megan?”

      Her mouth turned up in a phony grin. “Your wife can’t help me with this,” she said lightly. “Only you.”

      He’d bet his ass Megan could have helped her. Furthermore, Megan was probably the only one who could sway him to cooperate with what the fuck ever Kendall needed help with. This bitch knew that. She just wanted to yank his fucking chains. Besides, Kendall never needed help dealing with Johnnie. She held both his balls in her pocket and manipulated the fuck out of him more often than not.

      If any-fucking-body needed help, it was Johnnie.

      “What Johnnie need my help with?” he demanded.

      “I need the help,” she answered impatiently.

      Folding his arms, he lifted a brow, waiting.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “I want to do something, but Johnnie says I can’t. It’s really important to me. Can you talk to him?”

      He frowned. “Wait a fuckin’ minute. You want my fuckin’ ass to go to your man and interfere after he told your ass to sit the fuck down ‘bout something you probably ain’t needin’ to be doin’ in the first fuckin’ place?”

      “Spin it however you’d like, but, yes, that’s the gist of it.”

      He stared at her a moment, then guffawed like a madman. He had to fucking give it to Kendall. Bitch had balls. He was the last person who was interested in giving her her way. Yet, here the fuck she was, asking him to go over her husband’s head and do just that.

      “Asshole!” she snarled. “It’s not that funny.”

      “It sure the fuck is,” he said around chuckles, wiping his eyes. “I ain’t givin’ much of a fuck if you ain’t ever gettin’ your goddamn way, so get the fuck out. Whatever Johnnie told you to go fuck yourself ‘bout, Ima tell your ass the same thing.”

      “But it’s important,” she insisted, her anger deserting her and tears rushing to her eyes. She sniffled. “Please. I’m so bored.”

      That got his attention, and killed his humor. A bored Kendall was a dangerous one. “Shut the fuck up with your goddamn tears. They ain’t gonna work on me.”

      As fast as they started, her tears dried up.

      He reseated himself then nodded to the chair Kendall stood in front of. “Sit,” he ordered. Once she complied, he leaned back and caught her gaze. “Tell me what the fuck Johnnie told your ass you ain’t doin’.”

      She lowered her lashes. Licked her lips again. Classic Kendall moves. She was still a whore at heart. She couldn’t even respect her husband enough to stop offering Christopher pussy, either outright or on the sly, like she was now.

      “Do I have to tell you?”

      He didn’t speak. He simply gave her a look that she took as the silent demand he meant it to be.

      “I’ve been asked to represent a young man. Johnnie told me no, and said I’m the attorney for Meggie and Zoann’s healthcare business and have a small interest in it. But that isn’t enough. I want to use the degree I worked my ass off to earn. Since my husband ordered me to be happy with what I’m doing, I know it was because of your dictate that I not practice law. Johnnie wouldn’t even approach you. He just tried to act like you and tell me I can’t do it.”

      So many issues arose with her explanation, Christopher took a moment to process her words.

      “Please, let me take the case, Christopher.”

      “Short fuckin’ answer? Fuck no,” he growled. “Long answer? Motherfuckin’ no. Problem solved, so get the fuck outta my face.”

      “No! Not until you tell me why. This is a free country. I can do anything I damn well please. If I want to take that fucking case, bastard, I will.”

      The more she spoke, the more his temper rose, until his head started to pound, and his pulse raced. He tried to remember what Megan told him to do when he went into blind rages. Count fucking sheep, or some bullshit. Or stars. That worked for sleepless motherfuckers, not for assholes so furious at a red-headed bitch, he saw himself strangling the fuck out of her.

      Every time she made her demands as if she was owed something in her miserable life, he recalled all the times she’d gotten the club into problems. The last time had almost gotten him, her, and Val killed. The first time…

      It was because of the first time, when Megan had lost his second son, and he’d almost lost her, that Christopher detested Kendall. He could forgive almost anything. If it didn’t have to do with his girl.

      Not only had Kendall guilted Megan into going on a suicide mission, but, over the years, Kendall had fucked with Megan’s head. Made her feel less than worthy because she chose to be a housewife.

      “If all you can do is stand there and look stupid, then this meeting is over. I’m sure you remember all I know about your precious wife. You’ll stay out of my way or I’ll tell her she killed a man to save your wretched life. I’ll tell her Dinah betrayed the entire club.” Standing, she turned to leave.

      Christopher jetted from his chair so fast, it flipped onto its side. Kendall sprinted for the door, but he got to it first and blocked her departure, grabbing her throat. Her fingers went to his hands, but he turned her and shoved her against the door.

      “You wanna live, Kendall?” he snarled. “Cuz I can fuckin’ choke the fuck outta you right now, cut you into lil fuckin’ pieces, and tell John Boy you ran the fuck away. We been through this song and dance be-fuckin-fore.”

      He applied just enough pressure to let her know he meant business but not enough where he forgot this was Johnnie’s wife that the motherfucker truly loved. As much as he wanted to, he had no intentions of killing her. This time. He just wanted to frighten the fuck out of her to shut her the fuck up. Although she used her threats to get her way, one motherfucking day, she’d follow through and tell Megan things he didn’t want her to know. The fact that he knew she’d aborted Johnnie’s kid out of anger apparently wasn’t enough of a deterrent. She wanted her way. Period. Sooner or later, he had a decision to make. He’d have to make her disappear. How, was the question. Permanently? Or barring her from club grounds?

      “You got a fuckin’ death wish, Kendall?” he whispered against her ear, despising her to the depths of his soul. “I ain’t Johnnie. You live cuz of him. Any other motherfucker, man or woman, mess with my girl, and they fuckin’ die.” He shook her. “You want that?”

      “I might as well be dead if I can’t do what I want to do,” she spat, real tears sliding down her cheeks, her eyes wide. “All I am in this wretched place is an old lady. Rory, Matilda, and JJ’s mom, Johnnie’s wife. What about me? I have my own identity. It’s one lousy case. One. You’re not stopping me from doing it because of you. Or Johnnie. Or the club. It’s because of her. Meggie is happy being an airhead. I’m not. My sum total is worth more than being a cum receptacle and mousy housewife. If I can’t work this case, I’d rather be dead.”

      Fuck it. If that’s what she wanted, why disappoint her? He pulled his nine and shoved it between her eyes. “Tell me to fuckin’ shoot you,” he ordered. “Tell me and my ass’ll fuckin’ oblige.”

      Her entire body shivered. Christopher cocked the hammer, so close to pulling the trigger he could see the blood spraying from her head.

      “Please, don’t hurt me,” she sobbed, changing her fucking tune on a dime. “Johnnie and the kids need me. You know I’d never betray our agreement and tell Meggie anything. But I don’t know what to do. Why do you have to be so difficult? Why won’t you let me have my way? Anything Meggie wants, you give to her.”

      “I keep givin’ you motherfuckin’ warnins. Cuz of Johnnie. One fuckin’ day, my ass gonna get fed the fuck up and just shoot the fuck outta you.” He shoved her away and stepped back, returning his piece to the holster at his side. “You wasted my fuckin’ time with bullshit you fuckin’ knew I was gonna tell your ass fuck no for. Stop fuckin’ baitin’ me, Kendall. Ain’t gonna be a good fuckin’ outcome for you or Johnnie.”

      “But—”

      He held up a hand. “Mention one fuckin’ thing to Megan, Ima tell Johnnie ‘bout you abortin’ his kid, and let him kill your miserable ass. Take this fuckin’ case after Johnnie said don’t and I told you fuck no, and Ima kill him.”

      Her skin paled and she gasped. “You must not love him if you can so blithely tell me you’d kill him for my actions. He’s your brother, you barbaric motherfucker.”

      “He my brother who ain’t able to control his bitch. He need to fuckin’ die for that shit a-fuckin-lone. You don’t respect him or a goddamn thing he say. He better off dead than to let you always play his dumb ass.”

      “You can’t kill him for something I do.”

      “The fuck I can’t. Show me how fuckin’ much you love Johnnie. Show me you worth his fuckin’ blind devotion.”

      “You’re blindly devoted to Meggie.”

      “Sure the fuck is. And she devoted to me right back, so what the fuck your point?”

      She smirked. “Have you heard about the Valentine’s Day Ball Meggie’s decided to give at my encouragement? A formal ball,” she added gleefully. She walked to him and thrust her breasts against his chest. “Let’s see how dedicated you are to her when she tells you to wear another tuxedo.”

      The feel of her body against his repulsed him so much that he acted out of instinct, pushing her away with such force that she stumbled back and fell against the door.

      “Oops,” she said, widening her eyes and covering her mouth. “My tits somehow caressed your hard chest.”

      He glowered. She grinned.

      “Oops, again. Meggie wanted to talk to you on her own about the ball. I’m afraid I let the cat out of the bag.”

      Fuck! Megan had decided on the ball.

      “Which is okay when you think about it,” Kendall droned on.

      As quick as the words hit his eardrums, they bounced out of his brain and slid into forgotten barrenness.

      “I am the one who originally put the idea in her head,” she said. “But that’s all right. I’ll be the bigger person and let her take all the credit. A ball of all things. I didn’t know Meggie could spell ball and now she wants to host one.”

      He growled as those words penetrated his brain and started for her again, but she acted fast. Opening the door, she darted into the hallway, her witchy laughter floating behind her.

      Megan wanted the ball. A fucking ball where he had to wear a fucking monkey suit? No fucking way.

      He shouldn’t have agreed to watch that sappy fucking movie about a prince falling in love with a bitch nobody expected him to. Megan ate that shit up, while it annoyed the living fuck out of Christopher.

      Motherfucker in the movie had given a ball for the bitch he loved. Every motherfucker was in gowns and tuxedos—even the fucking staff wore formal shit.

      Fuck no. Christopher wasn’t doing it. Megan could host as many parties as she wanted, but she wouldn’t get him into another fucking tux. No. Fuck no.

      Motherfucking no.

      He didn’t care what she promised, he’d still tell her no. Besides, he had other things to worry about than just their church anniversary—like Kendall’s boredom and defiance.

      She got into shit just to entertain herself, not caring who the fuck was hurt in the process. Johnnie needed to keep her in hand.

      Or fucking else.

      Christopher returned to his desk and stared blankly at the numbers, his mind filled with family shit. Although he’d have to warn Johnnie to watch his woman, Christopher needed to buck up and prepare for Megan’s sweet little voice, talking about her ball. He’d have to stay strong and stick to his guns, so he wouldn’t end up in a fucking monkey suit.

      Unless…he resorted to low motherfucker tactics and made a preemptive move. He’d already suggested another trip to Europe. He’d even thrown in that they might run across Riley—not the most thrilling offer. No wonder she told his ass she’d think about it.

      A more enticing vacation to celebrate the five-year church wedding anniversary should do the trick.

      The reports had to wait. He had some planning to do, so he wouldn’t either find himself in a monkey suit or end up with a disappointed wife. Either might lead to a pussy lockout, and that he wouldn’t have.

      If Kendall wasn’t such a psycho cunt, he’d might’ve allowed her to take the case to thank her for the warning. Such a move would end up doing more harm than good.

      Therefore, as soon as he settled plans for Valentine’s Day with his Megan, he intended to find the motherfucker who put this idea into Kendall’s head and fuck them up.

      Shit had been going good. All of a sudden, Kendall was on the rampage again and Megan wanted him in a fucking tux.

      Fuck him.
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      At his wit’s end, Johnnie opened the door to the mud room at Christopher and Megan’s house, needing to talk to her before Christopher got home.

      Double checking books for the end of the year reports took most of Christopher’s day. Johnnie had already done the hard stuff. Once Christopher reviewed everything, he’d hand the records over to Stretch, the club treasurer, who in turn, prepared reports for the club members.

      Johnnie had been in Long Beach at their pharmaceutical company since early this morning and wasn’t due back until much later tonight. But he hadn’t been able to focus, after more disagreements with Kendall over the past two days.

      Over the past three weeks, she’d been so sweet to him, explaining that he’d taken ill at a diner, where they’d met with the enforcer of the Imperials. Johnnie vaguely recalled the meeting, where he’d felt as if he’d die.

      Two days ago, Kendall started in on him again about taking the murder case Randolph wanted her to represent him on. She wouldn’t take no for an answer. This morning, everything had reached a head and he’d stormed out. Soon, he’d have to face her, when all he really wanted to do was shake the fuck out of her.

      She was on the fucking rampage again, attempting to finagle her way back into a job. All her selfishness would do was get him fucking killed.

      Usually, he understood her behavior. He empathized. Found excuses for her. Yet…he felt odd. Strange.

      Homicidal.

      Although they hadn’t talked, Kendall had brought him coffee yesterday morning. Given their screaming match from the night before, the gesture had surprised him. Not long after, he’d felt sick and dizzy, on edge.

      Today, after coffee, the feeling intensified. As if a switch had been set off inside him and any moment he’d blow up.

      All because of Kendall.

      Her and her fucked up coffee recipe was the reason he was feeling so sick and vicious. But he didn’t want to take out his bad mood on her, so he decided to seek advice. At first, he’d thought about going to Roxanne, then quickly changed his mind. While she loved Kendall as if she was another daughter, the woman made Johnnie uncomfortable.

      She was Mortician’s mother-in-law and had taken all the girls under her protective wing. She stood up to Christopher, Mort, Cash, her old man…whoever. He’d just prefer not to cross swords with her, especially over his wife. That left only one person, who had the unending patience to deal with Kendall, and try to understand her.

      Megan.

      Something clinked and Johnnie paused, listening as the woman in question moved around in the kitchen. She was right on the other side of the door. More than likely, cooking a meal for her husband and children. Always having Christopher’s comfort and happiness uppermost in her mind.

      Johnnie leaned his forehead against the door, hating whatever he felt—would always feel—for Megan. More than anything, he was so fucking angry with her for choosing Christopher over him. He was angry with himself. By doing the right thing and telling Christopher she was pregnant, Johnnie had lost her forever. To this day, he believed in his soul that if he’d pressed her—if Christopher had stayed away just a bit longer—she would be his.

      Guilt hit him. Hard. Sometimes, he felt like an obsessed, possessed dickhead. Because, despite his yearning for Megan, he loved Kendall. He loved her and desired her and admired her. But she frustrated the fuck out of him. The woman had a head as hard as stone. She behaved for a few months, then went right back to putting his life—and her own—in danger with her antics.

      Now, she wanted to take a fucking case and represent a motherfucker in court. And not any motherfucker. No. Kendall had to make an already fucked up situation ten times worse.

      She wanted to represent the enforcer of a club who’d been fucking with them, reminding him he’d been trying to broker peace, and had met with Randolph.

      Johnnie barely remembered the meeting, and couldn’t imagine going against Christopher, or the Dwellers, for some asshole he didn’t give a fuck about.

      Kendall wanted to get him fucking killed. If Christopher knew Johnnie had met with the man, whether he remembered or not, Johnnie was dead.

      A loud crash caught his attention and snapped him out of his thoughts. Drawing his weapon, he opened the door and rushed into the kitchen, ready to fire.

      Megan held a pot cover in her hand. It took them both a moment for their brains to catch up to the goings-on. She screamed, then used her hands and arms to cover her naked body before turning, and giving Johnnie a glimpse of her pretty ass, tips of her golden hair flirting with the curve of her waist.

      “Get out!” she cried.

      He stared at her back. Her bare skin was reddening and his cock was rising.

      “Johnnie, get out of my house, moron. Or get out of the kitchen, so I can leave and put clothes on.”

      Clothes. Right. She needed to cover herself before he came in his fucking pants.

      “I need to talk to you about Kendall,” he said instead. “Where are your clothes?”

      She peaked over her shoulder and flinched. He still had his gun pointed at her head. Collecting himself, he laid the weapon on the counter and caught her gaze. Embarrassment and panic filled her eyes.

      His mind reflected back to the moment he’d seen her naked. “When did you shave your pussy?” he asked stupidly. When she’d gone into labor for Ryder, she’d had a golden bush.

      “GET OUT,” she shouted for the third time, wedged in the corner of her counter, so she could retain some modesty.

      “I need to talk to you,” he repeated. He squinted at her, light-headed. He could blame the feeling on seeing Megan without clothes. It was something else, though.

      He almost felt drugged.

      “Oh my God, you aren’t leaving, are you?”

      He should leave. Yet, he couldn’t move. A perverse part of him enjoyed watching her squirm in embarrassment. He licked his dry lips. His mouth felt like cotton.

      “If Christopher walks in, which he’s due any minute, he’s going to kill you, idiot. If you don’t have the decency to at least turn around, I’m going to punch you.”

      He smirked at her. “Yeah, well, you’d have to face me to do that, sweetheart.”

      She groaned, and his dick grew thicker. Sighing, he turned away from her, smiling at her squeak and the sound of her heels clicking against the floor as she ran away.

      Alone, he headed to the refrigerator for a cold beer. He needed ice to calm his dick. With his luck, though, she’d walk in and see him purposely giving himself blue balls.

      Instead, he tasted the beer and sat at the center island, awaiting her return. Reveling in the feel of the liquid on his tongue. He hadn’t realized how parched he was.

      Only a few minutes passed before she stomped in wearing a little dress. It was clear as fuck that she didn’t have anything on under it. Right now, she wasn’t even wearing her stilettos.

      She walked to him…and punched the living fuck out of his jaw.

      “You’re an asshole,” she hissed, and hit him again.

      He jumped to his feet. “Fuck, Megan!” he roared. “Don’t hit me again.”

      “Or what?” she snarled. “I should kick you, stomp you, and scratch you to pieces, jerk. You didn’t have the decency to leave when you saw me with no clothes on.”

      “What the fuck are you doing walking around in the middle of the day in only heels?” he fumed. In the back of his head, he told himself it wasn’t his business. Who gave a fuck if she ran through a field of daisies without clothes? What the fuck was wrong with him? “What were you doing?”

      “Waiting for my husband in my house.”

      “You shouldn’t leave the goddamn door unlocked.”

      “You shouldn’t walk in to my house uninvited.”

      He stiffened. “According to you, we all have an open invitation.”

      She threw him the evil eye. “You know what that means, Johnnie Donovan. Come any time but ring the bell.” She nodded to the door he’d come through. “Can you please leave?”

      “Not until you give me some advice.”

      “I’m not giving you advice because I’m not talking to you ever again. What you did disrespected Christopher. But most of all, it disrespected me, and I’m not standing for that, so go.”

      He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Fuck. I’m sorry. Okay? But, damn it, Megan, you’re…” Gorgeous. In love with your husband. Respectful of his wants and needs. He closed his eyes. His cock fucking hurt.

      Grabbing the bottle of beer, he swigged from it, then started toward Megan. She scooted in the opposite direction, her panic returning. For a moment, her reaction stopped him cold. He’d forgotten her history with her stepfather.

      Regret punched him. “I’m sorry, baby,” he whispered, holding his hands up. “I swear I’d never do anything to hurt you.”

      She swallowed, her look suspicious. She blurred before him, then split into four Megans. Narrowing his eyes, he refocused on one of her.

      “I need help with Kendall,” he told her. His voice sounded far away and distant.

      Was he having a mental break?

      “Oh, no,” Megan screeched. Either she saw no indication he was in distress or she didn’t care. “I’m not getting in the middle of you and your wife’s business. She and I have been getting along just fine. And you don’t need help with her. You need respect for her.”

      “I respect my wife!” he spat, immediately on the defensive. He wasn’t having a fucking nervous breakdown. He was fucking sick of Megan and Kendall.

      “The respect you have, or don’t, isn’t up for debate,” she retorted. “The past few minutes suggest otherwise.”

      He gave her a pleading look. Besides her lingering fear, fury darkened her eyes.

      “Kendall wants to represent the Imperials’ enforcer,” he blurted.

      Megan’s mouth dropped open. “The Imperials?” she echoed. “The club Christopher is having trouble with?”

      He nodded, seizing on her shock. “I’ve told her fuck no. She and I got into a huge argument two days ago. She won’t even sleep in the same bed with me. But I’m so fucking pissed with her. She doesn’t seem to give a shit she’d risk my life by going against Christopher’s rules. He’d accuse me of not being able to handle her.”

      Folding her arms, Megan lifted a brow at him. He took umbrage at her silent insult, but only scowled at her.

      “Why are you two even together?” she asked sullenly.

      “Because we love each other,” he declared.

      She rolled her eyes and snorted.

      “Jesus, you can be a little cunt,” he told her, whatever restraint he used with her completely missing, as if someone else had invaded his body.

      Her eyes widened, then watered, sending immediate remorse through him.

      “Megan,” he started.

      She drew herself up. Barely clearing five feet, she still took on the mien of an angry little queen. “This conversation is done,” she said flatly. “And if you ever talk to me again, I’m telling Christopher all about today.”

      She swiped at an angry tear, then turned toward the door. He rushed behind her and caught her arm, spinning her back to face him. He was frustrated, confused, at his wit’s end, and filled with lust. Put together, it made a fucked-up combination that set his temper on edge. He couldn’t allow her to leave with things as they were between them. Yet, the words flying out his mouth dug a deeper hole.

      “It’s always Christopher.” He shook her. “Tell me. What the hell does he have that I don’t? How could he get you when I loved you just as much? How does he fascinate my wife so much when she hates the fucking ground he walks on?”

      She struggled against his hold, but he wouldn’t release her. Crying out in frustration, she attempted to knee him in the groin but he reared away.

      “Why don’t you ask Kendall what my husband has, since she threw herself at him several times.”

      “You don’t think Christopher ever get a hard cock for her?” he growled, like a madman. “She’s gorgeous. Long. Strong. A challenge that any man revels in.”

      She managed to get her hands free and dug her nails into his arms, drawing blood.

      “Ouch!” he yelled, releasing her.

      She stumbled back.

      “Tell me what to do, Megan,” he demanded, forgetting his aching arms. “Tell me how to make Kendall love me for me. How can I make her love me enough not to risk my fucking life for her own selfish reasons?”

      It didn’t matter that Megan was now sobbing. Her tears only enraged him more. They were real. Unlike Kendall, who used tears like she did sex. As a weapon.

      In a blind rage, he swiped all her containers off her kitchen island, eliciting another sob-scream from her. She filled Christopher’s house with love and happiness. Made it a place of warmth and joy.

      Kendall had issues, and Johnnie would give his life to help her through them. But dying for bullshit? No. Just fuck no.

      “Christopher has cameras everywhere, Johnnie,” Megan said around sniffles. “You’re going to die because of your stupidity, not because of anything Kendall is doing.”

      At her announcement, he stilled. His mind spun a million miles a minute. One part of him recalled his time with Megan—his feelings for her. Just as fast came memories of Kendall.

      Maybe, it was a losing battle. Maybe, he never should’ve married her. Defeated, he sat, landing flat on his ass since he wasn’t remotely close to a chair. Hanging his head in his hands, he felt as if his entire world was ending.

      Valentine’s Day was six weeks away. He should’ve been planning a romantic getaway to celebrate their five years of knowing each other. Instead, he was questioning his value. His worthiness.

      His manhood.

      “You crossed a line today, Johnnie,” Megan said in a quiet, miserable voice. “You called me a cunt.”

      “And?” he raged. “Christopher calls my woman a cunt all the time. You’re not better than her. Do you ever tell him not to call Kendall that?”

      “I’m going upstairs,” Megan said tiredly, ignoring his question. Of course she would. She didn’t have a fucking satisfactory answer. “Leave. Stay. Die. I don’t care.”

      “Do you know how much I hate you?” he asked in a broken voice.

      “I don’t care. Your feelings for me aren’t important. Only Christopher’s matter.”

      She left him alone on her kitchen floor, her words ringing in his ears.
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      Reaching her bedroom, Meggie slammed the door shut and stumbled to the bed. She sat on the edge and stared, her mind surfing from her encounter to Johnnie to blankness and, finally, to the reality of the situation.

      Johnnie was going to die. Christopher would kill him. Even if he hadn’t shook Meggie and called her a cunt, he’d walked in uninvited and seen her naked, then refused to immediately turn away.

      “Oh God! Oh God! Oh God!” Meggie wailed, jumping from the bed and pacing. Nausea churned in her stomach. No matter what, Christopher would never forgive himself if he shot Johnnie, once the dust settled.

      They were brothers, even if she and Kendall had created an almost irreparable rift between them. As much as Meggie and Christopher loved each other—trusted each other—they still had bouts of doubt and insecurity where Johnnie and Kendall were concerned.

      Her husband despised the ground Kendall walked on. Yet Kendall was relentless in her quest. Meggie pretended not to notice the looks Kendall gave Christopher. She ignored Kendall’s untoward comments.

      Johnnie, however, was another story. As much as Johnnie envied Christopher’s charisma, his charm and magnetism, her husband always felt…insecure…?...about the holiday season Meggie and Johnnie spent together.

      Balling her fists, Meggie paced a little more, her thoughts jumbled and confused. On the one hand, she wanted to never, ever forgive him or look at him again. On the flip side, she knew her brother-in-law was close to a mental break down. All because Kendall was restless.

      Meggie drew in a deep, calming breath, willing herself to stop shaking and crying. This was so bad. Worse, she had no clue where Christopher was or what had held him up. She was grateful, but he could walk in at any minute and find her wrecked. And CJ would soon be home from school. And Bunny would soon bring the rest of the kids home. And Meggie needed to start dinner.

      She rushed to her side of the bed, picked up her cell phone, and saw four missed calls from Christopher. Chewing her lip, she pressed redial.

      “Where the fuck you been, baby?”

      The sound of his voice soothed her and she drew in a deep breath.

      “Megan? What the fuck wrong?”

      She cleared her throat. “Nothing.” Tears thickened her voice, made her hoarse.

      “You been fucking cryin’?”

      “I just…uh…I just…” Closing her eyes, she sighed, drawing in deep, calming breaths. “It’s nothing. Just watching a sad movie, waiting for you,” she lied.

      Silence.

      She cringed. This wasn’t going the way it was supposed to, so she cleared her throat again. “Where are you?” she asked in a stronger voice.

      “My ass got fuckin’ held up at the club. First, psycho bitch inter-fuckin-rupted me. Then, I got fuckin’ distracted when I re-fuckin-membered Valentine Day comin’ up.”

      Yes, Valentine’s Day, when she wanted to host a ball to celebrate both the day and commemorate their church wedding, which had been such a big deal to her. For the past few days, she’d gone back and forth on whether or not to talk to Christopher about renewing their vows. Only this time, she’d tell him he was free to be him. Wear his cut and boots. Even jeans if he wanted to, because that’s who he was, and it was his day, too.

      This morning, Kendall had stopped by for coffee, so Meggie put aside their last argument and mentioned the ball again. She didn’t tell her sister-in-law about club issues. Whatever Christopher told Meggie, he did so in confidence. If Johnnie wanted Kendall to know, he’d tell her himself. But it was hard to gauge the best decision to make.

      Christopher hadn’t mentioned lockdown, or problems with another club, again. Meggie felt if he thought she’d need to go on lockdown, he would warn her so she could start preparing.

      “I strapped a fuckin’ stick of dynamite to my cock and blew it the fuck up.”

      Meggie frowned at Christopher’s statement. “Huh?”

      “Exactly, Megan,” he shouted. “What the fuck goin’ on? My ass been fuckin’ talkin’ for two fuckin’ minutes and ain’t heard a motherfuckin’ peep from you.”

      “I was thinking about Valentine’s Day,” she said.

      “What the fuck ‘bout it?” he grouched.

      “Well, I want us to renew our vows,” she rushed out. “Have a huge Valentine’s Day Ball.”

      “Ain’t no fuckin’ way my ass wearin’ a fuckin’ monkey suit, Megan.”

      She smiled at his irritation, her world slowly righting itself again. “Although I’d love for you to, you don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      “What the fuck you say?”

      Her grin deepened at how perplexed he sounded. “It’s your day, too. That’s why I want us to do the renewal at the Valentine’s Day Ball. You can wear whatever you want. I love you for who you are, not because you’re in a silly, old tux. I just…there’s so much I want to say to you. So much I want the world to know. All I ask is that we write our own vows.”

      “For real, baby?” he croaked.

      “Yes.”

      More silence and then, “Megan, baby, Kendall knew ‘bout this?”

      The question surprised her. Yet, she didn’t think she’d recovered enough from her encounter with Johnnie to ask him what Kendall had to do with anything. “Yes. We talked this morning.”

      “Fuckin’ motherfuckin’ fuckin’ cunt,” he growled and blew out an irritated breath.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, wincing when Christopher called Kendall the same name Johnnie had bestowed on her. Unless Christopher stopped saying it—and he wouldn’t—Meggie had no right to be so hypocritical. “What happened?”

      “Nothin’, baby. Motherfuckin’ Kendall at her fuckin’ games again. Ima tell you all the fuck ‘bout it in a lil’ while. I gotta take care of some shit first. Ima see you in ‘bout a hour.”

      “Wait! What were you thinking about Valentine’s Day? Maybe, we can combine our plans.”

      “Fuck, baby. You sure the fuck bring a motherfucker to his fuckin’ knees. Before I met you, Valentine’s Day ain’t meant fuck all to my ass. Now, it’s everything to me cuz it mean so much to you,” he said gruffly. “My ass gotta be honest with you. Psycho cunt came to my motherfuckin’ office, askin’ ‘bout some case she wanted to fuckin’ take. John Boy already told her dumb ass fuck no. I ain’t got no motherfuckin’ clue why that bitch thought my fuckin’ ass would say ‘yeah’. Johnnie already fuckin’ know he a dead man if that cunt take another case. I ain’t havin’ her fuck with the club. I clued her the fuck in, too. Any-fuckin-way, she fuckin’ told me ‘bout your ball and that you fuckin’ wanted me to wear a monkey suit. So I been sittin’ here over a hour, plannin’ a trip to that lil’ island Digger took Bunny on their honeymoon.”

      “Kendall’s a liar!” Meggie snapped, fed up with both Donovans. “How could you believe her?”

      “Cuz you put me in monkey suits two or three fuckin’ times al-fuckin-ready, Megan. What the fuck my ass was supposed to believe?”

      “You could’ve called and asked me.”

      “Megan, this ain’t nothin’ to make a big fuckin’ deal ‘bout. That cunt—”

      “Stop calling her that!” Meggie shouted, bursting into tears. “That’s an ugly word. Suppose Johnnie said that to me?”

      “Then I’d cut his fuckin’ tongue out, baby,” Christopher said mater-of-factly. “Then watch him bleed the fuck to death.”

      She cried harder.

      “Megan, baby, what the fuck wrong? My cock fucked over me a-fuckin-gain and knocked you up?”

      “No!”

      “Why you cryin’? Talk to me. Cuz if you ain’t gonna tell me, my ass just gonna review the footage ‘til I find out the fuckin’ problem.”

      “I’m just disappointed in Kendall.” That was true. Kendall was the catalyst for Johnnie’s behavior and, now, for Christopher’s actions. “I really wanted the ball, but since you’ve spent so much time planning a trip for us, we can do that instead.”

      “I love the fuck outta you, Megan.”

      “And I love you, Christopher.”

      “You want the fuckin’ ball?”

      “I do, but we can do it some other time. I wasn’t even sure this was a good idea. I know you were having problems with another club and—”

      “No, baby. Other motherfuckers ain’t a fuckin’ problem. Don’t even fuckin’ worry ‘bout them. You fuckin’ want a fuckin’ ball for Valentine Day, you havin’ it. Whatcha gonna wear?”

      “I want a red evening gown.”

      “Then my ass wearin’ a monkey suit, cuz I know that’s what the fuck you want. How ‘bout I just fuckin’ reschedule our trip? We go in July when we celebratin’ our six years bein’ married?”

      “We have to be here for CJ’s birthday.”

      “We will,” he assured her. “Just lemme make some fuckin’ calls.”

      “Okay. I’m going to start dinner, so I’ll see you in a bit. I love you. Bye.”

      “Megan?” Christopher called before she disconnected.

      “Yes?”

      “Ain’t stoppin’ callin’ Kendall a cunt. That’s what the fuck she is. She start all types of shit and don’t take fuckin’ responsibility for nothin’.”

      Meggie already knew this. And Christopher had said something similar a few days ago.

      “John Boy just a fuckin’ step away from needin’ to go to his own fuckin’ psycho camp. I hate her for what the fuck she do. She the most callous bitch I ever met. What fuckin’ person who say they love a motherfucker gonna come to the motherfucker who threatened to fuck up her motherfucker if she go back to work…and fuckin’ ask to go the fuck back to work? Fuck. She might as well put a bullet in Johnnie head herself.”

      She nodded, although Christopher couldn’t see her.

      “I love you, baby,” he told her before disconnecting.

      Megan wasn’t a good liar. Her greatest fear was Christopher looking at that footage—hearing it—and seeking retribution against Johnnie. If she could stop that, everything else would fall into place later. She dialed Mortician’s number.

      “I need your help,” she whispered when he answered.

      “On my way,” he said, without asking questions and hung up.

      As she set her phone back on her nightstand, a hand touched her shoulder. She almost jumped out of her skin.

      “Megan?” Johnnie started.

      She stood still, staring at the wildness in Johnnie’s eyes, the burning rage. Right now, Johnnie was dangerous, on edge and at a loss.

      He leaned against her, wrapped an arm around her waist and drew his cell phone up. A photo of Kendall, with horrendous bruises on her neck, greeted her.

      “Your husband choked my wife,” he said roughly, so close to her ear his breath fanned her hair. “Again. Is it any wonder Kendall rebels and has no respect for me? I can’t protect her. To get back at me, she goes against whatever Christopher tells her to do.”

      “She needs to leave Christopher alone.”

      “So you’re condoning his actions? Choking my wife?” he gritted, and rubbed a finger down her back. “Suppose I decided to strangle you? Only, I wouldn’t pretend to have morals and stop. I’d kill you.” He sniffed her hair. “He’s your pussy. What’s wrong with me being Kendall’s?”

      “You need to calm down,” Meggie said as evenly as possible.

      “You’ve suffered a lot on behalf of the club—Christopher—yet you’re still here. Why? What makes you sturdy enough to handle club life but leaves Kendall sad and vulnerable?”

      “Johnnie, listen to me. Kendall loves you—”

      He spun her around and grabbed her throat, not applying any pressure. “Does she? I love her. More than you or anyone will ever know or believe.”

      “I know you love her.”

      “Do you?” he asked, almost conversationally, applying the slightest bit of pressure to her neck. He gave her a chilling smile. “You’re like a little doll. It would be so easy for me to crush your windpipe. Snap your neck. Stop torturing my wife with your presence. Bring you down from the untouchable place Christopher has put you. Miss Golden Princess. You’d make such a beautiful corpse.”

      “Johnnie, please. Christopher loves you. If he knew you’d gone over the edge like this, it would devastate him.”

      He yanked her closer. “Shut up. Christopher loves no one but you. He’d sacrifice his children to save you. Certainly, my wife is expendable to keep you happy. The minute Kendall does something, you whine to him.”

      “No!” she said wildly. “I don’t. There’s a lot about our relationship that I keep from Christopher. To keep the peace.”

      He stared at her, but she saw nothing of the Johnnie she knew. Anger blazed in his eyes, turning them a molten silver, and giving him a wilder look. He threw her onto the bed and was upon her before she could scramble away. Grabbing her throat, he tightened his hands around her neck, squeezing her throat and trapping the air inside of her lungs.

      She wiggled underneath him, kicking her legs in desperation, but didn’t dislodge him. He was a killer, well-practiced in annihilation and cover-ups. Maybe, he wouldn’t leave a trace of her. In case he did, though, she dug her nails in his cheeks and scratched, fighting dizziness and darkness.

      “Let her go or die.”

      Mortician’s steely voice reached Meggie through the fog in her head. Immediately, Johnnie released her and moved away. As she grabbed her neck and coughed, flesh met flesh.

      Her throat aching, Meggie sat up. Mortician had Johnnie in a chokehold and was squeezing the life out of him, a gun to his head.

      “Stop!” she screamed. “My God, please, stop.”

      Just like that, Mortician released Johnnie and allowed him to drop to the floor, coughing and spluttering. Before Johnnie recovered, Mortician kicked him in the ribs. In turn, Johnnie grabbed Mortician’s ankle and pulled him to the floor, punching him in the mouth.

      “Stop! Stop! Stop!” she yelled, to no avail. They were pummeling each other to bloody pulps. If she didn’t do something, one of them would die.

      She’d handled a gun one time before, and saved Christopher’s life. Although she’d only wounded Traveler, she’d stopped his intentions. Spying Mortician’s forgotten gun on the floor, she rushed to it, picked it up and aimed it across the room, squeezing the trigger. The report hurt her ears and plaster sprayed from the wall, but Johnnie and Mortician jumped apart.

      The three of them stared at each other. Meggie stood, trembling and gripping the gun, until Mortician snatched the weapon from her and drew her into his arms.

      “Meggie, girl, we going to have a fucked up time explaining this scene to Prez. It’s going to break his heart.”

      “Megan, I’m so sorry,” Johnnie said from behind Mortician.

      “Shut up,” she snarled, yanking away from the club enforcer and barreling to Johnnie, ignoring his bleeding mouth and nose, swollen eyes and scratched cheeks. “Just shut up. You’re nothing but a jerk and a jackass. All the anger you showed to me is misplaced. You need to take it to Kendall. But you can’t because you’re afraid she’ll leave. That isn’t my fault she’s like that. Take it out on her not me. You have something to say to my husband, go to him.” She turned to Mortician. Despite her trembling and tears, she thought fast. “I need you to go to the security room and erase the footage from whenever Johnnie entered the house.”

      Mortician blew out a breath. One of his eyes was swelling, and his lips were bloody. “You know what you asking me to do?”

      “I know,” she said around sniffles. “But I have to protect my husband. He’d never be the same if he had to kill Johnnie.”

      Johnnie released a bitter laugh. “Of course, saving my life is on behalf of Christopher. Not me.”

      “Shut the fuck up, son,” Mortician snapped.

      “Make me,” Johnnie returned.

      Mortician started for him again, but Meggie grabbed his hand. “Ignore him, please. Christopher is going to be home soon. I have to think of something to tell him.”

      “You’re going to have to think of a fucking lot,” Mortician pointed out with disgust. “We fucked up. You got a fucking bullet hole in your wall. The kitchen a wreck and your fucking neck has clear fucking fingerprints on it.”

      “I know it’s a lot.”

      “Fuck, fine, Meggie. When you find my bullet-riddled body because your man went all psycho stalker on me, say a fucking prayer over me.” Mortician glowered at Johnnie. “Come on, motherfucker. I better not regret this. Because whatever the fuck sent you over the edge not solved, if I’m guessing right. Especially if it got to do with Red.”

      “Leave my wife out of this,” Johnnie said tightly.

      “Why? Red need a come-to-Jesus moment from you and one you mean. Not one you say to appease Prez or to make yourself feel like a fucking man. You need to stick to your goddamn guns. Red got good in her, but she like highbrow shit. In case you didn’t realize, we not highbrow motherfuckers. Until you give her the life she want—or tell her to accept the life she have—she’s going to be getting into shit that fuck with everybody.”

      “Everyone always blames Kendall. What about Megan? Christopher judges Kendall by the perfection he sees in Megan.”

      “The fuck he do,” Mortician shouted. “You judge Red by what you see in Meggie. Red not Meggie, motherfucker. Meggie one of us. She cool and easy-going. Red not. She need opera and art shows and being on committees. She need her fucking career. You want a chick to be happy running your house and making your home happy and a place everybody want to be, you should’ve fucking married another bitch.”

      Johnnie hung his head. “But I love Kendall,” he said in a teary voice.

      Mortician squinted. “Aww, man, I know your bitch ass not about to boohoo up in this motherfucker.”

      Meggie snapped her brows together, shocked at the watery streaks on Johnnie’s cheeks.

      “She hates me, though. She’s trying to get me killed.”

      “Red not trying to get your dumb ass killed, Johnnie,” Mortician said in disgust. “She trying to make herself happy.” He rubbed his brow. “What the fuck she did now?”

      “She wants to take a case,” Johnnie said on a sniffle. “Christopher will kill me. How the fuck can Kendall do this to me?”

      “If you haven’t figured this out yet, you never will,” Mortician said. “Now, bring your crying ass downstairs and pick up that shit in the kitchen. When I saw your Glock on the counter, and the mess all over, I knew you did something fucked up.” He turned to Meggie. “Pull yourself together. After I erase the footage and put this motherfucker out, we’ll put our heads together and find a way to work this out.”

      Meggie nodded. Mortician was one of Christopher’s best friends, and once again, he’d help her to protect her husband from his own sense of honor.

      “Mommie!” CJ yelled, barreling into the room and skidding to a halt.

      She smiled at him, afraid to talk. But he was blinking, studying her, Johnnie and Mortician. “Can you give me a minute, buddy?” It hurt to talk.

      At the rough sound of her voice, CJ’s eyes widened.

      “Wait for me in the hallway,” she managed. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      She never asked him to leave her presence, so it surprised her when he left without a fuss.

      “We so fucked,” Mortician mumbled.

      Not commenting, Johnnie stalked away.

      Meggie stumbled toward the bathroom to clean herself up, wondering how she’d manage to hide this from her husband.
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      Kendall traced the outline of what looked like fingers—Christopher’s fingers as she’d led Johnnie to believe. He’d left two light marks on her neck, but she’d come home and used her own hands to make it seem as awful as it had the last time. Now, dark bruises lay against the backdrop of her pale skin.

      It had been very effective in garnering Johnnie’s attention during their video chat. Her husband had been beyond pissed. She was sure the emotion of believing he’d almost lost her—again—would work to do what the drugs hadn’t so far.

      She thought about the night in the diner during the meeting with Randolph. She’d been so fucking scared she’d accidentally overdosed Johnnie. For a day and a half, he’d been so sick, and she’d shed bitter tears. If she lost him, she’d lose her heart.

      Why did he have to be so goddamn stubborn? They were husband and wife. They should’ve been partners-in-crime. All he needed to do was give in and tell her she could take Randolph’s case. It would be their secret. But, no. He went along with the club’s rules, loyal to them instead of her.

      She turned her head from side-to-side, smiling at how awful her neck looked. When she garnered Johnnie’s sympathy, he gave her anything she wanted. Hopefully, her husband would beat Christopher to the ground.

      Her smile faded.

      Christopher had frightened her half to death, but she refused to let that asshole know it. As usual, he stopped. It didn’t matter what she did. He’d always pull back because of Johnnie. Killing her would destroy her husband. Christopher, the ignorant fucker, was loyal, if nothing else.

      She hadn’t meant to lie to Christopher about Meggie’s plans for the ball she wanted to throw. But the man annoyed her to no end. And she tried, she really, truly tried to fit in with the other women. It was hard not to feel envy, especially toward Meggie.

      All the other women had husbands who listened to them. Hers always disregarded her.

      She scowled. Everyone always said she needed to learn how to be a friend, a mother, a this, a that. What about Johnnie? He should figure out how to be a husband.

      Someone should tell him to stop comparing her to Meggie. Of course, what could she expect? The dummy had actually asked Meggie to plan Kendall’s wedding.

      Meggie.

      Megan Caldwell. Of all people.

      Perfect, petite, golden cunt, Meggie, whom Johnnie would sacrifice himself over before he touched a hair on her head.

      Johnnie exhibited more jealousy when Christopher made his crass comments about fucking Meggie on top of a fucking refrigerator—or some impossible place that Kendall would never fit—than he did when Kendall came on to Christopher.

      At least, that asshole reacted to her teases, which was now little more than a game to her to get someone to see her, even if it was Christopher.

      Admitting she had been attracted to that idiot and that she did want to fuck him shamed her. For that alone, she should’ve had her pussy ripped out. She hated that asshole for treating her like she wasn’t worth dirt and she disliked his coarse ignorance.

      Winning his acceptance would never happen. It always ended in disaster. Besides Roxy, the one person who accepted Kendall for who she was, was Meggie, and she was the woman Kendall resented most of all.

      Meggie reminded her of her childhood nemesis, Emily.

      Meggie represented the perfection Johnnie judged Kendall by.

      Kendall swiped at a renegade tear, and set her jaw.

      Maybe, her attraction to Christopher was what she needed to soothe her hurt. If Johnnie wanted Kendall to act like Meggie, why couldn’t he show the blind devotion that Christopher did?

      That point was always lost in translation. She was just Kendall, the joke of the club. The crazy one.

      If she had something—loyalty from Johnnie, friends not connected to the club, her career—she could overlook a lot. She’d feel better about herself. Accomplished.

      She probably could get along with the women, if she had her career. What didn’t Christopher or Johnnie understand about her being a working woman?

      All the medicine in the world…all the therapy…would never work on her as long as she was so unhappy deep inside of herself. It was one case. Johnnie could stick up for her in this instance. Even if he had to keep it hidden from Christopher. He could be on her side. One way or the other, however, he always left her out in the cold.

      She leaned against the vanity, thinking back on the past few weeks, what he’d forced her to do to him. Once he recovered and she realized he’d be okay, she started adding smaller doses of a different drug, to his drinks. It still hadn’t done any good, so for past two nights, she’d made him sleep somewhere else.

      Her meds made her complacent and compliant—agreeable. She’d been so sure they’d do the same for her stubborn husband. Except for making him sick, affecting their sex life and agitating him, she’d achieved nothing.

      This morning, she’d waited a bit before going into the dining room and giving him an ultimatum. Either he allow her to work the case or she’d never talk to him again.

      He’d walked out. The pills still hadn’t worked.

      Now, though, she had leverage. Christopher had played right into her hands.

      The bathroom door opened, and she lifted her head, ready to give her best performance of a frightened woman. Instead, her husband came into focus—his battered and bloody face.

      “What happened to you?” she cried, rushing to him and lifting her hand to touch his face. She hesitated, not wanting to hurt him further. Christopher’s visage rose in her head. “That fucking asshole!” she fumed. “Why did Outlaw hit you?”

      “It wasn’t Christopher,” Johnnie said, sounding strange, almost shell-shocked.

      Kendall’s mind whirled. She worked her throat, trying to find words. Johnnie’s handsome face had cuts and abrasions, scratches and bruises. She took his swollen hand, noticing his bloody knuckles, and guided him into their room, gently encouraging him to sit on the edge of their bed.

      “I’m going to get blood on your clothes,” he said dully.

      She frowned. “So?”

      He stared at her, not blinking, not glancing away. The look in his eyes chilled her and she stepped back. He looked dangerous. Deadly.

      He took her hand in his and kissed her palm. “Do you love me, sweetheart?”

      What was going on? Of course, she loved him. Johnnie was her everything. How could he question her feelings? Ordinarily, she’d demand answers. Confront him. Challenge him.

      Not now. This wasn’t her Johnnie. This was a cold shell of a man. A killer.

      Oh, dear God! This was the result of drugging him.

      “Do you?” he rasped.

      She nodded, her heart pounding. In all the years she’d known him, she’d never been afraid of Johnnie. A time or two, Christopher had put the fear of God into her. But not her husband. Never him.

      He pulled her next to him and caressed her nipple, massaging it to a hard point, despite the top and bra she wore. “Say the words.”

      “I-I love you. Johnnie,” she whispered.

      He touched the bruises on her neck, and gave her an icy smile. “Mortician.”

      She was almost afraid to ask. “Mortician what?” she questioned, doing as she knew he wanted.

      “Beat me like this.”

      “Oh.” She cleared her throat and drew her brows together.

      His pupils dilated. “Ask me why.”

      “Why?” she breathed, goosebumps raising on her skin at the chill in his voice.

      “I was strangling Megan,” he announced in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “What?” she gasped, nearly falling back, glad she was seated.

      A gleam entered his eyes. “Christopher put his hands on you. I returned the favor with his wife.”

      “What?” she echoed, unable to think of another word. Her breath burst out in short pants. At any minute, she would faint. Not killing her to keep Johnnie happy was one thing. On the other hand, Outlaw wouldn’t hesitate to kill them all behind Meggie. “He’s g-going to k-kill you,” she managed. “I thought you loved her! How could you do that to someone you claim to adore?”

      The words hung between them. Real tears threatened. She didn’t need an answer. Her actions had led to his. Fear, worry, and shame converged inside of her. If Johnnie survived this, she’d never slip him any of her medication again.

      Johnnie caressed her cheek and gave her a half smile. “I love you,” he said in that cold, distant tone. “Is that it, Kendall? You don’t believe me? Is that why you don’t have a second thought of going against Christopher’s rules and risking my life?”

      Oh my God! He’d sentenced himself to death because of her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and sobbed against his shoulder. “Johnnie, please. I’m so very sorry. I swear I’ll do whatever you want me to. But we have to leave before Christopher finds out. He’s going to kill you. We have to go. Withdraw as much cash as possible and flee.”

      “No. We’re staying. Megan’s handling it. As always. Sweet, sweet Megan.”

      Any other time, Kendall would’ve taken umbrage, but the sneer in his voice spoke volumes. She wanted the old Johnnie back. She didn’t like this version of him. And it was all her fault.

      “We owe her a debt,” she rushed out. “She saved you.”

      “A debt?” he echoed. “Is that you talking? You who was determined to choose a fucking case over me.”

      “Johnnie, please,” she cried, jumping up and grabbing his sore hand. He didn’t flinch. Did he feel any pain? “Please, come back to me. This isn’t you, especially with Megan.”

      “Fuck Megan,” he spat. “This is about you and me. But that’s it right there.” He got to his feet, taller than her despite her height. “Why haven’t I seen it before?” He cocked his head to the side, staring at her as if he’d never seen her. “You can’t love me because you don’t know how to love. Your fucked-up mother planted it in your head that you weren’t worthy of love. Right, sweetheart?”

      Kendall shook her head wildly. “But I love you. I swear. I might not show it right, but, please…please don’t leave me. Don’t throw me away. Please? I’m begging you. I’d be so lost without you.”

      He gazed at something behind her from flat, lifeless eyes. She doubted he saw anything at all.

      “Do you know my grandfather?”

      How could she not? The question was preposterous. Yet she went along with it, frightened this was the end of her marriage, and nodded.

      “Logan loved me.” He grinned. “Grandda. But his love came with conditions. As long as I did everything he wanted, he loved me. When I went against him, he didn’t. He turned away from me. Wanted nothing to do with me.” His look turned haunted, sad. “Like you,” he finished on a whisper.

      She couldn’t refute that. Her actions of the past few days proved him right. But, no! No! He wasn’t right.

      He started to back away from her. She couldn’t allow him to leave, so she rushed to him and grabbed his wrist, falling to her knees and sobbing. “Don’t leave me. Please.”

      “I’m tired, Kendall.” He laid a hand on her head. “Of balancing your happiness and my life. It’s unfair of me to expect you to conform. Giving up your career wasn’t your choice. You want to practice law. And I was so fucking proud of you. My old lady. An attorney. Elegant. Classy. Kendall. You want what you want. Right now, in the heat of the moment, you’re swearing you’ll be whatever I want you to be. That isn’t in your nature. I love you, sweetheart. So fucking much. But I can’t do this anymore with you.”

      “No!” she screamed, getting to her feet and wrapping her arms around his neck. He returned her hug, but she felt no comfort or warmth. It seemed final.

      “You’re not happy just being my wife. And that’s what I want. I want a woman to love me without conditions. I want what Megan gives to Christopher.”

      Anger swirled through Kendall, and settled into her core. She yanked herself out of his embrace and slapped him with all her might. Although he laid his palm against his jaw, he didn’t move otherwise. “I’m not Megan Caldwell, you bastard. I’ve lived in her shadow since I met you. I can’t give you what she gives to Christopher, because we’re different women, with different approaches. She pretends everything is roses and sunshine on behalf of her jackass of a husband. She flits through life, calling me her friend, when underneath it all, I know she doesn’t really like me. How could she? I tried to seduce her husband. Body-wise, beauty wise, I’ll never measure up. Our personalities are completely opposite. I’m not Megan.” The words wore her out and she walked woodenly back to the bed, sitting on the edge. Defeat threatened to overwhelm her. “Maybe, you’re right. Maybe…maybe, we need to go our separate ways.”

      Just saying the words broke her heart. She thought he’d refute her statement. He remained silent.

      “Since you don’t believe I love you for who you are,” she added, hoping he heard her desperation.

      “I don’t want you to be Megan,” he said after a few tense moments. “I want you to be like her. Loyal to me. Willing to die for me. Kill for me. Able to respect me. I’m a fucking joke to you.”

      “You’re not,” she swore honestly. “There’s no other man like you.”

      “Except Christopher.”

      “No! He could never touch your intelligence. Your beauty. Your…your…the way you like to laugh and joke. You’re educated. You’re patient and kind. You’re fairer than he’ll ever be.”

      He didn’t respond.

      “What about the kids?” she asked in a small voice.

      “Don’t,” he warned. “Don’t fucking bring my children into this. You weren’t thinking of them when you gave me your ultimatum this morning.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry. I swear. Please. But can’t you see? Christopher couldn’t bring himself to kill you over me returning to work. He loves you. He couldn’t kill me because of your feelings for me. He’s all talk. You know this, Johnnie. That’s the only reason I talked to you about work. He might punch you around a bit. He’d never kill you, however, especially because of me.”

      He bent to her level and looked her up and down. “Do you remember the trouble you caused the last time you practiced law? You betrayed the club. Betrayed me and him.”

      “I wasn’t trying to do that.”

      “Now, you want to defend a biker from a rival club. Where is the miscommunication here? Maybe, if it was an ordinary Joe-Blow, I’d say, fuck it, I’ll take what Christopher has to give out. Not in this case. He’ll kill me. Fuck, he’ll kill me if he knows I met with Randolph. It won’t matter that I don’t remember the meeting. It wouldn’t go well for me, if Christopher found out. Can you understand that?”

      “Yes.”

      He straightened and shoved his hands into his pockets. “You were with me because you said I was too sick to drive. Leave it to you to flip the script and create chaos.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I don’t mean to. I just can’t seem to help myself.” She started to cry again, real, true, gut-wrenching tears. “Maybe, I am no good for anything, just like my mother said.”

      “Until you feel worthy, you’re never going to do any better. You’re never going to accept that I love you.”

      Love. He said it in the present tense, not the past. Hope flared to life within her.

      “You’re never going to believe that Megan really tried to be your friend.”

      She bowed her head. “I love you, Johnnie. Please don’t give up on me. On us.”

      This time, when their gazes met, she recognized Johnnie, her husband. He was calming down, hearing her again.

      “You continually underestimate Christopher,” he said tiredly. He sat next to her and fingered her neck. “Why were you in his office?”

      Her heart started pounding all over again. “Because…”

      “Ah,” he started, placing a finger over her mouth. “Don’t lie to me. I want the truth.”

      She swallowed.

      “It was for the case, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He sighed and dropped his hand.

      “Since you didn’t want to go to him for me, I thought to do it on my own.”

      “Bearding the lion in his den.”

      She nodded.

      “Are you brave or stupid?”

      “A little of both, I suppose.”

      He got to his feet and started for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Kendall cried.

      “To check on the kids since they aren’t allowed in our room.”

      “And then?”

      “To the club.”

      She blinked away tears. At night, he always invited her to go with him. She wouldn’t press him, so she asked instead, “Are you coming back tonight?”

      Another half-grin. “I live here, sweetheart. Where else would I go?”

      The relief swamping her almost stole her breath. Until another thought hit her. “Are you going to fuck one of the girls there?”

      “I have no desire to stick my cock in anyone but you.”

      “And Megan.”

      He scowled at her.

      Something else occurred to her. “Did you really try to strangle her?”

      “Yes.” One word. No emotion. No regret.

      Was she in the twilight zone?

      “Because of me?”

      “Yes.” Same word spoken in the same manner.

      “What would her death have solved?”

      He shrugged.

      “Where did this occur?”

      “At her house.”

      “What were you doing there?”

      “To get her advice on how to stop you from going ahead with your plans.”

      Every time something went wrong between them, he turned to Megan. Kendall hated that. Perhaps, that’s why she so enjoyed spoiling Megan’s plans whenever she could. And that’s why she enjoyed tormenting Christopher.

      “Things got heated,” he confessed. “I lost my temper.”

      “You have yet to find it, from my perspective.”

      He let the comment pass. “We’re so fucking toxic for each other.”

      “I disagree.”

      “You would,” he said, in a tone lighter than he’d used since arriving.

      “We just have to find our way. You have to remember I’m me and I have to remember we’re a team.” Sadness crept into her. “I just…oh, Johnnie, for so long I had no one, so I learned to get by on sex and my wits, and I used both like a weapon.”

      “You still do.”

      She didn’t detect any enmity. He was merely making a statement.

      “Do you really want us to separate?” she asked.

      He studied her, long and hard, his expression unreadable. Her breath baited, and she shifted her weight, afraid. So afraid.

      “I don’t,” he said finally. “But we have to work on our marriage. We have to find a way where we’ll both be happy with each other.”

      He turned again to leave, but she didn’t want him to go. She didn’t want to lose the connection she was finally feeling to him again. But…but what had she done? All the trust Meggie had in Johnnie would be gone. Any other time, Kendall would see that as a good thing. Not now. As a result of Johnnie’s behavior, everything would be different if Meggie opened her mouth. Or changed her mind about intervening.

      Johnnie would die and Kendall would never forgive herself.

      “Will Meggie really save you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you…are you okay…I mean with…with her?”

      “Ask me that the next time Christopher puts his hands on you.” Offering her a cool smile, he turned and left her alone.

      It wasn’t until he was gone did she realize that they hadn’t seen to his battered face. In the scheme of things, that could wait. Besides, she had more important things to worry about.

      Mainly the fact that she’d already made her first court appearance with Randolph because she’d taken his case without Johnnie’s knowledge.
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      “’Law!”

      Before Christopher responded to his son’s voice, his office door burst open and CJ scrambled in, running to him and grabbing his hand. His face was red and his breath blew out in gulps of air. Teary panic filled his green eyes.

      “C’mon, ‘Law. It’s Mommie,” he cried, tugging at him. “MegAnn got fingers on her neck.”

      “What the fuck you talkin’ ‘bout, son?” Christopher demanded, getting to his feet and allowing his son to pull him out of his office, down the hall, and into the main room.

      A decent sized crowd already filled the place as brothers got off for the day and stopped in for a drink or a meal. Club ass roamed around, situating themselves with their favorite bikers. As Christopher passed, they stopped and nodded to him, but no one interrupted CJ’s dogged determination.

      Motherfuckers knew better than to come between Christopher and his family.

      Outside, cold air whipped around him in the gray, blustery day. CJ had no intentions of stopping, but Christopher halted.

      “C’mon, ‘Law,” CJ demanded, pulling with all his might. “Mommie’s upset. The fingers are ugly.”

      Christopher kneeled and settled his hands on CJ’s shoulders. He wasn’t sure what his boy meant by fingers on her neck. With CJ, it could be anything. Once, Megan had burned herself while cooking and CJ ran all the way to the club to get Christopher because “fire was on Mommie’s skin”.

      Christopher had swept CJ into his arms and run from the club to his house, only to find his girl with a small burn on her hand.

      “Uncle John and Uncle Mort got rosed eyes,” CJ explained in a rush, tears slipping down his cheeks. “Mommie talk like a boy and got fingers! Please, Dad.”

      Rosed eyes? Talking like a boy? Fingers? What the fuck was CJ trying to say? Despite the fact that CJ didn’t want a fly to touch Megan, and panicked if she seemed a little off, alarm was setting into Christopher.

      Instead of questioning CJ as he’d intended, he took his boy into his arms, got to his feet and ran to his house, deciding this wasn’t a false alarm, but serious shit.

      He paused to punch in the gate code, then continued to the mud room and on into the kitchen, where he set CJ on his feet.

      Mort sat at the island, a pint of skittle vodka in front of him. One eye was swollen shut and his bottom lip was split, though not bleeding. Megan stood at the stove, her back to him, wearing a turtleneck over a dress, one of his favorites because it was short. Easy access. More than that, the blue color made her eyes even more brilliant than what they were.

      “MegAnn got fingers on her neck, ‘Law,” CJ said in a loud whisper. “That’s why she has that big neck on her shirt.”

      Mortician kept a poker face, but Megan tensed.

      Christopher released his son’s hand. “C’mere, baby,” he ordered.

      Megan cleared her throat and shook her head, still not facing him. Mortician refused to meet his eyes.

      “Whatcha cookin’, Megan?” Christopher asked, remembering CJ saying she sounded like a boy.

      She shrugged. Not talking. Not turning around.

      Christopher studied the kitchen, assessing each corner, every surface, and narrowed his gaze to the center of the island. Something was missing from it. He searched his mind and realized what it was.

      “Where those cannisters?”

      Megan had searched everywhere for just the right ones. Besides, when they were entertaining and he was keeping tabs on her, he’d seen the fuckers enough to be able to miss them when they weren’t there.

      Smelling a fucking rat that stank to high fucking heaven, he walked to his wife, set his hand on her shoulder and turned her to face him. Her eyes were overly bright. Before he questioned her, she laid her cheek against his chest and hugged him, her body shuddering.

      He kissed the top of her head. Glanced at the stove. A pot of boiling water sat atop it. Nothing else.

      “Show Dad your neck, Mommie,” CJ demanded.

      She stiffened, making no move to do as CJ suggested. Out of patience, Christopher grabbed the hem of her shirt and snatched it up. Automatically, she raised her arms and allowed him to slide the turtleneck over her head.

      Bruises circled her throat. Ugly, dark spots shaped like the tips of fingers. He twisted her hair and lifted the heavy mass, allowing the light to shine on his evidence that someone had tried to strangle her.

      His heart started pounding in his chest and he thought he might throw up. Someone tried to take her from him. Kill her.

      “Fuck, baby,” he said gruffly, pulling her into his arms and nosing her hair. The scent of cherry blossoms hit him. It was familiar, comforting. Her. “Megan…” He didn’t know what to say, unable to even feel anger as thoughts of losing her overwhelmed him.

      He drew in a deep breath, knowing he had to get himself together to hunt down the motherfucker who did this to her. His everything. His heart and soul.

      Words failed him right now. He couldn’t get a coherent sentence together to ask a motherfucking thing. Where did this happen? Where had she gone? Was it the Imperials?

      He didn’t know she’d gone anywhere today. They were supposed to workout together, so she should’ve been waiting for him.

      Who’d been on her detail today? He didn’t think it was Mort or…or Johnnie. Hadn’t CJ mentioned Johnnie, too?

      Clinging to Megan, Christopher glanced in Mort’s direction. His black eye registered. That’s what his boy meant when he’d said rosed eyes.

      “Where John Boy?” he croaked into the silence. “I fuckin’ need to talk to you and him, Mort. Find out what the fuck happen.”

      Megan stiffened, and Mortician’s jaw clenched. Not the reaction he expected. Not…his thoughts trailed off as an image of Kendall rose in his head. More specifically, the fact that she’d sought him out in his office and then threatened to expose his secrets to Megan.

      The fact that he’d…he’d choked her.

      Johnnie…wouldn’t…Christopher lifted Megan into his arms, set her on the counter and stepped back. She looked tired. Sad. Devastated.

      But not particularly frightened. If a random motherfucker had tried to fuck her up, wouldn’t he see fear?

      And why was Mortician beat up? If a fuckhead was attacking Megan, why didn’t Mort shoot the fuck out of him? They all knew Christopher expected quick and fast retribution when it came to his woman. If he wasn’t available to do it, then any motherfucker who rescued her should proceed.

      That’s why all his boys had the code to the gate. They had spare keys to the house. Normally, however, Megan left the mud room door opened for Christopher to come in on the days she expected him home in the middle of the day. Otherwise, he expected her to be behind locked doors.

      He thought about Val. The secret Megan and Mortician kept from Christopher that had everything to do with his friend, and the club’s RC. He had to play it smarter this time. For instance, if he hadn’t shot the fuck outta Val, when Christopher first suspected him of attacking Megan, he’d have answers by now.

      “What the fuck happen, baby?” he asked, low. His voice shook. “Talk to me.”

      She nodded, lowering her gaze. “I-I was upstairs,” she started.

      Mommie sound like a boy. She was so hoarse, she sounded like a teenager who’s balls was just beginning to grow to adult size.

      He tipped her chin up, so she’d look at him. “You was upstairs?” he prompted.

      Her gaze sidled away. “Yes.”

      She fell silent. Christopher’s impatience increased. “What the fuck happen after that, Megan?” he snapped. “Cuz you bein’ fuckin’ upstairs ain’t explainin’ how you got fuckin’ strangle marks ‘round your fuckin’ neck…” He closed his eyes and heaved in a breath before looking and kissing her lips. “Fuck…Megan…I ain’t…baby, what the fuck happen? Talk to me.”

      “Oh, Christopher,” she whispered, staring at him. “It was so aw…” She shook her head. “I was upstairs in our bedroom and a man walked in. I’d never seen him before and…and…he attacked me. Started…started choking me.” Her face crumpled and tears slipped down her cheeks. “If…if Mortician hadn’t been coming to talk to you, I’d be dead.” She swiped at her wet face. “Mortician and J-Johnnie.”

      The words rushed from her, too fast to be the truth. Megan wasn’t a good liar. And he knew her. He knew her reactions. Her mannerisms. Her tones. He knew everything.

      Megan was his, and he’d made it his life’s mission to keep track of every fine detail of her. He never wanted her hurt or scared, sad or miserable. She was his salvation and his obsession. He worshipped the ground she walked on. He loved her more than anything in this world, including himself. Without her, life would be worthless. She was his sun and his moon.

      His everything.

      He took her into his arms and kissed the top of her head again, then laid his cheek against her.

      “Don’t talk no more, baby,” he told her, picturing himself walking into their room and finding her dead. He shivered. “Ima go review the fuckin’ footage.”

      She tensed again. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mort scrub a hand over his face.

      “Where the rest of our lil’ motherfuckers?” he asked. By now, all the kids should be home.

      “W-with Roxy,” she got out. “Bunny and Digger are going out. That’s why she brought them there.”

      “It hurt to talk?” he asked her, not giving a fuck if Bunny and Digger was flying to fucking outer space. “It sound like it do, baby.”

      She didn’t answer, so he took that as a yes. He thumbed her lips and kissed her again. He didn’t know what god to thank, how to thank him or her, that his Megan was still breathing.

      “MegAnn okay?” CJ squeezed between the spot where Christopher’s thighs touched her dangling legs and feet. His boy leaned against Megan and looked up at him. “MegAnn not crying no more?”

      “She was cryin’?” Christopher asked.

      “Yeah,” CJ answered, his little face screwed up in a worried frown. “MegAnn okay?” he repeated.

      “Yeah, boy,” Christopher responded as Megan said, “I’m fine, potato.”

      Christopher met Megan’s gaze and she smiled at him. His mouth curved into a semblance of a grin. “CJ, boy, take your Ma to our room,” he said, lifting Megan from the counter and setting her on her feet.

      “Okay, ‘Law.” ‘Law not Dad, a sign everything was once again right in CJ’s young mind. He grabbed Megan’s hand. “Come on, MegAnn. I have gummies in my pocket. You want some?”

      She stooped down and pulled their boy into her arms. “No, potato,” she whispered, rearranging his hair with her fingers. “Didn’t Mommie tell you not to go to the club alone?”

      “Uh-huh,” CJ answered. “I’m a big boy, Mommie. I not scared to find ‘Law.”

      She stood. “Why don’t we go to your room and see if you have any notes from your teacher.”

      “Nope,” he answered with pride, using a word Christopher liked. “’Law say I can’t jump from the desk to the floor no more. Ms. Hollywell happy now and not giving me no more bad marks.”

      “You haven’t put glue in Ryan’s hair again?”

      “Him an assfuck, Mommie,” he said in exasperation. “Him mean to the smaller boys.”

      “Tell your teacher. Do not do him anything.”

      “Tell Aunt Bitsy, boy,” Christopher said. Zoann would take care of Ryan.

      CJ wrinkled his nose. “Him gave me a dollar not to tell Aunt Zo.”

      “Omigod, Christopher Joseph Foy Caldwell, are you taking bribes?” Megan asked, appalled, still sounding like a boy.

      “No, MegAnn,” CJ said with a grin. “I not. I still make Ryan bleed if he mean to the other kids.”

      “CJ…”

      “Listen up, baby,” Christopher interrupted. This needed to be dealt with after he made a motherfucker bleed. “Don’t fuckin’ strain your voice talkin’. Me and CJ gonna talk ‘bout this shit. Just go the fuck up and rest. Okay?”

      “Yeah, Mommie, me and ‘Law gonna talk about this shit,” CJ echoed.

      Megan glared at Christopher, and he grinned at her, so relieved to see her outrage at their son’s words, he almost jumped for fucking joy.

      “C’mon, Mommie. I take care of you,” CJ announced.

      With one last look at Christopher, Megan allowed their boy to drag her away.

      The moment he was alone with Mort, he turned to the refrigerator and got a bottle of beer. Once he opened it, he took a swig, then faced Mortician.

      “Call Johnnie. Tell him to bring his ass here. We can re-fuckin-view the tapes to-fuckin-gether and get a plan of action.”

      “Prez, I got some bad fuckin’ news,” Mort began. “You can’t see no footage because there isn’t none. I don’t know what the fuck happened. Me and Johnnie checked before he went home. Recordings were blank. It conked out at the worse possible time.”

      Mortician stared at him with an unflinching regard, as if he wasn’t a lying motherfucker. Megan’s doing. Mort wouldn’t cover up a motherfucker trying to hurt Megan on his own. But Megan, his sweet, soft-hearted girl, thought she was doing Christopher a favor by protecting motherfuckers who claimed to be his friend—his family—but still tried to hurt his woman.

      Christopher tasted his beer again. “You and Johnnie was to-fuckin-gether?”

      “Yeah, Prez.”

      “All fuckin’ day?” Christopher pressed.

      Mort opened his mouth, then shut it again.

      “Think fuckin’ careful, Mortician,” Christopher warned. “Ain’t gonna wanna blow you the fuck away, so give me the real fuckin’ story.”

      Mort gave the smallest wince. But he shut the fuck up.

      Finishing his beer, Christopher dug in his pocket for a smoke. Once he lit it and took a drag, he held it between his two fingers. He’d help Mort along. “Aintcha went to Portland to drop the fuck in on that lil’ motherfucker who owed us the ten Gs?”

      Mortician nodded and lit his own cigarette.

      “How that went?”

      “Fine, Prez.”

      “John Boy musta got back from Long Beach sooner than I fuckin’ thought. He fuckin’ told me he was gonna spend the whole day there.”

      “I’m not too sure,” Mortician answered calmly. Smoke curled around his face. He looked away from Christopher then focused on him again. “I don’t keep up with Johnnie schedule.”

      Christopher nodded. Jamming the cigarette in the corner of his mouth, he got his cellphone, sent texts to Johnnie, Val, Digger, Cash, and Stretch, for them to get to the house AFSAFP, then pulled up the camera feed. Once he logged in, he went to recordings and opened up the screen, calling up footage from the last eight hours.

      It would’ve been easier doing the review in the security room. There wouldn’t have been as many apps to open. He merely would’ve had to tap into whichever camera he needed the footage from and reviewed what he wanted to see. His phone called for extra security. If it ever fell into the wrong hands, he didn’t want motherfuckers to have easy access.

      However, he’d do it this way. Perhaps, there’d be footage stored on his phone that was no longer on the main system.

      Except he was shit out of luck. Mortician—all of them—knew how the system worked. Stretch had created state-of-the-art surveillance programs. Recordings could be wiped away from the entire system if users knew the pass code and chose that option. Such a deletion had to be done from the security room.

      Something his boys had access to, because he trusted them to keep Megan safe.

      He went through screen after screen, looking for evidence, only to find it gone. Large chunks of time were missing. Even cameras from the club and the outside ones that followed the pathway to his house had hours unaccounted for.

      That meant, Christopher couldn’t track a motherfucker’s journey from the club to his house.

      He threw his phone down, sucked on his cigarette, then went to Mortician and stood next to him. Not speaking. Not threatening. Just fucking staring. Glaring. Warning him, without words, he was fucking with his life.

      Mortician’s jaw tightened. Same reaction he’d had since Christopher arrived. If the motherfucker wasn’t careful, his bones would lock the fuck up.

      “Fuck, you too, Mort?” Val called as he walked in from the direction of the mud room. “Johnnie look like he walked into the same fucking fist you did. To top it off, motherfucker all scratched up. Like he got into a fight with a cat.”

      “Prez,” Digger said, following Val in, ignoring Christopher’s growl upon hearing the RC’s words, “me and Bunny just about to leave. Can’t this wait until tomorrow? My woman going to give me pussy on the bike.”

      “What’s this all about, Outlaw?” Cash asked, right on Digger’s heels. He caught sight of Mortician and his eyes widened. “Is this beat-a-motherfucker day?”

      “Afternoon,” Stretch said, stepping beside Cash.

      “Where my cookies?” Digger asked, frowning in the spot where the cannisters should’ve been. “Meggie keep Oreos in one of those little jars. Fuck, man. Can I leave for real now? This is going to be a shitty evening if I can’t have cookies or bike pussy.”

      “Outlaw?” Val said. “You not talking. Everything okay?”

      “Where Johnnie?” Christopher managed to ask.

      Silence descended as they all looked amongst themselves.

      “I’m here, Christopher,” Johnnie finally called, stepping into the kitchen. He stopped on the other side of the island.

      Christopher took in Johnnie’s face, more battered and bruised than Mort’s. Deep scratches ran down both cheeks. Christopher’s insides froze. Any brotherly love, family connection, or friendly bond they had exploded into nothingness.

      He was so fucking angry, he actually shook. Before he could shoot the fuck out of Johnnie, Megan rushed in. When they’d accessed the gate, she must’ve gotten an alert on her phone.

      He searched his brain. He’d gotten an alert about three hours ago, but he’d ignored it. During the day, he was so used to Zoann, Kendall, Bunny, or Roxanne coming and going, he’d slacked up and stopped keeping track of her every move.

      “What the fuck?” Val gasped, as he caught sight of Megan’s neck.

      Almost all of them had the same reaction—shock. Except Johnnie. Regret filled his eyes.

      “MegAnn, c’mon back,” CJ demanded.

      “I’m fine, CJ,” she said quietly, looking anything but fucking fine.

      “Megan,” Christopher started, his voice so cold he barely recognized it himself. “I fuckin’ looked up to Big Joe like he was my old man. I loved that motherfucker.”

      “I know,” she whispered, her lips beginning to tremble.

      Did she know where he was going with this? He’d bet she did, because she knew him so well.

      “CeeCee was my old man,” he continued. “Ain’t had no fuckin’ love lost, but he was still my fuckin’ blood.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, blinking away the tears in her eyes.

      “This motherfucker,” he went on, pointing to Johnnie with a trembling finger, wishing bullets would fire from his hand to blow that motherfucker apart, “fuckin’ worshipped Logan, but put him the fuck down like the motherfuckin’ miserable dog he fuckin’ was.”

      “Christopher—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Megan,” he snarled. “Don’t fuckin’ tell me this motherfucker ain’t fuckin’ strangled you cuz I know he fuckin’ did. Too much shit ain’t fuckin’ addin’ up for this to be a fuckin’ stranger.”

      Christopher unholstered his nine, aimed it at Johnnie’s head, then turned it to Mort before going back to Johnnie, not knowing who the fuck he wanted to shoot first. Johnnie for the crime or Mort for the cover-up.

      “Fuck, man,” Mortician said under his breath.

      “You’ve got it all wrong,” Megan cried, inserting herself in front of Mort but leaving Johnnie on his own.

      That spoke more than Megan would ever fucking know. She adored Mort, but she loved Johnnie. She didn’t want anything to happen to him.

      “Tell me how the fuck it be wrong?” he demanded.

      “Dad?” CJ asked, his eyes wide. In five months, his boy would be six. He was still too young to understand real violence and retribution. Normally, Christopher tried to shield CJ, but he couldn’t see anything but the bruises around Megan’s neck.

      He couldn’t feel anything but betrayal.

      “I trusted you, motherfucker,” he snarled to Johnnie.

      “Christopher!” Megan cried, not moving away from Mortician.

      “Get the fuck outta here,” Christopher ordered. “Take CJ with you.”

      “No!” she said stubbornly. “I’m not leaving for you to shoot Johnnie and Mortician for absolutely no reason.”

      “No fuckin’ reason?” he yelled. “All the fuck I gotta do is look atcha fuckin’ neck and that’s my fuckin’ reason.”

      “We told you what happened,” she insisted.

      “No, Megan, Mort gave me some bullshit fuckin’ story that don’t even fuckin’ make no sense.”

      “Christopher, please,” she sobbed. “Don’t do this. Even if Johnnie did something to me, he’s your brother. You grew up with him. You’ve protected him your entire life. How’d you feel if one day you woke up and realized you killed him for nothing? You’d never forgive yourself. Besides, what reason would Johnnie have to hurt me?”

      “The fact that I choked the fuck outta his cunt of a wife,” Christopher snarled. “All this shit gonna make me do is fuck her up, too.”

      Johnnie’s eyes frosted. “So my wife’s a cunt, who’s expendable, but your’s an angel, who’s untouchable?”

      “If I was you, Johnnie, I’d shut the fuck up,” Digger offered, eating something. Who the fuck knew what it was.

      “Christopher, listen to me,” Megan begged. “Johnnie didn’t hurt me, but don’t you think he would’ve been justified. You tried to hurt Kendall. His wife.”

      “So he fuckin’ used you to seek retribution,” Christopher guessed, his head buzzing. He waited for her to slip up and agree but she knew his tactics now.

      “He didn’t use me for anything.”

      “You lyin’ to me. I love the fuck outta you cuz you lyin’ to protect me.”

      “I’m not lying,” she whispered around tears.

      “Where the footage where I can fuckin’ prove the story? Lemme see what the fuck happened and he off the hook.”

      “There’s no footage from your bedroom,’ Johnnie pointed out. “You have no cameras in there.”

      The sound of Johnnie’s voice enraged him so much that he fired. But Megan, sensing his actions, moved quick, and knocked his hand away. It was the second time in a few months she’d stopped him from fucking up a stupid motherfucker.

      In October, Christopher had gone to Denver to take care of Sloane Mason’s brother for crimes against the club and Sloane. Kiln had ended up insulting Megan. If she hadn’t been there, Christopher would’ve shot the fuck out of him.

      “Christopher, please, stop!” Megan cried. “Think of his children. Rory, Matilda, and JJ. They need him. Kendall needs him.”

      Johnnie had lost all color. The shock in his eyes told Christopher he hadn’t thought the day would ever come when Christopher would truly try to kill him.

      “CJ, Rebel, Rule, Ryder, and Ransom need you. I fuckin’ need you.”

      “Christopher, you’ve got this all wrong,” she insisted. “Mortician and…and J-Johnnie s-saved me. If you k-kill Mortician—or J-Johnnie—you’ll be making a mistake. Punishing the men who protected me. Y-you should reward them, not kill them.”

      “Gimme a fuckin’ description of the motherfucker who broke in,” he told her.

      “A d-description?” she echoed.

      “Yeah! How the motherfucker look? Since these two assfucks decided to fuckin’ fight the motherfucker instead of puttin’ him to fuckin’ ground. Re-fuckin-mind me why that shit happen again?”

      “The intruder had a gun, Christopher, “ Johnnie said coolly. “He had Megan in his sight. He released one round and we tackled him. Somehow, he overpowered us and got away. We were trying to keep Megan safe.”

      “Motherfucker, you a ace shot. You coulda fuckin’ fucked him up and not got a fuckin’ scratch on my woman.”

      “I didn’t want to risk it,” Johnnie insisted.

      “Swear to me Johnnie ain’t put his fuckin’ hands on you, Megan.”

      Megan bowed her head and wept. Christopher knew she wouldn’t say those words because she couldn’t.

      “Mommie!” CJ whined, running to her and hugging her waist. “Don’t cry,” he sniffled, then gave Christopher the side eye. “’Law, stop being mean to Mommie,” he ordered, and hiccupped.

      “Get outta here, boy,” Christopher ordered.

      Releasing his ma, CJ faced him. “Stop being mean to her, assfuck.” Without warning, he kicked Christopher in the shin, ignoring his yelp and continuing his tirade. “Mudna fucker. Asshole. Fuckhead. Meanie,” he yelled, kicking Christopher again and a final time for good measure that had him hopping around like a fucking dickhead. “Leave my mommie alone before I make you bleed, fuckbag.”

      “Fuckbag?” Mortician, Val, and Digger echoed while Christopher got his bearings.

      Yeah, fuckbag was new to all of them. Leave it to his boy.

      CJ positioned himself in front of Megan and met Christopher’s eyes. “Step away from the mommie.”

      Wincing, Christopher limped closer. “Boy, if you wasn’t pro-fuckin-tectin your Ma, I’d beat your lil’ fuckin’ ass for hittin’ me and callin’ me outta my goddamn name,” he growled.

      “Leave MegAnn alone, ‘Law. That’s my mommie.”

      “And that’s my fuckin’ wife, boy. Without me, there wouldna been a you. I’m your fuckin’ old man. You gonna listen to me and respect me or you sufferin’ the consequences,” he growled forcefully.

      CJ blinked. His bottom lip poked out and trembled. “You mean, ‘Law.”

      “My ass might be fuckin’ mean, but you a fuckin’ kid, and I ain’t gonna have you walkin’ the fuck ‘round here callin’ me names and kickin’ my motherfuckin’ ass.”

      “You was mean to Mommie,” CJ told him.

      Christopher scrubbed a hand over his face. To CJ, hearing Christopher raise his voice to Megan, when she was already clearly upset, must’ve come across as fucked up. But everything about the current situation was fucked up. He trusted Johnnie, Mortician…fuck, all of them…and they’d betrayed him.

      No matter what they said, it wasn’t a fucking coincidence that Megan got the fuck choked out of her on the same day as Kendall. He had to handle one goddamn situation at a time. In the scheme of things, CJ turning him into a kicking bag wasn’t as important as dealing with Johnnie.

      “You and me talkin’ later, boy,” he told his son. “After I get through with Uncle Johnnie.”

      As if she’d been waiting for a cue, Megan knelt down and drew their boy into her arms then raised a pleading gaze to him. “Christopher, if-if you k-kill J-Johnnie be-because of me, I’ll n-never, n-n-never forgive myself.”

      “I would be the motherfucker killin’ the motherfucker. Why the fuck ain’t you say you ain’t forgivin’ me, baby. Me shootin’ his cock off, stuffin’ it in his mouth, cuttin’ his fuckin’ fingers off, then blowin’ his fuckin’ head away ain’t got fuck all to do with a fuckin’ decision you made. Hate me. Not you.”

      “I love you, Christopher,” she said tearfully. “I could never hate you. But…but…but y-you’re wrong. It would be because of me that you killed your own brother.”

      “Fuck him being my brother. You my woman. You mine,” he said viciously. “And a motherfucker hurt you, hurt me, and I fuck them up.”

      “Dad, no, please,” CJ cried, sounding like the small child he was.

      “Christopher, please,” Megan begged. “I’d never forgive myself. Please. You’ve got it all wrong.”

      Swallowing his bitter betrayal, Christopher studied his wife and son, clinging to each other and looking at him to control himself. He couldn’t shoot Johnnie. Despite the instinct telling him Johnnie had gone after Megan as retribution for Kendall.

      Megan trusted Christopher to control his murderous rage and his boy looked up to him. He knew, deep down in his bones, that this was a fucking cover-up, but he had no proof. Megan would deny it until she took her last breath.

      Mort would back Megan up because he believed he was doing the right thing. By protecting her, he protected Christopher.

      Johnnie wouldn’t confess. He knew he’d get his motherfucking tongue cut out of his head. More than anything, what stayed Christopher’s hand and made him drop his piece, was knowing Megan would blame herself. He wouldn’t allow that.

      The question was how should he handle this? Without indisputable evidence, his hands were tied. Besides, he could almost admire Johnnie’s defense of Kendall—if he hadn’t fucked with Megan.

      Christopher gritted his teeth. Before he could process his thoughts any further, Megan and CJ barreled into him. CJ hugged his legs, while Megan wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest.

      The pounding of her heart beat strong and hard against his body. He clung to her, his eyes closed, his head playing mind games with him.

      “I love you so fuckin’ much, Megan,” he whispered. “You my everything, baby. My every-fuckin-thing.”

      “I know,” she whispered, standing on her tiptoes to kiss his mouth. “And you’re my entire world, Christopher. I’m fine. I’m alive. I fought and scratched and kicked, and then Mortician got here.” She stilled as he went rigid. “J-Johnnie, too,” she added faintly.

      Christopher threw Johnnie a glower, promising a brutal and violent death. Megan had fucking slipped. Caught up in her emotion, she’d told him, in her own fucking way, just what the fuck had happened. But his hands were fucking tied.

      He offered Johnnie a cold smile. “Next time Kendall fuck with me, she a dead bitch,” he swore. “And you ain’t gonna be far behind her, motherfucker. Megan got you off this time, but I’m waitin’ for a fuckin’ chance to blow you and your bitch the fuck away. Hear me? And knowin’ that cunt? You ain’t too fuckin’ long for this motherfuckin’ earth.”

      With one last glower at all of them, he lifted CJ into his arms, grabbed Megan’s hand and walked the fuck out.
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      Her throat throbbed with pain, but Meggie refused to acknowledge her suffering. She didn’t want to set Christopher off again. Or, worse, slip up as she had when she mentioned Mortician and forgot about Johnnie.

      She sat on the edge of the bed, next to her son, watching as her husband inspected the bullet hole, the messy bed, and the disturbed pillows. Every now and then, he’d throw her an evil glare before returning to his inspection.

      If she talked, her throat would hurt worse and her hoarseness would only serve as a reminder. If she remained silent, Christopher’s mind would run a thousand miles a minute and reach conclusions she’d prefer to have ignored.

      After fifteen minutes of scrutinizing their bedroom, Christopher sat next to CJ, put his elbows on his knees and hung his head.

      “Why don’t we all take a nap?” Meggie suggested, mainly for CJ’s sake. He’d had a very disturbing afternoon. If she cuddled him, he’d rest easier. However, if Christopher didn’t join them that would leave him free to think. And act. “I’m so tired.”

      That wasn’t a lie. She felt exhausted, almost dazed. She needed Christopher. She wanted him to hold her, comfort her, and love her.

      CJ laid his head on her lap and yawned.

      She glided her fingers through his hair, black and glossy like Christopher’s. “Come on, big boy. Let’s take off your shoes and snuggle under the covers.”

      “Okay, Mommie.” CJ’s little voice sounded small and sad.

      Christopher glanced over his shoulder at their son’s words. His green eyes, a mirror to CJ’s, were dark and tortured. Meggie gave him a gentle smile, then busied herself removing CJ’s saddle oxfords.

      “I love you, Mommie,” he told her and hugged her tight.

      She gave him a kiss on the forehead. “I love you more, potato,” she said with a smile.

      “You sound like a boy,” he said.

      She nodded. “I know.” As long as she didn’t make a big deal out of it, neither would Christopher or CJ.

      He scrambled toward the pillows, kicked the covers aside, and scooted under them. She and Christopher grinned at each other, before she followed CJ. The moment she laid next to him, he plopped his head on her arm.

      “Varoooommmm,” he started, doing his impression of a motorcycle at full throttle. “Va-va-va-va-va….roooooom.”

      “Shhh,” Meggie coaxed. “It’s quiet time.”

      “I don’t like quiet time.”

      “Just for a few minutes, buddy.”

      “MegAnn tired?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Silence and then, “How long I gotta be quiet?”

      “Five minutes.”

      “Then can I have ice cream?”

      Meggie wrinkled her nose. She still hadn’t gone grocery shopping yet this week, and they were all out of ice cream. “How about cookies and milk after dinner?” That she hadn’t started yet.

      “Okay, Mommie,” he agreed, giving her a silly face.

      Laughing, she tickled his belly, enjoying his little boy squeal. He rolled away from her and sat up. “Do you wanna play Candy Land?”

      “After dinner,” she promised, then countered with a question of her own. “Do you have homework or anything for me and Dad to look at?”

      He threw himself back on the bed and tilted his head to look at her upside down. “Nope.”

      “Are you hungry?” she asked.

      Sitting up, he turned and frowned at her. “I want ice cream.”

      “That’s a snack, not a meal.” She was trying to wean him away from so many sweets. “How about apple slices?”

      “That’s a snack, too, Mommie,” he pointed out, raising up on his hands and feet and crabwalking toward her. He flipped over and dived on her stomach.

      “Ooomph,” she gasped.

      He popped up and smiled. “Can we have pizza?”

      “You want pizza, boy?” Christopher asked.

      “Yes, ‘Law,” he answered, resting half his body on Meggie before he began to roll from her chest to her ankles and back up again.

      Christopher grabbed him by the shorts and lifted him into his arms.

      “Spin me like a propeller, ‘Law!” CJ demanded.

      Instead of complying, Christopher situated CJ on his shoulders, not bothered when their son grabbed handfuls of his hair and yanked.

      “C’mon. Let’s find some pizza. Leave your ma rest.”

      Meggie wouldn’t protest, although being left alone was the last thing she wanted. Especially in this bedroom, where Johnnie had attacked her. Even if she was tired, heartsore and outraged.

      After Christopher and CJ left, she laid on the bed, not sure what to do next. The day had started out filled with the promise of an afternoon spent in her husband’s arms. Now, her world had been thrown completely off its axis.

      Five minutes later, the door creaked open and Meggie tensed. Johnnie constantly took it upon himself to waltz into her bedroom as if he belonged there.

      “Baby?” Christopher called.

      Her muscles relaxed and she sat up, finding her husband minus their son. “Where’s CJ?”

      “Mort takin’ him to Roxy,” he answered, coming to the bed and climbing in. He pulled her into his arms, spooning her before nosing her hair. “Talk to me, Megan.”

      “I have nothing to say.” That was true in a way.

      He chinned her hair aside and laid his cheek against hers. “That ain’t true, and we both fuckin’ know it. You coulda died today, Megan. Don’t think I ain’t knowin’ you tryna spare my fuckin’ feelins by shuttin’ the fuck up. You can’t fuckin’ ignore how the fuck you feel cuz of me.”

      “I’m not ignoring how I feel,” she corrected. “Just not making a big deal out of it. I don’t want you to kill anyone.”

      “Ain’t gonna fuckin’ kill any-fuckin’-body. Just Johnnie.”

      Meggie elbowed him. “That’s what I mean.”

      He turned her onto her back and stared down into her eyes. “It’s my fuckin’ soul, baby. Not yours. I ain’t lettin’ you keep shit in to save me. We here for each other. That mean, if shit on your mind, you talk to me.”

      Remembering Johnnie’s hands around her throat made tears rush to her eyes. Determined not to cry, she cleared her throat, which only hurt worse from her effort.

      Christopher touched his nose to hers and closed his eyes. “Megan, baby, if Ida came here and found you gone,” he started in a shaking voice. A tear slipped out of the corner of his eye.

      Meggie thumbed it away, encouraging him to look at her again. His watery gaze broke her heart.

      “My whole world woulda ended.”

      “I know,” she whispered. “I was so scared,” she admitted, the words starting her own tears. “I thought I was going to die. I thought I’d never see you or CJ or the rest of our kids again. I don’t even know what was going through my mind at that time. I just knew I had to fight. I had to live.”

      Instead of responding with words, Christopher covered her mouth with his. She welcomed the taste and feel of him, sighing against his lips, mingling her breath with his.

      She parted her thighs, allowing him to settle between her legs, lifting her hips and grinding against him. She only had the dress on, not having the chance to dress herself completely with all that had taken place.

      “Christopher,” she murmured.

      He slid her dress above her waist and leaned back on his haunches, his fingers going to his fly as his eyes strayed to her private area. They widened.

      “You shaved your cunt?” he got out, and swallowed.

      “You like it? I did it after you left this morning. I wanted to surprise you.”

      In response, he ran a finger over her bare mound and down her seam, to her clit, teasing it. She gasped and rolled against his probing hand.

      “I gotta get in your pussy, baby,” Christopher growled, fisting his erection.

      Stretching out over her, he kissed her frantically and sank into her. He started a gentle rhythm that turned harsh and frantic. Meggie matched his every move, clinging to him, each reminding the other that she’d survived. When he would’ve slowed down, she bit his shoulder, inciting him to a frenzy all over again.

      He grabbed her hips and pounded into her until her orgasm broke over her.

      “Christopher!” she cried.

      He grunted and stiffened, pouring into her, then collapsing against her. After a moment, he rolled to her side, pulled her back into the crook of his arm and caressed her cheek. In his eyes, she saw everything she already knew. How much he loved and needed her.

      After a moment, he dropped his hand and held her in silence, staring at the ceiling.

      “You been through so much shit,” he said finally.

      “Yes, I have been,” she agreed, seeing no use in denying his words. To her, that would minimize however he was feeling. “But so have you.”

      “On top of every-fuckin-thing else, a motherfucker you say ain’t Johnnie choked you,” he told her, ignoring her comment.

      She had to redirect his thoughts. “I’ve been stabbed, kidnapped, beaten, shot, and strangled. I don’t think anything else can be done to me, since all the basics are covered.”

      “That ain’t fuckin’ funny, Megan,” Christopher snapped. “I almost fuckin’ lost you too many fuckin’ times. All that shit fuckin’ happen to you cuz you with my ass. When the fuck you gonna get tired of bein’ fucked up every five fuckin’ minutes and say I’m out this motherfucker?”

      “Never,” she swore. “You’ve been shot more than once, buried alive, locked up with dead bodies, beaten, and a whole bunch of other things and you’re still here.”

      He kissed her forehead. “Whatcha want me to do, baby? Tell me. I’ll do any-fuckin-thing to keep you safe.”

      “Nothing. Everything is fine.” She raised her hand to his cheek, and smiled when he leaned into her palm. “I love you, Christopher. I’ll fight to the death to save you, to love you, and to be with you. I’d die for you and I’d kill for you. I’m going to stand at your side forever and ever, no matter what the future holds.”

      “My ass got too fuckin’ relaxed. Ain’t been watchin’ you like I should.”

      Again, she needed to steer the conversation in a different direction before she slipped up and admitted the security footage had been tampered with.

      “I’m fine. You’re fine. Our kids are fine. There’s nothing left to be done to me now, so you don’t have to worry anymore. I’m in the clear.”

      He grunted. “You fuckin’ better be. Cuz my head ain’t gonna be able to take another motherfucker layin’ their fuckin’ dirty hands on you.”

      “Wait and see, Christopher. Twenty years from now, we’ll be looking back on this day and smiling at what a quiet life we’ve had between now and then.”

      “Okay, baby, if you say so,” he said with a sigh, then bent to kiss her lips. “You wanna tell me ‘bout this Valentine Ball?”

      “Not right now.” The ball was the last thing on her mind. “I want you to make love to me again and then I’ll get up and cook dinner for us.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me, baby,” he murmured, rolling onto her and burying himself inside her again.
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      The next morning, Kendall banged on Roxanne Doucette’s door. She was Mortician’s mother-in-law, who had taken the women under her wing. Especially Kendall.

      “Roxy!” she called, just as the door swung open and Knox Harrington, Roxy’s live-in boyfriend, greeted her. She and Knox didn’t have the best track record, but they’d learned to be cordial to each other.

      Sighing, he stepped aside and indicated she come in with a sweep of his hand. She rushed through the door and headed to the kitchen without further invitation. Roxy had made it clear that Kendall could count this as a second home.

      It was rather small, a mother-in-law’s quarters attached to Mortician and Bailey’s house, but Roxy had her own entrance and her own kitchen, as well as a living area, decent-sized bedroom, and luxurious bathroom.

      “Baby, what’s the matter?” Roxy asked as Kendall barreled to where she sat at her breakfast bar.

      Kendall threw her arms around Roxy’s neck. “Roxy!” she sobbed. “I haven’t slept all night. Oh my God. Johnnie’s going to die and it’s all my fault.”

      “Shhh,” Roxy soothed, wrapping her in a motherly embrace and patting her back. “I’m sure it isn’t as bad as you think.”

      “It is!” Kendall screeched, her shoulders shaking. “I’m so selfish! Johnnie’s going to die and I want to die, too.”

      Roxy pushed Kendall away and grabbed her face between her hands. “Take a few deep breaths and calm down, baby.”

      Sniffling, Kendall nodded and pulled out of Roxy’s hold, but did as she was told.

      “Now, explain to me what’s going on.”

      She was so scared to confess. One day, Roxy would turn against her and hate her, like everyone else.

      “I’m waiting,” Roxy prompted.

      “Oh, Roxy, I’m so bored. All my talent is going to waste. That’s slowly killing me and Johnnie refuses to campaign on my behalf.”

      Rubbing her temples, Roxy sighed, then gave Kendall a level look. “Listen, sugar. I know you’re a career woman and don’t want to be a just a housewife. I’ve been waiting for you to figure this shit out.” She sighed again. “I guess I’m going to have to spell it out to you. Find another career. Outlaw said you can’t practice law. He never said you couldn’t work at all.”

      “That’s not fair!” Kendall wailed, stomping her foot.

      “Life’s not fair,” Roxy said sharply. “And you brought this bullshit on yourself, baby. If you’d sit the fuck down sometimes, you’d still be practicing law. How many different ways do we have to say that to make you understand? I know you’re not a dense bitch, so get your head out of your ass and act like you have goddamn sense.”

      “You hate me! Just like I always knew you would.”

      “Girl, you know me better than that. If I hated your ass, you wouldn’t set foot in my house. I wouldn’t use the breath it took me to try and get you in line.” Roxy stood from the stool. Although she was shorter than Kendall, her presence filled the room. She put her hands on her hips. “If you’re not getting what I’m saying, fuck it. Let’s move on to confession time. What have you done that you think is endangering Johnnie?”

      “I went to ask Outlaw if he’d allow me to work and…and…and…” She covered her face with her hands and sobbed.

      “And?” Roxy persisted.

      Dropping her hands, she sniffled again. “And I stupidly threatened Meggie and he put his fingers around my neck. I thought he was going to choke me, but, in the end I realize he was just trying to scare me. But…but…” She swallowed, and her lower lip trembled. “I made the bruises appear worse than they actually were and called Johnnie. And…and…oh God! He flew into a rage and tried to strangle Meggie to death.”

      Roxy’s brown eyes widened, shock drifting across her face, then she nodded slowly. “Yeah, baby. Johnnie’s fucked. Outlaw is going to deaden his dumb ass.” She scrubbed a hand over her face. “I can’t believe that stupid motherfucker. What in the hell possessed him to go after Meggie? Even if Outlaw had choked the fuck out of you, Meggie didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      The words made Kendall plop into the stool Roxy had just vacated. A feeling of impending doom swept through her, and she couldn’t stop her tears. Roxy must’ve been really concerned about Johnnie. She wasn’t chewing Kendall out for leading Johnnie to believe her injuries were worse off than in reality.

      “There’s more,” Kendall whispered in a teary voice.

      “Oh Lord Jesus. What else did the boy do?” Roxy positioned herself on the other side of the breakfast bar, right across from Kendall. “I thought he liked life.”

      “It wasn’t him, Roxy,” Kendall admitted. “It was me. All me. I just wanted Johnnie on my side, so I started drugging him. The pills always made me agreeable. I thought they’d do the same for him. The first medication made him so sick I thought he was going to die. The second one has made him a…a monster.” She broke out into loud sobs again.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, Kendall?” Roxy shouted, sudden fury darkening her eyes. “You could’ve killed that man.”

      “In essence, I have killed him! All because of the stupid job I took.”

      “Wait a goddamn minute! You took the job? You’re representing someone?”

      “The enforcer of the Imperials,” Kendall admitted woefully.

      Roxy folded her arms and stared at her.

      “Say something,” Kendall pleaded after a moment.

      “Last I checked, my eyes were in pretty good condition. But I’m starting to wonder because when I look at you, I see a beautiful, intelligent woman not a no-sense, no-good, selfish, narcissistic, self-pitying, destructive lowlife who’ll betray her own family to have her way.”

      “Roxy!” Kendall cried.

      “Shut up, child. Just shut the fuck up. Do you know what the fuck you’ve done? You’ve jeopardized your life and your husband’s life just to have your fucking way. Yeah, you want a career, Kendall, but it’s more about breaking those men down to your fucking will than really wanting to fucking work. Know how I know that?”

      Kendall couldn’t answer at Roxy’s yelling. She could only cry.

      “Ask me the fuck how I know you don’t want to work, Kendall?” Roxy commanded.

      “How do you know?” Kendall said, her voice so thick with tears it surprised her how clear the words sounded.

      “Because your sadity ass prefer to be on the boards of charities and visiting art galleries and going to recitals and operas and having champagne or tea.”

      “I’m not Meggie,” Kendall almost snarled. “I want a career.”

      “The fuck you do. And the only motherfucker that’s trying to turn you into Meggie is you. If it wasn’t for Meggie and Outlaw, you’d be happy and content. You’re so fucking miserable, because you’re so fucking jealous. I can’t believe you. I hope your fucking case is worth it.”

      “I don’t want it anymore. I’ve lost my nerve for it. I’m so sorry.”

      “That can be you and your husband’s epithets when Outlaw bury you two in the same miserable grave. We were sorry.”

      Roxy started out of the room, but Kendall jumped off the seat and ran behind her.

      “Please!” she screamed, halting Roxy. “Please, don’t leave me! Please. I’m so sorry. I don’t have any friends. Even Meggie is tired of me.” Kendall fell to the floor. “Please. If you walk away from me, I’ll have no one. Please.”

      Roxy spun and marched back to where Kendall had fallen to her knees. “I’m so fucking angry with you, but I’m not leaving you. I’m taking a break before I find a shoe and spank your ass. Johnnie takes a lot of bullshit on your behalf from Outlaw and the others. He handle you wrong a lot of times, but I give him points for his patience. He listens to you and tries to understand you and all the fuck you do is give him heartache.”

      “I don’t deserve him.”

      “No, you don’t deserve your self-destruction. As for Meggie, that little girl is tired of trying to be your friend, when you make innuendoes about her husband and still find ways to criticize her.”

      “Who cares if I say suggestive things about Christopher. Other than some obligatory jealousy in the beginning, he doesn’t even say anything.”

      “Because Outlaw hates your ass. Johnnie knows he don’t have to worry about the man ever fucking you. Again, you’re the only one who’s missed the memo. You’re playing games you’re not going to win.”

      “I’m so sorry, Roxy.”

      Roxy heaved in a breath. “Sometimes, sorry’s not good enough. Your confession about drugging Johnnie would exonerate him but put you in the hot seat.”

      “I know.”

      “Have you been to see Meggie?”

      “I’m too ashamed,” Kendall whispered, bowing her head.

      “You just have to buck up. You had the balls to do all this bullshit. You’re going to need them to go and see about her.”

      “I guess you want me to confess.”

      “I want you to straighten the fuck up before it’s too late. I don’t want you to forfeit your life. Get home and pull yourself together. We need to find something to divert those boys’ attention.”

      “Meggie wants to throw a Valentine’s Day Ball.”

      “That’ll do,” Roxy said, “but we’re telling her we need to start planning it so we can settle things down. Understand? Right now, we’re not going to air your dirty laundry. She’ll tell her husband and I wouldn’t fucking blame her. Don’t drug Johnnie again. Let him show how remorseful he is once he comes back to himself. Meanwhile, we’ll figure out a way to tell Johnnie what happened.”

      “He’ll hate me!”

      “I bet your ass right now Outlaw hates him. I won’t allow their relationship to be a casualty of your bullshit. But Johnnie loves you. He’ll be angry, hurt, and disappointed. He’ll get over it, though.”

      “One day, he won’t,” Kendall whispered.

      “You need to remember that before you start with your bullshit.” She held out her hand and helped Kendall to her feet. “Now, get home. We have to fix this mess, one step at a time, and the first step is visiting Meggie.”

      Although Kendall nodded, she disagreed. Her first step should be resigning from that stupid case.
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      With her throat hurting and her voice hoarse, Meggie opted not to make any phone calls. Luckily, she didn’t have meetings scheduled, which allowed her to hole up in her office. Word spread amongst her friends, about the stranger who broke in and choked her.

      Circulating the story made it more believable.

      Zoann veered from their usual schedule and stopped in to see Meggie before she went to their first client. Bailey brought homemade apple sauce. Ophelia came with flowers. As usual, Bunny did whatever Meggie needed, but hovered just a little more. They all came with hugs.

      Meggie told Bunny the truth. Mortician probably told Bailey the real happenings of the day before. Whether or not he filled in Val, Cash, and Stretch, who, in turn, told Zoann and Ophelia, Meggie wasn’t sure. As a matter of fact, she hoped not. That would be such a coverup from Christopher. However, in her heart, she knew her husband would never forgive himself if he harmed Johnnie.

      Despite their differences, they loved each other.

      “Mommie, I got toast for you,” CJ announced, walking into her office and stuffing a hand in his pocket. He hadn’t wanted to leave her this morning, so she’d allowed him to stay home.

      She intended to go about her normal routine. Therefore, both Christopher and CJ could know she was fine.

      Turning from her desk to face CJ, Meggie smiled. “I can use a piece of toast, buddy.”

      CJ lifted his brows at the sound of her voice. He had so many of Christopher’s mannerisms, including the way he liked to cock his head to the side. Just as he did now.

      “Your throat is sore?”

      “A little,” she admitted. “But I’m fine.”

      He studied her a moment longer, then dug in his pocket and handed her cold, butter-sogged, balled-up, bread. She hid another smile. Crumbs must be overflowing in every seam of the jeans he wore.

      “I make it softer.” He squished the stuff between his fingers, further ruining it, then he held it to her lips.

      Obligingly, she opened and allowed him to shove it into her mouth. “Ummm, yum.”

      CJ grinned

      “Meggie,” Kendall called, walking into view. “How are you?”

      “Fine,” Meggie answered, wondering if Kendall knew the truth. She gave no indication that she did. Her gaze focused on Meggie’s neck, her expression unreadable.

      Roxy brushed past Kendall and headed to Meggie, stopping at the edge of her desk. “Are you all right, sugar?”

      “Aunt Roxy!” CJ yelled with a big grin, as if he hadn’t seen her in days when, in fact, he’d been with her until late last night.

      Keeping her gaze on Meggie, Roxy opened her arms. CJ barreled against her. Automatically, she lifted him in her arms and kissed his cheek.

      CJ squirmed out of her hold. “I gave Mommie breakfast,” he announced.

      “It was delicious,” Meggie said with a smile.

      He beamed between her and Roxy.

      Kendall glided to a stop behind Roxy. “CJ, can you get me a glass of water?”

      “Yes, Aunt Kenda—”

      “Or is Bunny around, playing maid, assistant, and nanny?”

      CJ frowned at her.

      “Cut the bullshit, baby,” Roxy snapped. “CJ, why don’t you check on your brothers and sister?”

      “Aunt Kendall wants water.”

      Roxy smiled. “She’ll do fine without.”

      Still not convinced, he glanced at Meggie, and sidled closer to her. “Mommie sick. I’m taking care of her. She got fingers on her neck.” He pointed toward the area in question, then frowned at the scarf covering the bruises.

      “I’m fine, CJ,” Meggie reassured him for the millionth time, ruffling his hair. He tipped his head back and grinned.

      “You don’t sound fine,” Kendall said in a shaky voice. “You sound as if you were strangled to within an inch of your life.”

      Meggie glared at Kendall, while Roxy placed her fisted hands on her hips.

      Tears rushed to CJ’s eyes and he crawled onto Meggie’s lap, laying his head against her chest, and sniffling. He didn’t like to cry, considering himself a big boy, so he was doing his best to hold back.

      “Kendall, bring this baby to Bunny,” Roxy ordered, nodding to CJ.

      “No!” CJ sobbed. “I stay with MegAnn.”

      “It’s okay, potato,” Meggie whispered, kissing his head. “The kids are probably missing you. Go help Aunt Bunny with them.”

      It took a moment to convince her son to leave her, but he finally slid from her lap and went to Kendall, grabbing her hand. Although she didn’t pull away, her expression was less than pleased.

      “Do you need anything?” Roxy asked, once they were alone.

      “A do-over from yesterday,” Meggie admitted, not going into detail and suspecting Roxy knew some, if not all, of what had transpired.

      Pressing questions remained. Did Kendall know? Had Johnnie gone and confessed. Or had Mortician given her Meggie’s version?

      Roxy slid onto the desk and allowed her booted legs to dangle. “Lying to Outlaw to save Johnnie’s life was a good thing.”

      “Mortician told you everything, then,” she said, relieved she wouldn’t have to relive the nightmare by answering whatever questions Roxy might have. “Or does Kendall know the truth, too?”

      “Kendall came to my house a little while ago and mentioned some of what happened. She’s very upset and worried about Johnnie. Since his ass hasn’t turned up missing and this happened yesterday, I went to Mort and got the full story after she left my house.” Roxy smiled at her. “You’re doing the right thing, baby.”

      “Thank you,” Meggie said quietly. She placed her elbows on the desk and hung her head. “This has to be done, but I feel as if I’m being disloyal to my husband.”

      “No, sugar. You’re doing what you have to do to protect him. By now, Johnnie’s dumb ass would be dead. Then, reality would set in for Outlaw, and he’d have a hard time reconciling the fact that he killed Johnnie.”

      Meggie nodded.

      Roxy leaned forward and tipped Meggie’s chin up. “How are you really doing, sugar?”

      Sidling a glance at the door and not wanting to be overheard, Meggie lowered her lashes. “I was so scared,” she confessed on a whisper, thankful she had Roxy to talk to. “I thought he was going to kill me.”

      “Oh, baby.” Roxy hopped from the desk and hugged Meggie.

      She laid her head against Roxy’s stomach and held onto her, grateful for her motherly embrace. Roxy allowed Meggie to cry in misery, who didn’t speak again until long minutes later when her tears stopped.

      “Mortician saved my life.” It had been mere coincidence that Meggie had called him to help her out. “I owe him so many bottles of skittle vodka.” Her eyes watered again.

      “It’s okay to cry all day if you need to, sugar,” Roxy said gently. “I’m here for you.”

      “I can’t…” She pursed her lips and swiped at the wetness on her cheeks. “If I dwell on it, I’ll slip up and Christopher will know the truth. Worse, I’ll panic, because I have to act normal around Johnnie and…and…I might…” Her voice trailed off. Start cutting myself again.

      She’d gotten past self-harm because she was safe. She trusted no one would hurt her. Now, Johnnie had busted the protective bubble…the shield Christopher had placed around her. Johnnie had pushed all her triggers. At one time to counteract feeling powerless and helpless, she’d cut herself. Self-mutilation was her decision. In her control. She was still in control and did what she had to do to protect her husband.

      Johnnie wouldn’t, couldn’t, do her anything more. She was safe.

      A tremble went through her, and another, and another, until she was shaking like a leaf in a storm.

      Roxy tightened her hold on Meggie. “Shhhh, it’s okay,” she soothed. “Johnnie wasn’t in his right mind. You know he’d never hurt you.”

      She nodded. “I guess he’s stressed,” she said dully.

      “He is,” Kendall agreed from the doorway.

      “I know,” Meggie said sadly. “Are you okay, Kendall? I mean other than Christopher…?” Her voice trailed off and she covered her mouth to hold back another sob.

      “I’m fine,” Kendall said quickly, rushing closer to Meggie and Roxy, and pausing. Hesitation crossed her features. “Can I hug you, Meggie?”

      “Oh, Kendall! Of course,” she responded.

      Roxy stepped aside, so Kendall could get closer to Meggie and hug her.

      “This is what I like to see,” Roxy said with pride. “My girls getting along.”

      “Group hug?” Kendall requested.

      The three of them linked arms.

      “Let me see your neck,” Roxy said after a moment. She released Kendall and Meggie, and grabbed the scarf, unwrapping it before Meggie agreed to her request.

      Once her neck was exposed, Kendall’s hands flew to her mouth and she stumbled back.

      “That motherfucker!” Roxy snarled, bringing a trembling hand close to Meggie’s neck, then changing her mind and moving away. “Look at you.”

      “Oh, Meggie!” Kendall wailed. “I’m so, so, so, so sorry. This is all my fault.”

      “You didn’t make Johnnie do what he did,” Meggie said tiredly. “You aren’t responsible.” Christopher choking Kendall precipitated Johnnie’s actions. Glancing at Kendall’s neck, she saw a lot of the same marks that were on her neck. She winced. “Are you okay?”

      “Outlaw didn’t do much to me,” Kendall got out.

      “He shouldn’t have done anything at all to you,” Meggie said glumly.

      Kendall heaved in a breath, then indicated her neck. “Most of these marks are self-inflicted.”

      She’d put those ugly purple bruises on herself? Meggie squinted, studying the injuries. They were fingerprints, so what did Kendall mean? She couldn’t imagine Kendall strangling herself with enough force to leave that amount of discoloration.

      Meggie had to be misunderstanding the statement.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Johnnie is just so stubborn,” Kendall cried. “I want…you know what I want.”

      “Your job back,” Meggie told her.

      “Yes.” Kendall sniffled. “I wanted his compliance so…so…oh my God! I’m so ashamed.”

      “What did you do?” Meggie demanded.

      “Oh, Meggie! I can’t…No! I can’t tell you.”

      “Yes, the fuck you can,” Roxy said sharply. “Stop with the damn theatrics and confess.”

      At the directive, Kendall met Meggie’s gaze. “I drugged Johnnie. The first medicine nearly killed him,” she rushed out. “This time around, it turned him into a monster.” She leaned down and threw her arms around Meggie’s neck. “I’m so sorry. Please don’t hate me. I never expected Johnnie to react like this.”

      The feel of Johnnie’s hands around her neck haunted Meggie. Worse, she had to live with deceiving Christopher once again about one of his brothers. All because of Kendall.

      “Let go of me,” Meggie snarled.

      Her sobs deepening, Kendall released Meggie.

      “How dare you?” Meggie stood, suddenly feeling crowded into her desk with Roxy and Kendall hovering. “What kind of a sick individual are you to do such a thing merely to have your own way?”

      “Meggie!” Kendall said tearfully. “I’m sorry. Please, don’t desert me.”

      “Really?” Meggie released bitter laughter. “Not only did Johnnie almost succumb to the side effects of the drug, but he almost killed me. My husband almost shot him to death. All because of your selfishness. I’ve defended you and protected you. Even when you and I are at each other’s throats, I downplay our arguments.”

      “For Christopher,” Kendall said, around tears. “Not for me.”

      “It’s mainly for Christopher. But I do it for you too and if you believe otherwise, then you’re just pathetic. I can’t believe you,” she repeated on a shout. Kendall had gone too far. Yes, Christopher was wrong, but Kendall’s actions made the situations ten times worse. Enough was enough. “Get out of my house and don’t ever come back.”

      “Roxy, do something,” Kendall begged. “Talk to her. You and her are all I have ever had besides Johnnie and my children.”

      “Wrong, Kendall,” Meggie piped up. “You had the entire club behind you. Zoann, Bunny, Bailey, and Fee tried to befriend you. You spurned them. I looked up to you and confided in you. How do you repay me? By coming on to Christopher, so I stopped talking to you about stuff. You don’t have a trustworthy bone in your entire body, yet you expect everyone to give you loyalty. It doesn’t work that way.”

      In the silence that followed, Roxy took Meggie’s face between her hands and thumbed away the tears sliding down her cheeks. Kendall’s betrayal cut deep. She’d wanted them to be friends. Partly because they were sisters-in-law, but also because their husbands worked so closely together, and she’d already seen the rift it could cause between the men if she and Kendall were feuding.

      Roxy hugged Meggie. Emotion flowed through her and she cried bitter tears for what could’ve been between her and Kendall, and, now, what never would be.

      “Meggie, baby, I know you’re hurt,” Roxy began, patting her back. “But Kendall needs you and me.”

      “She doesn’t need anything from me. She needs to have her way.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Kendall repeated.

      “Sugar, you’re angry right now,” Roxy said, taking Meggie’s face between her hands and staring at her. “You’ve got every right to be. I was pissed too, when Kendall first told me what she did. Work through your feelings. There’s going to be a lot of tension between the men. If Johnnie fucks up one time, Outlaw will go off. It’s up to us to run interference.”

      “I’m done,” Meggie insisted. Through the years, she and Kendall had had their ups and downs, even getting into a physical altercation, but enough was enough.

      “Why are you so angry, Meggie?” Resentment infused Kendall’s voice. “I didn’t do anything to you. I did it to Johnnie. Or is that it? You’re furious on his behalf.”

      Meggie twisted out of Roxy’s hold and marched to Kendall, jabbing her with her finger. “You just don’t get it, do you? I’m angry because I once trusted you. I’m angry because I once believed in you. But I’ve never met a more callous, selfish person in my entire life. You’re all about you. I’m angry because Johnnie almost took me from my husband and children because of what you did to him. What would my family have done without me?”

      “You didn’t die, Meggie, so get over it,” Kendall told her, her eyes blazing with anger and desolation. “You’ve always turned your back on me. You could’ve stood up for me and gotten me what I wanted, but—”

      “Enough, Kendall,” Roxy ordered. “I’m not listening to this bullshit another minute. For somebody who supposedly is sorry, you have a fucked-up way of showing it.”

      “I am sorry, Roxy, but that doesn’t matter to her. Do you hear all the vile things she’s saying to me?”

      “Omigod, you’re such a moron,” Meggie said on a groan.

      “My hair happens to be fiery red, not precious golden blonde, which means I have a very high IQ.”

      “In a minute you’re going to have a very broken nose, after I punch you,” Meggie snapped.

      “See?” Kendall pointed at her. “She’s threatening me, Roxy.”

      “I’m about to fuck you up myself,” Roxy fumed, glaring at Kendall before huffing out a breath and gazing at Meggie. “Baby, listen to me. I know I’m asking a lot of you. But we need to get those boys back on even ground. This has the potential to fuck up the entire club.”

      It also had the potential to get Mortician killed, since he’d assisted with the cover-up. Megan couldn’t allow Mortician to face retribution because of a decision she’d made.

      “What do you want me to do?” she asked quietly.

      “Besides going upstairs and resting?” Roxy said. “I want you to plan your Valentine’s Day Ball.”

      Meggie didn’t need to guess how Roxy had found out about the ball.

      “It’ll give the boys something else to focus on,” Roxy continued. “We can have our first meeting tomorrow night.”

      Meggie wasn’t in the mood to plan any type of event. Maybe, when she was feeling better and her son and husband realized she was fine, she could turn her focus away from this latest disaster-in-the-making. God, no! She had to forge forward. Get through this…get over it. She didn’t have the luxury of wallowing in anger, self-pity, or fear. She had to take care of Christopher and set everything right. Part of her responsibility was making sure she didn’t come between him and his club because he loved it so much. Therefore, she’d agree to Roxy’s suggestion.

      “Fine,” Meggie muttered.

      Roxy hugged her again. “Now, get upstairs. Let me cook for you today.”

      “No, but thank you. I can manage.”

      “Meggie?” Kendall called.

      Meggie gritted her teeth. She didn’t want to answer, but if they were going to work together on the ball, she had to put aside her feelings. “Yes?”

      “I really am sorry. I hate knowing what Johnnie did to you. I would never purposely put you in danger. I’ve made so many mistakes over the years and for that I apologize. Perhaps, this is just too much. Or, maybe, you can find it in you to forgive me one last time. If you do, I swear I’ll cherish our friendship and value you.”

      Kendall sounded sincerely remorseful. Still, Meggie wanted to ignore her words and walk away. While it would take time to get over her anger at Kendall’s latest stunt, she knew she would. Kendall would always be Kendall. Meggie could take that with a grain of salt, if Kendall’s actions didn’t always affect so many people.

      “Kendall, I accept your apology. I don’t know when, or if, I’ll ever forget this latest incident. But we’re sisters-in-law. We need to fix this between our husbands. As for us becoming close again, you’ve burned me time and again, so I can’t promise you anything. All I can say is we’ll take this one step at a time going forward.”

      “That’s all any of us can do,” Kendall said quietly.

      Nodding, Meggie hugged Roxy. “Thank you for coming. I’m going to check on my kids, so I’ll talk to you later.”

      For the first time since she’d met Roxy, she invited her to leave, just wanting to be alone to get her thoughts together.
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      His heart or mind wasn’t in church this morning, especially when he had to look at Johnnie and Mortician. Val. Digger. Cash. Stretch. All those motherfuckers who he considered family and brothers and who thought he was a motherfucking fool.

      More than that, he wanted to stay home and watch Megan. Will those ugly bruises around her neck to heal. He wanted to force her to say the words, Johnnie did this to me.

      But she wasn’t going to and his anger simmered, compounded by Johnnie throwing in Christopher’s face the time he’d made Megan’s pussy come, all those weeks ago.

      Christopher knew Megan loved him. She said it. She showed it to him. But imagining Johnnie finger fucking her, seeing the motherfucker in his mind, strangling her. Unable to do anything about either left him feeling helpless.

      However, Megan was okay…trying to be okay. Christopher knew she was putting that show on for him and CJ, and he loved her, fell in love with her, a little more.

      If she was making such an effort, he had to do the same.

      Except the call of death pounded through him. He wanted blood and guts spilled. He drew in deep breaths, thinking of his wife to calm himself.

      Last night, she’d been excited as she explained she was going ahead with her Valentine’s Day Ball. She’d already talked to Roxy and Kendall in person, and had invited the women over to the house for a planning session. Supposedly, Zoann was going to find a couple of recipes to throw together for the taste-test that should be going on now.

      Meanwhile, Christopher was having fucking nightmares about wearing a fucking monkey suit again. How the fuck had she talked him into that shit again?

      “That’s the bi-monthly report,” Stretch finished, closing his ledger and grabbing the copies of the budget to hand out to the membership.

      With all the interruptions from yesterday, Christopher had had to leave Megan early this morning to finish his review of the year-end shit, so Stretch could get what he needed printed in time. He’d already reported on those numbers.

      They hadn’t been a mystery to Christopher. The bi-monthly figures, though? With thoughts of dissecting Johnnie running through his head, Stretch could’ve been a little Yoda motherfucker beaming every assfuck up, and Christopher wouldn’t have realized it.

      Fuck him. He had to get it together.

      Christopher returned to the podium and glanced down at the copy of the budget Stretch left for him, just as he usually did. The numbers blurred. He saw Megan, dead. Strangled.

      Taken away from him. Insanity threatened to overcome him. How close he’d come to finding her body.

      Her fucking body, left in their bed.

      But, no. It wouldn’t have been him who found her. It would’ve been his boy. CJ would’ve been scarred for life.

      He’d been worried about the fucking Imperials when the motherfucking enemy was right in his own club.

      Christopher swallowed, his heart pounding and his ears ringing. Balling his fist, he growled, a combination of horror and fury settling into him,

      A voice cleared, and he glanced up.

      Knox glanced at his watch. “I have another meeting to get to.”

      Christopher squinted. “When the fuck your ass got here?”

      “I just called him in from outside, Prez.” Digger stepped from behind Knox.

      Digger’s dreads drooped from the man-tail high atop his head. Little silver stars dangled from the ends of his hair. Bunny put his hair in any style she wanted, and motherfuckers said Christopher was pussified?

      Christopher forced his attention to club business. Drawing in a breath, he looked at his members. “This Knox Harrington,” he introduced for the few motherfuckers who didn’t know him. “A lotta you motherfuckers know his ass cuz he always ‘round here. He been investigatin’ the Imperials at my fuckin’ request.”

      “Outlaw, what about brokering the peace deal?” Slipper called. “I’m still interested in that.”

      “Well, I’m not,” Potter inserted from his place behind the bar. “Fuck them. They killed one of my best friends when they hit two of our brothers. I want blood.”

      “My old lady expecting twins,” Orange announced. He was one of Slipper’s sons. “I want to be around to meet them. We should set up another meeting with them, Outlaw.”

      Brothers were getting riled up, drawing lines. Digger as sergeant-at-arms came closer to Christopher and folded his arms. Despite Christopher not talking to him, Mortician stood and helped Digger close ranks, quieting the room.

      Mort and Digger were willing to die for him. He shouldn’t feel so fucking pissed, but he wasn’t a rational motherfucker where Megan was concerned.

      “If you can’t broker a meeting, let Johnnie arrange it,” Bowlie advised into the silence.

      “You’re fucking crazy?” Potter barked. “If Outlaw can’t do it, Johnnie sure the fuck can’t.”

      “Why not?” Bowlie demanded. “It was Johnnie’s idea.”

      Christopher waited until the debating stopped. However, he had one more thing to fuck up Johnnie for.

      Anarchy began with a mere seed of dissension. Johnnie had planted that seed with his talk of peace negotiations.

      “Peace come in all fuckin’ forms,” Christopher started. “If I blow the motherfuckers away, we have peace.”

      A few snickers greeted his statement.

      Johnnie got to his feet and turned toward the back wall, facing away from everybody. “Fuck the Imperials,” he yelled. “I’m not interested in peace with them.”

      Digger walked to Johnnie and tapped him on the shoulder. “Who the fuck you talking to, Johnnie?”

      “The members,” Johnnie said around a yawn, and swayed.

      “Son, turn your ass around and then you’ll be talking to the members,” Mortician said.

      Stumbling around, Johnnie squinted at everybody and then grinned.

      Chuckles exploded in the club. Ordinarily, Christopher would fuck up anybody who dared to make fun of Johnnie, but fuck that motherfucker. They could put him in a dunk tank with his dick swinging and Christopher wouldn’t give a fuck.

      Mortician sighed, then went to Johnnie and guided him to a seat. “Come on, brother. Let’s sit and listen to prez.”

      Johnnie rubbed his neck, his face flushed. Blinded by anger, Christopher glared at him.

      Outlaw, let’s just hear Knox’s report,” Mortician suggested.

      Christopher agreed with his enforcer. “Tell us what the fuck you found, Knox.”

      Once he stepped away from the podium, Knox took his place.

      “I’m still chasing down leads on Mystic, the president,” Knox began. “But I’ve discovered a few things about Randolph. One, Mystic is his stepfather. Randolph’s almost twenty. He’s been busted for drugs before. His mother put him in rehab. He was a heavy steroid user.” He held up a picture and pointed to the beard. “Probably that’s where all the thick hair growth comes from.”

      “Yeah, but his dick must be the size of a fucking button,” Potter called.

      Snickers filled the air.

      Offering a half-smile, Knox continued. “His father was a Joey…” His voice trailed off as he flipped a page.

      Christopher snapped his brows together, on alert.

      “Joey Foy,” Knox finished, confirming Christopher’s sudden suspicions. “His mother’s name was—”

      “Hopper,” Christopher interrupted. Fuck. Randolph was the son of Snake and Hopper. In other words, Megan’s nephew.

      “You…uh. Yes,” Knox confirmed, surprised. “You’re acquainted with her? That’s her real name?”

      Christopher shook his head. “Nope. Don’t know her real fuckin’ name. She was a Dweller girl, called Hopper cuz she hopped from bed to fuckin’ bed, every fuckin’ day, all fuckin’ day. A motherfucker named Rack decided to take her for himself, but knocked the fuck outta her, so Snake…Joey got her.”

      “Why do I know the name Snake?” Knox asked.

      “Cuz Snake the motherfucker who buried my ass the fuck alive. Snake Megan deader than dead, fucked-in-the-head brother.”

      “What the fuck Randolph want?” Mortician wondered aloud.

      Exactly. Merging the two clubs could’ve made more sense if they hadn’t killed and stolen from the Dwellers. They didn’t want a goddamn merger. Now that he knew what cum made Randolph, Christopher realized he wanted to take over the Dwellers completely.

      Over Christopher’s dead fucking body.

      “Find out ‘bout Mystic. All you can. As quick as you can, Knox,” Christopher ordered. “Don’t give a fuck how much I gotta pay you. Just do it. I need it in the next twenty-four-fuckin-hours.”

      “I have other cases,” Knox protested. “I can’t drop them to do your stuff.”

      Christopher glared at him. “You just fuckin’ did.”

      “Fine,” he conceded tightly. “I’ll see what I can come up with.

      Voices of members rose in heated discussion at this new information. Some members had been friends with Snake, but chose to be loyal to the club. Not necessarily Christopher.

      Fuck! Snake 2.0 slithering around was just what the fuck he needed.

      “Knox, get the fuck and start on what the fuck I need.”

      Scowling at Christopher, Knox grabbed his keys and phone from the podium, then stomped to the door.

      Christopher pounded the gavel to restore order. “’Til we know what the fuck goin’ on with these motherfuckers, watch your fuckin’ back. Both clubs already spilled the other fuckin’ blood. Motherfuckers say they want in the fuckin’ club, but they ain’t come correct. That mean they up to fuckin’ no good. Not a motherfucker in here mention who Randolph old man is to my woman. If I gotta fuck him up, I ain’t wantin’ her to know.” He glared at his table, where the other club officers sat. “Fuckin’ family and shit.”

      Mort winced, and Johnnie glanced away.

      “Any-fuckin-thing else?” he growled.

      Nobody said a fucking thing.

      “This meetin’ over,” Christopher declared, banged the gavel, and stormed the fuck away. He didn’t have fucking time for motherfuckers who wouldn’t be honest with him about who had tried to take Megan’s life.
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      Despite her lingering anger at Kendall’s latest stunts that, once again, wreaked havoc, Meggie followed Roxy’s suggestion and focused on the Valentine’s Day Ball. After telling Christopher she’d like to have the celebration, she called the girls and invited them to her house to exchange for menu ideas.

      Zoann said she’d cook a dish centered around Valentine’s Day for them to taste test. “I’ll make sure it’s an aphrodisiac,” she’d promised.

      Once she’d hung up with Zoann, Meggie called the other women again and told them they could bring recipes or an actual dish like Zoann would. Now, as they all sat around the island in the kitchen, sipping mimosas and throwing out ideas for the ball, Meggie took notes.

      “I’m not sure about a hall,” she said at Bunny’s suggestion. “At first, yeah. But it isn’t that important.”

      “What’s a ball without a hall?” Kendall intoned, not unkindly, glancing at Meggie’s neck.

      A turtleneck covered her bruises, and would continue to do so, until they faded. She didn’t want constant reminders of what had taken place. She and Kendall—Christopher and Johnnie—needed to move on from this incident.

      “Kendall’s right,” Bunny offered, her gaze going to Meggie’s neck, too. “Isn’t that the whole reason you decided on a ball?”

      She nodded.

      “I think it’ll be fun,” Christopher’s youngest sister, Fee, said, with a dreamy smile. She was both Cash and Stretch’s girlfriend, and now had a baby by both. “I’ll be healed from Wynona’s birth right around that time.”

      “I haven’t been to a ball in years, sugar,” Roxy stated.

      Bailey smiled at her mother. “We can dress up and let tuxedos be optional.”

      “Okay,” Meggie answered, her voice still hoarse and her throat still sore. “I’ll look into some places.” She made a note. “Wherever it’s held, I want a lot of roses for decorations.”

      “Definitely,” Zoann agreed. “I know it’s for Valentine’s Day, but it’s also for your wedding anniversary. Are you going to renew your vows, Meggie?”

      “I want to. That means Christopher would have to deal with Father Wilkins, though. That might complicate matters more than him wearing a tux.”

      “The priest’s an honorary member of the club,” Zoann pointed out. “They’ve learned to tolerate each other.”

      “Yeah,” Fee added. “I’m sure Christopher wouldn’t mind renewing your vows.”

      “Ohhhh.” Kendall’s eyes lit up. “You two can write your own vows.” She slapped her forehead. “Oh my God, what am I talking about? I forgot who I’m dealing with. The blonde and the biker.”

      Meggie glared in Kendall’s direction.

      “Kendall, baby, if I have to find some tape to shut your fucking mouth, I will,” Roxy warned her. “We’re not here for your petty bullshit.”

      “Why don’t we talk about the food?” Bailey suggested with nervous laughter. “That’s originally what the meeting was for. Menu preparation.”

      “I think the food should be catered,” Fee piped in. “Think about it. We’ll have to get ourselves and our kids together.”

      “Kids?” Kendall laughed. “Children won’t be allowed.”

      “Aww,” Bailey said. “I had the perfect little dress for Harley.”

      “Of course kids are allowed,” Meggie said. “They are a big part of our lives. I can’t imagine hiring babysitters for them.”

      “I won’t allow my children to attend,” Kendall snapped. “They need to know their places.”

      Irritation surged through Meggie, but she knew Kendall would dig her heels in if Meggie insisted.

      “All the kids are going to be there except Rory, Matilda, and JJ, Kendall,” Bailey said. “Suppose Outlaw and Lucas want a father-daughter dance? Johnnie could have one too, if Matilda is there.”

      “A father-daughter dance?” Pursing her lips, Kendall glanced away, then sighed. “Fine. But I’ll need Ella to have an invitation. I won’t be able to handle three children on my own.”

      “That’s not a problem,” Meggie promised, her heart going out to Kendall in spite of everything. That didn’t mean she wasn’t angry with Kendall. But Meggie also knew how deeply Kendall had mourned the loss of her father, when she’d been just a child. That had affected her entire life. She understood how Kendall valued her identity as a career-woman. The fact that she didn’t care who she risked to get her way was what infuriated Meggie and made her want to shake some sense into Kendall. “You can invite whoever you’d like.”

      “Thank you,” Kendall said primly. “I’ll inform her to start searching for a ball gown.”

      “Who’s providing the music?” Bunny asked.

      “I want to ask Sloane Mason if Phoenix Rising has that date open,” Meggie answered. “Hopefully, they do. Otherwise, we can get a DJ.”

      “How about operatic music?” Kendall said.

      “Fuck no!” Zoann boomed. “You’ll never ruin my night. Opera limpens Val’s dick and dries my pussy out.”

      “Must you be so crass all the fucking time?” Kendall complained.

      “If Val doesn’t complain, you damn sure have no place to say anything,” Zoann retorted.

      “Val wouldn’t complain.” Kendall smirked. “The little man is afraid of you.”

      Zoann opened her mouth to respond, but Roxy clapped her hands. “Enough!” she demanded, restoring instant order.

      For a moment, they were all silent. Meggie took the opportunity to add balloons to her list as well as a reminder to contact Sloane ASAP.

      “Can I tell you a little secret?” Kendall said on a loud whisper.

      “You’re going to say it whether we agree or not,” Zoann told her, “so why bother to ask?”

      Kendall scowled at Zoann, but then leaned forward, rested her arms on the counter, and smiled. “A few days ago, I told Johnnie he could fuck me in the ass.”

      “Why?” Bunny asked with a frown. “Did you want something?”

      “Of course not,” Kendall answered. “Johnnie and I have the type of relationship where I made the offer out of love. Because he loves and respects me, he turned me down.”

      “You poor thing,” Fee said with a mischievous laugh. “There’s nothing like getting hammered in the ass and the pussy. When Stretch and Cash fuck me at the same time, I almost lose my mind from the ecstasy.”

      “Roxy, has Knox ever wanted to fuck you in the ass?” Kendall asked.

      “Kendall!” Bailey cried. “I’d prefer not to hear about what Knox and my mother do in bed.”

      “You’re so anal, Bailey,” Kendall tittered. “If you don’t want to hear about Knox and your mom, what about you and Mortician? Did I ever tell you he wanted to sleep with me at one time, then he realized Johnnie was interested in me and backed away.”

      Bailey choked, then plastered a smile on her face. “No, I’ve never heard this story.”

      “He had to undress me...OW!” Kendall cried when Roxy twisted her ear.

      “Shut your goddamn fucking mouth, girl,” she ordered. “Mortician’s your friend. Don’t try to fuck with his wife, my daughter.”

      “I’m not trying to be mean,” Kendall said. “I’m making conversation. Girl talk.”

      “This isn’t how you do it, stupid bitch,” Zoann growled.

      “I have more brains than you’ll ever dream of having, Zoann,” Kendall said flatly.

      Before things got out of hand, Meggie intervened. “Why don’t we start tasting the food, ladies?”

      Zoann and Kendall both glowered at Meggie, who pretended not to notice as she ran down everything she thought they’d need for the ball. “A caterer. A decorator, photographer, and a cake. Invitations. Music. Champagne…” Her voice trailed off and she rested her chin in her hand. “This sounds like fun, but it seems so pretentious, doesn’t it? If we give something at the club, we can cook and the guys can drink beer and…it’ll be much more normal.”

      “Why do you want normal?” Kendall asked with a shrug, her earlier aggravation completely gone. “You’re reaching a milestone. You should want to celebrate it big.”

      “It amazes me, but I actually agree with Kendall,” Zoann said. “She’s right, baby. Besides, Christopher will understand.”

      “Yeah, Meggie,” Fee said. “It’s all up to you. If you want the ball, then we all get to dress up like princesses for an evening with our Prince Charmings.”

      Prince Charming. What an excellent way to describe her husband. He might not fit the image of a Disney-style knight-in-shining-armor, but Meggie preferred her sexy, black-haired, green-eyed biker any day over the accepted ideal of a nobleman.

      Save a prince. Ride a biker.

      “Okay, then we should meet here tomorrow evening and bring the guys in on the planning,” Meggie said, clearing her throat to cover her giggle. Including the guys as soon as possible would also help to draw their minds away from the incident, as Roxy, Meggie, and Kendall had discussed. She stood. “For now, let’s start tasting our dishes.”

      “Me, first!” Kendall jumped from her seat and raced to the refrigerator, pulling out a tray, covered in clear plastic wrap. Bringing it over to the island, she uncovered it. “Voilà! Smoked salmon with caviar and mango.”

      Zoann craned her neck from where she sat on the stool on the other side of the island. “I have to say. It looks pretty good.”

      Actually, it was delicious, and they all agreed that would be on the menu. Although Kendall had another dish she wanted everyone to try out, Bunny asked if she could go next since Ryder, Ransom, and her son, Marcus, Jr., would be waking soon.

      Once everyone agreed, Bunny got two potholders and pulled a pan out of the warming drawer and sat it on top the unlit burners.

      Kendall squinted, then drew closer to the stove, and gasped. “Corndogs? Are you fucking kidding me? I’m not eating that. My taste buds would commit mutiny. That’s not an aphrodisiac. That’s a trailer park kid’s food.”

      Bunny huffed out a breath.

      “It’s okay, Bunny,” Meggie said quickly, not wanting her friend to burst into tears, and seeing she was on the verge. “I like corndogs.”

      “I rest my fucking case,” Kendall said through tight lips. “Blonde dummy and trailer trash.”

      Tears slid down Bunny’s cheeks and her lips trembled.

      “You should cry,” Kendall sneered.

      “Kendall, shut up,” Meggie screeched. “Bunny’s pregnant and all you’re doing is hurting her feelings.”

      “You’re having another baby?” Kendall asked with a frown, then broke out into peals of laughter. “Better you than me.”

      “I’m going to the nursery,” Bunny responded and rushed away, forgetting her dish.

      “Bunny, wait!” Meggie cried, starting after her friend.

      “I’m fine,” Bunny said, pausing in the doorway. “Stay. Finish tasting the food. Kendall’s right, anyway. It was such short notice, I didn’t have time to find a good recipe. Corndogs are rather phallic looking.” She gulped. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re fine,” Meggie soothed. “I promise. I love corndogs. And you’re right. Corndogs are long and meaty. I’m always up for long and meaty.”

      Bunny grinned through her tears.

      “Ohhhhh, Meggie,” Fee and Bailey teased, pumping their fists in the air. “Woof, woof, woof.”

      “I’m going to check on the kids,” Bunny said.

      “Okay,” Meggie agreed. “As long as you’re okay.”

      “I am,” she promised, and walked away.

      “Oh my God! I can’t believe she’s pregnant again,” Kendall chirped the moment Bunny left. “I’d rather sew my pussy up than have more children.”

      “You’re doing all your little unfertilized eggs a favor, Kendall,” Zoann said sweetly. “Us, too. You’ll finally fuck up enough to where either Johnnie will leave you or Christopher will kill you, because you won’t have a pregnancy to fall back on.”

      Kendall started for Zoann, who, in turn, stood from her seat and got into battle stance.

      “It’s my turn,” Fee blurted, hurrying to the refrigerator and pulling out a pitcher, while Roxy jerked Kendall back to her seat and Zoann returned to her.

      Fee hummed an offkey, high-pitched tune that indicated her nervousness at the tension. If Roxy hadn’t been there, Kendall and Zoann would be rolling on the floor, pummeling each other.

      Fee got glasses from the cabinet then poured everyone a bit of the drink she’d brought. “Drink up,” she said, when they all had their glasses filled.

      Meggie frowned at the strong odor and looked suspiciously into her glass. “What is it?”

      “Just drink, silly,” Fee said brightly, tasting her drink.

      Meggie sniffed the contents of her glass again, picking up on the scent of molasses. It had the consistency and color of dark rum. “Is this hard liquor?”

      “No,” Fee swore. “It’s wine. Just drink it.”

      “Try it, Meggie.” Bailey drained her glass. “It’s good.”

      Zoann took a small sip. “I have to agree.” She took a bigger gulp.

      “Hmmm, it is good,” Kendall said. “What is it?” she asked, just as Meggie tasted hers.

      “Cash’s mom and stepdad travel all over the world.” Fee finished her drink. “She said we had to try this and brought us some. It’s called Tezhi Sanbian Jiu.”

      Meggie drank from her glass. The wine was delicious. “Ummmm, yum,” she said, draining her glass, too.

      Fee went to the refrigerator, pulled out the bottle, and poured more into everyone’s glasses. Sold on the drink, Meggie held her glass out. Smiling, Fee pored a small amount in.

      “What is it?” Meggie asked again.

      “Tezhi Sanbian Jiu,” Fee answered with a grin.

      “You already said that, baby,” Roxy pointed out. “Is that the brand name or the drink name? What’s in it?”

      “Oh, um…” Fee made a moue of her mouth then waved her hand. “It’s Three Penis Wine.”

      As Fee spoke, more of the beverage hit Meggie’s tongue, and the slight molasses taste turned bitter…gross. She choked, then coughed, jumping from her seat and rushing to the sink.

      The drink exploded from Kendall’s mouth in a large spray.

      “Oh my God!” Zoann cried. “I’m going to fuck you up, Ophelia!”

      “I’m drinking three dicks?” Roxy asked in horror. “Whose? What…Fuck, what the fuck am I saying? You’re giving me Three Dick Wine, girl? What’s wrong with you?”

      “It’s Three Penis Wine,” Fee said with a sniff. “And you’re being very disrespectful. It is used in traditional Chinese medicine for male virility and vitality.”

      “Do I look like I have a cock?” Roxy demanded. “Last time I checked I had a pussy.”

      “Omigod, Fee!” Meggie cried, after rinsing her mouth out.

      Kendall snorted. “Oh, please, Meggie. You can’t be upset drinking pricks, as much as your husbands stays in your mouth.”

      Meggie narrowed her eyes.

      “Ignore her,” Roxy ordered, then turned to Fee.  “What three dicks am I drinking, anyway?”

      Fee huffed out a breath. “You liked it before I said what it was!”

      “Ophelia,” Zoann gritted.

      “Fine. It’s deer, seal, and Cantonese dog penises.”

      “I’m drinking dog penis?” Bailey gasped. “Don’t they have to be, like, dead, for their dicks to be made into wine?”

      “Let me see this fucking bottle.” Snatching the bottle from Fee, Roxy squinted, attempting to use one eye to see inside the bottle. “Shit, this isn’t working.” Getting a glass, she poured out what was left of the contents. “Okay, so there’s no pickled pricks. Just how is this shit made?”

      “There won’t be pickled cock,” Fee said with a sniff. “You’re thinking of the medicinal drinks where snakes or baby mice or whatever ferments. This is made from powdered dick.”

      Roxy gave her an under-eyed look. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      Fee shrugged. “I guess the penises are dried then made into a powder.”

      “I need to fuck you up for bringing this,” Zoann bit out.

      “You just happened to have this at your house?” Kendall asked sarcastically.

      “Yes, I swear.” Fee stepped closer to Roxy, out of Zoann’s reach. “Meggie said it was for Valentine’s day and it needed to be an aphrodisiac.”

      “Um, yeah,” Meggie agreed, “but, no. We don’t need that much of an aphrodisiac.”

      “Cash likes it,” Fee pointed out. “Can’t we have some on hand for him?”

      “Okay, I tell you what,” Meggie started. “We’ll have it on hand, so if he wants it, it’ll be there.” Reluctantly, she added Three Penis Wine to the menu. “Next.”

      “I have to get home soon, so I’ll go next.” Zoann grinned. “Although it was my idea to do the tasting, it still presented me with a challenge, so I went online to find something different.”

      Going to the refrigerator, she pulled out a glass pan. Meggie couldn’t see exactly what the dish contained, so she patiently waited until Zoann warmed the food in the microwave, then used potholders to bring it to the island. She got little dessert plates and served everyone a portion.

      No one made a move to take a plate; instead, they all stared at the black noodles, topped with chives and lobster meat, and sprinkles of orange custard.

      “I’m not putting that into my mouth until you tell me exactly what it is,” Kendall announced.

      “It’s squid ink noodles with uni and lobster meat.”

      “Uni?” Meggie echoed.

      Kendall frowned. “Are you sure that’s right? I’ve never heard of it, and I eat all types of delicacies.”

      “You’ve never heard of sense either, but it exists,” Zoann said with a glower.

      “I’ve seen uni on some cooking shows,” Roxy said, shaking her head in disapproval. “That’s sea urchin balls.”

      “No, Mama,” Bailey protested, holding up her smart phone. “Uni is the roe.”

      Kendall followed Bailey’s idea and went to her phone. A moment later, she turned it toward everyone. “I’m afraid Roxy’s right, Bailey. It’s sea urchin gonads. In effect, balls.”

      No one responded.

      “Right?” she added with uncertainty.

      “Gonads are testicles or ovaries,” Zoann reminded them.

      “Give me some,” Meggie said. “I’ll try it.”

      “Thank you, baby.” Zoann prepared a small plate for Meggie, then handed it to her.

      “It doesn’t taste bad,” Meggie conceded after tasting it. “It’s briny, but the seasoning and the lobster adds to the flavor.” She finished the noodles and sat her plate down. “Actually, it’s rather good.”

      With her words, the others decided to try the dish and reached the same conclusion.

      Noticing the time, they sped up the tasting. Bailey came next with blue cheese and walnut appetizers, a combination mixed and rolled into little balls. Roxy served them bacon-wrapped smoked oysters and Meggie’s dish was minced clams combined with spices and seasonings and stuffed into mushrooms. Finally, Kendall brought out her last dish—jellied caviar shaped into hearts that she admitted she’d purchased.

      All in all, the tasting party was a success. All the items would be on the party menu, including Bunny’s corndogs, especially since kids would be in attendance. Meggie also decided to add ribs, baked beans, a couple of casseroles, fried fish, French fries, and mini pizzas, to the food list.

      “You did good, baby,” Roxy whispered at the door, offering Meggie a big hug.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Do you think it’ll be enough to distract the guys?”

      “We’ll see, sugar,” Roxy said. “They were all together today, and we didn’t hear any sirens.”

      “You’re right.” Meggie hugged her again before she closed the door behind them, looking forward to the ball.

      Hopefully, the past couple of days had been just a bump in the road and life would now return to normal.
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      Later that night, Christopher leaned back into Megan’s embrace, allowing the hot water to flow over him. Usually, they’d be in bed by now, but, knowing him so well, she saw how annoyed he’d been since he’d gotten home for dinner.

      After church, he’d gone to Big Joe’s monument and had a few drinks, to wrap his mind around the fact that Randolph was a Foy as much as he attempted to forget about his anger over Megan’s injuries. It hadn’t helped much.

      Once they’d gotten the kids in bed, Christopher headed to Diesel’s room to catch up on his day, while Megan excused herself to get ready for bed. When Christopher got in the room, she’d been waiting for him at the edge of the bed, naked, her hair twisted up in a messy bun.

      “Our bath is waiting,” she’d announced.

      All Christopher saw were the fingerprints on her neck. He’d been about to decline, but she hadn’t allowed him. Getting up, she’d walked to him, stood on her tiptoes and kissed him. When he responded, she’d began to undress him until he had no clothes on and she led him to their jacuzzi tub.

      Megan got in first, opening her arms and legs to him. Sighing in frustration, Christopher climbed into the bubbly warmth, sat down, and backed into her embrace. For a long time, they’d been silent, still, lost in their own thoughts, until she started planting tiny kisses along his shoulder a moment ago.

      “I’m fine,” she told him, as if she read his mind.

      He didn’t answer her. She was alive, but she wasn’t fine. She was still hoarse. Bruised.

      “Anything interesting happened at the club?”

      He grunted. A bunch of fucking things, including the discovery of her nephew.

      Her fingers played at his nape. “Did you see the guys?”

      “Don’t I always see them motherfuckers?” he growled.

      She kissed behind his ear, ignoring the sharpness of his words. “You’re still angry with them?”

      “No shit.”

      “Christopher,” she whispered between her kissing various parts of his skin, “just what are you so angry about?”

      “What the fuck you mean? Don’t play fuckin’ stupid. You know why I’m fuckin’ pissed.”

      “Actually, I don’t,” she countered. “If you think about it, Mortician and Johnnie did exactly what you asked them to do. Saved my life.”

      Mortician might have, but fucking Johnnie? “Where the fuckhead who attacked you? Why I ain’t seen pieces of his body? What about the fuckin’ footage? That’s how I know it was motherfuckin’ Johnnie.”

      “Suppose it was?” she asked, surprising him so much that he went still. Didn’t even breathe.

      Tension invaded him, thoughts of cutting Johnnie’s head off dancing through his brain. She was finally admitting the truth, and Christopher could strike. “Then it fuckin’ was,” he concluded.

      “Nope,” Megan answered calmly. “I’m just saying suppose it was.” She kissed his shoulder again. “For him to do something like that to me would mean something else was going on. He wasn’t in his right mind.”

      He could agree, if Johnnie hadn’t opened an old wound by telling Christopher about him and Megan. Between Johnnie’s words, and now Megan’s, Christopher felt as if she had deeper motives for protecting him. Which made him want to kill Johnnie even more.

      “You takin’ up for him ain’t helpin’ his cause.”

      “I’m not taking up for Johnnie, Christopher,” she snapped, the first hint of annoyance creeping into her voice. “I’m taking up for you. So is Mortician. And Johnnie,” she stressed.

      “Yeah? How the fuck you motherfuckers takin’ up for me when I want fuckin’ blood? What the fuck ain’t you understandin’ that if a motherfucker try to take you from me, I want fuckin’ retribution?”

      She squirmed against him and he sat up, allowing her to wiggle away from him. He backed against the tub and she straddled him. The moment her now-hairless pussy brushed his cock, it stiffened.

      She pressed her lips against his, then cradled his face between her hands. “What we do for you, we do because we love you. Me, Mort, Johnnie…all of us. If that means protecting you, then we’ll do it, whether you like it or not.”

      He turned his face away and she sighed.

      “I’m fine, Christopher. For now. But I won’t be if this affects you so negatively. Your pain is mine,” she reminded him. “Yes, I could’ve been killed—”

      “Shut the fuck up—”

      “But I wasn’t. Instead of celebrating that, you’re allowing anger to eat away at you. Granted, Johnnie has been odd lately. Maybe, he’s been saying or doing things at the club that I don’t know about. Perhaps, that’s why you’re so angry with him. Mortician, though? Mortician followed your orders to a ‘T’. You always want to protect everyone, but give us so much grief when we want to return the favor.”

      “I ain’t no weak ass bitch,” he grumbled.

      She grabbed his chin and turned his face toward her. “No, you aren’t. You’re big and strong. Our leader. Sometimes, I forget you’re a mere man. But you are. You’re mortal, Christopher. Fallible. Subject to hurt, physically and emotionally. And these are the times I’m here to protect you.”

      “I love you so fuckin’ much, Megan,” he croaked, hearing her words and responding to them, even though anger toward Johnnie—and Mort—lingered. He wrapped her in his embrace, and she placed her arms around his neck, laying her head on his shoulder.

      “Stand up,” she whispered, after a moment.

      He didn’t hesitate or question her as he got to his feet. She lifted herself onto her knees and kissed underneath his belly button. Fisting his hard cock, she tongued between his nut sac, licking up, along the thick vein, before circling his dick head. He buried his hands into her hair and groaned, surging past her lips, over the wet warmth of her tongue, until he touched the back of her throat.

      Grabbing her neck, she pulled away, reminding him all over again what had happened to her.

      “No, Christopher,” she ordered. “Don’t go back to that dark place. Let me take this at my own pace for now.”

      He gritted his teeth, but nodded. He was acting like a jackass, but…she slid his cock crown into her mouth and gently sucked, then twirled her tongue around the smooth skin.

      He’d get his fucked-up emotions—jealousy, betrayal, fear, and anger—under control and make his behavior up to her. He hadn’t even asked her about her tasting party. Tomorrow, during breakfast, he would.

      Right now, with her mouth on him and his hands tangling through her hair, he lost himself in her dick sucking.
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      Sipping on a bottle of rum and sidling glares at the back of Johnnie’s head, Christopher paced behind the chair Johnnie sat in. Despite their taste test yesterday, the women were meeting to discuss the Valentine’s Day ball. Usually, him and his boys enjoyed drinking and pool or poker in Christopher’s man cave. Tonight, however, he wasn’t in the mood to entertain any of those motherfuckers. Therefore, they were in the family room listening in on Megan’s plans.

      The longer the meeting went on, the angrier Christopher got. He stewed in resentment, and longed for Megan to just fucking flinch when she looked at Johnnie. But she wouldn’t.

      Didn’t these fuckheads know he knew if an unknown motherfucker-intruder broke in and was choking Megan, the assfuck would’ve been dead at Mort and Johnnie’s fucking feet? They’d be telling him the fucking moment they walked in so Christopher could rewind the video footage to that exact time.

      They would have a fucking body for Christopher to fucking bury.

      And they’d want to know why the fuck they were sitting in with the fucking girls when they could be in the man cave doing man shit.

      Finishing his pint, Christopher sat in a recliner, across the room from his boys, and as close as possible to Megan. He shook his leg in nervous agitation. Flexed his fingers. Finally, he pulled one of the guns he had visible, held it up, and racked the slide.

      Johnnie flinched. Mort’s mouth moved in silent conversation and he closed his eyes. Sliding down in his seat, Digger folded his arms. Val cleaned his fingernails with his knife, not meeting Christopher’s eyes. Cash and Stretch sat at attention, like sentries on a watch. Even Knox looked as if he wanted to be anywhere other than on the couch, next to Roxanne.

      “What do you think, Christopher?” Megan called, her sweet little voice making his stomach hurt and his head pound.

      He loved her so goddamn much. At this moment, when he had his gun in his hand, ready to kill his boys for protecting Johnnie and thinking Christopher was a fucking fool, she didn’t flinch. Her gentle smile soothed him. She knew he hadn’t heard a motherfucking thing she’d said, but she wasn’t condemning, berating, or chastising him.

      She was reminding him that she loved him, no matter who he was, but that, also, she expected him not to be a cold-blooded killer. That this was their family and families worked through problems.

      “Johnnie, do you think that’s possible?” she asked, when Christopher didn’t answer.

      Johnnie cleared his throat. His ashen skin gave him the appearance of a fucking ghost. “Sure, sweetheart,” he said calmly. “That’s doable.”

      Lying fuckhead, assfuck, motherfucker. “What the fuck doable, John Boy?” Christopher bit out, fury roughening his voice.

      Silence. Just as he suspected, Johnnie didn’t know what the fuck Megan meant.

      “The tuxedos, of course,” Johnnie answered with false calm.

      Christopher glowered at him. He needed to fuck him up just for being a goddamn smart ass and bringing up those fucking monkey suits. “I ain’t wearin’ no goddamn monkey suit,” he said grouchily. “Case fuckin’ closed.”

      Megan’s face fell, leading Christopher to wonder, if perhaps, she really had mentioned the tuxes.

      She slid her pen across the tablet she was holding.

      “Whatcha scratchin’ out, baby?” he asked on a sigh.

      “The tuxedos,” she answered.

      Johnnie smirked at him and Christopher bared his teeth.

      “Okay, ladies, since they aren’t wearing tuxedos, should we make evening gowns optional?” Megan asked.

      “I never said I wouldn’t wear a tux, Megan,” Knox called. “It’s a ball. Formal wear is a requirement.”

      “It’s our ball, Knox,” Megan returned. “We can have any attire we want.”

      “And you want the motherfucker fuckin’ formal,” Christopher said gruffly, suddenly feeling like a fucking assfuck.

      She was trying so fucking hard to make everything right and he was fucking ruining it. His day of retribution would come. It might be tomorrow or next year, but he’d find a fucking way to murder Johnnie for fucking with Megan, and make it seem as if his death and her strangulation was unrelated.

      “My ass gonna wear a fuckin’ monkey suit, baby,” he said, stuffing the gun back in his waistband.

      “Now that that shit settled, can we fucking eat?” Digger piped in. “I’m so fucking hungry.”

      Mortician rolled his eyes. “You stay fucking hungry.”

      “Only when Bunny knocked up,” Digger grumbled.

      “Ain’t fuckin’ true.” Christopher’s brain slowly cleared and a feeling of normalcy returned now that he had a plan of revenge in place. “Bunny ain’t knocked up now and you eat like a fuckin’ motherfucker.”

      “Bunny having another baby, Outlaw,” Digger said around a yawn.

      “No shit?” Christopher said.

      “If you would’ve been listening, you would’ve heard,” Cash said in mild rebuke.

      “Johnnie, my love, do you need anything?” Kendall interrupted. “Another drink? Water? I can get you whatever you need.”

      “No, gorgeous,” Johnnie said in surprise.

      Since when did Kendall offer to serve Johnnie?

      She snapped her fingers. “I know! How about I get you a beer? You love beers.”

      Johnnie blinked. Christopher narrowed his eyes. What the fuck was going on?

      Kendall. Kendall was going on. He just needed to figure out exactly what she’d done. The memory of Johnnie boasting about the Uppercunt coffee recipe…

      Fuuuuuccccckkkkk…how could Christopher have been such a dumb ass? If, in fact, she had put that list of shit in Johnnie’s coffee, it was to mask her real intentions.

      Poison or drugs.

      But…fuck…even for Kendall that was a stretch, yeah?

      He peeped at Johnnie. To-fucking-day, he looked normal. But he’d been a sleeping, yellow-bellied, facing-the-wrong-way motherfucker.

      Because of poison? Drugs?

      Poisoning could take place over weeks, months. Years. But poisoning? Bitch knew it would get her nothing but death.

      On the other hand, drugging the stupid motherfucker? Yeah, Kendall would do that shit. She had a whole goddamn pharmacy to un-psycho her miserable ass. A spectacular fucking failure, but what-the-fuck ever. Once a psycho cunt, always a psycho cunt.

      Drugs.

      Drugging Johnnie with her shit. Why the fuck couldn’t that bitch behave?

      And what reason would she have to drug John Boy?

      Christopher had researched her psycho drugs. In case she started turning into Frankenstein, he’d thought it best to know appropriate remedies.

      Her medicines were supposed to work miracles and make her ass jump rope with a happy fucking smile on her face.

      Sooooo, maybe, bitch wanted something from Johnnie and the only way to get it…No! Just fuck no. That shit didn’t make sense. Even for Kendall.

      Yeah, he had suspected she had fucked with Johnnie some kind of way and made him forfeit the dream of a long life when he fucked with Megan. But what the fuck could she have done to him? It was something that made her ass feel guilty enough to want to take care of him.

      As much as he told himself he was a crazy motherfucker, Christopher could only reach one conclusion. She’d fucking drugged him. Only a motherfucking drug could alter a motherfucker enough to where he lost his fucking mind. If she took shit to get unfucked-in-the-head, it stood to reason, a motherfucker with marbles would lose them.

      Christopher scrubbed his jaw. Still…What fucking reason would psycho bitch have to drug Johnnie? He really doubted she was trying to kill him. Or was she? Trying to fuck him up on the fucking sly so when he keeled the fuck over not a motherfucker would suspect she’d fucked him up.

      Except Christopher would. He always suspected that cunt. She was a fucking evil manipulator.

      Yet…drugging Johnnie? Christopher had to fucking admit, even for her, that seemed as fucking extreme as his poisoning theory. But here she was, prancing the fuck about with a fucking deer-about-to-be-fucked-up-by-a-fucking-car smile on her face as she handed John Boy a cold beer.

      Christopher watched as Johnnie hesitated, glancing at her face and then squinting into the beer bottle.

      “Megan, baby, my ass want a fuckin’ beer.”

      “Oh, um, o-okay,” she said, standing.

      Kendall hopped from her chair. “Sit down, Meggie darling. You need to rest. I’ll get it for you, Outlaw.”

      Christopher barked a laugh. “The fuckin’ day I accept a motherfuckin’ drink from your ass is the fuckin’ day hell freeze the fuck over. You ain’t hexin’ my ass with your nuclear fuckin’ spit or whatever the fuck you decide to fuck my drink up with.”

      Kendall paled, a dead fucking giveaway of guilt, and Christopher roared to his feet.

      “Bitch!” he snarled. “What the fuck you givin’ Johnnie for him to fuck with Megan the way he fuckin’ did?”

      She stumbled back as everyone else stood and went silent. Turning, Kendall ran behind Megan—who was halfway across the room by now—and crouched.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Christopher?” Johnnie yelled. “Kendall didn’t do anything to me and I didn’t do anything to your wife.”

      “Christopher!” Megan cried, not moving from in front of Kendall.

      “Outlaw, baby, think about what you’re saying,” Roxy started.

      “You fuckin’ think I ain’t thinkin’ ‘bout this, Roxanne. All the fuck I know is I choked his bitch.” Christopher stormed to where Kendall hid behind Megan. He pointed to Kendall. “Suddenly, Megan fucked up by a phantom motherfucker. She need to fuckin’ die!”

      Reaching around his wife, he grabbed the most available part of Kendall—her throat—and dragged her in front of him.

      “No!” she yelled.

      Megan ran to him and grabbed his arm. “Stop it, Christopher!”

      “Baby…”

      “Stop!” Kendall begged. “Don’t kill me. I’m having a baby!”

      All movement in the room stopped. Christopher released her as if he’d been burned. He’d gladly fuck her up. But her with a baby in her? No fucking way. Or, fuck, not again.

      Awe brightened Johnnie’s eyes. “You are?” he whispered, right back under her spell.

      “Please,” she hiccupped, looking at Christopher with huge eyes, and grabbing his arm.

      “Tell me what the fuck you did to Johnnie,” he demanded.

      Tears slipped down Kendall’s cheeks. “He’ll hate me,” she whispered, so only he could hear. She sniffled. “Please.” Then she shook herself and cleared her throat. “You don’t understand. I’m not drugging him.”

      “Get your hands off my wife,” Johnnie ordered, pulling his piece and starting to raise it. “Before I shoot Meg…Oomph!”

      Mortician slammed his fist against Johnnie’s temple, abruptly cutting off his words. His Glock slipped out of his hands as he dropped to the floor, knocked out cold. Just as well. With his eyes wide opened, motherfucker was still blind, proven when he told Christopher to let Kendall go, when it was the bitch that had him by the arm.

      Fed the fuck up, Christopher pushed Kendall away from him, and grabbed his own piece, aiming it at Johnnie’s head.

      “No!” Kendall screamed.

      “Christopher, don’t do this,” Megan cried.

      “This is Johnnie,” Zoann told him.

      Christopher cocked the hammer. “Look me in the fuckin’ eye and admit again you druggin’ him, Kendall.”

      Her watery eyes widened then narrowed. “Are you a witch doctor? Able to figure out all the secrets of the world?” she snapped.

      “Red, you didn’t,” Mortician said in disbelief.

      “You drugged my cousin?” Zoann gasped.

      “I can explain,” Kendall blurted.

      Christopher lowered his gun. “I don’t want…”  He trailed his voice off, noticing the smudges on the metal as he started to stuff his piece back into his waistband. He lifted the hand he’d used to grab Kendall by the throat, and frowned. He wasn’t a fucking rocket scientist, but he was a married motherfucker. More than once, he’d taken Megan’s face between his hands and gotten her makeup on his fingers. Foundation, she called it.

      Squinting his eyes, he crooked his finger at Kendall. “C’mere,” he ordered.

      “No!” she responded, inching toward Roxy.

      He growled and stalked to Kendall, grabbing her chin and lifting it, dreaming of twisting her fucking head off her shoulders. When he scrubbed his fingers over her neck, the make-up on his fingers didn’t surprise him. The more he scrubbed, the more visible the bruises on her neck became.

      He sure the fuck didn’t do that shit to her. An idea forming in his head, he fitted his fingertips to the prints on her neck. They didn’t match. His were bigger.

      Another idea formed in his head. One where Johnnie saw these horrendous fucking marks on his woman’s neck and decided to take out his anger on Megan. Except Johnnie would’ve killed Megan. This time, Christopher only meant to frighten Kendall.

      She was back to her fucking games.

      He shook with rage.

      “Kendall, get out of here,” Megan said in a panicked voice, inserting herself between them and placing her hands on Christopher’s chest. “I love you,” she whispered as Roxy and Ophelia hustled a sobbing Kendall away.

      Megan stood on her tiptoes and took his face between her hands. “Kendall will forever be Kendall,” she said. “She’s family, Christopher. Johnnie’s family.”

      “That cunt ain’t no fuckin’ family of mine,” he snarled. “Her fuckin’ games almost got you killed.”

      “I told you Johnnie didn’t—”

      He kicked one of Megan’s tables where she had plants on them, sending it flying. Glass, dirt, and ceramic flew everywhere. He didn’t give a fuck. “Stop with the fuckin’ lyin’, Megan. I already figured the fuckin’ shit out. We don’t fuckin’ lie to each other.”

      “Prez…” Mortician started, but stopped when Christopher went to a prone Johnnie and kicked the fuck out of him for still having the time he’d spent with Megan on his mind, to throw in Christopher’s face. He’d brought up the one thing that infected Christopher with jealousy and insecurity.

      Val winced.

      “Better him than me,’ Digger mumbled.

      “Shut the fuck up, son,” Mortician commanded, “before it is you.”

      Christopher kicked Johnnie again. This time, for being such a stupidly blind fuckhead where his bitch was concerned.

      “Please,” Megan begged, wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing her body against his back, attempting to halt him physically. “Stop this.”

      “Tell me the fuckin’ truth and I might fuckin’ stop.”

      “Yeah, Outlaw, just like you might fuck him up,” Val pointed out.

      Zoann slapped the back of Val’s head.

      “Ow,” he said, raising his hand to his injury.

      Forgetting Johnnie for a minute, Christopher rounded on Megan. “Look at your motherfuckin’ neck! All cuz of that motherfucker. But you’ll fuckin’ pro-fuckin-tect him with your dyin’ fuckin’ breath and it ain’t for my fuckin’ ass.”

      She swiped at the tears streaming down her cheeks and widened her eyes. “What?”

      “You fuckin’ heard me. You gotcha own fuckin’ reasons for protectin’ him. It’s cuz of him, not me. He got your pussy off and you feel allegiance to him, so don’t tell me it’s cuz of me you ain’t tellin’ me the truth.”

      Megan’s emotions went from fear, panic, and hurt to being a pissed off little motherfucker. Every-fucking-body else still in the room pretended to be interested in the fucking floor and walls.

      “Fucking Johnnie,” Mort said with a scowl. He’d been in the room when Johnnie said what he did.

      But Megan didn’t deserve the words Christopher had thrown at her. He was just so fucking frustrated and angry.

      That was no fucking excuse. He owed her an apology.

      “Baby,” he started.

      An ashtray flew toward his head. He ducked just in time.

      “You big jerk,” she yelled, picking up a picture frame and throwing that at him, too.

      Fuck, if he didn’t have good reflexes, he’d be fucked.

      She searched for another weapon, which Zoann gladly supplied, handing Megan an empty wine bottle. She didn’t hesitate and lobbed that motherfucker at him next.

      “Stop, Megan!”

      Of course she didn’t listen. Instead, she found a little statue and hurled it at him.

      His only hope of not getting knocked the fuck out was to immobilize her.  As Zoann assisted Megan by providing her with weapons, Christopher covered his head with his arms, ignoring the stings of whatever the fuck hit his arms, chest, and stomach. Since Bunny wasn’t feeling good, she was upstairs with Kendall’s nanny and all the kids. He was glad, too. His children didn’t need to hear him being an assfuck to their Ma.

      Finally, he reached Megan and grabbed her wrists.

      “Let go of me!” she ordered, through clenched teeth, redder than a motherfucker. Her eyes were so dark, they looked black.

      Christopher was in so much fucking trouble. “Baby, listen to me.”

      “Shut up,” she snarled. “You can’t bring up what happened between Johnnie and me whenever it suits your stupid purposes, Christopher.”

      “I know.”

      “I can’t believe you’d think Johnnie is more important to me than you are.” Just saying those words pissed her the fuck off and she started struggling in his arms, attempting to knee his cock back into his stomach.

      He wouldn’t faint like a pussy, but his dick ached so much, tears slipped out of the corners of his eyes.

      “What we do, we do to protect you. We do it because we love you.”

      Nodding…speaking… would disturb the pain in his dick, and he’d ache even more, so he remained silent and still.

      “Yet, you…you…oh, you’ve made me so angry, moron. You know what? You’re locked out of there for the next three months!”

      She yanked herself out of his grasp, turned on her heels, and stalked away, leaving him to fall back onto a chair and writhe the fuck in pain.
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      Sitting in the breakfast room, Johnnie listened as Rory counted to one hundred and Matilda went as high as twenty-five. JJ, the baby, sat in his high chair, chewing on a piece of baby toast as slob and crumbs dribbled down his chin and arm.

      Kendall sat just across from him, her eyes reddened from a night of crying.

      When he’d regained consciousness and came to yesterday, after Mortician sucker-punched him, Christopher told Johnnie that Kendall had been drugging him. He hadn’t believed it, until he’d stormed into the kitchen, cleared all the women out, and confronted his wife.

      She’d tearfully confessed everything, right down to the fact that she’d choked herself to bruise her neck.

      Her actions horrified him. Her first drugs of choice had almost killed him. The second round had almost gotten him killed. Fuck, it had almost gotten Megan killed. All because Kendall wanted to take a fucking case.

      “Johnnie, please talk to me,” Kendall sniffled now. “I’m so sorry.”

      Rory and Matilda looked at him, then at Kendall, their little faces filled with curiosity. However, they knew better than to speak if they weren’t spoken to in their mother’s presence.

      “What do you want me to say?” he snapped. The kids shouldn’t witness their argument, but he didn’t have the energy to send them away. “How can I ever trust you again?”

      “I’m so, so sorry. Please, please, please forgive me. I didn’t want to harm you.”

      “Really? After the first two drugs made me so sick, you didn’t stop. You merely switched to another option.”

      “That proves I didn’t want you dead,” she sobbed. “I don’t want you dead.”

      Johnnie sighed, hurt, angry, and frustrated. “Where do we go from here? It goes back to the same thing. It always does. You being an attorney.”

      “I’m not happy without anything meaningful to do.” She swiped at her tears. “Being a wife and a mother is important, but it’s not everything. Not for me.”

      She was right. It was something he should’ve recognized months ago. Maybe, they wouldn’t be in this situation now. That still didn’t excuse her actions. She could’ve killed him, and he happened to like living.

      “You could’ve stuck up for me. Gotten Christopher to compromise.”

      “The hell I could!”

      “The hell you couldn’t,” she bit out, her voice a combination of anger and pain. “He loves you. If you would’ve told him I was leaving you if I didn’t go back to work, he would’ve given in. Even if he allowed me to practice law part-time, it would be something.”

      “You’re never going to change, are you?” he said tiredly. “Now, you want me to become as manipulative as you are.”

      Her nostrils flared and her face flushed, reminding him of the pregnancy announcement she’d made last night.

      The argument about her career was pointless. They’d forever be at odds over it, if someone didn’t give in, and Kendall wasn’t going to do it. He had to resign himself to the fact that he’d either have to leave the club to make her happy or leave her to stay in the club.

      “Are you really pregnant?”

      She usually didn’t suffer morning sickness, but he thought her breasts always got larger. Maybe, with this many pregnancies that wouldn’t happen.

      Yet, wouldn’t he notice some change?

      “You’re pregnant?” he said again, since she hadn’t answered.

      She lowered her lashes and gave the barest nod. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “I thought we were protected.” She was supposedly using birth control.

      “It failed,” she said with a shrug. She swiped at her tears again. “Do you want me to leave?”

      He offered her a half-smile, sadness enveloping him. Because he loved her, despite everything, he hated himself for being unable to change his feelings—no matter what she did. “Leave. Stay. That’s up to you, Kendall. It’ll be a long time before I can trust you. How are we supposed to have a relationship if, every time, you offer me a glass of water, I’ll wonder what’s in it?”

      “I’m not going to ever drug you again. Please, believe me.”

      “Believe you?” He barked a laugh. “You have a fucking lot of nerve.”

      She pressed a hand against her belly and broke into fresh sobs. “Yelling upsets me, which upsets the baby.”

      Rage dug into him. He was so fucking angry with Kendall, he could strangle her himself. Before he gave into the urge and harmed her and their baby, he decided to go to the club.

      Throwing his napkin aside, he pushed from the table and stood, walking away from her without uttering another word.
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      Wearing large sunglasses and a hooded jacket, Kendall walked into the same diner she always met with Randolph at, spotting him immediately. He sat in a booth, his blond hair flowing down his back.

      “Thank you for meeting with me on such short notice,” she said as she slid across from him and adjusted her hoodie to make sure her hair was still hidden.

      It had only been a couple of hours since Johnnie had walked out. She’d made Ella take the kids to the nursery, since Rory and Matilda had had a day off from daycare. Afterwards, Kendall had gone to the bathroom and threw her birth control pills away.

      Somehow, she had to convince Johnnie to make love to her until she really got pregnant. A baby inside of her would gave her a lot of leeway. Besides, Johnnie would think twice about leaving her and breaking her heart. And, if for some reason, she couldn’t get pregnant soon, she’d tell him she lost the baby. If she remembered correctly, there were herbs for miscarriages. Would they work to make her periods so heavy it appeared as if she was losing a baby?

      “Kendall?” Randolph called. “Do you have any news about my case?”

      “No. I wanted this meeting to tell you that I’m not taking your case.”

      She’d made her decision three days ago, but she hadn’t had a chance to inform him before now and she didn’t want to tell him over the telephone. She needed to do it face-to-face.

      He was silent a moment. Scratching his beard, he smiled. “Yes. You are.”

      “You haven’t paid me a retainer fee,” she reminded him coolly.

      He picked up a grocery bag that had either been in his lap or was next to him in the booth, held it up, then tossed it toward her. It plopped onto the table “I just did.”

      She slid the bag back to him. “I’m not accepting it. I’ve fucked up enough. I refuse to add to it by stabbing my husband in the back and representing you of all people. A club enemy.”

      “Bitch, you’re taking my fucking case. I’ve already fired my other attorney.”

      “Motherfucker, I told you I’m not. Rehire them or find someone else.”

      His eyes frosted. “Two insults from the Dwellers. We’re not good enough for Outlaw to absorb us into his club. Now, you’ve made a fucking fool out of me.”

      “You don’t need any help in that department,” she said sweetly.

      He glared at her. “Something’s going to have to be done about the Death Dwellers. Maybe, I need to ransom you. Tell Outlaw you were supposed to represent me, then backed out.”

      “Oh, please, asshole, who do you think told me I can’t practice law? That edict came from Outlaw.” She rubbed her temples, resenting all things club-related, especially Christopher Caldwell. “I know if it wasn’t for Meggie, he’d be a lot more lenient,” she grumbled. “But he wants to keep her safe, so he’s turned into a frightened, cautious, pussy-whipped asshole.”

      Interest lit Randolph’s face. “Is that so? Hard to believe. The things I’ve heard about him are legendary.”

      “I’m around him all the time.”

      “True.” He shifted in his seat. “And you’re sure he’s pussy-whipped because of Megan?”

      She nodded, surprised at the familiarity in which he said the blonde’s name. “Ask any of his support clubs. It is known, far and wide, how he is with her.  If there was no Meggie to protect, he wouldn’t be alarmed every time she broke a fingernail.”

      While her husband couldn’t even defend her.

      “Without her around, he’d focus on club business, like he should.”

      “Hmmm.” Randolph grinned at her, picked up the money, and stood. “Thanks for the information. Now, I need a ride back to my crib.”

      “Really, asshole?” Kendall sneered. “I know you’re not expecting me to play chauffeur. However the fuck you got here, you can leave that same way.”

      “You’re here, Kendall. You bring me. My ride’s long gone.”

      “Fuck no. I can’t trust you. You want me to take your case and I’ve told you no. You might be taking me somewhere to kill me, so fuck off.”

      “No one gives a fuck about you,” he snapped. “Remember? You won’t be good to me for anything, dead or alive. All I’m asking is for a ride, so I don’t have to disturb my brothers.”

      At his cavalier words, despondency threatened to overwhelm Kendall. “As I said, it’s well-known that I’m no good for anything but Meggie is good for everything,” she answered with a shrug, refusing to let him see how his words got to her.

      “Are you taking me home or not?”

      Kendall scowled at him, then slid out of her seat. “If you even think to fuck with me, my husband tracks me via my phone.”

      “Are all the bitches tracked?”

      “Every last one of us,” Kendall answered briskly. “Although Outlaw is over-the-top with Meggie. He tracks her with her phone and a device on her car.”

      Randolph’s eyes lit up, then he cocked his head to the side. “You’re giving up all her secrets. That doesn’t seem very loyal.” He grinned. He was a rather charming rogue. “If someone wanted to harm her, all they’d need to do is go to you for the 411.”

      “If you want me to take you home, keep your comments to yourself. I’d never betray Meggie.”

      “Go ahead if you believe that bullshit. You just did stab her in the back. Either you’re a crazy bitch or a lying one.”

      She rounded on him. “One more insult, asshole, and I’m leaving.”

      Randolph raised his hands. “No harm meant.”

      “Bullshit, and harm was taken. How’d you like me to tell Johnnie?”

      “Go right ahead,” he said with a smirk. “I’d like to see that conversation. Unless, of course, he’s still drugged.”

      “My husband was never drugged,” she said tightly.

      “Okay, so you’re a delusional bitch. Question answered.”

      “Fuck you,” she spat, turned on her heel and stomped away.

      Just as she reached her Navigator, Randolph caught up to her. “Look, I won’t say anything else to you. Just get me home.”

      She shouldn’t agree, but, maybe a ride home would appease him, and he’d let her be.

      The ride to Randolph’s house took forever, located in an unincorporated area of Portland and virtually deserted. As she turned off the street and onto the property, Kendall headed for the driveway.

      “Keep straight.”

      Sidling a glare at him, Kendall drove further onto the property. How many bodies were buried on this out-of-the-way dump?

      “Later, Kendall,” Randolph responded.

      Several structures and a good-sized portion of land surrounded a wooden house. An old, rusty pickup truck and several dilapidated cars dotted the land. Overgrown trees leaned against the roof of the house. Four motorcycles were parked near one of the outbuildings.

      Chickens roamed the yard. A dog lounged on the porch. When Randolph slammed the passenger side door, the dog lifted its head.

      Kendall rolled the window down. “Next time, call an Uber or a taxi.”

      He saluted her. At his light mood, her annoyance fled.

      “Goodbye, Randolph. Thanks for being so understanding.” She grinned. “And not kidnapping me.”

      He winked at her, reminding her of Johnnie. “I think I’ve found the answer to our problems, after all.”

      With that cryptic statement, he strolled up the old wooden steps and petted the dog before going to the door and disappearing inside.

      Driving away, Kendall wondered what mood Johnnie would be in. They seemed to be at a place where reconciliation might be impossible. She had no one to blame but herself if she lost Johnnie. If she lost Johnnie, what would she do?

      Sighing, she brooded over the state of her marriage for the duration of her ride home.
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      Almost skipping with excitement, Meggie held her ballgown over her arm as she guided CJ to her Mini Cooper, the four door model that Christopher had recently upgraded.

      “Mommie looked pretty in her red gown,” CJ told her.

      She smiled. “Thank you, buddy.”

      “I get to wear a tux like ‘Law?”

      “Yep.”

      “I don’t want to wear a fucking monkey suit, MegAnn.”

      Meggie rolled her eyes. CJ was determined to imitate Christopher. Unless he stopped cussing, their son never would.

      At least she knew the guys were discussing the upcoming ball. In only a week’s time, Meggie had chosen a venue, hired a caterer, and found the perfect dress. She was making amazing progress. Although Valentine’s Day was just over a month away, she was excited.

      Life was getting back to normal. The past few days had been peaceful. Her neck was healing. Johnnie seemed to have gotten back to normal. He’d even bought her a new set of cannisters and begged for her forgiveness, swearing Kendall had learned her lesson.

      Knowing he hadn’t been in his right mind made it easier for Meggie to accept his apology. However, she worried about the next time Kendall decided she wanted her way. It was a concern, but, for now, Kendall was remorseful.

      “MegAnn,” CJ called, bouncing beside her. “I want ice cream.”

      Reaching her car, she unlocked the door, then carefully laid her gown over the passenger side seat. She and CJ had run a few errands today, since he was still clinging to her. The rest of her kids were on a play date with their father at the guys’ monthly play date with their children. Christopher had wanted CJ to come, too, but Meggie said it was fine if he stayed with her.

      Just as she and CJ were heading home from her errands, the boutique had called to say the alterations on her gown was finished. Unable to wait to have it in her possession, she and CJ had headed to Portland.

      “Ice cream, Mommie,” CJ demanded.

      “Okay, buddy. We’ll stop for ice cream when we’re closer to home.”

      He grinned at her, then opened the back door, and climbed in, scrambling into his car seat. Meggie hid a smile. He was getting so big, wanting to do everything for himself. She just loved him to pieces.

      Once she fastened him into his seat, she kissed his cheek and ruffled his hair before straightening and closing the door. Hearing the roar of several motorcycles, she paused and looked around, expecting to see Christopher at any moment.

      He hadn’t mandated a lockdown on her, per se, but this was far away from the club, he’d expect her to have guards. Yet, it was such a quick, simple trip, and she’d already been out, she hadn’t seen the need to bother anyone.

      Six motorcycles sped into view, capturing her attention. No one she knew jumped out at her. They were just random bikers, so she got into her car and sped off.

      She kept the radio low in case her son decided to talk to her, but he was silent. A peek in the rearview mirror showed her that he was gazing out the window, in his own little world.

      At the fourth stoplight, she heard motorcycles again. She glanced in her rearview mirror and saw six bikers again, this time bearing down on her. The same six as before? Or just an odd coincidence? An inkling of fear prickled her skin.

      The light changed from red to green.

      As she started off, one of the bikers zoomed past her, then slid over into her lane. Braking so she wouldn’t run into him, Meggie scowled when he slowed his speed down. She had to get around him. In anticipation of changing lanes, she put her blinker on. Just as she started to guide her car over to the left, two bikes rode beside her, blocking her intentions. Before she had a chance to react, two additional bikes boxed her in on the right. A glance in her rearview mirror revealed a bike behind her. She had a problem.

      “Mommie?” CJ called, uncertainty in his voice. The sound of the bikes had gotten his attention.

      “It’s okay, potato,” she promised, keeping her voice as level as possible.

      One of the bikers on her side pointed. She took that to mean follow the leader. As if they were giving her a choice. Jackets covered any cuts they wore, so she had no clue who they might be.

      She had her suspicions, though.

      “Who are them?” CJ asked.

      “Um, I think they’re Daddy’s friends.” She didn’t believe that, but her panic wouldn’t help her son. Keeping a smile plastered on her face, she grabbed her cell phone, taking care so it wouldn’t be seen, and pressed the number one, Christopher’s speed dial number.

      The lead bike turned off the main thoroughfare. The barricade of motorcycles forced Meggie to do the same.

      “MEGAN!” Christopher’s voice boomed through the earpiece.

      She hadn’t spoken yet. It was almost too dangerous to take her eyes off the road. She didn’t want to run into one of the motorcycles surrounding her. Placing the phone on the center armrest, she slid it back. “Talk to Daddy, CJ,” she said calmly. “Tell him some of his friends are guiding us somewhere.”

      “’Kay, MegAnn.” CJ leaned forward and grabbed her cell phone. “’Law,” he piped up. “MegAnn got bikes round her. They not letting her move.” He fell silent. “Uh huh,” he said, after a moment. “She turned like them. They all round the car.”

      Before she heard anything else, the bike in front of her stopped, so she shifted into park. They indicated she open the door. She didn’t move to comply.

      “Is Daddy still on the phone, CJ?” she asked, fear making her heart pound.

      The two bikers who’d been on the drivers side tried to open the door, but she kept it locked.

      “You want ‘Law, Mommie?” CJ said, uncertainty slipping into his voice at the knocking on the door.

      “You keep talking to him, while I see what they want.”

      “’Law, Mommie getting out cuz they punching the door.”

      A biker pulled out a gun and aimed it toward the window.

      Meggie decided to act. “No!” she yelled. “I’ll get out.”

      “Daddy said no, Mommie,” CJ cried. “Don’t get out.”

      “Unlock the fucking door,” the biker demanded, his features hidden by a full-face helmet, like the rest of them wore. “Or I shoot.”

      She couldn’t risk CJ’s life, so she complied. The moment the locks clicked, the biker pulled open the door, grabbed her arm, and yanked her out.

      “Mommie!” CJ cried.

      “Aww, fuck, man. She got a kid with her.”

      The biker who’d been in the front removed his jacket, revealing a denim cut, then strolled over to her and peeped inside the car.

      “Leave my mommie alone, mudna fucka,” CJ ordered, opening the door to face the man. “Or ‘Law get you.”

      The biker straightened and narrowed his eyes at the sight of the cell phone in CJ’s hand. He stalked to her son, snatched the phone away, then stomped it beneath his boot, until it shattered and cracked.

      “Fuckbag!” CJ yelled, barreling into the biker.

      He stumbled back but quickly regained his balance.  “Take her.” He glared down at CJ. “Leave the kid to me.”

      “No!” Panic rose her hard. Not much scared CJ and that would be dangerous with these men. She had to get her son away. One of them lifted her into his arms and she screamed, banging her head against his chin, and nearly knocking herself out but earning her freedom.

      “MOMMIE!” CJ hollered around sobs.

      She hurried to her son and shoved him behind her back. He wrapped his arms around her waist, leaned against her, and cried.

      “Please, I’ll come with you without a problem, if you leave my son and let me call my husband.”

      “Not doing that,” the jacketless man said. He had President patch above the name, Mystic. “Don’t have use for brats.”

      “Leave the kid alone, Prez,” one of the bikers ordered. “We already decided we can’t take the Dwellers on, so we want cooperation, not war.”

      “Yeah,” another called. “We already pissed Outlaw off when we stole his drugs and killed two of his men.”

      This wasn’t good. Not at all. Drug thefts and murders? She and CJ were in deep trouble.

      She was sure Christopher had picked up her location by now. He had friends in the area, including two very good friends who were presidents of their own MCs. If she stalled and held these men up long enough, Derby, Boy, or someone would come to help she and CJ until Christopher arrived.

      They wrenched CJ away from her. She acted on instinct. Yanking herself away from her captor and launching herself at the man who held CJ, she wrenched her son away. She kicked, screamed, so wild with desperation that she lost her balance and fell on all fours. CJ fought and tearfully cursed alongside of her.

      A biker seized her immediately, while another one grabbed CJ.

      Through the chaos, the beautiful sound of Harleys, drawing closer and closer, reached her ears. It could be anybody, but, to hold onto hope, Meggie told herself the sound meant she and CJ would be saved.

      Mystic must’ve felt the same way. “Fuck!” he yelled. “Let’s ride!”

      “’LAW!” CJ screamed.

      Meggie knew it wasn’t Christopher, but one of the support clubs.

      “Get her out of here.”

      “Help us!” Meggie hollered, until the butt of a gun slammed against her head, catapulting her into blackness.
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      Seeing Derby holding CJ and his boy resting his cheek on the biker’s shoulder, Christopher nearly forgot the kickstand when he jumped off his Harley. His heart in his throat, he ran to his son and grabbed him from Derby, holding him close and burying his nose against his small neck.

      “MegAnn gone, ‘Law,” CJ sobbed, wrapping his little arms around Christopher’s neck and squeezing. “Bad mudna fuckers took Mommie.”

      Christopher shut his eyes and tried to form words. “You safe, boy,” he managed, his mind a step or two behind processing everything. “I gotcha.”

      “Mommie gone,” he cried again.

      “We gonna get her back, CJ,” Christopher swore, his worst fears coming to life, but still thankful they’d left CJ unharmed. He didn’t want to think what his girl might be going through right now. He needed a moment. He needed to calm his son. Slow both their heartbeats.

      “Outlaw, by the time we arrived, Meggie was gone,” Derby started. “Little Man was screaming. The minute he saw me, he ran to me.”

      Christopher nodded. His boy knew Derby, which was a good thing.

      A line of bikes turned into the deserted parking lot, more of Derby’s brothers, some of the Night Fliers, and Johnnie, Val, and Mortician. Christopher hadn’t clued them in until he lost contact with CJ. When his boy had called, he’d just gotten home from his day with his other kids. He’d thought CJ was calling just to be calling, not because of a fucking nightmare in process.

      Some of the men swarmed around Meggie’s car, searching it. Boy, president of the Night Fliers, held up a dress bag, and Christopher realized she must’ve gone to get her evening gown.

      Not wanting to put his son down, he went to where Boy stood talking to Mortician.

      “Prez, everything here,” Mortician started. “Except Meggie girl.”

      “Outlaw,” one of the biker’s called, looking toward the ground.

      At the moment, Christopher couldn’t put names to voices. Fuck, it would be hard to recognize fucking faces right now, if he’d only met them a handful of times, so here merely said, “Yeah?”

      The Night Flier pointed. “There’s a cell phone here. It’s been smashed to pieces.”

      “I want MegAnn,” CJ sniffled hoarsely.

      “We gonna get your Ma back, boy,” he said gruffly. The question was in what condition? Dead or alive? “I’m gonna bring her home.” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat.

      “Christopher?” Johnnie started, devastation in his eyes. He looked tired and haggard. “Do you know who did this?”

      The Imperials. Christopher felt that to his fucking bones. They’d caused all types of damage already, but motherfuckers in his club were getting lax, relaxed. Himself included.

      “It could be any mother who want something from Outlaw,” Derby speculated. “Anybody could’ve taken her.”

      “My stick,” CJ announced. “My stick took Mommie.”

      “My stick?” Johnnie echoed.

      My stick…MyStick…My…stic.

      Christopher’s blood chilled at having his fears confirmed. “Mystic,” he growled. “Motherfuckin’ Mystic.” CJ could read and spell some words, but he still relied heavily on phonetic pronunciation.

      Although his boy was still panicked and scared, the praises all the bikers threw his way seemed to appease him slightly. By now, Digger and Diesel had arrived. Diesel still couldn’t ride on his own, but Christopher knew the boy had probably insisted on coming, so he didn’t mind riding bitch.

      “Diesel, drive Megan car back home,” Christopher instructed, the brave face he was putting on harder than a motherfucker to accomplish. Inside, he was falling apart. If anything happened to Megan, his life was over.

      “I want Mommie, ‘Law,” CJ whispered, tears still in his voice. “Get MegAnn back.”

      Christopher hugged CJ tighter, turning his head away from all the other men, so they wouldn’t see his own tears. But he had to hold it together to find her and to keep CJ and his other children calm.

      “Son, Diesel gonna take you home,” Christopher started, once he felt as if his emotions were under control.

      “No!” CJ protested immediately. “I help find MegAnn.”

      “You ain’t able to help this time, boy,” Christopher said gruffly. “Go the fuck with Diesel and help his ass take care of your sister and brothers. Okay?”

      He nodded. “Okay, Daddy.”

      It was rare that CJ called him Dad or Daddy, but, whenever he did, Christopher’s heart melted.

      “You did good, boy,” he said quietly. “Me and your Ma so fuckin’ proud of you.”

      “Come on, CJ,” Diesel said, his eyes suspiciously moist.

      When he took CJ out of Christopher’s arms, Christopher hated to give him up. As long as he held CJ, he had a connection to Megan and he knew his boy was safe. Fuck!

      What the fuck was he doing?

      “Diesel,” he called when his adopted son would’ve turned away. He unholstered the gun strapped to his leg and held it out to Diesel. “Shoot fuckin’ first. Ask fuckin’ questions later.”

      Diesel stared at the gun.

      “Ain’t been givin’ you target practice for nothin’, boy,” he said with impatience.

      “Okay,” Diesel mumbled, grabbing the .22 from Christopher.

      Once Diesel, CJ, and Megan’s dress had left in her car, Christopher scrubbed a hand over his face. He’d been so fucking cocksure that he’d always know his girl’s location because of all the tracking devices he had monitoring her—one in her car, on her phone, in her purse. But what the fuck good had it done to him, when they’d fucking took her and left her things behind.

      Next fucking step was having something implanted underneath her skin. He winced. Megan wouldn’t go for that…

      Fuck! He had to get her back. She was his heart and soul. His everything. Without her, he was nothing. Life was nothing.

      “Prez, keep it together for Meggie girl,” Mortician said, perhaps seeing something in his face.

      Christopher drew in a deep breath.

      “Outlaw,” Boy started, placing a hand on his shoulder, the sun gleaming off his bald, brown head. “CJ said Mystic, right?”

      “If that’s so, the only Mystic we know who’d forfeit his fucking life like this is the president of the Imperials,” Derby added.

      “Tell us what you want, Outlaw,” Val called, looking as if he wanted to throw up. “How we getting Meggie back.”

      They all looked amongst each other, knowing what brutal motherfuckers the Imperials were. They fucked up women and children and…fuck!

      “We’re going to get her back, Outlaw,” Derby promised. “I’ll personally see to it. She’s Gypsy’s best friend.”

      “And Danicka really likes her,” Boy confirmed. “We’re going to tear this town apart until we find her.”

      “Suppose they rape her but let her live?” some stupid motherfucker asked.

      Christopher’s head pounded and his heart hurt. He couldn’t imagine his sweet Megan suffering through a motherfucker forcing their cock into her. “I don’t give a motherfuck how she come back to me, as long as she breathin’. Nothin’ will ever change my fuckin’ love for her.”

      “I’m going to make some calls,” Boy started, pulling out his cell phone. “See if there might be any Imperial hideouts we aren’t familiar with.”

      “Johnnie, me and you going to the Imperials’ headquarters,” Christopher instructed, Boy’s words reminding him he needed to get his ass into gear. “Mortician, get back to the club. We on lockdown. Digger, call Riley. Tell his ass to fuck his vacation. My woman missing and I need his fuckin’ help. Val, get Cash on the line. See if he have anything on hand—” to blow those motherfuckers the fuck up— “Then, get Stretch to try and pick up a bead on Mystic, using the phone number I got for the motherfucker.” He recited the numbers. It was probably a burner, but it was worth a shot. “Derby, Boy, you and your fuckin’ brothers spread the fuck out. Don’t leave a fuckin’ stone unturned.”

      “Mortician, wait until Kendall gets to the clubhouse to tell her about Megan’s kidnapping,” Johnnie said. “She’ll be too broken up to function.”

      Mortician nodded. “You got it, brother.”

      “I’ll call her as well and tell her to get to the clubhouse because we’re on lockdown.”

      “Okay,” Mortician responded.

      Christopher headed to his bike. “We meet at the fuckin’ club at midnight. Hopefully, by then, my woman’ll be found. If she ain’t, we go to plan fuckin’ B.” He wasn’t sure what plan B was, but nothing would be off-limits.

      The longer Megan was missing, the higher the risk to her. Christopher wouldn’t focus on that. He had eight hours before they all met at the club. Hopefully, by then, his girl would be back in his arms.
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      Annoyed at having her nap interrupted by Digger with news of a lockdown, Kendall stomped to the clubhouse, behind her little parade. Rory held onto Matilda’s hand, while Ella carried JJ. While she really had been asleep, she’d led everyone to believe it was because of her new pregnancy. Something she wouldn’t accomplish any time soon, if Johnnie wouldn’t touch her.

      Opening the door, Kendall walked inside. The crowd made her tense.

      She didn’t like being around all the bikers and their old ladies. Furthermore, she knew of no reason for sequestering. She snickered. There’s a word she’d bet Christopher didn’t know.

      An air Kendall couldn’t recognize hung in the room. Fear? Disbelief? Everyone spoke in hushed voices and wore sad looks. Maybe, Christopher was dead, and Johnnie would finally be voted president. One could always hope.

      Smiling, Kendall started through the crowd, wiggling past her children and Ella.

      “Mom, wait!” Rory called.

      Kendall pretended she didn’t hear the panic in his voice as she breezed forward, tipping her head to the women she liked and ignoring the others as she weaved her way toward the officers’ table. She expected to find Johnnie, but Mortician stood behind the podium, his elbows leaning on it.

      CJ sat in Roxy’s lap, leaning against her. Tears streaked Diesel’s, Bailey’s, Zoann’s, Fee’s, and Bunny’s faces. Knox paced in the hallway, a cell phone stuck to his ear. The other kids were nowhere to be seen, which meant they were probably in the clubhouse playroom.

      An inkling of unease slid through her, but also annoyance that CJ was with the adults.

      “Mrs. Donovan, would you like me to take the children home?” Ella asked in a low tone. “The poor little mites shouldn’t be around these people. You shouldn’t either with your condition.”

      Kendall patted Ella’s shoulder, then laid her hand against her flat belly. “Thank you. But, no. They wouldn’t let me leave, anyway. I’m fine. I will protect this new life inside of me. Mortician said we had to come here, then Johnnie called me and ordered me to the clubhouse, too. Neither one of them would tell me what’s going on. Just that we’re on lockdown. They both said they didn’t want to stress me out while I was home without Johnnie.” Because of her “pregnancy” more than likely. She sighed at the drama, doubting it was really serious.

      “Mom?” Rory called, tugging on her sleeve.

      Kendall ignored him. “Take my children to the playroom, Ella.”

      The nanny looked around, frowning at all the ruffians in their midst. “Where’s Mrs. Caldwell?”

      “In a corner sucking her husband’s cock, I’m sure.”

      Ella tittered, and Kendall winked at her.

      “Let me find out what’s going on,” she continued. “See where my husband is, and then I’ll fill you in.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Ella responded.

      “Can I stay with you, Mom?” Rory asked, his grave eyes sending guilt through her. But the more time he spent with CJ, the less Kendall liked him. “CJ is with Aunt Roxy.”

      Kendall narrowed her eyes, then smiled down at Rory. “Would you like him to come with you?”

      Rory nodded.

      “You don’t want Mom upset because your new little brother or sister is inside of her. Correct?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “It isn’t fair that CJ gets to stay but you have to leave, right?” she prodded.

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Let Mom take care of this for you.”

      It wasn’t until she started forward that she realized everyone at Christopher’s table looked at her, as if they were waiting for her. Unlikely. No one would ever wait for her. Meggie was probably behind her, a fact she refused to confirm since that would give away her insecurities if she looked over her shoulder.

      “CJ, get to the playroom with Rory,” Kendall ordered briskly.

      “Baby, not now,” Roxy started, her voice thick.

      “Yes, now,” Kendall said through gritted teeth. “That’s why he’s so spoiled.”

      “Red,” Mortician began, grabbing her arm. “Meggie…”

      “Where’s Meggie?” she demanded. “I’ll talk to her myself. She always makes me look like a bad mother, when we all know she is.” She pointed to a teary-eyed CJ, hating him for looking like Christopher.

      “Hey, Ro,” CJ started, sniffling. “MegAnn gone.”

      “You idiotic little brat!” Kendall screeched. “My son’s name is Rory, not Ro.” Grabbing CJ’s arm, she yanked him off Roxy’s lap. He yelped and she smiled, until he burst into louder tears and held his shoulder. She shook him. “Are you too stupid or too ignorant to remember that?”

      “Get your fucking hands off him,” Zoann snarled, racing from her seat and attempting to pull CJ from her.

      Kendall held on tight.

      “Aunt Kenda, you a mean mudna fucka, psycho bitch,” CJ cried, struggling against her hold.

      “CJ!” Zoann barked.

      Kendall shook CJ. “How dare you talk to me like that? I’m going to slap your tongue out of your mouth!” Tightening one hand on his upper arm, she balled her other hand into a fist to punch him in the face.

      “Red, you lost your fucking mind,” Mortician bellowed, grabbing her fist.

      “Kendall!” Roxy yelled, prying the stupid little, sobbing bastard out of Kendall’s hold and shoving her back. “Leave this baby alone, before I fuck you up. What’s wrong with you?”

      “Did you hear what he said to me?” Kendall lunged for CJ but Mortician held her tight.

      “Aunt Zoann, Aunt Kenda fight-in me,” CJ blared.

      “Enough!” Mortician boomed in the now silent club, abruptly releasing her. “Kendall, sit the fuck down and keep still. Roxy, calm yourself. Chester, if Red do one more thing to CJ, you got my permission to beat her ass to the ground. Rory.” He crooked his finger at her son. “You can sit at the table with us.”

      “No!” Kendall said. “I’m his mother. He’s following my orders. I refuse to allow him to turn into a piece of garbage like CJ.”

      “Kendall, you working on my last goddamn nerve with your bullshit,” Mortician said coldly, his manner one she’d never seen from him before. He glared at her, and she shrank back. “Right now, everybody following my fucking orders. Rory staying here with CJ and you shutting the fuck up. Understand?”

      Before she could say anything, Potter brought a chair for Rory, placed it near the podium, then lifted her son and sat him down.

      “CJ,” Mortician began. “Outlaw’ll be here soon.”

      “With Mommie?” he croaked.

      At those words, Kendall forgot her anger and hatred.

      Where was Meggie?

      “I can’t tell you that,” Mortician responded gently to CJ. “If he don’t find her today, he’ll find her soon.”

      That started a fresh round of tears from the brat. Mortician picked CJ up and held him close. “Aww, lil dude, don’t cry. Meggie coming back.”

      “Wh-what’s going on?” Kendall squeaked.

      “About time you asked,” Roxy bit out. “The more I try with you, the more impossible you get. I still can’t believe you almost hit CJ.”

      Kendall sniffed.

      Glaring at her, Mortician set CJ on his feet, then crouched down. “You owe Red an apology. You know Meggie don’t want you disrespecting adults. None of us do. That’s not cool.”

      CJ sniffled, tugging one of Mortician’s dreads. “Aunt Kenda not a adult, Uncle Mort. She Aunt Kenda.”

      “I wonder where he got that from,” Kendall spat.

      Mortician scratched his chin. “You do everything your old man do. There’s nothing wrong with that, lil’ partner, except you not grown. Besides, when motherfuckers go low, it’s good when you go high. Understand me?”

      “Yes, Uncle Mort.” Frowning, CJ released Mortician’s hair and looked back at Kendall. “Aunt Kenda not low,” he said, facing Mortician again. “She’s high.”

      At least, someone had the good sense to recognize that she was above these cretins. It only shocked her that it was King Cretin’s little spawn.

      “High?” Mortician repeated with a frown. “What that mean? Tall?”

      “Uh huh,” CJ responded. “High, like a giant psycho bitch.”

      “CJ!” Zoann, Roxy, Bunny, and Mortician chorused.

      “Apologize this minute!” Zoann demanded.

      He tipped his head back to Kendall. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry what?” Zoann prompted.

      “Sorry Aunt Kenda a giant psycho bitch. Come on, Ro,” he blurted, taking off in a furious getaway, disappearing down the hallway.

      “Get back here, CJ,” Zoann called.

      “No!” a little voice echoed down the hallway. “I want my mommie!”

      “Rory, go with CJ,” Zoann instructed.

      Rory knew better than to move. He looked at Kendall, his eyes wide, and his face pale. She really didn’t want him around CJ, but right now, with everybody there, she didn’t have a choice.

      “You may leave, son,” she commanded, still so furious with CJ she could chew nails. She’d get him, though. Right now, she needed to know where Meggie was.  “Now that the children are gone,” she said after Rory walked not ran away like an undisciplined little asshole, “would someone please tell me what the hell is wrong?”

      No one else answered her.

      Mortician sighed. “It’s Meggie, Red.”

      “I’ve figured that out already. What? Has she finally gotten some sense and left fuckhead?”

      Mortician scowled at her. “Comments like this is what make Outlaw want to cleave you in two. Behave, Kendall. I know you have a good side. This is the time to show it.”

      “What’s wrong with her?” Kendall muttered. “I heard CJ saying something about wanting her back. Where’d she go?”

      “She’s been…” Rubbing his eyes, Mortician drew in a deep breath. “Fuck, man…I can’t believe I’m about to say this shit.”

      “Just spit it out. You’ve never been one to mince words,” Kendall reminded him.

      Instead of speaking, Mortician made it to the chair and sat, covering his face with his hands before placing his elbows on his knees and bowing his head.

      “Oh, Lucas!” Bailey sniffled, running to Mortician and hugging him.

      “It could’ve been you, pretty girl.” His shoulders drooped. “Or Red. Or Chester…”

      Dread filled Kendall, and all her resentment and anger dissipated.

      “We came as fast as we could,” Brooks Redding said in a breathless rush.

      “Oh, my darling Kendall,” his wife, Charlotte, said, rushing up to Kendall and hugging her. “You must be devastated.”

      “I don’t have a clue what’s going on,” Kendall said with impatience. “All this drama is unnecessary. Why the lockdown? Where’s Meggie? Is she dead or something?”

      “It’s something,” Roxy started.

      “She been kidnapped by the Imperials,” Mortician announced.

      Kendall stumbled back, and her heart dropped to her knees. “What?”

      Bailey nodded. “It’s true. They left CJ all alone in an abandoned lot, on some dead-end street in Portland. Poor little guy.”

      “Are you…are you…are you sure it was the Imperials?”

      “Yeah, Red,” Mortician said gravely. “I guess they chose Meggie girl because they think they going to get Prez to listen to them. That’s the only thing I see. They just don’t realize Prez practice fairness about anything and anybody except Meggie. They dead men walking. Whether she alive or…” He blinked and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Or whatever.”

      At any moment, Kendall would faint. It might be because of club business or they might have taken Meggie because Kendall had decided against taking Randolph’s case.

      If something happened to Meggie, she’d be immortalized, especially in Johnnie’s mind. She’d forever be a perfect little blonde specimen. The one he’d lost.

      Goddamn it. She’d suggested Meggie should be the one taken. She never thought the idiots would go through with it.

      “Outlaw…how is he?” she heard herself ask.

      “Insane with fear,” Mortician answered. “He’s sworn brutal retaliation on any motherfucker involved with taking Meggie girl.”

      Thinking of the times she’d pushed Christopher too far and he’d choked her made Kendall sway. If Meggie’s kidnapping really was because of her, he’d show her no mercy.

      Her vision blurred. She took a step forward before crumpling to the floor in a dead faint.
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      Racing to his old bedroom in the clubhouse, Johnnie found Kendall curled on her side, facing away from him. Mortician had called him and said Kendall had fainted upon hearing the news of Megan’s kidnapping.

      Despite his anger toward her, he knew she’d take what had happened to Megan hard. That’s why he’d told Mortician to follow his lead and wait until Kendall reached the clubhouse to tell her about Megan. Whether Kendall wanted to admit it or not, she really liked Megan.

      Johnnie didn’t want his mind to stray to all the torture she might be going through right now, so he pretended they were tearing the area down looking for someone, anyone, else. He wasn’t sure where Christopher got the strength to go on.

      If Kendall had been taken, Johnnie would be out of his mind with worry. He couldn’t give orders. Or pull everyone back to regroup, as they were doing now.

      It was just after midnight. Soon, Christopher would go into details of his plan b. While he checked on his children, Johnnie took the opportunity to talk to his wife.

      He sat on the edge of the bed. “Kendall?”

      “Hi, Johnnie,” she whispered in a broken voice. “Tell me you’ve found her.”

      Hating her misery, he let go of the anger he’d carried around for the last few days, laid next to her and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her temple.

      “My God, Kendall, it could’ve been you. I’m sorry it was Megan, but so fucking thankful you, the kids, and the baby inside of you are safe.”

      “I can’t believe they took her,” she sobbed softly.

      “Shhhh, we’ll get her back.”

      “Yes,” she whispered, “but how? Dead? Maimed? Sexually assaulted? Oh my God, I can’t believe this!” she wailed. “She might be better off dead after they get through with her.”

      “No, gorgeous. Don’t say that. Megan has to be alive.”

      “Yes,” she agreed in watery tones, and shivered.

      Johnnie turned to his side, encouraging her to do the same, so they faced each other. “Don’t stress yourself, Kendall. It’s not good for you or the child you’re carrying.”

      Her lower lip trembled. “You haven’t mentioned the baby to me in a few days. You’ve been ignoring me.”

      “Can you blame me?” he said gently. “You fucking drugged me. That’s serious, sweetheart.” He caressed her cheek. “But we’ll work through it, as we work through everything. I’m just so fucking happy you’re safe and sound.”

      Kendall drew in a deep breath, then pressed her lips against his.

      Johnnie knew he should get out to the meeting. Christopher needed all hands on deck, but the feel of Kendall’s mouth against Johnnie’s jolted him. He hadn’t touched her in days.

      “I need you,” she whispered, laying on her back and guiding him on top of her. She dragged her fingers through his hair, massaging his scalp, her touch soothing his turmoil. “I love you so much, Johnnie.” She opened her legs to him in a sweet offering.

      “Kendall, sweetheart, I don’t want to take advantage of you. We need to spend the night in each other’s arms. Instead, I’ll have to get out to the meeting as soon as we’re through.”

      “I don’t care,” she said, frantically unfastening his belt and zipper. She dug into his boxers and fisted his cock. “I’ll take you however I can get you. I love you so, so much. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      Moving away from her grasp and allowing his dick to spring free, Johnnie shoved her skirt above her waist and pulled her panties down, fingering her pussy.

      “I want you inside of me now, my love,” she said breathlessly.

      Unable to deny her and too long without being inside of her, Johnnie sank into Kendall. They sighed in unison.

      “I’ve missed you,” Johnnie told her, pumping into her and staring into her beautiful brown eyes.

      “Not as much as I missed you,” Kendall gasped. “I’m so lost without you.”

      “Sweetheart, I might get angry with you, but I’ll never desert you. I love you too much.”

      “Oh, Johnnie. Do you promise?”

      “With my heart and soul. You keep life interesting.”

      She grinned at him and tears shone in her eyes. “Can you ever forgive me?”

      He nuzzled her neck. “There’s nothing to forgive, gorgeous. You and our kids are unharmed, and our love is as strong as ever. That’s all that matters.”

      Kendall pulled his face down to kiss him deeply, rubbing the column of his spine as he thrust in and out of her. She matched his every move. Wherever else their marriage had issues, sex had never been one of them. It was in bed that they connected most of all. It was taking time, but they were making progress outside of the bedroom.

      Maybe, if Kendall went to another mental health camp, the demons haunting her would be exorcised once and for all.

      “Come inside of me,” she demanded.

      He gladly complied. As he lay breathless in her arms, he remembered her latest pregnancy. He’d never send her away while she carried his baby. Once the child was born, though, he’d broach the subject.

      He loved her and wanted to keep her as his wife, but he had to safeguard himself against any future druggings on her part.

      Somehow, he had to learn to trust her again.
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      When she came to, Meggie found herself surrounded by dank darkness. She couldn’t even see her hand in front of her. All she could think about was her son and wonder if he was okay. He had to be!

      She had to escape to find him.

      Driven by the need to get to CJ, she screamed again and again, until her throat hurt and her head, already pounding from the hit, throbbed worse. No one ever answered.

      CJ’s precious little face danced in her head, and she doubled over in pain, attempting to yell. She’d become soundless. Voiceless.

      Disoriented, she’d lost all sense of time. Maybe, she’d been in this dark, dank prison for an hour or maybe it had been a week. She’d gotten a small glass of water, but nothing else. Later, she’d had to pee and had held it in as long as possible, until her bladder failed her, and she’d wet herself.

      Suddenly, the sound of a door banged open and sunlight gleamed down wooden steps. Cold blasted in, sweeping in welcomed fresh air.

      Footsteps approached her, and Meggie backed against the wall. Without warning, the beam of a flashlight shone into her eyes, hurting them. To protect herself, she drew her knees up, and rested her head there.

      “You pissed yourself?” Mystic demanded, the sound of his voice sending fear hurtling through her.

      Her head hurt, and her stomach felt so empty, it nauseated her.

      She still didn’t know why he’d taken her. She did know it had something to do with the club.

      “Look at me!”

      Light flickered through her drawn up knees. He thumped the side of her head, jarring her already rattled brain.

      “Next time it will be harder. Look at me.”

      The moment she complied, he flickered the flashlight on his phone into her eyes. She flinched at the pain shooting through her.

      “Ready to talk?”

      She glared at him.

      He smiled. “Didn’t mean to hit you so hard. You been out a while.”

      She didn’t respond. He thumped her head again.

      “Cat got your tongue?” He laughed. “I need answers from you.”

      “Tell me my son is safe. Otherwise, I have nothing to say to you,” she said in a steely voice.

      “Bitch, do you really think you’re in control here? You might guide Outlaw around by his cock, but around here I’m the boss.”

      “Where’s my child?” she demanded. “As for my husband, take it up with him on whether I control him or not.”

      Looming above her, he smirked, flicking the light in and out of her eyes. “I just might do that.” Crouching down, he slid hair behind her ear. “You’re going to be a good girl for me?”

      A tear slid down Meggie’s cheek. All the times her stepfather had snuck into her room came to her. She’d lasted then, and she’d do so now. Whatever came her way, as long as CJ was safe, as long as she got back to her husband and her family, she’d endure and survive.

      “Mystic, we got to get a roll on,” someone shouted from above. “Don’t take too long.”

      Meggie glanced behind him. The sunlight streaming down a set of concrete steps was pretty. Cold air washed away the rank smell of her misery and suffering.

      “I hear you,” Mystic called back, then turned his attention back to her. Grabbing her hair, he leaned in and licked her tears.

      Turning away, she shivered.

      “Your kid’s safe,” he breathed against her ear. “Didn’t have a use for him.” He scrubbed his chin. “Thought about blowing him away, but I kind of admired his spunk. The way he stood up for you, so I let him live. That make you feel better? Will you get wet for me now?” He sniggered. “Do I want you wet or do I want my cock ramming in your dry pussy?”

      Meggie wouldn’t respond to that. She couldn’t without breaking down. “Whatever you want, Christopher will give to you,” she swore.

      “Because I got you?”

      She nodded.

      “We’ll see about that whenever I’m ready to let him know you’re here.”

      “Please, call him, so I can talk to him.” She could make sure CJ was safe and she’d show Christopher that she was alive.

      Mystic grabbed her chin between his fingers and yanked her closer. “We need his help. He needs an incentive to give that help. You’re it. My club is in trouble and your husband’s club can help out. He refuses.” He dragged his tongue across her closed lips.

      Meggie recalled a biker stopping at their table the last time she and Christopher had been out with Johnnie and Kendall. She searched her brain for the man’s name but couldn’t come up with one. However, she remembered Christopher mentioning a club he was having trouble with. All the bikers, except Mystic, had worn jackets, so she hadn’t seen their rockers.

      Had Mystic turned his back to her? If he had, she didn’t notice. She’d been too busy trying to stall for a chance of being rescued.

      “You’re with the Imperials?” she asked.

      “Smart bitch. I might get your pussy wet before I fuck you as a reward.”

      She wanted to break down and weep, but she knew that would do her no good, so she decided to use another tact. “If you let me go, I swear Christopher will let you live.”

      He twisted the hair he still held. “He’s going to let me live anyway, slut. I’m the new blood. He can’t outsmart me. After I fuck you for a few days, I’ll call him and tell him my demands. Depending on his response, I’ll decide if I will send you back a fully intact corpse or not. I think I might have to keep your pretty head as a trophy.”

      Her stomach turned at the words. They had no intentions of letting her go. She was dead any way it went.

      “Don’t kill me,” she said softly. “You’ll get more out of Christopher if I’m alive—and he has proof.”

      “Mystic, Prez, we’re going to be late,” someone called down the stairs. “Leave the cunt alone. They’ll be plenty of time to stick your dick in all holes.”

      “Megan…”

      As he droned on, Meggie tuned him out, one thought hitting her. The door was open. She had a chance to escape. Maybe, the only chance she’d ever get. She had to take the chance. He intended to rape and kill her anyway it went.

      Swallowing her fear and thinking of Christopher and her children, Meggie launched herself at Mystic, catching him off-guard. She jetted up the steps, realizing she didn’t have shoes on and not caring. Bursting into the open air, she surprised the two men waiting outside the entry—of an underground bunker.

      One of the men grabbed her leg. In response, she balled her fist and punched him on the side of his jaw, earning her freedom. She raced toward the porch, where a dog sat, watching the happenings.

      Nearing the house with her pursuers hot on her heels, Meggie cried out in relief. A road came into view and a car zoomed by.

      “Help!” Meggie screamed as she was tackled to the ground and the wind was knocked from her.

      “What the hell’s going on here?” a woman demanded, ignoring Meggie’s sobs.

      “Get back inside, Hopper,” Mystic demanded.

      “No,” Meggie puffed out, raising herself to her knees and reaching out to the slender woman with long, brown hair and a pretty face.

      “Mystic, have you lost your mind?” another man gasped. “You lifted Outlaw Caldwell’s wife?”

      “Outlaw?” Hopper echoed. “From the Death Dwellers?”

      “Randolph, take your mama inside. And don’t sound so fucking shocked,” Mystic snapped. “You’re the motherfucker who gave me the idea. You’re changing your mind just because she’s your auntie?”

      “Mystic, shut up,” Randolph said furiously. “I don’t even know if she knows about Snake.”

      “Y-yes. I-I do,” Meggie said, nodding wildly. “Big Joe’s son.”

      Randolph nodded. “Well, I’m Big Joe’s grandson. Snake’s son.”

      “Help me, please,” she begged, not caring who was related to whom. She just wanted to get away.

      “Hop, come on, you know this is the only way,” Mystic wheedled.

      Hopper looked at Meggie. “You Big Joe’s baby girl?”

      Meggie shook, but still found it in her to nod.

      “Outlaw married you?” the other woman asked. Her gaze fell to Meggie’s left hand and her eyes widened. “Holy shits-bits, look at those stones.” She held out her hand.

      “No, please,” Meggie cried. “Don’t take my rings.”

      Scowling at her, Hopper wiggled her fingers.

      Her heart breaking, Meggie yanked off her wedding set and handed it to Hopper, who snatched it from her and slid it on her pinky. “Now, you little cunt, thinking you’re the shit because you married Outlaw,” the woman snarled, slapping Meggie

      to the ground and jumping on her before Meggie could strike back.

      The men laughed.

      “C’mon, Momma,” Randolph said in disgust. “You’re kidding me, right? You’ve already convinced us to align with the Dwellers, when we came to town to avenge my father.”

      “I’m sorry, honey,” Hopper whispered to Meggie, not listening to her son. “Just follow my lead. I’m going to keep you alive and unmolested until I can get you out of here.”

      Meggie processed the words, scared to believe Hopper was on her side.

      “Close your eyes,” Hopper said. “Pretend I knocked you out.”

      Doing as instructed, Meggie lay still. Hopper pulled away from her.

      “Okay, assholes, if you harm her any more than you already have, I’m leaving.”

      “Here we go,” Mystic said with a sigh. “I’m just having a little fun, Hop.”

      “Not with Outlaw’s old lady. Big Joe’s daughter. They were always good to me, so was Snake,” she added.

      “You seemed to have forgotten that when you jumped on her, Momma,” Randolph reminded her.

      She sniffed. “I just didn’t like her. That’s why I knocked her out.”

      A jolt of pain went through Meggie at the vicious kicks she received on her thigh. It took everything in her not to moan. Hopefully, they wouldn’t see the tears slipping down her cheeks.

      “What are you doing?” Hopper demanded as Meggie heard the rip of material and felt cool air rush over her chest.

      “She’s pissy,” Mystic said. “And she tried to escape. If this bitch has no clothes on, she’ll think twice about doing either.”

      Meggie kept her eyes closed in humiliation, “coming to” just as she was stripped bare. She blinked up at the sky, then glanced at the other woman.

      A muscle in Hopper’s jaw jumped, and she looked away.

      Bending down, Mystic picked Meggie up and threw her over his shoulder, slapping her butt a few times on the way back to the bunker. He pounded down the concrete steps, then lifted her above his head. She squeaked in fear.

      “Should I slam you to the ground?” He smiled at her. “I wonder how many bones you’d break?”

      “Mystic!” Randolph called.

      Snickering, Mystic set Meggie on her feet. “Next time,” he said and left her alone.

      She hadn’t been steeped in darkness for very long before sunlight beamed in again and Hopper appeared.

      Walking closer, she laid the envelope next to her head. “That’s your ring. Keep it hidden. Assholes might’ve stolen it and then you’d never get it back.”

      “Th-thank you,” Meggie said, all curled up to cover her nudity.

      “Listen, babe. I’ve been knowing Outlaw a long time. If he married you, then you must mean a lot to him. He’s going to destroy everything, and anything connected with this. Even my boy for putting the idea in Mystic’s head. Put two idiots together and all you get are fuckups.”

      “I’ll talk to Christopher,” Meggie swore.

      Hopper shook her head. “It’s not going to make a difference. I have to leave with my boy until this blows over.”

      “Take me with you,” Meggie begged.

      “I can’t, babe. Mystic left some of his boys to guard the place. He’ll put up with a lot from me, but not betrayal. You and me would both be shot where we stood.”

      Meggie understood Hopper’s logic, even if she didn’t like it.

      “I left a note for Mystic,” Hopper continued, “asking him to abandon this suicide mission and telling him where I’m going. Randolph and me fell on hard times, and Mystic saved us, so I’m trying to save him. I’m giving him forty-eight hours—the weekend—to decide. Bright and early Monday morning, I’m getting a message to Outlaw some kind of way and letting him know you’re here.”

      “Please don’t leave me here with Mystic. He’s going to kill me.”

      “I know you’re scared, but I am, too. Of Outlaw. Randolph and me have to get to safety, in case he finds out where you are before I send word.” Hopper grabbed her hand and squeezed. “If Mystic makes advances on you, submit, babe, and he’ll spare you.” She stood. “Remember, you’re Big Joe’s girl, Outlaw’s wife. Stand strong until your man comes to get you.”

      The woman’s words rang in Meggie’s ears long after she’d been left alone, cold, naked, and awaiting her fate. She prayed Christopher arrived in time to save her.
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      Walking into his empty room, Christopher made his way to Megan’s side of the bed and stared at her space. Three nights ago was the last time she’d been there. Now, he could only picture her on the bed, waiting for him, as always. He’d torn all of Hortensia and half of Portland down, but his exhaustion curtailed his intent to continue on.

      His fatigue reminded him he was…human. But it was a race against the clock. The longer the Imperials held Megan, chances lessened that Christopher would get her back alive.

      He refused to admit his greatest fear—that it was already too late. She was already dead.

      Clearing his throat, he glanced around. The place was barren and hollow—lifeless—without his girl.

      He’d come home to grab an hour of sleep, but mostly to check on his kids, especially CJ. While Christopher combed the area for his girl, Bunny and Digger looked after CJ, Rule, Rebel, Ryder, and Ransom.

      Christopher rubbed his eyes and smiled at Megan’s love of ‘R’ names. Of babies and pregnancy.

      Of him. The thought arrowed straight to his heart, shattering it. He couldn’t imagine what she was going through. After not sleeping a wink since she’d been taken, he didn’t want to wipe out and fuck himself up before he brought her home.

      He dug in his pocket and found his smokes. Once he lit up, he took a drag and started pacing. Not having her with him was sheer torture. She had to be alive. As much as he wanted to be there for his children, he didn’t know how long he’d last without Megan. Right now, he held onto a shred of hope.

      But…no one had contacted him with any demands and that alarmed the fuck out of him. On the other hand, he hadn’t received a phone call, taunting him with the location of her…her…Jesus fucking Christ.

      Tears stung Christopher’s eyes. He couldn’t finish the sentence. She had to be alive. Case fucking closed.

      Losing interest in the cigarette, he walked to the coffee table across the room in their sitting area, and tapped it out in the ashtray, then he heaved in a breath and went to his side of the bed. He didn’t bother to remove his boots, his jacket, his cut, or any of his clothes. All he needed was a nap to refuel. Maybe, some food. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten.

      His stomach turned. He wouldn’t hold anything down if he tried. Fuck, food. He wanted his wife.

      He laid in his spot, not wanting to move, willing her to be there. Wanting her hands to roam across his back and her lips to skim his skin. Many nights, they slept in the spoon position. Perhaps, that would help tonight?

      Keeping his back to the side of the bed she usually slept, Christopher curled in an imitation of spooning. It didn’t make him feel better. He actually felt worse. Megan wasn’t there to fit her body to his and flirt with him. Tell him about her day and ask about his. Her laughter existed only in his head.

      He shot into a sitting position and hung his head. Whoever took her from him would die in a slow, painful way. He usually didn’t fuck around with torture. Just kill a motherfucker and be done. They knew what the fuck they did to get fucked up. Why did Christopher have to waste his time reminding them, when the end result would be the same?

      But this, this, was something different. This deserved at least twenty hours of cutting. A finger one hour, a toe the next, and so on, until every motherfucking digit was hacked the fuck off. He’d have to stem the blood loss, so they’d survive the whole torture. Then, as he looked the motherfucker in his eyes, Christopher would carve Mystic’s fucking heart out. Motherfucker was doing it to Christopher figuratively.

      He’d return the favor with literal interpretation.

      Getting to his feet, he walked to the bathroom and headed to Megan’s closet. He drew in a deep breath, closing his eyes when he picked up her scent. Cherry blossoms.

      The nightgown she’d worn the night before she was taken hung on a hook. The black silk made her look so fucking sexy. Going to it, he pulled the material against his face and sniffed. Tears leaked from his eyes, which pissed him off even further and made him add removal of eyeballs to his torture list.

      Sniffling, he removed the nightgown from the hook, buried his face in it and wept. The one thing he could say was he had no regrets. No matter the outcome. Loving her was his greatest joy and most precious privilege. And she knew it. He made sure he told her as much as possible, every day.

      He also knew how much she adored him. It never failed to humble him that a sweet girl like her could love a motherfucker like him. She loved him for him. It didn’t matter to her if he was Christopher or Outlaw, he was her man, and she let the world know it.

      She was his girl. His woman. His wife.

      His Megan.

      Unable to put the nightgown down, Christopher brought it into the bedroom with him, then laid it in her spot. He stared down at it and slapped his cheeks to remove the tears. Once, twice, three time! Until his face stung.

      Thrusting his hands through his hair, he dug into his pocket and came up with a small picture of Megan. He kissed it, then placed it on her pillow.

      This time, when he laid down, he faced her side. Seeing her nightgown and knowing her face was on the small photo comforted him.

      He was finally able to fall asleep.
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      Unable to bear the thought that she’d had something to do with Meggie’s abduction, Kendall decided to drive to Randolph’s place herself. She wasn’t sure where the Dwellers had searched for Meggie, but Randolph’s place was so out of the way, she didn’t think that had been on their radar.

      She could alert Johnnie, so he’d tell Christopher. However, she’d just gotten back into her husband’s good graces. If she confessed she’d taken Randolph’s case, Johnnie would never forgive her, in light of recent events.

      She’d prefer to die than to lose her husband.

      Besides, unless, Johnnie went to Randolph’s place on his own, Christopher, the asshole, would want to know where Johnnie got the information. Johnnie might be too angry to protect her, and then her life would be over, anyway.

      No, it was best this way. She had to do this on her own.

      Reaching the house, Kendall turned off the road and onto the property. Noticing three motorcycles parked in the yard, she didn’t drive as far as she had when she’d dropped Randolph off. Killing the ignition at the edge of the property, near the street, Kendall thought of her husband again.

      The first time she’d seen him at Christopher’s bachelor party, when she’d still had her mother and sister in the world. From the moment her and Johnnie met, he’d protected her. He’d wanted her to stay and she’d wanted him to kiss her on the mouth.

      And their battle of wills had begun.

      Through some of her darkest days—her sexual assault, mother’s suicide, Kendall’s captivity—she’d held onto memories of her blond biker with the body of an athlete and the most magnificent silver eyes she’d ever seen.

      How could she have been so blind to his love? Why would she recognize it now, when it might be too late?

      Swallowing, she knew she couldn’t leave her Navigator without apologizing to him and telling him how much she truly loved him.

      
        
        I love you so much, Johnnie. I’m so sorry for all the things I’ve ever done to you. Please forgive me. When you remember me, think of the love we shared. Don’t let our children forget me.

      

      

      Swiping at her tears, Kendall pressed send. It might’ve been melodramatic, but she just didn’t have a good feeling about her decision to rescue Meggie. In her bones, she knew it would be either her or Meggie to make it out alive.

      That was fine with her. She’d caused this, so she’d pay the consequences, even if it was the ultimate one.

      At peace with her decision, Kendall got out of the car and closed the door as quietly as possible, not wanting to alert anyone to her presence.

      Her heart banged in her chest and a little tremble assailed her. She was scared, so very scared. To die. To live. To be.

      Hoping she wouldn’t be spotted, Kendall hurried around the old house. When the raggedy front porch came into view, she noticed the dog was absent.

      Was that a good sign or a bad omen?

      It didn’t matter.

      Deciding on her next course of action, she shielded her eyes with her hand from the sunburst and glanced into the distance.

      Most of the structures had padlocks on them, which did Kendall no good. No use in delaying this. One way or the other she’d find Meggie.

      Marching forward, she skirted past the bikes and crouched down, so she wouldn’t be seen through the windows of the house. She reached the rusty old pickup and grabbed the bumper, standing to her full height and rushing to the first shoddy building.

      She put her ear against the door, trying to detect movement. “Meggie?” she called in a loud whisper.

      No response.

      “Meggie!”

      Nothing.

      God, this wouldn’t do. Her half-hearted effort annoyed her, so she stiffened her shoulders and pounded on the door.

      “MEGGIE!” she yelled.

      Not a peep.

      She decided to move to the next building and repeated the process. After three tries with no results, a chilling thought came to Kendall.

      Meggie was already dead.

      Her one true girlfriend. Roxy was like a mother to Kendall, but Meggie had been…a sister, a confidante, someone Kendall count on. Her treachery had ruined that, too.

      On a sob, she started toward the last outbuilding, which was about fifty yards away. Halfway there, she stumbled across a door sticking out of the ground with, of course, a padlock.

      Gritting her teeth in frustration, she crouched down and listened. Nothing.

      “Meggie?” she called, placing her ear back on the door.

      Did she hear movement on the other side?

      “MEGGIE! Are you in there?”

      “Kendall!” a faint voice responded.

      Or was that a whisper in the wind? A figment of her imagination. She wanted Meggie to be alive so bad.

      “Meggie, is it really you?”

      “Kendall, help,” that faint voice came again.

      “Wait! I’m coming for you.”

      “Are you now?” a voice from behind her said, just before two pairs of legs came into view.

      The barrel of a gun pressed into the back of her head.

      “You know what? I hear Outlaw won’t give us what we want if we kill his bitch, but we have to show them we’re serious in some way,” the man sneered.

      “Wh-what do you mean?” Kendall asked in a shaky voice, her brain kicking into gear. Deny! Deny! Deny! “Who’s Outlaw?”

      The man laughed. “Don’t play stupid, Kendall. Randolph told me all about you.” He fingered her hair. “Your gorgeous red hair. Your height. I know you’re John Boy’s old lady. Maybe, if we killed you and kept the blonde alive a bit longer, we might get some results.”

      “Maybe, if you sent your demands to the club, you’d get results, too, asshole,” she snapped.

      “I’m too busy having fun with her,” he said coldly. “Once I’ve used her to my satisfaction, then I’ll contact the club.”

      “You’re a dead man, you stupid motherfucker,” she spat. “Fucking with Meggie.”

      “You’re the bitch who told Randolph to take her.”

      “Maybe, I lied. Ever consider that, bastard?”

      For a moment, silence reigned, and Kendall gloated. Then, she heard the click of the gun.

      “I love you, Johnnie,” she whispered, a moment before the bullet crashed into her skull, killing her instantly.
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      Stop and think about this! Do you really want Kendall dead? Didn’t your heart drop, just a teeny bit? Maybe, you thought about all my promises that I’d never kill Kendall? I’ve always contended she’s one of the heroines, therefore I can’t kill her, in all good conscience.

      But, more than that, Kendall provides a source of entertainment and controversy that wouldn't be present if I actually went through with the previous scene and let her die. Think hard on this. PLEASE! She's the bad girl of the story and you would really miss her if I killed her. This is something that could not be undone. Therefore, I cannot in all good faith kill her off.

      You may wonder why I can't kill her off, but she's present to remind us that love comes in all forms. Although she doesn't always show it, in her own way, she does love Johnnie. As a matter of fact, both characters are in the story to show that not all relationships are perfect but, somehow, they survive. We all know couples who’ve separated two million and two times. On the two millionth and third try, they find a common ground and make their relationship work. Yes, I know couples like this also get divorced, but I’m thinking with a glass half-full mentality. 😊

      I am not toying with your emotions. I take my craft and my readers very seriously. This was just a moment in time to show everyone what it would be like without Kendall. Did you not feel a sense of loss, if only for Johnnie, knowing how much he loves her? Kendall is still a work-in-progress. She will never be the typical heroine. It just isn’t in her nature, but she will eventually open her eyes to the world around her. Whether this is shown in the Legacy Series or if I write two or three more Death Dweller books, before the Legacy Series, I’m not sure.

      For the time being, those who like her probably mourned her, while those who hate her cheered her death. I for one am one of the ones who mourned her. I won't do this again. As I move forward with the story, I hope you enjoy the way it ends.

      Turn the pages to continue with the real chapter.

      Happy Valentine's Day
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      Laying on her back with her knees drawn up, Kendall imagined Johnnie’s cum sliding wherever it had to go to make a baby inside of her. Since he’d found her in the room, he’d made love to her repeatedly. Each time he rolled over, she’d lay flat, draw her knees up, and will herself to become pregnant.

      Now, more than ever, it was imperative. If Christopher ever discovered whatever role she’d played in Meggie’s abduction, Kendall was dead, and Johnnie wouldn’t ever forgive her. She knew he didn’t trust her. However, because Meggie’s kidnapping—or murder—had spooked him so much, he was willing to forgive her.

      A knock came on the door. Sighing, Kendall sat up, already knowing who her visitor was. “Come in, Roxy,” she called. Kendall had texted her and told her she needed to talk.

      Walking in, Roxy carried a tray filled with food, in her hands. Kendall’s eyes widened. Roxy glared at her but stomped over and sat the tray on her lap.

      Ribs, baked beans, potato salad, and peas sat on a plate. The food smelled delicious, but she couldn’t eat.

      Kendall’s lips trembled at Roxy’s loyalty. Ever since the scene in the main room, when Kendall had nearly punched CJ, Roxy hadn’t been happy. Since Meggie had been taken in the evening, that scene had taken place almost four evenings ago.

      Had it really been that long? What was Meggie going though?

      Kendall’s nostrils flared.

      “Eat, Kendall.”

      No matter how annoyed she got with her, Roxy was always at her side, looking after her.

      “What do you want, sugar?” Roxy asked with impatience. “I don’t have time for bullshit. Folks are hungry.”

      “Oh, Roxy, I’m so sorry. Don’t be angry with me.”

      “Do you give a fuck? I mean, you’re a grown ass woman, who was arguing with a little child.”

      She blinked. “You’re upset with me over only CJ?”

      “That just reminded me of all your other recent shenanigans,” Roxy snapped. “I’ll stand by you for almost anything, Kendall. But Johnnie’s a good man. He loves the fuck out of you and how do you repay him? By drugging his dumb ass. How does he respond? By being angry long enough to get a good cry from you, but then going right back to being the soft touch he always is with you.”

      Kendall gasped, and sat the tray next to her on the bed. “How did you expect him to deal with me? Punching me? Hitting me? Or choking me like the wonderfully brilliant Outlaw?”

      Roxy fisted her hands on her hips. “You’re working on my last fucking nerve, baby, and you’re damn lucky you are married to Johnnie. As much as you want to fuck him, if you’d been Outlaw’s old lady and you pulled some shit like this, he would’ve shot the fuck out of you. I don’t condone a motherfucker laying his hands on a woman, and Outlaw is so fucking wrong for always trying to choke the fuck out of you, but, damn, baby.” Shaking her head, she sighed. “Goddamn. When will your bullshit ever stop? Johnnie needs to find a goddamn apartment for you, so you two can go in your respective corners and really think about shit.”

      “No!” Kendall cried, panicked. Who knows what Johnnie would do, if someone suggested that to him? He’d sworn never to leave her. On the other hand, he’d believed she’d never try to hurt him. And her medicine had really messed him up. However, he believed she was pregnant again, so that might be her saving grace. “I love Johnnie. He can’t leave me.”

      Roxy swept her gaze up and down Kendall. “You love the thought of Johnnie. You don’t love that man. You could’ve killed him. That’s not love. He’s just useful to you. He gives you a place to stay and a good life.”

      “How dare you!” Kendall cried, shooting out of bed and barreling to Roxy. She pointed a finger at her. “I’m not using Johnnie and I resent you saying that. In case you don’t realize it, he gives me the biker life, not a good life.”

      “First off, Kendall, back the fuck up off me, if you don’t want my foot up your fucking ass,” Roxy warned coldly.

      Knowing the woman didn’t play, Kendall gulped and complied immediately.

      “Second, your first and only thought is Kendall. Not Johnnie. Not your children. Not anyone but you. To take care of you, you’d use Jesus.”

      Tears stung Kendall’s eyes. “So what?” she spat. “You hate me now, like everybody else?”

      Roxy made a face at Kendall and she huffed out a breath, her stance relaxing a little. “I could never hate you,” she said in a softer tone. “I’m pissed with you, so I’m not going to smile in your goddamn face and say everything’s all right. Besides, if I hated you, I wouldn’t have rushed my ass in her when I got your text.”

      “But you’re shouting at me,” Kendall sobbed.

      “Bailey came out of my pussy, child. When I get pissed with her—on those rare occasions—I shout at her ass, too. It don’t mean I don’t love her. It just mean she’s pissed me the fuck off. See, baby, you have to realize that people have arguments, but they work through it and move on. Unless, they take shit to the next level. Drugging a motherfucker is definitely the next level.”

      “I’d prefer you to be angry with me over CJ,” Kendall wailed, going to Roxy and bowing her head, so she could cry like a little girl.

      Roxy’s arms went around Kendall. Although she was almost a head taller than Roxy, Kendall still felt…worthy in Roxy’s eyes. Like she was good enough to be someone’s daughter.

      “What you did isn’t okay, sugar,” Roxy whispered kindly, rubbing her back, “but I’m not deserting you. I just want you to think before you act. Let’s talk about CJ for a minute. The names he called you was wrong. He’s a child and you’re an adult. And as an adult, what you say can have a big impact on him. He’s a good little boy, Kendall, even with all his cussing and huffing and bossing. Yet, you called him an idiot, a brat, and other shit I don’t even want to remember just because he called Rory by a nickname.” She leaned back to stare at Kendall. “Think about this: JJ is a nickname. That boy’s name is John, Jr. You could’ve called him Jimmy, but it had to be JJ because Meggie calls her boy CJ. This is the kind of shit I’m talking about.”

      “Oh, Roxy, you’re right! I’m so sorry.”

      “Uh-uh, baby. I don’t believe you. You’re too fucking busy to be sorry. People forgive you, then something else comes up. That’s not the mark of a truly apologetic woman.”

      “What should I do? How can I make it up to everybody?”

      Roxy took Kendall’s face between her hands. “You can’t. Not unless you look inside yourself and change your entire outlook on life. I believe in you. You’re a smart, beautiful, capable woman. You can do anything you set your mind to. If you want to. I don’t believe you want to. You enjoy matching wits with these motherfuckers, especially Outlaw. By always doing shit, you think you stay relevant. All you do is push people away. Now, no one told Outlaw about the confrontation between you and CJ. Don’t think the shit won’t hit the fan when he finds out. Keep it the fuck up and you’re going to get Johnnie tossed out of the club again.”

      If that happened, Johnnie would grow to resent her. Again.

      Roxy kissed Kendall’s cheek. “I still want to kick your ass, but I love you, sugar. Besides, we need positive energy to bring Meggie back home. I can’t tell you how worried I am about her. Well, fuck, actually I won’t tell you because I don’t think you give a fuck.”

      Kendall sucked in a breath. “That’s not true,” she mumbled, the denial sounding weak to her own ears.

      “Now, baby, this is Roxy you’re talking to. I don’t need to see a bull taking a shit to know when I come across bullshit. What you just said is the biggest piece of bullshit I’ve ever heard. Since I been in here, you haven’t once asked me about her. If I’ve heard anything. Nothing.”

      “Someone might’ve come in and told me.”

      “The people you call friends are pissed at you and the rest of the club don’t fuck with you anyway, so try again.”

      “If I wasn’t worried about her, I wouldn’t have fainted when I found out she’d been kidnapped,” Kendall said with a sniff.

      Roxy gave her a thoughtful look but didn’t comment.

      “Besides, I texted you, so I can give you some information regarding Meggie,” Kendall confessed, and stepped out of Roxy’s reach.

      “What might that be, sugar?”

      “I might know where Meggie is being held,” Kendall murmured, lowering her lashes.

      At first, she thought Roxy hadn’t heard. The silence stretched so long, Kendall couldn’t resist looking at her.

      Shock and disgust marred Roxy’s features. “For fucking real, Kendall?” she shouted, then shook her head in denial. “No, I didn’t hear what I think I did.” She stuck her index fingers in each other and wiggled. “My hearing’s fucked up. My ears deceive me.”

      “I think I know where Meggie is,” Kendall repeated, louder, when Roxy dropped her hands.

      “By all that’s fucking holy, girl, you’re just revealing this shit now?” Roxy yelled. “The child could be dead!”

      “I didn’t know what to do or how to tell anyone. Johnnie just forgave me about the drugging. If I confess this, he’s going to be so angry with me!”

      “Why? What the fuck have you done now?”

      “Oh, Roxy.” Kendall rushed to Roxy and hugged her. “I’m so ashamed.” Bitter tears streaked her face as the entire story fell from her lips, from the way she’d first met Randolph to how she’d dropped him off at his house. “Say something,” she pleaded, once she was finished.

      “Say something?” Roxy demanded, her face darkening. “SAY SOMETHING? I can’t believe you! You’re some fucking piece of work. You know what? Never mind. Fuck it.”

      Roxy started for the door, but, Kendall couldn’t allow her to leave. This time, she might not ever forgive her.

      Running behind her, Kendall grabbed Roxy’s waist. “Please, please, please! Don’t leave me. I’m so sorry. I didn’t think Randolph would listen to me. I never meant for him to. I just didn’t want to be kidnapped, so I said all those things to him about Meggie.” She covered her face. “If Johnnie finds out, he’ll hate me.”

      “If Outlaw finds out, he’ll kill you,” Roxy gritted, jerking away from Kendall and rounding on her. “Goddamn it, girl. Do you ever get tired of fucking up? Ever?” She shook her head and closed her eyes. “Jesus Christ, this is so fucking bad.”

      “Don’t hate me. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for Meggie to be taken.”

      Roxy glowered at her. “I’ll believe that when pigs fucking fly. You knew what the fuck you were doing. Your ass practically said, here, take this bitch instead of my ass.”

      “No—”

      “Shut the fuck up.” Roxy heaved in a breath, then stalked to the door. “Stay the fuck in here. I have to find Mortician. I’d rather tell this to him than Outlaw or Johnnie. Those motherfuckers will never fuck my ass up cuz of your dumb ass.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Kendall said in a small voice.

      In response, Roxy left the room and slammed the door behind her.
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      Diving for cover, Johnnie covered his head as glass, wood, and debris rained around him in a cloud of smoke. Luckily, he’d seen Christopher flip the switch or else he would’ve been blown the fuck up.

      This third place they’d firebombed today was only the beginning. Riley had sent Christopher a list of all the Imperials with addresses, names, birthdates, every statistic available, and Christopher meant to use the information to wipe the entire organization from the face of the earth. Wherever an Imperials chapter was located, Christopher forwarded the information to either one of the Dwellers’ support clubs or one of their chapters in that particular area.

      Sirens wailed in the distance, propelling Johnnie to action. He jumped to his feet and ran to Christopher’s pickup, hurrying in the driver’s seat and speeding off, not saying anything to Christopher, who was scratching the address off his list.

      Adrenaline pumped through Johnnie. These were the moments, he lived and died for. They coordinated everything so perfectly. Christopher’s planning was an exact science. The rest of them just had to fall in line, and do their parts.

      Cash supplied the explosives. Luckily, Christopher had already been planning an attack on the Imperials, and they’d already begun stockpiling what was needed. Stretch took care of any type technological needs.

      Johnnie hoped like fuck Stretch successfully scrambled whatever security cameras were nearby. If not, they were all fucked.

      In silence, Johnnie headed to the park, near the creek where Megan had once lived. Mort, Val, and Digger were already there. It was hidden here, quiet, the safest spot for them to meet and strategize the next phase of plan B.

      “We got burgers,” Val said as Johnnie and Christopher walked to where the other three lounged on their parked bikes.

      “French fries, too,” Digger announced, chomping on a handful. “Prez, I got an extra-large fry for you.” Leaning down, he picked up a greasy, white paper bag from the ground and started to toss it.

      “You can have it. Ain’t hungry.” Christopher went to Mortician and grabbed the map of Portland from him, since some of the addresses were in unincorporated areas, unfamiliar to even them.

      “Prez, I’m not trying to annoy you,” Digger started.

      Mortician glared at him. “Then shut the fuck up and you’ll succeed.”

      “Come on, Mort. I got to say this. Look at Outlaw. Haven’t shaved since Megan was lifted. Probably haven’t showered either.” Digger held up a finger. “Wait, I got the perfect thing.” Placing both his Christopher’s burger bags on the ground, he lifted his saddle bag and pulled out deodorant. “What about a lil skeet-skeet under each arm? I mean, I can’t do it. My nose might fall off, Prez.”

      Instead of responding, Christopher took the map and walked away, skirting the edge of the creek, until he got to the small foot bridge and crossed to the other side, where he found a spot to sit. He laid out the map on the ground, then did fuck-all but stare into the distance.

      “Yo, Outlaw,” Val called, following the same path Christopher had taken.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings,” Digger said glumly.

      “Would you shut the fuck up?” Mortician advised. “The man suffering and your dumb ass talking about his goddamn armpits.”

      “Yeah, I hadn’t gotten around to mentioning his teeth yet or the mouthwash I got,” Digger said.

      “It’s not even four fucking days he haven’t cleaned up,” Mortician growled.

      “Don’t give a fuck, Mort,” Digger responded. “He must have extra sweat glands. Or nerves are making him sweat like a motherfucker. His face all full of hair. His hair not combed.”

      “Shut up, Digger,” Johnnie ordered, tired of Digger’s conversation. “No one has seen him eat, either, but I don’t hear you trying to force food into him. I’m more concerned about that, than I am about the way he smells.”

      “John Boy right, dumb ass,” Mortician said. “You his sergeant-at-arms. Go and sit with him, and don’t mention a goddamn thing about showers, teeth brushing, or anything else.”

      “Aww, Mort, do I have to? I don’t have a clothes pin to seal up my nose or nothing.”

      “Go, motherfucker,” Mortician said in a no-nonsense tone. “It’s not bothering Val. You’ll survive.”

      “It wouldn’t bother Val,” Digger complained. “He’s not normal.”

      “Get the fuck away from me,” Mortician said with disgust.

      Stomping away, Digger took the same path as Christopher and Val, leaving Johnnie alone with Mort.

      They were silent a moment. He hadn’t had a chance to speak to Mortician about the day Johnnie had been strangling Megan. Then, he’d been infuriated. Now, he was grateful. Luckily, he wouldn’t have had to live long with his misery and guilt if he’d killed her.

      Christopher would’ve annihilated him.

      “You hungry, John Boy?” Mortician asked before Johnnie could bring that day up.

      “I haven’t had much of an appetite lately,” Johnnie admitted, wondering if it was better to leave well enough alone.

      “You not hungry because of Red or Meggie?”

      Johnnie shrugged. “Both, I suppose, but it started with Kendall.”

      Mortician lit a joint, took a puff, then offered it to Johnnie. It had been a while since he’d enjoyed Aunt Mary. Kendall didn’t like him to be high, so he tried to respect her wishes.

      Not that it mattered to her. She went out of her way to disrespect his. Grabbing the roll from Mort, Johnnie put it to his lips and inhaled, holding the smoke in, savoring the taste, the initial rush that morphed into a hazy relaxation.

      “Roxanne called me,” Mortician started as Johnnie handed the joint back to him.

      “About?”  Why should a call from Roxanne be important to him? “For the past couple of days, she’s barely spoken to Kendall, so what’s up? Why should I know about her call?”

      Sidling a sympathetic glance at him, Mortician hit the joint, closing his eyes as he inhaled. “This shit getting better and better,” he commented.

      “What about Roxanne?” Johnnie pressed, snatching the joint from Mortician and hitting it again.

      Mortician sighed. “She got information about Meggie.”

      Johnnie stopped in the midst of flicking his lighter to fire up the joint again. “Like what?” he asked slowly.

      Scrubbing a hand over his face, Mortician shrugged. “Her potential location.”

      “What? And you’re sitting your ass there like you don’t have a fucking care in the world,” he said through clenched teeth. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Why are you telling me and not Chris…” As his voice trailed off, an image of Kendall rose in his head. “No, Mort. No. Tell me Kendall isn’t involved in this.”

      “I would if I could. I can’t,” he said with sadness. “I’m going to do my best to cover for her. I can only do so much, though. Prez going to want to know how I got this information. Maybe, not immediately, but eventually. Then, what?”

      “Tell me how is Kendall involved?” A part of him didn’t want to believe it, but he knew her. She got into more shit than a kindergartner at recess. More than that, she played with people’s lives, including her own and especially his.

      “Roxanne texted me the address,” Mortician said after he finished relating every sorry detail of Kendall’s story. “We all got lists for the Imperials, and I checked the information Roxanne sent against the lists Riley gave Outlaw. Sure enough, the address on there. Red confessed for nothing. Prez would’ve found Meggie girl by the end of the day cuz of the address on his list.”

      Fury and a renewed sense of betrayal wove into Johnnie. All the hopes and dreams he’d had for their future crashed and burned.  “I’m going to fucking kill her,” he snarled.

      “No, Johnnie, you not,” Mortician said calmly. “You love her too much.”

      “I fucking hate her,” he countered. “She almost cost me my life. Now, she’s fucking with Megan’s life, which, in turn, fucks with Christopher.”

      “And, in turn, causes you to get fucked up anyway, since she’s your bitch,” Mortician pointed out.

      God. Christopher. Johnnie was as good as dead. Christopher wouldn’t stop until he discovered the entire story and then he’d blame both Johnnie and Kendall.

      “I’m dead. Both she and I are,” Johnnie whispered.

      Mort patted him on the back. “Not if I can help it, brother. All I ask is you find a way to get Red back a line. She’s over the fucking top, Johnnie. Maybe, you need to think about leaving the club, so she could be the attorney she wants to be. Outlaw can’t ban her from her career if you aren’t associated with the club anymore.”

      “I could also leave her,” he barked. “No matter what the hell I do I can’t make Kendall happy. I try my hardest, but it’s never enough. She fucking drugged me, Mortician, to have her goddamn way.”

      “You’ll figure it out. Right now, I got to carefully explain this to Outlaw.”

      As Mortician walked away, Johnnie thought about Kendall. This time, she’d gone too fucking far. Not because it was Megan, but because after she’d tried to manipulate him into agreeing with her by filling him with dangerous pills, she’d left him vulnerable to a gruesome death at Christopher’s hands.

      After doing her shit, she hadn’t even had the decency to warn him.

      Well, fuck her.

      He.

      Was.

      DONE!
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      Shivering in the cold on the hard, concrete floor, and curled into a ball, Meggie imagined Christopher’s arms wrapped around her, warming her up.

      Sometimes, her skin felt frozen. Other times, she shook, but sweat poured from her body. Her lips were cracked and bloody. Whenever she licked them, a metallic taste filled her mouth.

      “Christopher,” she mumbled, wretched and miserable. In the morning, after he shaved, he always smelled like spice. She loved his scent.

      Hopefully, he was functioning enough to take care of their kids. She was so worried about all of them, although Ransom was too young to really miss her for too long. Actually, when she thought about it, all the kids were.

      Soon, she’d die. Death waited for her, only hours away from claiming her.

      Someone else would raise her children. They’d only know her as the one who’d given birth to each of them. Her memory would fade from their minds.

      A sob rose in her throat, but a sneeze escaped her instead.

      She was dirty, grimy, hungry, thirsty, and now, sick. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten or gotten a glass of water. For that matter, she hadn’t seen Mystic either. He’d just left here there.

      To die, alone and in the dark.

      She sniffled. She’d had a good life. Being loved by Christopher—loving him—had been an honor. He’d been the best thing that had ever happened to her. He’d given her beautiful children, an amazing life, and unconditional love.

      Maybe, she’d found it all while she was still so young because she hadn’t been fated to stay on this earth into her senior years.

      “Megan!”

      From a distance, Christopher’s voice came to her, and she smiled. He’d always be in her heart, her soul. If the sound of his voice was her last memory, she’d die happy.

      She was trying her best to hold on until he found her. Even in her state, she knew he was leaving no stone unturned to bring her home. But she was so cold. And tired. She just wanted to sleep forever.

      “Megan, baby, you in there? I ain’t got many other fuckin’ places to look.”

      “Y-yes. I-I’m here,” she croaked, the effort taking all her strength.

      Banging on the door hurt her head. The lock rattled. Christopher. He was there for her.

      But, no. Where they had her, he’d never find her. Mystic was back. He hadn’t forgotten about her, after all.

      Shudders racked her and her eyes slipped closed, the sudden still silence reminding her Christopher’s voice had been a sweet illusion in her fading mind.

      “Get the fuck away from the fuckin’ door,” the Christopher in her head called again.

      “O-okay,” Meggie mumbled, tears slipping from her eyes. She just wanted to see him one last time. Then, she’d be happy.

      “I gotta shoot the motherfuckin’ lock,” her Christopher said.

      She licked her lips. “’Kay.”

      The gunfire startled her, and she jumped at how real it sounded.

      Sunlight streamed in and footsteps pounded down the steps.

      “Megan!” Christopher shouted. “You in here?”

      In the corner, in darkness. Dreaming of her husband. She smiled. “Y-yes, C-C-Christopher,” she managed through her dry lips, unsure if the words actually came out or not. She moaned.

      A light shone on her, and she closed her eyes, hurting from head to toe.

      “Oh, baby! Megan. My Megan.” Christopher’s voice cracked, then he cleared his throat. “She here!” he yelled, his voice closer, his scent invading her nostrils.

      His arms wrapped around her, and gently pulled her to a sitting position, but her head was too heavy to hold up, so it lulled.

      “I gotcha, Megan. Hold the fuck on ‘til I getcha to the hospital.”

      “C-cold,” she said.

      His arms left her, and she moaned in protest, until he cocooned her in soft material, and lifted her into his arms. He held her tight to him, touched his chin to her head.

      “C-C-J?” she whimpered.

      “CJ safe, Megan.”

      She turned her face into his chest.

      “You safe, too.”

      “’Kay.”

      He fell into silence and started moving. His footsteps pounded on the wooden stairs.

      Megan turned her face up, feeling the fresh air, the sun.

      “Is she alive?” Val asked on a gasp.

      “Yeah,” Christopher said thickly.

      Johnnie’s face loomed above her. “Oh, fuck, thank fuck.”

      “Meggie girl, I’m so fucking happy to see you,” Mortician said.

      “Th-thank you,” she muttered, snuggling against her husband. “I-I kn-knew y-you’d c-come f-for m-me, C-Christopher.”

      He kissed her forehead. “Always, Megan,” he whispered. “My ass’ll move heaven and hell to find you.”

      “Let’s get her to the ER,” Digger said, as Christopher sat Meggie on his bike and held her.

      “Ima harness you to me with CJ shit, baby. I ain’t thought this shit through. I ain’t gonna letcha fall.”

      “I kn-know.”

      Once Christopher secured her to him, he jumpstarted his bike. Soon, the rumble of motorcycles beat through Meggie. Christopher had found her in time. She was alive. The feeling of impending death disintegrated. She’d make it.

      Leaning forward, she rested her head against Christopher’s back, leaving her care in his hands, which was exactly where she wanted to be.
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      It was over. Megan was safe. Although her captors had gotten away, several of the Imperial’s chapters—in Hortensia and elsewhere—had been blown out of existence.

      The image of a grateful Christopher, clinging to his wife two hours ago, tore at Johnnie’s soul. The outcome could’ve been different.

      Tragic.

      And Kendall, his wife, the mother of his children, would’ve been solely responsible. Pieces of a conversation floated through Johnnie’s head. He’d been in a booth with Kendall—and Randolph…? He couldn’t remember everything. That had to have been during one of his drugged states—again solely Kendall’s fault. Yet, the words the lowly wife of the lowly vice-president juxtaposed with you want to hit the club bad, get Meggie, Outlaw’s old lady.

      Could Kendall have really said that or was that the imaginings of a hopped-up mad man, who just happened to be himself?

      Nursing a beer at the clubhouse, sitting in the shadows alone at a table, Johnnie thought long and hard. The air of celebration by the remaining bikers and old ladies over finding Megan escaped him. He was happy, and relieved, she’d been found, but the pain ripping through him at the state of his marriage tore him apart.

      Lockdown was over. A lot of the brothers had taken their families home. Johnnie had sent Ella home with his kids, but had forbidden Kendall to leave the premises.

      Because he knew.

      He knew.

      Deep down, he knew the words he wanted to chalk up as drug-fueled hallucinations were real and true. Kendall had said those things. She’d done those things. The realization left him cold, and didn’t come lightly.

      He counted himself as her biggest champion, always wanting to see the best in her. Always wanting the best for her. Time and again, she’d betrayed him.

      How much was too much?

      How far was too far?

      How many forbidden lines had Kendall brazenly crossed, over and over? Too many for his comfort.

      That’s why he’d sent his kids home with their nanny. When he confronted his wife, they’d get into a screaming match and his children didn’t need to be subjected to that.

      Drawing in a deep breath and scrubbing a hand over his face, Johnnie couldn’t put off the inevitable any longer and made his way to his old clubhouse room.

      Kendall sat on the edge of the bed, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

      She knew, too. Knew that she’d crossed one line too many.

      Devastation pulled her features down, gave her a tragic look. But that was Kendall. Unless she lived in a Shakespearean drama, she wasn’t happy. According to her, no one loved her. No one understood her. No one wanted her. When, in actuality, it was the other way around.

      She loved no one but herself. She refused to understand anyone else. She didn’t want the people who’d tried to befriend her and become her family.

      “Johnnie—”

      “Save it,” he snapped. “Just shut the fuck up.”

      For the first time since he’d met her, her desolation left him unmoved. He glanced around his old room. His life had changed so much since he’d last lived there. When he and Kendall had moved to their house, he’d had such high hopes for their life together.

      “We need to talk.” Staying as far away from her as possible, he dropped into the chair she’d wanted in there.

      She raised a pleading gaze to him. “I know you’re angry with me.”

      “Angry? Really, sweetheart?” A bitter chuckle escaped him. “How many times have you heard me say that?”

      “S-say what?”

      “We need to talk,” he responded, his anger starting to rise to dangerous levels. “Too many fucking times to count. When has it ever done any good or mattered to you? Angry? I’m angry with you? Try again. I’m fucking livid.”

      “Let me explain,” she started.

      “Fuck no. Fuck you. You waited almost four damn nights before you confessed you might know where she was. She could’ve been dead.”

      “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re livid because it was your precious Meggie that I held out on.”

      He shot from his seat and stalked to her. For the first time, he wanted to choke the fuck out of her. He could see her body, dead and unmoving. He’d be free of whatever spell she’d placed on him. She’d be free of all her manipulation.

      “If I were you, I’d shut the fuck up,” he spat. “I’m ready to fucking kill you. This has nothing to do with Megan. Not in the way you’re implying.”

      He tipped her chin up, and she flinched.

      “You almost killed me. That sticks with a man.”

      “But you forgave me.”

      “On the surface,” he said, the thought coming to him then. “Maybe, if you hadn’t drugged me so recently, I could forgive you this.” There was no maybe about it. He would have. Somehow, he would’ve found a way to justify her actions. “You’ve made an ass out of me, over and over and over again.”

      His nostrils flared, and fury shook him. Seeing her dead at his feet, he pulled his Glock and jammed it against her head, cocking the hammer.

      “I’m so, so, so sorry about everything,” she rushed out, visibly trembling. “My defense about being bored is useless and inexcusable, but—”

      His hand trembled. “There’s no buts,” he snarled. “Every fucking thing you’ve done happened with ruthless disregard. For my fucking life, Kendall.” He thrust his face into hers, so close to her, he saw the golden flecks in her eyes. “I don’t take too fucking kindly to having my life threatened time and again. Yet, I forgave you, each and every time.”

      “What’s different this time?” she wailed.

      “Hmmm, let’s see,” he sneered. “You used your medicine to drug me and didn’t care that I was so ill. Instead of stopping, you switched medications. You choked the fuck out of yourself to make me believe Christopher almost killed you. You agreed to defend the enemy. And, let’s not forget, you had the wife of the man we call Psycho Stalker Wildman, because of his wife, kidnapped. That’s just your most recent crimes. Put together with everything you’ve done in the past and what does that get? Me dead. Killed. You know how?” He pressed his mouth against her ear, still holding the gun to her head. It shocked him he hadn’t pulled the trigger. “First, Christopher would cut my tongue out. That’s the offending part of my body that always defended you. Then, he’d cut my hands off because, let’s be real, we know that he knows that I strangled Megan. After that, he’d use his chance to get back at me for that one transgression with Megan before they married and castrate me. I never fucked her, but she jerked me off. Then, he’d decapitate me. Finally, I’d be put into our old, trusty wood chipper. Why? Because of you.”

      “That would never happen,” Kendall said with certainty. “Meggie would save you.”

      Unable to believe she was that naïve, Johnnie growled. He raised the gun from her head and fired, shattering the pane of the room’s lone window. It shocked him that he’d had the presence of mine to do that, but it also clued him in to a grim reality. Somewhere inside of him, he still felt something for her.

      Pitching his Glock against the wall with a vicious curse, he turned and thrust his fingers through his hair, yanking at the strands.

      “I can explain,” she sobbed, shaking like a leaf in the wind.

      He spun to face her and narrowed his eyes, enjoying the way she trembled. “Really? You can explain how you told the enemy that Megan was more valuable than any other old lady in the club as Christopher’s wife? When you know that’s a fucking lie. We’d rescue Club Ass under our protection. You know we’d tear the fucking planet apart for any of our wives, not just Megan. Outlaw would be right there helping us to get any of you back. But you singled her out. You knew what the fuck you were doing. You wanted her dead. Or raped.”

      “I didn’t!”

      “At least have the fucking decency to be truthful,” Johnnie roared.

      “Okay, fine! I don’t know why I said what I did, and that’s the truth. I just wanted…” Her voice trailed off and she covered her face. “I don’t know.”

      “You wanted her gone, because you think you’d finally get to fuck Christopher.”

      She gasped. “That isn’t true.”

      “The fuck it isn’t. Every chance you get, you throw innuendoes at him. You’re too fucking ignorant to realize he hates your fucking guts. That’s why I let that bullshit continue. I thought you’d wise the fuck up.”

      “Please! I can explain.”

      “I can’t imagine how. Sherlock Holmes couldn’t explain any of it. Regardless, I’m not interested in more of your fucking lies.”

      Kendall stood. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Until the next time,” he reminded her, unimpressed by her display.

      “Please, Johnnie,” she begged, falling to her knees and crawling to him. She wrapped her arms around his thigh. “My actions put Megan in danger and the club in jeopardy. But I swear. I swear I’ll change. I’ll do whatever you want. Only, please, forgive me.”

      Johnnie stared at his wife. At the moment, he didn’t hate her, or love her. He felt drained. Empty. Dead inside.  He backed away, and she fell forward. Scrambling back, she looked at him with the most pitiful expression he’d ever seen.

      “Are you leaving me?” Her voice was hoarse and teary. “Knowing I’m pregnant?”

      “Try again. That guilt card won’t work on me anymore. And, no, I’m not leaving you. You’re leaving me.

      “I…I…what?” She shook her head wildly. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Oh, yes, my gorgeous wife, you are. You’re leaving the club’s compound and surrounding properties. You’ll have no connections to the Death Dwellers, which means you’ll be free to practice law or work at any job that suits your fancy.”

      “No! I don’t want that.” She jumped to her feet and ran to him. “Please, forgive me, Johnnie.” She flung herself into his arms, crying hysterically. “If you love me, you’ll forgive me.”

      Unmoved, Johnnie disentangled her arms from around his neck.

      He had harsh realities facing him. The humiliated biker, the killer in him, wanted her dead. But the man in him, the one who loved her with everything in him, and had made it his life’s mission to protect her and uplift her, was heartbroken. “At the moment, I don’t know how I feel, Kendall,” he admitted tiredly. “You want my forgiveness, when all I want is your honesty and reliability. I want to be able to take a fucking glass of water from you without wondering if it’s tainted. How can I forgive you if I don’t trust you?”

      Weeping uncontrollably, Kendall bowed her head into her hands. “I know I have a lot to be forgiven for, but I promise I’ll earn your trust again, Johnnie, and I’ll make you love me again.” She hurried to him once more and held her hands out in supplication. “Please, give me a chance. Don’t desert me and the kids.”

      He glared at her. “Save the theatrics. I have no intention of deserting my children. However, there will be changes, effective immediately.”

      “What kind of changes?” she asked around sniffles.

      “Ella is out. They’ll have a normal nanny and they’ll be allowed to go into any room in the house that they want to. They can blabber and babble, spoken to or not. You will not make robots of my children. From this moment forward what I say goes. I’ve said that before and then let you convince me as their mother you know best. You have to learn how to be a mother. You’re raising our children the way your mother raised you.”

      “I am not!”

      “The fuck you aren’t, and it stops, or so help me, I’ll divorce your ass and cut you out of their lives for good.”

      “You’re serious?” she whispered.

      He lifted a brow. “No, Kendall,” he snapped. “I’ve been talking just to hear my voice.”

      “Johnnie, please! You know if you took me to court, with my history, I’d lose to you.”

      He grinned without humor. “Going forward, I suggest you remember that,” he spat.

      Kendall wrung her hands together. “Please, don’t get rid of Ella. She’s my friend and the kids like her.”

      “Ella is a fucking snob and the kids fear her. Just like they fear you.”

      “No—”

      “I’m not finished, so shut the fuck up. I’m going to buy you a house.”

      “Oh my God, Johnnie, no! Please. We won’t be able to survive without you.”

      “Who’s we?” He barked a laugh. “The kids are staying with me. They’re going to a different daycare, and they’ll have a new nanny. All of them will get acquainted with their cousins. I’ll bring them to you on weekends. You won’t have time for them anyway, since you’ll be living your dream of being a working attorney.”

      “You might as well kill me! You’re leaving me and taking the kids. I’ll be all alone.”

      “Funny, I’ve been alone our entire marriage but I was too stupid to realize it.”

      “No! You had me! And I had you. We had each other.”

      “That’s such bullshit,” he bit out with a bitter laugh.

      “Johnnie,” she keened, doubling over, her body shaking with the force of her tears. “All this sounds like you do intend to divorce me.”

      “Maybe, if you weren’t pregnant again, I would.” He shrugged, but the enormity of that statement, of her state, hit him. Bleakness pierced his anger, and he clenched his jaw.

      “You’re going to get a girlfriend, aren’t you?” she said miserably. “You did when I left before.”

      He should torture her with that uncertainty, but she was pregnant, so he couldn’t. He wouldn’t be responsible for a third miscarriage. “No, I’m not. We weren’t married then, Kendall. I take my vows seriously. If I want another woman, I’d divorce you first.”

      “I’m so sorry. What can I do? How can I change your mind? Make you want to stay married to me?”

      “You’re pregnant,” he reminded her. “We already have kids together. Children aren’t a reason to remain in a relationship, but you need to find yourself. Maybe, you moving from the club will be just what’s needed. Who knows? Right now, I want you gone. I’m livid,” he admitted. “Furious. A part of me wants to kill you.”

      Her eyes widened, and she paled.

      “I had every intention of pulling that trigger, Kendall,” he said in a deadly soft tone. “You’ve pushed me one time too many. You’ve humiliated me. Betrayed me…” He drew in a deep breath. “That’s the side of me I’ve always kept from you. But I’m as much to blame for this point in our marriage as you are. I allowed you to play me, so you did.”

      Her face crumpled. “I love you,” she whispered. “I love all of you, even that vicious, dangerous side. Please, don’t throw me away.”

      He forced himself to ignore those words. But, Jesus, she sounded pitiful. “I think our marriage is salvageable.” The statement lightened his mood somewhat. “I’ll do my part in trying to save it. It’ll be up to you to do yours. You have to completely change your attitude about a lot of things. I’m not leaving my club, and you hate it. That’s a great divider.” His heart was beginning to hurt. “I’ll be there for you and the baby.”

      Sniffling, Kendall nodded, the same anguish creeping into him, showing on her face. “I promise I’ll work on myself. I’ll find a way to regain your trust.”

      Johnnie swallowed. “I’d like that.” Having nothing else to say, he nodded to the door. “Come on. I’ll walk you to the house, so I can get back to the club and get some rest.”

      “You aren’t staying with me tonight?” she whispered.

      “No. I’m not. I need to be alone. Tomorrow, I’ll come back to the house and use one of the guest rooms until you move out.”

      Johnnie didn’t think she could look more forlorn. But she managed it. For the first time since he’d seen her tonight, he felt a twinge of sympathy for her. Which, to him, was a good thing.

      Eventually, when all the hurt and humiliation went away, his love for her would return.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Devastated at Johnnie’s decision, Kendall couldn’t sleep. Instead, for the entire night, she thought of ways to make things right, but couldn’t come up with any. She sobbed and trembled, and just felt cold inside.

      She’d known drugging Johnnie was pushing it, but she’d never expected him to find out. She’d thought it would be a harmless way to secure his agreement.

      Once she’d seen how sick he’d become, she should’ve stopped. As always, something inside her drove her to recklessness. The one thing she’d always counted on was Johnnie’s love and her ability to bend him to her will.

      That had been wrong, so very, very wrong of her. Now, she’d all but lost him. He wanted to work on their marriage and would do his part, yet she didn’t know how to do her part.

      Or, maybe, she did.

      Johnny wanted her honesty and reliability. He wanted them to be close to Christopher and Meggie. Therefore, Kendall saw only one way: confession.

      Confessing her crimes to Christopher…no, not Christopher…Outlaw…confessing her crimes to Outlaw could be the first step in proving to Johnnie how sorry she was.

      He’d see she was willing to humble herself to Outlaw. Johnnie would know she wanted the same fresh start as he did with no—not many—secrets between them. Admitting her behavior would show how truly sorry she was.

      Outlaw would be angry, but he wouldn’t hurt her—or Johnnie. Meggie wouldn’t sanction it.

      As dawn broke, she grabbed her cell phone and sent a text message to Outlaw, Johnnie, Mortician, Digger, Val, Cash, Stretch and Knox to meet her at the club because she had something important to say.

      Only Mortician gave an affirmative answer immediately. It took another hour for Johnnie and Digger to respond. The others didn’t. However, she’d make her way to the club and see who’d attend.

      Stepping into the clubhouse, Kendall breathed in the scent of bacon that told her Roxy was in the kitchen preparing breakfast for the brothers who stopped in on their way to work.

      “What’s this about, Kendall?” Johnnie demanded, sitting amongst all the other men because he was a biker.

      Whether she liked it or not, this motorcycle club was in his blood. They all stared at her, giving her the feeling of them versus her.

      Bursting into tears, she hurried forward, stopping at the edge of the table, between Mortician and Knox. Outlaw was in the corner, on the other side, glowering at her.

      “Th-thank you for coming,” she said hesitantly.

      “I left Megan side and came cuz of Johnnie,” Outlaw responded. “You his wife and if you textin’ all us, it must be fuckin’ dire.”

      She bowed her head, and sobbed.

      “Red,” Mortician said after a moment, grabbing her hand and squeezing. “Don’t stress yourself. We didn’t know you and Johnnie was on the outs ‘til we got here. It’s okay. You still our family.”

      Mortician’s words tore through her. How could she have been so stupid to not see how much they all cared for her? Even if it was because of Johnnie, she’d had the family she’d always dreamed of.

      “Whatcha want, Kendall?” Outlaw snapped. “I gotta get back to the hospital by Megan.”

      His words made her cry harder. “It’s all my fault,” she confessed, not thinking this decision through, only panicked at the thought of losing Johnnie. “Meggie being kidnapped. Johnnie being drugged and Johnnie strangling her. I even called CJ a little idiot and tried to punch him in his face. And…and…and I withheld Meggie’s location from you. I’m the one who convinced Johnnie to meet with Randolph behind your back, to try and broker a peace deal. I intended to represent Randolph, so, in essence, I fraternized with the enemy against your orders and against Johnnie’s will. I’m so, so, so sorry. Please forgive me.” Tears slipped down her cheeks and she swiped them away. “I’m begging you.”

      Stillness fell over the room and a chill entered, as if a ghost had walked in and sucked the warmth out of the air.

      Johnnie’s eyes widened, then he paled, glancing uneasily in Outlaw’s direction. The other men looked both shocked and concerned. Their gazes travelled from her to Outlaw and back again.

      Growling, Outlaw rose to his feet, and stared at her, then narrowed his eyes.

      “Now, Prez,” Mortician started, standing also, and holding out his hands. “Think about this. Meggie girl safe.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Mortician,” Outlaw ordered. “The only fuckin’ thing savin’ you is you did what the fuck I ask. You saved my girl. Megan reminded me of that. But she ain’t fuckin’ here and you still fuckin’ lied to me.”

      Without another word, Mortician returned to his seat. Outlaw remained standing. The cold hatred in his eyes alarmed Kendall. She should’ve waited until Meggie was out of the hospital.

      Thinking of Meggie, Kendall swallowed. All she knew was that Meggie had been rescued. No one had mentioned anything else about her to Kendall.

      “How the fuck you figure it’s your fault, this motherfucker strangle my girl, Kendall?” he demanded, starting to pace. “Never fuckin’ mind. I already know. You put fuckin’ marks on your own neck.”

      His ability to reach the correct conclusions no longer surprised her, so she nodded.

      Outlaw paused to glance between her and Johnnie. He sat in his seat, ashen, unable to speak. The fear in his eyes almost broke Kendall. He had to know that even if Outlaw killed her, he’d never hurt Johnnie.

      “Don’t make Johnnie pay for my crimes,” she begged.

      All the warmth was gone from Outlaw’s face. She saw nothing of the biker she knew. Yes, he disliked her—hated her. He called her names. But he had a spark of humanity in him. The ability to be reasoned with.

      This man, Outlaw, was a killer.

      She trembled, wondering if she’d erred in her decision to confess. “If there are any repercussions take them out on me.”

      Her words sent him into action.

      He stalked to where Johnnie sat. “I told your motherfuckin’ ass to get control of your bitch.”

      Johnnie swallowed, more color leeching from him. “I know.”

      Leaning down, Outlaw yanked his gun from his leg holster and aimed it at Johnnie’s head.

      “No!” Kendall screamed, trying to rush forward but unable to because Mortician held her back.

      “Anybody hun…gry?” Roxy ended on a gasp. “Outlaw—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Roxanne,” he commanded, then turned back to Johnnie. “Even when you fuckin’ found out this bitch drugged you, you ain’t did nothin’. You shoulda sent her the fuck away.”

      Clenching his jaw, Johnnie didn’t answer.

      “What the fuck I say gonna happen to you if you ain’t stop her bullshit?”

      “You said you’d kill me,” Johnnie said in a hollow tone.

      “Yet you let her fuck with you, with Megan, any-fuckin-way.”

      “He didn’t,” Kendall screamed. “Please! He didn’t know.”

      Outlaw glowered at her. “Johnnie say Mort told him where to find Megan. I didn’t give a fuck if a unicorn clued him in at that moment. I just wanted my woman. But I been wonderin’: How the fuck Mort knew, and ain’t told me. You know how? Cuz, you, bitch, told Roxanne, and she ain’t know how the fuck to tell me without givin’ you up.”

      “I can explain,” Roxy said quickly, sidling closer to Knox.

      He wrapped an arm around her waist and looked at Outlaw with guardedness.

      “I ain’t fuckin’ interested in no fuckin’ explanations, Roxanne,” Outlaw spat. “My ass pissed, but you did what you shoulda to protect Megan and this cunt.” He nodded to Kendall. “Ain’t faultin’ your loyalty.”

      “Okay, Outlaw, just drop the gun from Johnnie’s head before you fire accidentally,” Roxy pleaded in a faint voice.

      Instead of dropping the weapon, he cocked the hammer.

      “No!” Kendall screamed, again attempting to surge forward.

      Digger blocked her and Mortician pulled her back a second time, but she fought against his hold.

      “Please, Outlaw!” she screeched. “Oh my God! Please, don’t do this.”

      “I love you, Kendall,” Johnnie said quietly.

      “Let go of me, Mortician. I’ve got to save Johnnie.”

      “Letting you go not going to do no good, Red,” Mortician said in a distraught voice.

      In other words, she couldn’t save Johnnie. Nothing she did would help. But she had to try.

      “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry, Outlaw. Please don’t kill Johnnie. Please,” she sobbed, hysterical. But nothing moved Outlaw. She looked at Johnnie, on the verge of fainting and throwing up. “I love you so much, Johnnie.”

      Outlaw’s hand trembled. “My ass said I was gonna fuck him up, yet you did your bullshit, anyway,” he rasped to her. Wildness crept into his eyes and anger flushed his face. “Goin’ so fuckin’ far that he strangled Megan. He tried to fuckin’ take her from me.”

      “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” she chanted.

      Ignoring her, Outlaw stared into Johnnie’s eyes, shoved the gun into his mouth. His hand shook, moved, before he…pulled the trigger.
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      “Get him to the fuckin’ ER,” Christopher ordered over Kendall’s screams, after Johnnie slumped back, a hole in his cheek.

      Mortician, Val, Stretch, Cash and Digger jumped into action, each of them grabbing some part of Johnnie’s body and carrying him out of the clubhouse. They wanted to save his life, but they also wanted to be out of Christopher’s line of fire.

      He barreled to where Roxy stood consoling a hysterical Kendall. Before he reached the women, Knox jumped up and blocked his way. Offering him a half smile, Christopher punched the fuck out of him and sent the assfuck flying, then continued forward.

      “You lucky you fuckin’ knocked up,” he told Kendall, hating her so much he could almost keel the fuck over and die. His loathing of her poisoned him, almost to the point of death. “I can’t fuckin’ kill you, but I can throw you the fuck off the goddamn premises. I ain’t ever wantin’ to see your fuckin’ face again.”

      “You shot him,” she wailed. “You shot Johnnie.”

      Tears glistened in Roxanne’s eyes, but she remained silent.

      “You got ten fuckin’ minutes to get the fuck off the grounds, or I’m pickin’ you the fuck up and throwin’ you the fuck off.”

      “Outlaw, please,” Roxanne whispered, her cheeks wet. She was a tough bitch, though. Despite everything that happened, she wasn’t flinching. She knew the deal. Either you obey. Or you die. Case fucking closed. “She’s so distraught. Give her an hour.”

      He opened his mouth to deny her.

      “For me,” she added quietly.

      “One fuckin’ hour, Roxanne,” he conceded, and stalked off.
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      Arriving at Hortensia General, Christopher headed straight to ICU and Megan’s room. He knew Johnnie had been brought here, but he wasn’t interested in checking on him. He sighed. They really needed to buy a fucking floor. All motherfuckers did was end up in the fucking hospital.

      When he walked into her room, he found her eyes open. Sometime in the early hours of the morning, she’d awakened, then drifted back to sleep, seeing she was safe and secure. She had a concussion, suffered from dehydration, and had developed pneumonia. He was so fucking thankful she hadn’t been raped. Not that he would’ve cared. But it would’ve destroyed his Megan.

      She might’ve started cutting herself again. As it was, he’d have to look for signs.

      All that mattered, though, was that he had her back. He’d intended to stay at her side until she was released. Then, Kendall struck.

      When the text had come through, Megan had been asleep. He’d started to ignore Kendall’s message, but figured whatever psycho bitch was important enough for her to send a group text. Receiving Mort and Digger’s replies clued Christopher in that she hadn’t only sent the text to him. He’d hoped it meant she’d found her broom and was going to soon fly the fuck away.

      Kendall always did shit where everybody had to keep her at the forefront of their minds, if only for a little while.

      Megan smiled at him. He attempted to smile back, but it felt forced. It didn’t surprise him when she looked at his face and her happiness faded. “What happened?” she whispered, sounding worse than she had after Johnnie had choked her.

      Johnnie. Fuck. He had to tell Megan about the shooting. Fuck.

      The impact of what he’d done arrowed into him. Not for him. If he had to do it again, he would. Johnnie had enabled his cunt, then had the fucking nerve to strangle Megan.

      That’s what got Christopher the most. That motherfucker had actually tried to take Megan away from him. Right now, he hated him for that.

      On the other hand, Megan would be devastated. That’s why he’d stuffed the gun in the corner of his mouth at the last minute, aiming to have an exit wound in his cheek. Of course, bullets were unpredictable. A motherfucker might survive a shot to the head and die from a shot to the shoulder. There were so many variables involved—the trajectory, the wobble, the velocity.

      Maybe, that’s why he’d pulled his .22, instead of his nine. Maybe, he really hadn’t wanted to kill Johnnie, just shoot some fucking sense into him.

      “Christopher, what’s happened?” Megan asked again.

      He set his jaw. “I shot Johnnie,” he announced, keeping his voice even and his expression blank.

      “Wh-what?” she gasped, pressing the button that controlled her bed, to raise herself into a sitting position.

      “That motherfucker strangled you,” he snarled, furious, hurt, and betrayed.

      “You shot Johnnie?” she repeated on a sob, not bothering to deny his statement anymore.

      If things had progressed to this point, then she knew he had irrefutable proof. In this case, Kendall’s confession.

      “Is he dead?”

      He swallowed hard, and blinked. “I don’t fuckin’ know,” he barked, as if he didn’t give a fuck. Well, he didn’t. Fuck John Boy. He’d brought that shit on himself by staying married to Kendall.

      “Why’d you shoot him?” Megan cried.

      “What the fuck did he expect my ass to do? Motherfucker betrayed the club, me, you. I ain’t had a fuckin’ choice, not on a personal level or a president level.

      Megan shook her head in denial. “How could you shoot him?”

      Glaring at her, he told her exactly what Kendall had said to him.

      “Christopher, Kendall saved me, and you repaid her by shooting her husband,” she said in a loud whisper, tears, anger and hurt in her voice. “You should’ve felt indebted to her.”

      To that bitch? He’d prefer to eat ant dicks.

      “You owe her!” Megan commanded.

      Christopher’s heart seized up on him. He just might fucking kick it. But Megan hadn’t fought to stay alive for him to turn around and keel the fuck over.

      “How the fuck you say I owe Kendall?” he demanded.

      She glared at him and he scowled at her, admitting she was speaking the truth. He should feel indebted to that bitch. Indebted. To motherfucking, goddamn, fucking Kendall, who’d turned Johnnie into a bleeding cunt. “I had the fuckin’ address you was at on the list Riley gave to my ass. I woulda found you my-fuckin-self.”

      “I wouldn’t have been alive. I’d given up hope and was freezing to death.”

      Making a fucked up situation even more fucked, she had to remind him how close she’d come—a-fucking-gain—to death. “Don’t fuckin’ worry, baby. Ima find Mystic and stuff his ass in a fuckin’ freezer. He left you fuckin’ naked, without food or water. He left you to fucking freeze. I gotta stuff him a meat locker ‘til he freeze halfway. Then, Ima thaw his ass out and fuck him up.”

      “Christopher!”

      Folding his arms, he threw her an annoyed look. “What?”

      “Mystic isn’t important. We’re talking about Johnnie and Kendall.”

      The fuck Mystic wasn’t important, but he’d drop the subject for now and go back to the other conversation.

      “Kendall has really gone over the top, but she could’ve withheld my location forever. She knew she’d get into trouble by telling you, yet she did so anyway. You’re a very fair man. Be fair in this case.”

      “I ain’t fair where you fuckin’ concerned,” he cut in.

      “Whether Johnnie l-lives or d-dies, you have to let her stay at the club as long as she wants to. She saved me, Christopher.”

      He scowled at her. “You mad at me?”

      She lifted a brow at him and sniffed. He wasn’t sure if it was because she had snot in her nose or if it had something to do with him.

      “I’m furious with you,” she admitted, confirming her prissy little sniff had been because of him. “Johnnie might die, and…and…and oh my God! I can’t believe you shot him. He’ll never forgive you if he lives.”

      “If he don’t forgive my ass, that’s on him. After a while, a motherfucker get tired of warnin’ motherfuckers to be-fuckin-have. He was out of fuckin’ warnins.”

      “Suppose he dies?” she wailed.

      “That shit on his ass, too. He shoulda fuckin’ had the balls to make that bitch behave.”

      “I’m not worth shooting your own brother.”

      He stiffened and shot from his seat. “You worth more than that, Megan,” he fumed. “You worth shootin’ my-fuckin-self over. You worth dyin’ for and killin’ for, no matter who the fuck it be.”

      “You’re such a psycho,” she said around sniffles.

      “Ain’t never said I wasn’t,” he agreed, calming down because, although she was angry, she’d forgive him. “But my ass your psycho.”

      She swiped at her tears. “Can you go see about Johnnie?”

      “Do I gotta?”

      She nodded.

      Huffing out a breath, he turned and stomped away.
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      “Johnnie’s in surgery,” Cash informed him as he walked into the waiting room, where his boys were.

      He didn’t say a motherfucking thing. They all stood up and started talking, like he pressed a fucking button.

      “Bullet exited through his cheek,” Mortician said cautiously. “He’ll survive.”

      Digger stuffed potato chips into his mouth. “Yeah, Prez. Motherfucker going to have one cheek now. Other than that, he’s going to be fine.”

      Christopher heaved in a breath, and relief hit him so hard, he had to sit down.

      “Ignore Digger, Outlaw,” Val inserted. “They taking skin from his ass cheek to repair his face cheek. It was a small bullet, so he had minimal damage.”

      “I’ve already arranged for cash dropouts to all involved,” Stretch added.

      To insure cooperation and silence. By law, gunshot victims were supposed to be reported to the police.

      “Roxy called me,” Mortician started into the silence. “She about to bring Kendall and the kids to Charlotte and Brooks.”

      Fuck, Charlotte was a worst bitch than Kendall. He sighed. By all that was fucking holy, he was indebted to fucking Kendall. He got to his feet.

      “Call Roxanne. Tell her Kendall can go back to her house if she want to. Bitch let us get to Megan, so…yeah…her ass can stay if Johnnie want her.”

      “Meggie got to you, huh, Outlaw?” Val asked.

      Clenching his teeth, he nodded, walking out of the waiting room to the snickers of his boys.
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      As he came to, the sound of a woman weeping reached Johnnie, and he listened. Kendall. More awareness seeped into him.

      Everything rushed back to him. Kendall’s confession. His shock. Christopher’s anger. Suddenly, the bandage on the right side of his face itched. The taste in his mouth nauseated him and the IV in his hand burned.

      What Kendall thought would happen, Johnnie had no clue, but that was her fucking problem. She didn’t think. She got an idea into her head, and forged forward, despite the consequences.

      Despite any and everything.

      “He wake up yet?”

      At the sound of Christopher’s voice, Johnnie’s ears perked. He didn’t fault his brother for his current condition. Christopher had given him chance after chance after chance, much more so than he would ever give most people. Johnnie had known all along that eventually, Christopher would run out of patience.

      Kendall hadn’t believed such a thing would ever happen. To her, he bluffed and blustered. Because they were family, they were untouchable.

      “Th-thank you for letting me come back,” Kendall said softly.

      Johnnie had been lost in his thoughts and missed her answer to Christopher’s question. Since she didn’t know Johnnie was awake, he figured she’d responded in the negative.

      “Ain’t had a choice, Kendall,” Christopher grouched. “Megan pointed out cuz of you, her life got saved.”

      “I’ll be sure to thank her.”

      “You ain’t goin’ near her. Left up to me, your ass wouldn’t be ‘round John Boy no more.”

      “Before the shooting, he told me he was going to buy me a house, so I could leave him.” She sniffled, then sobbed.

      Johnnie remembered that conversation. When he thought he’d die, all the love he ever felt for her rushed back. Now, once again, he was empty inside. Instead of consulting with him before she’d gone to Christopher, she’d just forged ahead and risked hers and Johnnie’s lives, as well as that of their unborn baby.

      “Can you fuckin’ blame him for wantin’ your ass gone?”

      “I never thought he’d walk away from me. Just like I never thought you’d really shoot him.”

      “That’s your fuckin’ problem. You do shit and don’t give a fuck ‘bout consequences. I told you and him, you had one more fuckin’ time to fuck up, and I was gonna kill him. You thought I was just hearin’ my ass talk cuz I fuckin’ like to?”

      “But you missed and didn’t kill him.”

      Christopher laughed without humor. “Ima just chalk that comment to you bein’ a stupid bitch. Insteada you leavin’ shit alone, you gotta point out shit  obvious to every motherfucker but your ass.”

      “I don’t mean it the way you’re taking it. I’m glad your aim isn’t as good as you think it is.”

      “Kendall, a blind motherfucker coulda fucked up Johnnie as close as my ass was to him. The goddamn bullet was in his fuckin’ mouth. Ain’t no fuckin’ way I coulda missed blowin’ him the fuck away.”

      Another sob escaped her. “You’re cruel.”

      “And you hard-headed. All you gotta do is be-fuckin-have. And act like your ass got some goddamn sense. That education you talk ‘bout all the time ain’t doin’ you no fuckin’ good cuz you don’t have no common sense.”

      “And you don’t have scruples. Even now, when you shot your own brother, you’re remorseless.”

      “See? You still ain’t gettin’ it. You tell my ass I ain’t got scruples when you the bitch that drug her husband to have her fuckin’ way. You ain’t understandin’ Johnnie got shot cuz of you.”

      “No, he got shot because he strangled Meggie.”

      “And? You think Ima apologize for that shit? That’s the main reason he got shot. Other reason is he was a assfuck over you. You manipulate the fuck outta him, and put the club and my woman in jeopardy.”

      “Meggie manipulates you!” Kendall flared.

      There was some movement, as if Christopher shifted his weight. “Megan manipulate me for simple shit or to stop shit. You manipulate John Boy for underhanded, devious shit.”

      “It’s the only way I know how to be,” she admitted pitifully.

      “It’s the only fuckin’ way you wanna be. After all these fuckin’ years, if you ain’t realize we, even my ass, your fuckin’ family and you ain’t got to do shit, you ain’t ever gonna realize it. Family is family. We stick together.”

      “You didn’t do that when you shot Johnnie.”

      “Cuz when there’s a choice between him or Megan, I choose Megan,” he stated simply. “Besides, my ass also the club president. When he let you talk his dumb ass into meetin’ with a rival club member, he, in essence, betrayed the club and me. If I let any of that shit go, motherfuckers’ll get outta hand.”

      “Yes, because control is so important to you. You’re such an asshole. Cruel and heartless and a joke. You’re just jealous of my husband. That’s why you tried to kill him. But, you stupid bastard, you couldn’t even do that right!”

      Christopher sighed. “You gonna forever remain a clueless fuckin’ cunt, cunt. Lemme lay it out for your dumb ass. When I pulled my fuckin’ piece, I knew I was gonna pull the trigger. I’m so fuckin’ pissed with Johnnie, but all I could think ‘bout was him and me. Before you. Before Megan. Just him and me, as we grew up. I ain’t admitted it to myself then, but I ain’t wanted him to die, so I pulled my .22 and not my nine. But a bullet a bullet, yeah? I still coulda fuckin’ killed him when I pulled that trigger. Ain’t takin’ that away. When it came time to cap his ass, then I thought of Megan and changed the angle. If I wanted your man dead, his ass woulda been dead.”

      “He’s not my man. I’ve lost him.”

      “If only that was fuckin’ true.” A moment passed. “Then, again, maybe it’s gonna be true. Johnnie ain’t puttin’ you out for no other reason than the fact you drugged him. If not for that shit, he’da still been lookin’ his dumb ass the other way.”

      “I don’t believe that,” she choked out, returning to the pitiful woman Johnnie had heard when Christopher first arrived.

      “Don’t give a fuck. It’s the truth.”

      “You’re so smart and think you know him better than me. Well, he’s going to hate you when he opens his eyes.”

      “That shit on him. I do what I gotta do and make no fuckin’ apologies to no motherfucker except Megan. She, as much as Johnnie, the reason, I ain’t killed you yet. Cuz, bitch, if any motherfucker deserve to die, you do. You the bitch that cause all the misery. If you confine it to your house, he gotta deal with it. But you always find a way to involve me, Megan, and the club. You always hit the goddamn trifecta. You the bitch that need to die. You.”

      Before Christopher lost it, and carried that through, Johnnie moaned.

      “Johnnie!” Kendall cried. “Oh my God, let me get the nurse.”

      The sound of her footsteps pounding away meant he was alone with Christopher.

      A moment later, he loomed next to Johnnie’s bed, and stared down at him. Christopher heaved in a breath.

      Johnnie knew that was as close to remorse as Christopher would ever show, so he made a slight movement of his head, hopefully communicating that all was well between them.

      “I forgive you, too, John Boy,” Christopher responded, then walked out of the room.
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      She needed help. At first, Johnnie treated her as his wife, as if he wanted to keep her. As his healing progressed, he became more and more distant. Today, ten days after his injury, he was being released and intended to go to his room at the clubhouse, instead of their home, devastating Kendall.

      Rushing through the main room, Kendall ignored the stares and snickers in her rush to get to Outlaw’s office. Instead of barging in, she knocked and waited until she heard him growl, “Come the fuck in.”

      Her heart began to pound. Although she’d seen Outlaw twice since he’d shot Johnnie, she was scared now. Those other times, he’d come to check on Johnnie. This time, she’d be with him all alone. If he decided to kill her, there’d be no witnesses.

      “Who the fuck…” Outlaw’s voice trailed off as he yanked the door open and saw her. He scowled. “What the fuck you want?”

      “To talk to you,” she said on a swallow, having never felt the fear in his presence that she did in that moment.

      Leaving the door open, he stalked back to his desk and sat.

      Kendall bit down on her lip. Ordinarily, she’d goad him, flirt with him, or berate him.

      “You comin’ in or what?” he demanded, glaring at her.

      If she didn’t find someone to help her, Johnnie would come to the club and heal, then find a house for her. He’d said their marriage was salvageable, but that was before she’d gotten him shot.

      With that in mind, she swallowed her fear and walked into the office. She didn’t close the door. Instead, she went to one of the chairs in front of his desk and folded her hands in her lap.

      He stared at her without warmth, and she shivered.

      “I’m so sorry,” she started thickly.

      His jaw clenched.

      “Johnnie is coming home today,” she said, changing the subject since it seemed he didn’t care about her regret. How many times had she said she was sorry in these past weeks? Too many to count. “He’s coming to the clubhouse, instead of home.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her.

      “I take that to mean he’ll still proceed with finding me a house, when he’s better.” Her lower lips trembled, and tears rushed to her eyes. She didn’t care. She felt completely broken inside. “Johnnie swore to me, you all did, that I could be myself and you’d still love me. You wouldn’t throw me away.”

      No response. He shifted in his seat and folded his arms.

      “I don’t know what I’d do without my husband and children. Without Meg…” Bitter anger swept over his face, so Kendall changed her mind about bringing up Meggie. “Without the family.”

      “My son part of the fuckin’ family,” he reminded her coldly.

      “I know,” she rushed out. “I’m sorry for every mean thing I’ve ever said or done to him. He got me back good and called me a giant psycho bitch.”

      An unreadable expression dropped into his face before a half-smile tipped up his lips. Humiliation settled into her stomach. If it meant having to bow to CJ to keep her family, she would.

      “I beat his lil ass for sayin’ that to you,” Outlaw admitted after a moment, leaning forward and relaxing his arms on his desk. “He gonna apologize to your fuckin’ ass, Kendall. I ain’t likin’ you, but I also ain’t puttin’ up his disrespect of adults.”

      They fell into silence again. Kendall didn’t know if she should thank Outlaw for chastising his son on her behalf or not.

      “Whatcha want from my ass?” he asked with impatience.

      What did she want from him? No, she knew she wanted his assistance. He was the only one with the power to override Johnnie’s decision to make her leave. In her panic and desperation, she’d made another mistake. She was the last person Outlaw would assist. He’d wanted her gone since they’d first met.

      Sniffling, she got to her feet and hung her head, despondency overwhelming her. She’d lost everything. Johnnie. Her children. Her friends. Her house. Even Ella.

      “Stop,” Outlaw ordered, just when she would’ve walked out his office.

      She halted but didn’t turn.

      “What the fuck you want?”

      “Nothing,” she said on a quiet sob. For so many years, she’d used her tears to get her way. Now, when she was truly heartbroken and crying, she had no one to comfort her.

      “Sit the fuck down.”

      Without question, she did as he commanded.

      “What the fuck you want? For your-fuckin-self. Your career, yeah?”

      She just wanted to matter. The past ten days, while Johnnie recovered, she’d been content taking care of him. At night, Mortician and Bailey allowed her to sleep in one of their guestrooms, while Rory and Matilda went from house to house with all the other children. Apparently, it was normal for the cousins to have sleepovers. CJ and Ryan went to the same school, the toddlers were enrolled in the same daycare, and Bunny watched the kids under a year. The women had a perfect routine, one which Kendall had kept her kids from being involved in.

      “I ain’t got time for your fuckin’ ass to be starin’ in space,” Outlaw snapped.

      She cleared her throat. “I wanted my career,” she admitted. “But I want my husband and children.”

      “Kendall, my ass gonna ask you one more fuckin’ time cuz I wanna be sure. What the fuck you want.”

      “My husband and children,” she said without hesitation. “My family.”

      He studied her, then sighed and pulled open a desk drawer. Yanking out a thick envelope and slamming the drawer back, he leaned forward and held the envelope out to her. She unfastened the clasp and pulled out the papers, then rifled through the documents, finding a deed to a parcel of land, architectural designs, and articles of incorporation for Redding and Donovan Law Firm.

      “You saved my Megan,” he said flatly, glowering at her. “Most of the shit in your hand effective six months from now and only if John Boy ain’t divorcin’ you. Except the articles of incorporation. That shit effective immediately. Brooks under-fuckin-stand, I got a special fuckin’ bullet for him if he ever fuck over me a-fuckin-gain. You realize I ain’t fuckin’ playin’. You behavin’ or next time Johnnie will be fuckin’ dead. That mean if you fuckin’ peep at club business or look at a rival fuckin’ club, I’m fuckin’ him up. Part of Brooks’ job gonna be keepin’ you outta trouble, but you both gonna have equal ownership in the fuckin’ firm.”

      The papers blurred in her watery vision. How ironic it was that Outlaw was allowing her to return to work, when Johnnie would never go for it.

      “That’s what the fuck you want the most. All this recent bulllshit is cuz you ain’t practicin’ law.”

      “I-I told you I want—”

      He raised his hand to halt her. “I ain’t Johnnie, Kendall. Motherfucker got fuckin’ blinders on. To him, you either a fuckin’ saint or a fuckin’ cunt.”

      Sidling her eyes away, she swiped at her tears. “To you, I’m just a fuckin’ cunt, right?” she said quietly.

      For a moment, he stared at her. “I fuckin’ hate you. I ain’t ever gonna change that. But I fuckin’ realize you the most fucked in the head bitch, I ever fuckin’ met. You do shit, then do more shit to try and undo the other shit.” He eyed her with resentment. “I realize you fuckin’ human. You ain’t had to tell a motherfucker where Megan was, butcha did. Ain’t cuz you like her. It was cuz you know she family, too. Maybe, it was even for fuckin’ Johnnie. I ain’t knowin’ and findin’ out would mean talkin’ to you more than I fuckin’ need to, so fuck it. Your reasons your own. However, this the first fuckin’ thing you did since I been knowin’ you that I can fuckin’ respect.”

      “Meggie suggested this, didn’t she?” Kendall said, the first glimmer of hope curling into her.

      “Yep.”

      She chuckled through her tears. “I thought so.”

      He smiled. “She mighta suggested you and Brooks get the firm, but I ain’t had to do it.”

      “I know.”  She looked at the deed to the property and held it up. “What about this? How does it work?”

      “That land’ll be for your ass, if you and John Boy stay married. I started to make that for the law firm, then I realize if he divorce you, it ain’t gonna be fair to him to have you on club grounds all the time. However, if he ain’t divorcing you, you got fuckin’ land, Kendall. Like Megan. My ass so sick of your bullshit, I could cleave you in fuckin’ two. Instead, I figure when you re-hex him and he take your ass back, you might be fuckin’ happier with land to call your fuckin’ own.”

      “But the house would still be in his name. And why didn’t you allow him to give me land? Do you have to control everything?”

      “Welcome the fuck back, Kendall,” he said with a sigh. “Why the fuck you think I got house plans. My ass willin’ to build a house for you to put that in your name, too. He ain’t did it cuz he ain’t think of it. I just want your ass to behave and I want that motherfucker happy so I ain’t got to blow him the fuck away. If I gotta step in and fix the situation, I will. It’s gonna be up to him to recognize that you a human bitch. You might got more flaws than the average motherfucker, but you who the fuck he chose.” He leaned back. “The funny fuckin’ part? You understand his ass, more than he do you. I can repay you for savin’ Megan by givin’ you a fuckin’ castle and hi-rise buildin’. Unless Johnnie get his head outta his ass, your marriage still doomed. My shit just temporary bandages to keep you two motherfuckers limpin’ along. Once that shit get ripped away and the fuckin’ ugly revealed again, your relationship either gonna live or die. Case fuckin’ closed, Kendall.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly, gathered her papers, and stood.

      “Kendall?” he called again, opening another desk drawer and pulling out a set of keys. He tossed them to her.

      Instead of catching them, she ducked.

      “Keys to your fuckin’ house. Megan thought it be best if you walk away from Johnnie before he get the fuck home. She said he asked you to fuckin’ leave and won’t even let you bring him home from the hospital, so he gotta see the consequences of his actions.”

      “But I don’t want to leave.”

      “The house fifteen minutes from here, and ten minutes from Charlotte and Brooks. Megan think your ass’ll be more humiliated if he make you leave.”

      All the happiness she’d felt fled. “If I leave, he said I can’t come on club grounds. That he’ll bring the children to me.”

      “Yeah, well, I ain’t got shit to do with that. John Boy gonna make you leave. Who the fuck know where he gonna put you? If you don’t want to make a pre-fuckin-emptive strike and get the fuck out, I ain’t got shit to say.”

      “But—”

      “By the fuckin’ way, that Ella bitch? Megan got Charlotte to talk to her. Ella’ll be your fuckin’ live-in housekeeper and cook.”

      “She’s the nanny.”

      Outlaw shrugged.

      “She agreed to this?” she asked.

      “I guess. Megan takin’ care of this shit from her hospital bed. She worried ‘bout you.”

      “She never, ever gets angry with me,” Kendall mumbled.

      Outlaw narrowed his eyes, and she winced.

      “Megan pisseder than pissed with you, but that ain’t meanin’ she ain’t rememberin’ you her sister-in-law. You family, Kendall. When the fuck you gonna get that through your thick fuckin’ head? In our family, my ass the only one who fuckin’ loathe you. Motherfuckers fed the fuck up with you, but they ain’t gonna turn their back on you, especially Megan and Roxanne. On the other hand, they ain’t interferin’ with Johnnie wantin’ you off the premises.

      She stooped and picked up the keys. Meggie had a point. If Johnnie drummed her off club premises, she’d be humiliated. But if she walked away… “Tell Meggie thank you.”

      Outlaw nodded.

      “Has the Valentine’s Day Ball been canceled?”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh,” she said glumly. “Although I can’t come on club grounds…this is a club-sanctioned event.”

      “Accordin’ to Megan and Roxanne, you on the fuckin’ plannin’ committee, so it’s a fuckin’ given that your ass attendin’.”

      She sagged in relief, then hesitated, and finally smiled at him before once again turning to the door.

      “Kendall?” he called yet again.

      “Yes?” she asked with a trace of annoyance.

      “You not pregnant, huh?”

      She didn’t know how to answer that. If she told the truth, he might get angry and shoot her. If she lied, she’d have to tell another lie to cover up why her belly wasn’t starting to grow after a few weeks passed.

      “Never fuckin’ mind,” he snapped. “Your silence sayin’ it all. I already figured it the fuck out.”

      “How shocking,” she muttered.

      “One other fuckin’ thing.”

      “What now?” she huffed out.

      “The club gotcha back. You gotta learn to have ours.”

      She waited a moment longer for him to add something to that, but he didn’t, so she walked away with his words floating in her head.
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      Today was finally fucking Valentine’s Day. Three and a half weeks ago, when Christopher had been searching for Meggie, he hadn’t had the ball on his mind. He hadn’t much of fuck-all on his mind. But as she grew stronger, she started with her plans all over again. Seven days ago, she’d been released from the hospital, and plans really kicked into high fucking gear.

      Seeing his Ma was fine, CJ had started acting normal again, too. Megan had made him write a handwritten note to Kendall. The letters CJ made had been crooked, backwards, out-of-shape, huge, tiny…just fucked up, but, hopefully his boy had learned his lesson.

      As Megan, CJ, Johnnie, and the entire fucking club was getting right, Christopher was searching for fucking Mystic and whoever the fuck else involved in Megan’s abduction. Except Randolph. That motherfucker Christopher had to let go.

      Megan had told him how Hopper had saved her and how she, in turn, wanted to save her son. Although he had a few fucking problems with Randolph, he’d let him live. Further, he intended to pay Hopper for what she’d did on his woman’s behalf.

      Riley had interrupted his vacation to compile the list of residences for the Imperials’ local members when Megan had been missing. Therefore, the motherfucker decided to extend his vacation and was still overseas.

      That meant Christopher had to rely on Knox and Cameron to help hunt down Mystic for him. They had a nationwide hunt going on for the motherfucker, but, so far, he hadn’t been sniffed out.

      Christopher glanced at the time. Soon, he’d have to start getting ready for the ball. Valentine’s Day was important to Megan, so it was now important to his ass.

      “Knock, knock,” Knox said, walking into Christopher’s man cave. Unable to leave Megan for too long, he conducted business from home, with the exception of church. That still took place on club premises.

      “What?” Christopher grumbled. “Unless you tellin’ me where Mystic, I ain’t wantin’ to talk to your fuckin’ ass.”

      Knox held up a piece of paper. “It’s your lucky day, Outlaw. I have a location for Mystic.”

      About fucking time. Standing from the bar stool, Christopher snatched the paper from Knox’s hand.

      “What about Randolph and his ma?” Christopher asked, distracted by reading the information on Mystic that Knox had printed out.

      “They are harder to locate,” Knox admitted. “Every time we think we’ve found them, they move to another location.”

      “It ain’t imperative that you find them. When you do, you do. They gonna live, so they can fuckin’ run the next twenty years if they wanna.”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      The cop in Knox still had a problem with Christopher’s retaliation methods.

      “Mystic is about thirty miles from here. Cameron assured me that everyone involved in this is with him. A third of the local chapter’s members.”

      Fuck! The motherfucker would be found on the day of Megan’s ball.

      Once again, he glanced at the clock on the wall. He needed to get his ass upstairs to see to his sons getting dressed and then to change into his own monkey suit. But  he couldn’t let Mystic-the-motherfucker get away and, if he delayed, that might fucking happen. The motherfucker was worse than Houdini, disappearing on a goddamn dime.

      Christopher wouldn’t be able to torture Mystic, but he’d take care of him.

      “Ima take the shit from here, Knox. Thanks for this.” He flickered the sheet of paper.

      Once Knox left, Christopher placed calls to Mutt and Jeff, the two police officers on his payroll. When they understood their roles of going to the address Christopher gave them and “arresting” Mystic, he dialed Mort, Digger, Johnnie, Val, Cash and Stretch, informing them of his plan. They’d been stockpiling shit for weeks, once Christopher decided he was going to take down the Imperials instead of seeking out peace.

      Megan’s disappearance had sidelined that. Now, the shit would come in so fucking handy.

      His plans in motion, he stood and headed across the hall to Megan’s office.

      She claimed she’d gotten behind in her paperwork. Christopher wanted her to do nothing but rest. Of course, she wasn’t listening. She didn’t complain about the reinstallation of her detail, although she wouldn’t let him plant a tracking device under her skin.

      He considered offering another baby to her, but that meant they’d have to fuck with his cock again, and he didn’t know if he wanted that. How-fucking-ever, she stayed mostly home, to make him feel better, during her pregnancies. If that’s what it took to keep her close, then that’s what he’d fucking do.

      Walking into her office, he stopped. She was asleep in her chair. His heart twisted, and he went to her, lifting her into his arms. She opened her eyes and smiled sleepily at him.

      Upstairs in their room, he laid her on the bed, then kissed her lips.

      “Christopher?”

      “Hey, baby,” he whispered. “I gotta run a errand. I ain’t gonna be long.”

      “Okay,” she responded, and fell back to sleep.

      Once he got the AKs from a locked room at the club and his boys arrive, he could ride and get his revenge.
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      Arriving at the warehouse he’d briefly stored guns in, him and his boys dismounted, then got their rifles.

      Inside, Christopher found Mutt and Jeff, still in their cop uniform, aiming sawed off pump action shotguns at Mystic and six other fucks, all lined against the wall.

      “No reason for us to be here!” Mystic snarled.

      “I fuckin’ disagree,” Christopher announced, walking in front of Mutt and Jeff so Mystic could see him.

      Mystic’s eyes widened. Grunts and groans escaped the other motherfuckers. They knew what the fuck was about to happen.

      “Outlaw,” Mystic called, uncertainty in his voice.

      Seeing the rifle Christopher held, he shifted.

      Christopher beckoned his boys out of the shadows. They walked forward, AKs in hand, and aimed them.

      “Outlaw, I can explain!” Mystic started.

      “You won’t get away with this,” a smart motherfucker called. “Our club will avenge us.”

      “They can fuckin’ try,” Christopher said with nonchalance.

      Lighting a cigarette, he jammed it in the corner of his mouth, then nodded to the two cops. Mutt and Jeff lowered the sawed-offs and backed away.

      “Outlaw! Outlaw! No, please! It isn’t—"

      Opening fire, Christopher cut off Mystic’s words with a round to the neck. The shot threw him against the wall and he bounced into the shots Christopher unleashed. Mortician, Digger, Val, Johnnie, Cash, and Stretch did the same, spraying the seven motherfuckers from left to right, and back again. Blood, flesh and bone flew in all directions, coating the wall, the floor, him, but he didn’t give a fuck.

      Mystic had taken his Megan. Motherfucker was getting off easy. Christopher had intended to torture him.

      He fired his AK, even when his boys had stopped. Until the dead fucks were faceless, and their bodies were ripped to pieces. Then and only then did he stop and lean the rifle against his shoulder.

      He grabbed his nearly depleted cigarette from the corner of his mouth and glanced at the newly-late Imperials. “Happy fuckin’ Valentine’s Day, motherfuckers.”

      He had a fucking ball to prepare for.
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      Arriving home, Christopher realized he shouldn’t have fucking stayed to watch the warehouse explode. Yet the exhilaration he got from fucking up Mystic and his crew pumped through him and he’d wanted to see them go up in fucking flames.

      The Imperials were still on his hit list. That business would come tomorrow. Tonight, was for his girl.

      The house was so silent, alarm raced through him.

      “CJ,” he called.

      No answer. Usually, the little motherfucker was tearing up the house.

      “Rebel?”

      Nothing, when his girl would be right behind CJ.

      His heart starting to race, Christopher drew his nine and rushed upstairs calling his children and still not getting responses.

      “What’s wrong?” Megan called from the end of the hall as he reached the third floor.

      She was halfway down the hallway, haloed in a beam of sunlight, nearly dressed, except for her heels. Her red, floor-length gown clung to her curves. The off-the-shoulder lace neckline led to long, lace sleeves.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, moving closer, one of her legs appearing through the long slit at the side of her gown with each step she took. Then, she stood before him, smelling like cherry blossoms and looking as gorgeous as he’d ever seen her, her golden hair swept up with ringlets hanging down. “You’re full of blood.” Her hands went under his cut, to the white, long-sleeved T-shirt he wore. “Omigod! What happened? Are you shot? Do you need to go to the hospital?”

      “Had some club business to take care of.”

      “Oh, um, oh.”

      “You ain’t got to worry ‘bout Mystic ever-fuckin-again.”

      She knew what that meant. “But you’re okay?” she asked after a moment.

      He nodded. “Except wonderin’ where the fuck you and the kids was.”

      “The kids are with Roxy and Knox. Cam and Dr. Will are following them to the hall. CJ wants to go in whatever car Harley will be in.”

      There were enough cages around to transport all the little motherfuckers safely.

      Grabbing his hand, Megan tugged him toward their bedroom, then closed the door behind them.

      “Let me help you undress,” she said.

      His cock jumped. He hadn’t gotten in her pussy since the night before she was kidnapped. He’d wanted her to heal completely. Besides, he’d remembered the pussy lockout she’d mandated because he’d been such an assfuck, screaming at her about Johnnie after that assfuck threw it in his face.

      “I can undress my own fuckin self, baby.” He’d ruin her clothes and makeup. If she put her hands on his body, when him and his cock hadn’t gotten into her in days, they were fucking. “While you finish up, too.”

      “I forgot to put on my panties, Christopher,” she whispered, not releasing his hand, and looking at him through her lashes. “Are you going to make me search for them on my own?” She licked her lips. “I also might need help putting them on.”

      He grinned at her. “My ass full of other motherfuckers. I got more fuckin’ DNA on me than a fuckin’ crime lab. I ain’t wantin’ to ruin all your make-up and shit.”

      Sliding her dress up until she bared her pussy, she backed to the bed, turned and bent over it. Ass cheeks and cunt lips smiled at him. His nostrils flared.

      “You can make love to me this way.” She wiggled her ass.

      Leering at her pretty pussy, he went to her and dropped to his knees, burying his nose against her and licking her clit.

      Megan groaned and backed against his face. He wanted to eat her pussy for hours, but he knew they didn’t have a lot of time, so he stood, and undid his belt and fly.

      He buried his cock deep inside of her, groaning at her soft sigh. He clutched her hips and pounded into her, working off the last of his adrenaline rush from the shooting and bombing. Shattering the residual fear held over from her strangling and kidnapping.

      Megan was warm and vital, inside and out. He wanted to love her, not fuck her, but they didn’t have time.

      She arched her back. “Come,” she demanded.

      At her words, he closed his eyes, swiveled against her pussy, the thrust into her, shooting cum into her just as her body trembled and she released a small cry.
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      Arriving at the house Kendall had moved to, Johnnie rang the doorbell. It felt so odd not opening the door and walking in. She’d given him a key, but he didn’t feel as if this was their home, so he wouldn’t use it.

      Kendall opened the door and his breath caught. She was a vision in a sheer floral evening gown that had a plunging neckline and thin straps. Her red hair was long and gorgeous, styled bone-straight.

      “Hello, Johnnie,” she said, lowering her lashes. She stepped aside. “Would you like to come in?”

      He shook his head. “We’re already running late.”

      “I’ll get my wrap then.” She hesitated. “Are you sure you don’t want an aperitif…” Her voice trailed off and she cleared her throat. “Or a beer?”

      He smiled at her. “No, sweetheart. When I bring the kids to see you Sunday morning.”

      Her face fell. “This is Friday evening.”

      “Yes.” One word. Non-committal.

      She plastered a smile on her face and nodded. “Give me a moment.”

      That’s all she took to put on her green oversized fur coat, grab her evening bag, and lock her door.

      Christopher had told him of the conversation he’d had with Kendall. What surprised Johnnie the most was the Redding and Donovan Law Firm. If Christopher could go that extra mile to save Johnnie’s marriage, then Johnnie, himself, could certainly put in the extra effort.

      “Do you have a case yet?” he asked once they were on the road in his Navigator.

      “Not yet. Brooks is letting Charlotte and me handle decorating the office. As soon as that’s finished, I’ll accept cases.”

      As she spoke, she wrung her hands, reminding Johnnie of the nervous woman she’d been when he’d first met her. Was he doing this to her?

      “I’m happy for you, Kendall. I know you’ve wanted to go back to work for months.”

      “Oh Johnnie,” she whispered. “Look what it took for me to achieve it. Your trust. Maybe, our marriage. The clubhouse and my friends there,” she added, surprising him.

      “I would’ve thought you were happy to be away from them.”

      “I thought I would be, but I miss them so much. All Charlotte ever does is shop or go to committee meetings. I like that and I love her, but I miss…I miss the club,” she said morosely. “No matter what, I was able to be myself and…”

      Tears thickened her voice. Taking her hand in his, he squeezed it.

      “I’m so alone. Ella’s here. It’s not the same. My home is where you are.”

      Her words lightened his mood, but he wouldn’t rush into anything. “Let’s see how you feel once you get back to work. We’ll talk then.”

      “I’ll feel the same way then,” she said quietly. “Remember, right after Rory was born, and everything was good? I was working and…and we were happy.”

      “I remember.”

      “It won’t be any different this time,” she swore.

      Only time would tell.

      “How are you feeling?” She gave him a sad smile. “They did a really good job on your cheek. Now that the stitches are out, you can barely tell you were shot.”

      “Those jackasses at the club have been saying now I literally have my head in my ass.”

      She chuckled. “Actually, you have ass in your face,” she responded, and poked her tongue out at him.

      “Not you too, gorgeous.” His special nickname slipped out of his mouth before he caught himself.

      Their laughter abruptly dying, they both cleared their throats.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      “Um…um…I lost the…”

      He sighed. “Honesty, remember? You aren’t pregnant.”

      “He told you.”

      “Who? Christopher?”

      She nodded.

      “No. You told him?”

      “He figured it out,” she muttered.

      “He would. I’m starting to believe he could solve the mysteries of the world.”

      “Me, too.” She fell silent and then, “How’d you know I’m not pregnant?”

      “Seeing used, time of mouth, stuff clued me in.”

      A pretty blush crept across her skin. “I didn’t have the house cleaned before I left.”

      “No shit.”

      “Why are you just telling me now that you know the truth?”

      “The kids have been with us every other time I’ve seen you. I didn’t want to bring it up in front of them and I didn’t want to call you. I knew we’d get a chance to talk tonight.”

      “I’m sorry for lying to you about the baby.”

      He sidled a glance at her, squeezed her hand, then let her go. “It’s not a big deal. I’m glad you aren’t pregnant.”

      “Me, too,” she said quietly. “I want to be a good mother, but three kids are overwhelming to me.” She bowed her head. “The kids seem so much happier, especially Rory.”

      “The kids miss you. I might be going overboard, but I don’t have many rules in place. They only get to have one childhood. I want them to have a good one.”

      “I want that for them, too.”

      “I know.” Whenever he brought the kids over, it was an enjoyable family time, much more peaceful than what it had been like at home.

      They acted more like a husband and wife with young children who were allowed to run, play, and make noise.

      “Would you and the kids come to dinner next Wednesday?”

      “We’d like nothing better,” Johnnie responded, feeling down in his soul that, this time around, Kendall had truly changed.
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      So far, her ball was a smashing success. The room was decorated with red, pink, and white balloons, and roses. All of the food Meggie had decided on was piled high on the tables.

      Johnnie and Kendall had walked through the room the entire night, talking amongst the guest, holding hands and whispering to each other. Bailey, Mortician and Digger stayed on the dance floor, and was joined by Roxy and Knox, and Zoann and Val, as well as Cash, Fee, and Stretch more often than not with a lot of the other partiers. For the most part, Bunny stayed at the table.

      Phoenix Rising hadn’t been able to come, but the DJ kept the place jumping.

      Meggie couldn’t have been happier. She still hadn’t regained all her strength, but she’d been looking forward to her ball, and she refused to let anything stand in her way. The full house included Boy and Derby’s clubs and their old ladies.

      Some guests wore formal attire. Others chose their cuts and jeans. It didn’t matter to her, as long as everyone enjoyed themselves.

      Perfect by Ed Sheeran ended, and the sound of someone tapping a microphone drew everyone’s attention to where the DJ was set-up.

      “Hello, everybody,” Kendall started. “We hope you’re enjoying yourselves.”

      “We are, babe,” Derby yelled.

      Kendall smiled. “I’m so happy to hear that,” she said with grace and poise. “As you know, Meggie and Outlaw’s anniversary for their church anniversary is in two weeks. Before her abduction, Meggie wanted to have her vows renewed. Then, well, we know what happened. She abandoned the idea as she recovered. She planned a wedding for me twice. The very least I can do is help her out in this instance.”

      Meggie gasped.

      “Meggie,” Kendall started. “You and I have been through so many ups and downs. Throughout it all, you’ve had my back. Your friendship means the world to me. Thank you for putting up with me, accepting me…” She blinked her watery eyes. “And loving me.”

      Smiling, Meggie threw a kiss toward Kendall.

      “That’s my babies,” Roxy said proudly.

      “Father Wilkins?” Kendall called.

      “I’m here, Mrs. Donovan,” the priest said, weaving through the crowd.

      “Fuck me,” Christopher groaned from behind Meggie, startling her. She tipped her head back and grinned at her handsome husband.

      “Just give us a few minutes to set up,” Kendall announced and handed the microphone back to the DJ.

      “C’mon, Meggie baby,” Roxy said, grabbing her hand. “CJ!” she yelled.

      At the back of the hall, Gypsy, Bunny, Dr. Will, Danicka, Zoann, Fee, Kendall and Bailey had assembled next to their men.

      “What the fuck goin’ on?” Christopher demanded as Kendall crooked her finger at CJ.

      “Remember how we rehearsed?” she asked.

      “Yes, Aunt Kenda.”

      “Meggie, CJ will be your escort down the hall.”

      “Wait a fuckin’ minute.” Christopher stomped to CJ. “You knew ‘bout this shit and ain’t tell me?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why the fuck not?”

      “Aunt Kenda want MegAnn surprised. She said that would make Mommie happy and she’d be happier if it was a secret.” CJ frowned, then looked at Meggie. “You happy, Mommie?”

      Meggie grinned through her tears. “Yes, potato. You and Aunt Kendall did an amazing job.”

      “’Kay.” CJ turned back to Christopher. “See, ‘Law? S’okay. Case fucking closed.”

      “Fuck, I ain’t got no choice but to bring my ass and wait,” Christopher grumbled.

      “Johnnie’s your best man,” Kendall called.

      “Ain’t needin’ a fuckin’ best man. Ain’t got a fuckin’ ring.”

      “He has to be your best man,” Kendall insisted. “I’m Meggie’s matron-of-honor.”

      “What the fuck ever,” Christopher snapped, and stomped away.

      The guys laughed at Christopher’s grouchiness, but everybody took their places. Soon, they started marching down an aisle fashioned from gold lamé.

      Their crowd of man-children—the sons of the bikers—skipped, whine, jumped, giggled and stomped, as Diesel tried to herd them down the aisle. Rebel, Harley, and Matilda threw pieces of napkins to represent flowers.

      “I hope you like the music I chose for you,” Digger said with a grin, as he passed by with Bunny on his arm.

      “I tried to talk him out of it, Meggie,” Bunny called.

      “Don’t worry, Meggie girl. I’m going to fuck him up for you,” Mortician swore.

      “That fool didn’t choose Mine, did he?” Roxy asked in outrage. “If he did, I’m beating his ass.”

      They’d soon find out.

      Waiting for her turn, Meggie clutched CJ’s hand.

      The ladies wore clothes that ranged from Levis to Valentino. For Meggie, it was perfect.

      Just as the song came to an end, Dr. Will and Cam Baptiste took their places.

      “Ready, potato?” Meggie asked CJ.

      “Yes, MegAnn,” he said impatiently.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      “Ready for your song?” Digger called. “You going to like it.”

      “She better,” Christopher warned.

      “I will,” Meggie said with confidence. Whatever it was, she’d like it. This was her vow renewal and she didn’t want bloodshed, not even via fists.

      “Walk Mommie to Daddy,” Meggie instructed CJ as Back That Azz Up by Juvenile started.

      “Heyyyy,” Roxy said, starting to dance. “That’s my fucking song.”

      Before Meggie commented, CJ tightened his hold on her, jerked her forward and started off at a run. Meggie squeaked, nearly losing her balance because of her stilettos.

      “Stop, CJ!” she demanded.

      “Va-va-varoooooommmm,” he responded, going faster.

      Scowling, Christopher met them halfway and glared down at CJ.

      “Bye, ‘Law,” CJ said, and took off running in the opposite direction.

      “You okay, baby?” he asked, as he pulled her hand through his arm and started down the aisle.

      “I’m fine,” Meggie answered with a giggle. “That’s what we get for giving CJ that job.”

      Christopher chuckled, pausing a moment later in front of the priest as the music stopped.

      “Twice wasn’t enough for you, right, Mrs. Caldwell?” he asked, looking at her over the rim of his glasses. “You have to do this a third time.”

      “Keep your fuckin’ comments to yourself, Wilcunt,” Christopher ordered.

      “It’s Jazzman,” Father Wilkins said on a whisper. “Remember that if it isn’t too taxing.”

      “One fuckin’ minute more and you gonna be called Deadman,” Christopher told him.

      Father Wilkins glared at Christopher, who glowered in return.

      “Get the fuck out the fuckin way, motherfucker,” he barked. “We already married. We ain’t needin’ your fuckin’ ass.” Snatching the priest by the collar, Christopher dragged him out of the way and shoved him back. He dusted his hands and went to the DJ’s booth, returning a moment later with the microphone.

      “Sorry, motherfuckers,” he started. “Me and Megan already married, so fuck the lil’ motherfucker.” Christopher glanced at Meggie. “He can say a quick blessin’ after we say our vows, baby.” He smiled at her, then held the microphone out to her. “Let’s hear what the fuck you wrote.”

      With hesitation, Meggie glided next to her husband and claimed the microphone. “I want to thank you all for coming. I hope your Valentine’s Day has been as special as mine.”

      Catcalls and whistles followed.

      When the noise died down, she turned to Christopher. He was the tallest man there, with broad shoulders and a slim waist. His green eyes burned, like emeralds on fire. He was simply beautiful, and he was hers.

      “Christopher,” she started. “The day I met you was the luckiest day of my life. From then until now, you made it your mission to keep me safe and happy. Your touch lifts me to the highest plateau and makes me fly.”

      “Fuckin’ right,” he said, garnering laughter.

      “One look at you makes me giddy. One look from you brightens my day. You’ve given me room to grow, never standing in my way, always knowing I’ll never stop loving you. I am proud to be your wife, your lover, your friend, and the mother of your children. You are the sun that keeps me warm and the moon that keeps me grounded. Thank you for being you and thank you for being mine.”

      Christopher bent and kissed her, thrusting his tongue into her mouth. Meggie held onto him, not caring that their world saw how passionate they were.

      “Outlaw, if you wanna fuck Meggie, take her in the bathroom,” Digger said. “We can wait the two minutes it’ll take you to finish.”

      Pulling away from her, Christopher flipped Digger off and took the microphone from Meggie.

      “Baby,” he started, “if some motherfucker had told my ass we was doin’ this, I woulda had my vows ready. You thought of whatcha wanted to say to my ass on a fuckin’ dime, so Ima do the same for you.”

      Meggie nodded.

      “Roses are red,” Christopher began, “violets are blue. I like fuckin’ you and eatin’ your pussy, too. You my breath of fresh air, even if you put gray in my hair.  When you was sent to me I got my own special angel. My cock so glad it ain’t no longer in danger. Your tits like peaches, your nipples like cherries and your pussy is as sweet as fuckin strawberries. You laugh, you play, you cook, you clean, you just my amazing lil queen. You keep my ass in line with your one-two knockout in the form of your pussy lockout. You a wonderful mother, friend, and wife, and I’m so fuckin’ thankful to have you in my life.” He smiled at her, and Meggie felt giddy. “You my everything, baby. My pride. My joy. My sun. My moon.”

      She launched herself into his arms as the crowd whooped, clapped, and hollered. As usual, Christopher bent and she rained kisses all over his face.

      “Happy Valentine’s Day, baby,” he whispered.

      “Happy Valentine’s Day, Christopher,” she responded. This, by far, was the best Valentine’s she’d ever had. “I love you.”
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      Roses are red, violets are blue.

      I like fuckin’ you and eatin’ your pussy, too.

      You my breath of fresh air, even if you put gray in my hair.

      When you was sent to me I got my own special angel. My cock so glad it ain’t no longer in danger.

      Your tits like peaches, your nipples like cherries and your pussy is as sweet as fuckin strawberries.

      You laugh, you play, you cook, you clean, you just my amazing lil queen.

      You keep my ass in line with your one-two knockout in the form of your pussy lockout.

      You a wonderful mother, friend, and wife, and I’m so fuckin’ thankful to have you in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        We Are Family—Sister Sledge

        Perfect—Ed Sheeran

        Pride And Joy—Marvin Gaye

        Hard Headed Woman—Elvis Presley

        No Frauds—Nicki Minaj, Drake

        Bad To The Bone—George Thorogood & the Destroyers

        Him & I (with Halsey)—G-Eazy, Halsey

        Dreaming Of You—Selena

        Insatiable—Prince

        Messin’ Around—Pitbull and Enrique Iglesias

        Just The Way You Are—Bruno Mars

        Scandalous—Prince

        Thunder—Imagine Dragons

        Outlaws—Alessia Cara

        I’ve Got Love On My Mind—Natalie Cole

        Mine—Bazzi

        Sexy M.F.—Prince

        LOVE. FEAT. ZACARI.—Kendrick Lamar and Zacari

        Codeine Dreaming (feat. Lil Wayne)—Kodak Black and Lil Wayne

        Candy Paint—Post Malone

        That’s What Friends Are For—Dionne Warwick

        This Girl—Hunter Hayes

        Love On The Brain—Rihanna

        Love Will Turn You Around—Kenny Rogers

        Human—Rag ‘n’ Bone Man

        Filthy—Justin Timberlake

        Can’t Help Falling in Love—Elvis Presley

        Connected By Love—Jack White

        Night Time Is The Right Time—Ray Charles

        The Champoin—Carrie Underwood and Ludicris

        Just To Be Close To You—The Commodores

        Goosebumps—Travis Scott

        Stand By Your Man—Tammy Wynette

        Ain’t No Rest for the Wicked—Cage The Elephant

        Wolves—Selena Gomez

        Sex and Candy—Marcy Playground

        Desperado—Rihanna

        Our Love—Natalie Cole

        Low Rider—War

        Crazy—Patsy Cline and The Jordanaires

        Woman—John Lennon

        Brick House—The Commodores

        Truffle Butter—Nicki Minaj, Drake, and Lil Wayne

        All of Me—John Legend

        Burning Love—Elvis Presley

        Every Breath You Take—The Police

        This Is How We Roll—Florida Georgia Line

        I Have Nothing—Whitney Houston

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading An Outlaw Valentine.

        If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review

        at your point of purchase and on Goodreads. It

        means a lot to me to hear what you think.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Phoenix Rising Rock Band Series

        Inferno

        Incendiary

        Inflame

      

        

      
        Death Dwellers MC Series

        Misled

        Misappropriate

        Misunderstood

        Misdeeds

        Misbehavior

        Misjudged

        Misguided

        Misalliance

        Misconduct

        A Very Christopher Christmas

        Misfit

        Mistrust

        Misgivings

        Outlaw’s Dictionary

        Death Dwellers: The Complete Series

        An Outlaw Valentine

      

        

      
        Dirty Boys Studio Series

        Dirty Boy

      

        

      
        Other Titles

        All My Tomorrows

        Dangerous

        Riveted

        Pink: Hot ‘N Sexy for a cure: The

        Books for Boobies 2015 Anthology

        When Clubs Collide

        Desire Me

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I’d like to thank Crystal Cuffley for her lovely graphic design. You’re the best. Thank you Melissa Kulis for all your help and support. Thank you T.E. Black for working with me. Welcome to my crazy world!

      Thank you, Mama Kelly, for your endless hours of debate, discussion, encouragement, annoyance, and insistence. Your tireless conversations about the Death Dwellers MC, in particular, Kendall, and your demand for more, motivated me to write another book about the club.

      Finally, I want to thank my fans for your support and you dedication to Team Outlaw and Team Kendall. I couldn’t do this without you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Kathryn Kelly is living her dream and writing books. She's always been an avid reader and still devours books in her spare time. She also enjoys football, socializing, music, eating, and jokes. In her head, she's the ultimate biker babe. In reality, she's an ordinary girl-next-door and a native New Orleanian. Since the release of Misled in December 2013, she’s been living her dream of writing books. In August 2015, her life took a dramatic turn with the diagnosis of Stage 2B HER2 Positive Breast Cancer. She underwent a double mastectomy, lymph node removal, and breast reconstruction in February 2016. The support of her family, friends, and fans helped her to stay strong and keep her head up. #F*ckCancer became her rallying cry. Now located in the Houston area, she’s once again cancer free. Her hair is growing back and her nails are returning to normal. Currently, she is plotting her next book.

      

      
        
        Email: katkelwriter@outlook.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Goodreads] Goodreads

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/image-16e.jpg
M e @hapter
Sixteen





OEBPS/images/image-6e.jpg





OEBPS/images/poem-e.jpg
' @hristopher’s
Poem





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-33e.jpg
] /. @ha pter

$hirty-$hree





OEBPS/images/playlist-e.jpg
TR Playlist





OEBPS/images/Dear-people-pb.jpg
Dear Beautiful People,





OEBPS/images/image-17e.jpg
®ha pter

Seventeen





OEBPS/images/johnnie-ebook-4.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-31e.jpg
T . @ha pter

$hirty-One





OEBPS/images/image-20e.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-29e.jpg
LY @ha pter

$wenty-Nine





OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/image-34e.jpg
T . @ha pter

$hirty-Four





OEBPS/images/image-18e.jpg
P o @hapter
Bighteen





OEBPS/images/Meggie-ebook-2.jpg
7.

§

j le

Re





OEBPS/images/image-15e.jpg
& 3 @hapter
Pifteen





OEBPS/images/An-Outlaw-Valentine-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-7e.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-4e.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-9e.jpg





OEBPS/images/Meggie-ebook-3.jpg
7.

§

j le

Re





OEBPS/images/image-27e.jpg
Mentg—seven





OEBPS/images/acknowledgments.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-21e.jpg
"4.1) @hapter
$wenty-One





OEBPS/images/image-3e.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A
eraw.
entine

A Death Dwellers M@ Novella

kathryn Kelly





OEBPS/images/divider-2-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/to-be-continued-ebook.jpg
$0 be continued ...

$hree Pages
Prom Mere ...





OEBPS/images/image-14e.jpg
Pourteen





OEBPS/images/divider-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-30e.jpg
T2 @hapter
$hirty





OEBPS/images/Meggie-ebook.jpg
7.

§

j le

Re





OEBPS/images/The-End-e.jpg
$he Bnd ...





OEBPS/images/christopher--3.jpg
Christopher





OEBPS/images/johnnie-ebook-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/image-10e.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-24e.jpg
hapter

$wenty-Four





OEBPS/images/johnnie-ebook.jpg





OEBPS/images/christopher.jpg
Christopher





OEBPS/images/just-kidding-ebook.jpg
Just kidding ...

kendall Lives!





OEBPS/images/image-25e.jpg
hapter

$wenty-Five





OEBPS/images/image-11e.jpg
oo @hapter
Bleven





OEBPS/images/kendall-e-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/also-by-ebook.jpg
Also by

leathryn leelly





OEBPS/images/image-23e.jpg
hapter

$wenty-ehree





OEBPS/images/image-26e.jpg
@hapter
Pwenty-Six






OEBPS/images/image-1e.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-12e.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-13e.jpg
P o @hapter
Phirteen





OEBPS/images/Meggie-ebook-4.jpg
7.

§

j le

Re





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/kendall-e-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-28e.jpg
] /. @ha pter

¥wenty-Bight





OEBPS/images/image-2e.jpg





OEBPS/images/about-ebook.jpg
y ‘ About ;he
Author





OEBPS/images/image-22e.jpg
@hapter
$wenty-ewo





OEBPS/images/johnnie-ebook-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/christopher--2.jpg
Christopher





OEBPS/images/image-5e.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-8e.jpg





OEBPS/images/kendall-e.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-32e.jpg
T2 @hapter
$hirty-$wo





OEBPS/images/image-19e.jpg
M) @hapter

Nineteen





