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        From USA Today bestselling author Autumn Jones Lake comes the sizzling conclusion to Zero and Lilly’s story.

      

        

      
        One by one, the lies have been unraveled.

        I’ve shed blood to protect Lilly. To protect our family.

        I’d do it again and again as long as it means she’s safe.

        It’s time to marry her, cherish her, and spend the rest of our lives together.

        We were so close to our happy ending.

        Then chaos swept it away.

        The road ahead remains unknown.

        Loyalty, honor, brotherhood.

        Kings forever, forever Kings.

        I’ll never betray my club.

        Even if it means losing everything.

      

        

      
        Zero Apologies is part three of Zero and Lilly’s trilogy and book #14 in the Lost Kings MC series. It is meant to be read after Zero Tolerance and Zero Regret.
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        ZERO

      

      

      Suffocating is the only way to describe what waking up in a jail cell feels like. The smell. The noise. The lack of privacy. Every bit of it might as well be a hand around my neck choking the fuck out of me.

      How is it that the exact moment when the pieces of my life seem to be falling together, something plows right into it, sending everything spiraling out of control?

      Murphy groans above me, slowly sitting up and dangling his legs over the edge of the top bunk and jumping down. “You get any sleep?”

      “How am I supposed to sleep here?”

      He blinks and ignores my foul mood. “You need to be sharp when they question you.”

      Cops had already questioned me well into the night. I hadn’t said a word. Much to their irritation.

      I played the part of stubborn asshole well.

      Today, I’ll take a different approach.

      “Frazier, let’s go.” One of the guards taps the bars and unlocks the door. “Don’t give me any shit,” he warns.

      I hold out my hands so he can cuff me and barely resist mocking him for acting like a scared little girl. What am I going to do, beat him to death with my jail-issued canvas slip-on sneaker?

      I’m still furious about the whole situation, but I padlock those emotions down tight. Once the police have you on their radar, this sort of shit happens all the time. Yet one more reason Rock and I have worked so hard to forge good relationships with law enforcement in our territory whenever possible.

      I’m brought into an interrogation room not much different than the one where I spent most of last night. The guard guides me to a hard metal chair. I plop down and stretch my legs out in front of me.

      The officer who steps inside had arrived last night after I’d been handcuffed. Plainclothes. Older. Quiet. Thoughtful. Bad sign? Probably.

      Another officer steps inside and stands against the back wall.

      Hard to tell which one is in charge.

      “Who was the woman with you at the clubhouse last night?” the officer seated in front of me asks almost too casually.

      Strange way to open up the conversation. Shit. I hadn’t expected them to give Lilly a second thought.

      I absolutely cannot afford to have her dragged into any of this.  I squint and scratch my chin as if I’ve never seen a woman in my life.

      “The one with your kid,” he prompts. “That was your kid, right?”

      The mention of Chance is a blade through my guts. His screams as I was handcuffed in the parking lot echoed in my head all night long. “Anything is possible.” It takes everything I have to give him a cocky smirk. “You never know.”

      “Hot piece for a random baby momma,” the one holding up the wall says. “Real nice juicy ass on that one.”

      The immediate rush of anger spikes my blood pressure. Under the table, I clasp my hands tighter. The comment was meant to piss me off so I’d do or say something stupid. But I’m too old and have lived through too much to ever give them the satisfaction.

      I shrug again.

      He’s a persistent asshole. “She got a name?”

      “Not that I remember. You know how it is.”

      “Whores willing to fuck your low-life ass because you’re a ‘bad boy’. Yeah. Women are stupid that way.”

      I swallow down my rage and sit up. “Don’t sound so bitter, man. Thought cops had badge bunnies willing to ride their dicks all the time?”

      He groans and I try not to laugh.

      I pull a phony sympathetic grin. “Maybe go easier on the donuts and they’ll come flocking to you.”

      Might have gone one too far there.

      The officer in front of me scowls and flips through a small notepad in front of him. “Let’s move on,” he says, signaling to his buddy that fucking around time is over.

      I guess this one’s in charge.

      The questions he fires off are all over the place, but he keeps circling back to the night Malone’s burned down. More specifically, where was I when the match was lit?

      That’s a relief.

      I have to be careful here. Anything I say will just be used against me later. Or they’ll leverage it to push for more information. Either from me or from Murphy when he gets pulled in here later. I need to be strategic in what bread crumbs I drop. Only say things that will lead the cops where I want them to go. It’s not easy on zero sleep.

      Flashing my I’m-seriously-trying-to-help-you-here face, I rest my hands on the table. The handcuffs make a soft scratch-clink as they land on the cheap metal. “I really don’t remember where I was that night. Do you remember where you were some random day a couple weeks ago? Does anyone?”

      He pauses.

      “Listen,” I continue before he says anything else, “I was either upstate at our clubhouse or the business we run—”

      “Crystal Ball.”

      “Right.” I’m not surprised or concerned that he came up with that name so easily. That we manage the place hasn’t been a secret for years. “Or I was down here helping out. I’ve been back and forth between both clubs since our brother got shot. Haven’t had much time for anything else.”

      “Because you took over as president.”

      I roll my eyes. “I didn’t ‘take over’. I’d much rather be home.”

      “So, someone forced you into the position?”

      Ah, yes. Law enforcement’s always trying to get some insight into how motorcycle clubs operate. So they can write it up in some handy-dandy booklet to pass out at cop school, I guess. Unfortunately for them, every single club I’ve run into operates differently. And no true outlaw is eager to divulge their secrets with anyone they don’t share a patch with.

      Sure, most MCs have the same basic principles. Motorcycles, freedom from society’s rules, brotherhood. All in varying degrees depending on the club. None of those values are of interest to law enforcement though. It’s all about the crimes some clubs commit to achieve those goals.

      “I’m helping out my brothers.”

      “Brothers.” He scoffs. “Right.” He flips to another page in his notebook. “You happen to know where James Simon is? We’ve had trouble locating him.”

      I bet you have.

      Good ol’ Jimmy “Shadow” Simon. Forgot the fucker even had another name for a minute.

      Interesting they want to find him at all. Is he a person of interest in whatever the fuck they’re busting my balls about? Is he a snitch? Or are they just trying to prove they know something about my club?

      No matter what the reason for their interest in Shadow, I keep my mask of indifference in place.

      “Told me he wanted to go Nomad for a while and took off. I haven’t heard from him since.”

      “Isn’t that unusual for a vice president?”

      I pretend like I’m carefully considering the question even though the answer is pretty simple. I even toss a look over my shoulder as if I’m about to share something that would get my ass kicked if my club ever found out. Cops love drama.

      Leaning in and keeping my voice low, I explain, “Yes and no. It’s inconvenient for him to take off when we have a brother in the hospital. But as I’m sure you’re aware, that’s what we’re all about—being able to do what we want, when we want.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m aware.”

      “You should give it a try.”

      “No, thanks.” He stares at his notebook. Just some pages of chicken scratch but it seems important to him. “So you don’t know who burned down Malone’s Bowling Alley?”

      “That’s what this is about?”

      “Why? Committed so many crimes, you weren’t sure which one we arrested you for?”

      Actually, yes.  “I never got to read the supposed warrant your guy shoved in my face. Don’t worry, I’m sure my lawyer will enjoy that one.”

      His face pales slightly and he has trouble concealing the fact that he didn’t know I never read the warrant. Still, he collects himself quickly and resumes his questioning.

      “How well did you know Malone?”

      “Not at all. I met him, maybe one or two times.” I pause. “What do you mean, did? He go down with the bowling alley?”

      “No and be thankful for that, or we would’ve added felony murder.”

      “Give me a break.”

      He stares at me for a second or two before giving me a huge piece of information. “No bodies were found.”

      Fucking weird. I could’ve sworn there were a bunch of people in the place. Hell, I was almost in the place when the fire started. I’m glad no one was killed. Not because I give a fuck about Malone, but because I don’t want to go down for a murder I didn’t commit.

      I sit quietly, waiting for him to add some details.

      “We got a witness who saw you on your big, black Harley near the place that night.”

      Hah. That’s a fucking lie. I was driving a truck that night. I can’t exactly say that, but I‘m feeling better about my situation if I’m sitting here because of a phony witness.

      Although why anyone would tell such a specific lie, is a cause for concern.

      Of course, the cops themselves could always be lying to get me to admit that I was there.

      Gee, this is fun.

      “That’s impossible, since I wasn’t there on my bike that night.” Truth. “You know how many fucking black Harleys are in this county alone?”

      He ignores the question and continues to study me like I’m his favorite bug under a microscope. “We might need to bring it in to run some tests.”

      The last time I was in Malone’s parking lot with my bike was months ago. No way there’s any evidence still around.  I shrug. “Knock yourself out.”

      “Change your tires recently?”

      “Nope.”

      He stares at me.

      “Why you more worried about a building than my brother who’s still sitting in the hospital with a bullet in his skull?”

      “We’re still working that case.”

      “Like fuck you are.”

      “Why do you want us to catch the shooter? Thought all you outlaws liked to hand out your own justice?”

      If only he knew. “Nah, figure my tax dollars oughta be good for something.”

      He ignores that an opens up a new folder. “How well do you know Anatoly DeLova?”

      Motherfucker. If I’m in this mess because of that ancient mafia boss, I’m gonna bury him.

      “I know his son-in-law better. We have more in common.”

      “Harley enthusiasts.” The one against the wall rolls his eyes. “Yeah, we know.”

      “I don’t tend to hang out with a lot of suit-wearing motherfuckers.” I cast a contemptuous look over their cheap, ill-fitting suits.

      “So, you’ve never met DeLova?” the one in front of me prods.

      “I didn’t say that. I’ve met him more than a few times over the years.”

      “Take on some side jobs for him?”

      “No,” I growl.

      “Malone was in debt to DeLova. For a lot. You know anything about that?”

      “No.” Last I knew, his debt had been paid.

      “You and your club are just a bunch of poor, innocent motorcycle lovers, aren’t you?”

      I’m not going to dignify his mocking comment with an answer.

      He leans in closer. “Except somehow the evidence proves wherever there is a strong MC presence, violence will eventually follow.”

      “Bullshit. Not every MC. Don’t lump us all in together.” I lean in, meeting him almost halfway across the table. “You can call anyone in Empire PD and they’ll tell you we help keep the city safe and the trash out.”

      “Sure. I’ll get right on that.” He slaps the folders in front of him closed. “I think we’re done.”

      “Good, can I go home now?”

      He laughs. “Not any time soon.”

      Finally, they release me from the interview room. “When am I getting my phone call?” I ask the guard on the way back. Sure, I should’ve had one yesterday. Or before I got questioned today.

      Who the fuck knows when it’ll actually happen. I’m sure they’ll make up some bullshit excuse. It doesn’t honestly matter. There’s no fucking way I’m calling Lilly. And I don’t need to call a lawyer, because I know Rock has already taken care of that by now.

      “Phone’s broken.” The guard walking me back to my cell smirks, like he’s a fuckin’ comedian.

      Murphy stands up when he sees me coming. The guard hesitates and looks at the cell next to ours. Yeah, I’d been shocked they put us together too, but we both figured they were probably listening in on our conversations. If that’s the case, I hope they enjoy the royal fucking around we plan to give them.
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      I thought agony and I were already good friends. Apparently, I had no idea. Watching the man I plan to marry shoved to the ground, handcuffed, thrown into the back of a cop car…Each moment gutted me. Stole a piece of me.

      Every second keeps replaying on a constant horrifying loop.

      Chance’s screams—more violent than any tantrum he’d ever let loose before—lodged permanently in my soul.

      It took forever to calm Chance down. This was not an experience I ever wanted. For myself or for my son.

      Or for Z.

      A voice in the back of my head keeps trying to warn me that this is only the beginning of the life I’m in for if Z and I stay together.

      Heidi had been stoic all night. As if it was totally normal to see her fiancé handcuffed and thrown in the back of a police car.

      Maybe I’m not cut out for this?

      Rock had helped me carry a hysterical Chance into the house last night, so he knows everything. From what I could tell, he’d been on the phone with one person or another most of the night.

      The next morning, Hope and I are up early. Sitting together at the kitchen table, sipping tea. Not really talking. I think we’re both still numb from shock.

      Rock joins us without a word, gently setting his hands on Hope’s shoulders. She tips her head back and they share some sort of unspoken communication I’m too exhausted to decipher.

      “I’m going to go up and check on Grace.” Hope stands and reaches over to squeeze my hand. “I’ll look in on Chance too.”

      “Thank you.”

      Rock gives her a quick embrace and kisses her forehead before releasing her. Once she’s gone, his steady gray eyes drill into me. “We need to talk.”

      Saw that coming.

      Without saying anything, I take my tea and head toward the living room. I’m too tired to play hostess and ask if he’d like some coffee before grilling me.

      He sits down in the chair across from me and doesn’t waste time getting to the point. “I don’t think this has anything to do with your situation.”

      My situation.

      All at once it hits me. The club. Why didn’t that occur to me? Z didn’t blow up Senator Kelly on his own. My fearful gaze lands on Rock. Well, technically I’m staring at his arms.  I spend a lot of time studying the ink covering his hands and thick forearms. The wedding band encircling his ring finger. I remember the excitement in Hope’s voice when she told me she’d picked out Rock’s wedding band. He’d been in jail at the time too.

      Things worked out for them.

      What kind of wedding band does Z want?

      “Lilly.” While Rock’s voice is gentle, it doesn’t lack authority. It brings me right back to my present situation.

      I’m too ashamed to look Rock in the eyes.

      Did he help Z with the car bomb? Is Rock in danger too? Because of me. Worse, how much did Z have to tell Rock to—

      “Lilly.” His firm voice pulls me out of the shame tunnel I’m spiraling down. “I don’t know how much Z explained—”

      “He said not to ask questions I didn’t want the answers to,” I whisper. “So I didn’t.” God, I sound like a coward.

      “Good. It’s better that way.”

      “What did he tell you?”

      “Enough to know Kelly had it coming.” He reaches over and taps the arm of my chair. “Look at me, Lilly.”

      Slowly, I raise my eyes to meet his stare.

      “Are you with him? I need to know now if you’re going to bail.”

      My heart’s thudding so loud, I can’t make sense of anything. “I can get money for bail.”

      He shakes his head.  “Club will take care of that. Are you staying? This shit isn’t easy. I understand. We all do. The club will do everything to help you through this. If you’re with him.” He glances at the staircase. “I’ll do what I can for you two no matter what you decide.”

      The fear that seized my heart last night finally shatters. “I’m not going anywhere, Rock.”

      I probably should. It’s not just about me. I have to worry about Chance. The kind of damage this lifestyle might inflict.

      But is it worse than the damage of being away from his father?

      I don’t know.

      God help me, I can’t leave Z again.

      “I’m here.” This time, there’s more conviction in my tone.

      Rock nods, apparently satisfied for now.

      The soft jingle of the dogs’ collars calls my attention to them. Ziggy throws himself down on the carpet in front of me while Zipper jumps on the couch and curls into a ball, placing his head in my lap, seeking a few scratches behind the ears.

      “Z’s not going to be thrilled I let them on the furniture,” I mutter.

      Rock huffs out a tired laugh. “He’ll understand.”

      Apparently, we’re not done with our conversation. “Did you give your name to the officers last night?”

      I have to stop and think about it. They’d mostly been focused on Z and then Murphy. One of them tried to speak to me, but I never answered. As soon as possible, I slipped out of the parking lot and came home, just as Z wanted me to do.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Good. Whose car were you driving?”

      “M-mine,” I stammer out.

      “Murphy switch over your plates yet?”

      “I don’t know.” How can I not pay attention to something as simple as my license plates?

      “I’ll check.”

      “The plates were in my brother’s name before. It wouldn’t get traced to me right away.”

      “Okay, that’s good.”

      Someone knocks on the door, stirring the dogs up. Rock leaves me to answer it and Ziggy trots along next to him.

      “Pop-pop!” Alexa yells.

      By her happy squeals, I assume Rock picked her up.

      Zipper jumps down to check out the commotion.

      The dogs follow behind Rock. He’s carrying Alexa in one arm and has his other curled around Heidi’s shoulders. Today, she looks less tough biker’s old lady and more twenty-something college student in crisis.

      To my surprise, she drops down next to me and gives me a big hug. “Are you doing okay, Lilly?”

      “So far.” My answer’s lame. But I don’t have a better one. “You?”

      “Just worried.”

      Rock shakes his head and forces a hint of a smile. “If I expected anyone to get carted away for running their mouth, it’s your brother. Not Murphy.”

      “Right?” Heidi snorts a sad laugh. “Charlotte said the same thing.”

      “It’s going to be fine, Heidi-girl.” Rock says. “Murphy was protecting a brother. Like he’s supposed to.”

      Heidi sniffles. “I know.”

      He was?

      Murphy risked jail just to stay by Z’s side?

      Rock shifts Alexa in his lap and plucks a book off the coffee table, handing it to her.

      “Glassman’s coming down this morning. I’m hoping he can get Murphy out.” His gaze shifts my way. “We’re going to hire someone else for Z.”

      Isn’t that the first thing I should’ve done when I came home last night? Call a damn lawyer?

      “I can—”

      “It’s covered, Lilly.”

      I try again. “I can give you money for a retainer.”

      He cuts me off with a quick head shake. “Taken care of.” He pins me with a sterner look. “What I need you to do is stay here.”

      “I wasn’t planning to go anywhere. Except to visit—”

      “Heidi, can you go upstairs and check on Hope?” Rock asks, cutting me off.  “She went up to look in on Grace.”

      “Sure.” She picks Alexa up and disappears without further questions.

      As soon as Rock seems satisfied, we’re alone again, the steely-eyed biker president returns. “You can not under any circumstances go visit Z.”

      “But—”

      “Lilly, you ever visit someone in jail?”

      “I’m sure it’s not pleasant—”

      “It’s not the surroundings I’m worried about.” He leans forward, placing his elbows on his knees, inviting me to do the same.  “The first thing they’re going to do is take your identification and run a check on you if you go see him.”

      All at once it hits me. “Oh my God.”

      “We can’t afford to have the slightest connection between Z and Kelly right now. I know that shitbag wasn’t prosecuted or even arrested for what he did to you, but—”

      “No, I get it.” Thank God Rock’s here. Last night, I had all sorts of fantasies of running down to post bail for Z as soon as things opened this morning. “Will Z—”

      “Trust me, you show up there, he’ll kick my ass when he gets out.” There’s no laughter in his voice. He cocks his head toward the stairs. “It’s nothing personal. Heidi came to visit me once when she was younger, but I don’t want her going now as Murphy’s old lady. Actually, I need her to go to class today. Are you all right with Alexa staying here? Hope will be with you. And I think Trinity is coming down to help out.”

      I’d talked to Trinity only briefly last night and while she’d said to call if I needed anything, I took it as one of those generic offers of help people blurt out in times of crisis. “Of course. Uh, the kids are supposed to have their swim lessons. I’ll call and cancel—”

      “No.” Rock seems to weigh the options for a few seconds. “Keep things normal for Chance and Alexa. Especially after what Chance witnessed.”

      The reminder has me ready to burst into tears all over again.
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        Lilly

      

      

      “It’s otay.” Alexa holds out her hand to Chance. “Come on.”

      Hesitantly, Chance takes her hand and we finally lead the kids to the pool.

      The knot that formed in my throat the minute Chance adamantly refused to go outside for swim lessons finally loosens.

      Hope touches my arm. “It’s going to be okay, Lilly,” she says softly.

      Still not sure I can form any words, I just nod.

      “Look at you, hot mama.” Trinity wolf-whistles at Hope, who throws a beach towel at her.

      I elbow Hope in the side. “I told you it looked fine.”

      “The miracle of spandex,” she mutters.

      Trinity had indeed come to help. A grumpier-than-usual Wrath joined her, which means the girl who gives Chance and Alexa their swim lessons has no fewer than five adults supervising today. Kendall doesn’t seem bothered by the extra scrutiny. For a high school senior, she’s always extremely professional. One of the reasons Heidi and I trust her with our kids.

      Hope’s standing in for Heidi today. Earlier, she’d grumbled about her pre-baby bathing suit not fitting until I wanted to wrap the damn thing around her neck.

      Rock’s over in the shade with Grace, watching every move Hope makes. At the moment, that mostly involves avoiding the splashes from Alexa’s kicks.

      “Good job,” Kendall encourages.

      Chance kicks his little feet even harder and finally smiles.

      Rock’s phone clatters over the table, drawing our attention. Trinity jumps up and grabs Grace from him as he answers.

      “Hello, Mr. Sanders.” He motions to us that he’s going inside.

      My heart skips.

      Is that the attorney for Z? Is he getting out? Should I be the one handling those calls?

      It’s almost impossible to concentrate on the rest of the lesson, but somehow none of us drown.

      Rock returns after swim time is over and Kendall’s gone home. The kids are always ready for a nap after swim lessons and today’s no different.

      “Come on, let’s get you rinsed off and ready for nap time,” Trinity sing-songs to the kids, holding out both hands.

      “No nap!” Chance yells.

      “Yeah!” Alexa shouts.

      Trinity laughs. “Sure. No nap. But let’s at least rinse off.” She winks at me and I laugh. They’ll be asleep in no time.

      “Was that the lawyer?” I ask Rock after Trinity disappears inside.

      “Yes. He’s going to meet with Z tomorrow morning. Guess he let them have it about Z not getting a phone call…or anything else.”

      I open my mouth to say…something. I’m not sure what. “I feel so bad I can’t be there.”

      Hope looks up from Grace, her green eyes lasering in on her husband. “I can go in with the attorney.”

      “No,” Rock says.

      Behind me, Wrath echoes the sentiment. “Not a good idea, Hope.”

      “I’ll be safe,” Hope insists, ignoring Wrath. “At least let me tell him Lilly and Chance are okay. I don’t want him worried about them on top of everything else he’s dealing with.”

      Rock rubs the back of his neck and stares over Hope’s head at Wrath.

      I’m not sure if Hope knows why I can’t go see Z or if she just thinks it’s dangerous for me to go in general, but God, I love her for offering. I don’t want it to cause an argument between her and Rock, but I really need to know Z’s okay. She’ll know better than some attorney who’s never even met Z before.

      Rock drills her with a look. “Are you sure? You don’t have to. I’d rather you didn’t. I should be able to visit him in a couple days.”

      “I want to. He’s probably worried sick after how the police upset Chance and…everything. The lawyer won’t know what to say…or how to say it.”

      Rock flicks his gaze at me.

      Wrath blows out an irritated breath, but places one big hand on Hope’s shoulder. “I’ll go with you guys.”

      Rock motions for Wrath to follow him into the kitchen.

      Hope and I run upstairs, stopping at Chance’s room. “Are they out?” I whisper.

      Trinity’s tucking a blanket around Alexa who’s in the extra bed in Chance’s room.

      “Oh, yeah,” she answers in the same hushed tone.

      “I need to dry off and change,” Hope says. “Meet you downstairs?”

      “I’ll take Grace for you,” Trinity offers, holding out her arms. “The guys downstairs?”

      We nod and she carries Grace down the hall. Outside the room Hope and Rock have been using since they came down here, I stop her. “Thank you for offering to go see him.”

      “Tell me the truth. Are you okay? I know this is awful.”

      “I don’t know, Hope. I’m all over the place.”

      “Lilly, it’s fine. Remember, I’ve been there.”

      I remember Trinity explaining that she, Heidi, and Charlotte had grown up around MCs. They’ve been prepared for this situation from the second they got involved with their men. Hope knew nothing about any of this and yet now look how composed she is. Will I ever get to that point?

      “I really do understand.” Hope casts a guilty look over her shoulder. “Maybe better than any of the girls do.”

      “I hate asking but I would feel better if you saw him. I understand visiting him there will probably be unpleasant…I don’t know what Rock told you, about why I can’t go—”

      She dismisses that concern with a flick of her wrist. “If Rock doesn’t want you to go, it’s for a good reason.”

      Is it ever.

      She bites her lip before continuing. “Everything they do is to protect us or to protect the club, Lilly.  I’m not just saying that because Rock’s my husband and I want you to fall in line or something. I really believe that. I’ve seen it.”

      If I didn’t already know the lengths Z was willing to go to protect me, I might laugh. It seems like such a convenient excuse from the outside.

      “You’re not laughing at me? Or telling me how naive I am?” Hope tilts her head, the corners of her mouth slightly twitching.

      “No, you’re right.” I can’t meet her eyes. “Z’s shown me how far he’ll go several times already.”

      “You love, Z, yes?”

      “With all my heart,” I admit easier than I’ve ever admitted anything in my life.

      “Then…” Her voice trails off and she shrugs. “What else is there? Love, family, loyalty. What else matters?”

      “Respect?”

      “From who? Us? No one here judges you for anything, let alone Z being in jail. Your family? How much did they respect you before?”

      Ouch. That stings. Even though it’s true and she didn’t say it to be hurtful.

      “It doesn’t worry you? That Rock could go to prison at any time?”

      “Of course it does.” Her worried gaze darts down the hall. “Even more now that we have Grace. But I trust him to keep himself out of those…situations as much as possible. And I have faith that the club will take care of us…if something ever happened.”

      I’ve never dared ask Z too much, which, in hindsight, I probably should have. “What exactly do they do, Hope?”

      She opens her mouth, then stops herself. Finally, she shakes her head. “You have to discuss that with Z. And honestly.” She rolls her eyes, “Besides the porn empire Sway started, I don’t know what downstate does. From what I understand, every charter has their own enterprises.”

      “Do the others know?”

      “Trinity probably does. Heidi? I’m not sure. She’s been around the club forever, but Teller always kept her away from club business as much as possible. And I don’t know what she and Murphy discuss in private. Charlotte?” She huffs out a laugh. “We’re more likely to discuss legal stuff more than club stuff, unless it concerns us.” She grabs my hand. “Trust me, I hear the words coming out of my mouth and, ten years ago, I would’ve been horrified.”

      “And now?”

      “Now, I have a family I love more than anything. That I’d protect anyway I can because they’d do the same for me.”

      I nod, taking all of that in. “I want to visit Z so bad. I’m so worried about him.”

      She tilts her head. “I understand what you’re going through, but this is to protect Z. And you.”

      Again, I wonder how Rock explained my situation. Then again, Hope’s smart. Once she heard about Kelly’s death, it might not have taken her long to put the pieces together. Especially since she knew I’d been subpoenaed to testify at his trial. And let’s not forget the way I ghosted out of Z’s life with his child for a couple years. “I know it is. But what else can I do?”

      “That’s not how this works, Lilly. We do for you now.”

      “I have to do something.” It feels shitty complaining about her husband but I feel so useless. “Rock wouldn’t even take money for the lawyer, or bail, or—”

      “I think the club has a fund for stuff like that. For all the members. All you need to do is what Rock asked. Stay here. Keep things as normal for Chance as you can. We’ll help you out with whatever you need.”

      Overcome with emotion, I end up flinging myself around her in an awkward half-hug. “Thank you.”

      “This is killing me for him, Lilly. Z has the best heart.”

      “I know he does.”

      “Just be here for him, Lilly,” she says in a low voice, hugging me back. “That’s all I ask. Please.”

      “I’m here, Hope.”
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      Later in the night, Rock and Hope sit down with me in the dining room.

      “We want to give Z a message, but I really don’t want Hope to use your name in there,” Rock says. “What’s he call you?”

      “What?”

      “A nickname? Something.” Hope grins and rests her hand on Rock’s thigh. “At home or around the club, he calls me baby doll. In public, everyone calls me,” she taps her chest. “First Lady.” She glances at Rock. “Although, that does sort of signal that I’m with the president of the club.”

      He huffs out a laugh and kisses her cheek. “So does the Property of Rock on your back, if anyone knows anything about us, baby doll.”

      She tips her head back and they share another kiss. One that makes my insides twist.

      “Guys, you’re both hot,” I joke so I don’t end up crying, “but I don’t want the bedroom act in my dining room. And I thought Wrath called you Cinderella?”

      Hope touches her forehead to Rock’s before pulling away. “He does. Although I’ve never understood why.”

      “You used to have a very corruptible look about you, Hope.” Wrath pulls out a dining room chair and stares at it for a few seconds as if he’s assessing whether or not it can accommodate his massive frame.

      Hope rolls her eyes. “And what? Now I’m a seasoned ol’ lady?”

      He grins at her. “Most of the time.”

      Rock turns serious again. “A name Z will know right away, Lilly?”

      

      “With outsiders, we’ll call Heidi little sister sometimes,” Hope adds. “Something like that.”

      Despite all the sadness surrounding my heart, I can’t help smiling. My fingers brush over my mermaid pendant. “Siren.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Ah!” Hope reaches forward and touches the mermaid around my neck. “Mermaid/siren. Z’s so clever.”

      “Eh,” Wrath wobbles his hand back and forth. “Don’t get carried away.”

      “Oh, stop.” Hope taps his arm. “You miss him just as much as the rest of us.”

      “Yeah,” Wrath agrees. “It’s not as much fun to insult him when he’s not here.”

      I think he meant it as a joke, but it comes out so glum my chest squeezes. All the guys seem to be taking Z’s incarceration hard.

      Hope nibbles on her bottom lip. “I’m so worried.”

      “Murphy has his back,” Wrath says.

      “Well, I’m worried about both of them.”

      “Z knows how to handle himself.”

      “I’m sure he does.” She glances at me. “But I want him to know Lilly and Chance are okay and that we’re here with them.”

      Her obvious affection for Z used to confuse me a little, but now I understand so much better and I welcome it. I reach over and place my hand over hers. “Thank you, Hope.” I try to infuse as much gratitude as possible into the words so she understands how much her support means to me. To us.

      I’m still upset I can’t go. Part of me wants to argue that Rock might be overthinking the situation and one visit to jail isn’t enough to connect Z to what happened to senator Kelly. Thankfully, that irrational side of me chose to sit down and keep her mouth shut.
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      Another day and we’re still here.

      “This is such bullshit,” Murphy mutters.

      “Told you that mouth would get you in trouble one day.”

      He ignores the taunt. “They were quick to throw me down, but it’s fine. I didn’t want you coming in alone.”

      “Thanks, little brother.” I reach over and mess up his hair. He ducks and shoves me away.

      “O’Callaghan! You have a visitor.”

      “Oh, goodie,” Murphy mutters.  He shuffles over to the door and waits for the guard to slide it open before extending his hands. The click of the handcuffs going around his wrists is getting to be an all-too familiar sound.

      “Be good,” I call out and he flips me off with both fingers.

      I haven’t been locked up in a long time. There were a few stretches in my early twenties. Before we turned the upstate charter of the Lost Kings MC around. Those brushes with incarceration motivated me to work hard to keep our charter off law enforcement’s radar.

      Now I remember why. I’m bored. Can’t remember the last time I’ve gone this long without being on my bike. Okay, maybe a few stretches in the winter. But even then, I at least get outside, jog through the trails on the property, or ride one of the utility vehicles through the woods. Something to keep busy.

      Not good being on my own and confined, I drop down and do a few sets of push-ups. Those quickly lose my interest so I switch it up with planks and pike push-ups. I’ve got a clearer head and sweat rolling down my back by the time Murphy returns.

      “That was quick.” I finish the last rep before standing.

      Murphy shrugs. “Glassman only needed a few details.”

      “Anyone else show up with him?”

      “Nah.”

      “No word about little sister?”

      “He said everyone is fine.” A sour expression crosses his face “Otherwise, you know Glassman. All business.”

      Shit. He hasn’t complained much, but Heidi’s close to finishing up her last few college credits. Murphy’s been worried about the move downstate fucking with her grades. This arrest has only made him twitchier. People can say what they want about him, but he worries about his fiancée’s education more than he ever worried about his own.

      I drop onto my cot and Murphy sits next to me. He leans in and, in a lower voice, adds, “Glassman said your attorney should be coming soon.”

      “Thank fuck.” Although soon in here and soon on the outside means two different things.

      “What, are you two gay?” Someone calls out.

      Both of us glance up. I hadn’t realized the guard never left. He’s standing there watching us like a bored kid at the world’s worst zoo.

      Murphy gives me a subtle elbow to the ribs and stands. “Only out of necessity.” He approaches the bars. “But you can’t, you know, say anything to anyone. Our club wouldn’t approve.” He finishes that last part in a low, dramatic voice as if the guard is now part of a big secret that might get us killed.

      Inside, I’m choking with laughter but somehow manage to keep my face straight.

      The guard lifts his chin at me and I shrug. “Everyone needs a little lovin’. But he’s right, it’s frowned upon.”

      Still not sure if we’re serious or fucking with him, the guard scoffs at us and walks away. “Whatever, fags.”

      Murphy watches him until he’s out of sight, then turns and grins at me.

      “Asshole,” I mouth at him in case anyone’s listening. I motion him closer. Not that we’ll talk about much of substance. “What else he say?”

      “They got nothing ‘cause I didn’t do anything.” He glances around, his gaze lingering on the camera bolted to the wall outside our cell.

      Whether the camera is focused on us or can pick up sound is hard to tell from here. I haven’t been able to get a good look at it when I’m outside the cell either. My guess is they’ve planted a listening device on the other side of the wall our cots are shoved against, which is why most of our ‘important’ conversations happen here.

      “They tried to press me on the arson again,” Murphy says. “Glassman’s got balls of steel. Told ‘em to charge me with it or let me out. Not sure I appreciated the dare.”

      “Glassman knows what he’s doing.”

      “That’s why I didn’t throat-punch his overpriced ass. These cocksuckers must have nothing.”

      “Fucking assholes.” I cock my head and pretend I’m considering something. “They asked me about Shadow and I can’t figure out why. You think there’s any way he was involved? He was supposedly tapping a waitress there. Spent more time there than anyone else in the club ever did.”

      Murphy studies me for a few seconds before answering. “Who the fuck knows. Way he up and took off with almost no notice, anything’s possible.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about. He left me here with my dick in the wind. With no clue what damage he left behind.”

      “You didn’t pick him, bro. Not your fault.”

      No, but I still see his blood on my hands when I close my eyes.

      Throwing a brother in the path of the cops isn’t how we usually operate. But Shadow’s a piece of shit who betrayed the brotherhood. For all I know, he played a part in burning down Malone’s. Probably should’ve questioned him more about that before I slit his throat.

      Speaking of, if I can shift suspicion to him and convince the cops he skipped town, all the better for me.

      “I need to talk to the guys and see if any of the other charters have heard from Shadow. He should’ve shown his face somewhere by now.”

      “Better make it a casual inquiry. He gets wind they’re looking at us for the arson and he did do it, no one will ever find that bastard,” Murphy says.

      “Bullshit, we should be able to—”

      “Nope. Guys said he’s a motherfuckin’ ghost if he wants to be.”

      I snort, as if I just can’t believe Shadow’s good at anything—which isn’t a stretch. All I need to do is send the cops searching in any other direction than mine for this fucking arson. But I can’t afford to seem too eager to give up a brother. These cops might be dumb, but they’re not that stupid. They’ll know something’s up if I start freely giving them information about Shadow.

      “Frazier, you’re up,” a different guard calls out.

      This one’s quiet and doesn’t try to insult me or engage me in conversation which suits me fine.

      I’m led to a small, stark-white interview room. Smaller than the one the police used.

      The guard secures me to the table leg, but frees my hands, which I appreciate.

      I assume I’m finally meeting my attorney.

      Of all the things I never expected in life, my best friend’s wife visiting me in jail is probably near the top of the list.

      Hope smiles softly as she enters the room and rakes her gaze over me. Cataloging everything. Shit, I want to hug her.

      I’m shocked Rock let her come see me and I suspect Wrath or someone equally terrifying from the club joined him in escorting her here. Otherwise, her visit makes perfect sense. Hope was a lawyer. She still works on cases with Charlotte from time to time and keeps her license current. She’s Lilly’s friend and in the best position to let me know how Lilly’s doing.

      Or break it to me gently if Lilly took off.

      “Since Glassman’s representing Murphy, we thought it would be better for you to have separate counsel,” Hope explains as she gestures to the suit who enters the room next.

      Okay, so she’s not representing me, but I assume she trusts this guy to do a decent job. Hope’s picky about lawyers. Hates most of them, honestly.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Frazier,” the attorney says, holding out his hand. “Abraham Sanford, your friend Mr. North retained my services.”

      “Thank you for coming down.”

      “I’m right here in Union City so I can be here fast if anything comes up in your case. We want you out and home as soon as possible.”

      My gaze slides to Hope. She smiles and gives me a subtle nod. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. How’s everyone?” Hope must have come for more than the lawyer introduction. Please let it be to give me a message about Lilly. I’m going crazy not being able to talk to her.

      “I haven’t been home much.” Her gaze darts toward the closed door. “Rock and I are staying at a friend’s house nearby.”

      That probably means my house. “I’m sorry you have to do that.”

      “It’s fine. We’re helping out. The place is a little run down but, otherwise, lovely. Has a pool and everything.” She stares me dead in the eyes. “It’s given me a chance to reconnect with my inner mermaid and we’re having a good time.”

      The lawyer slowly turns and stares at Hope, as if he’s checking for signs she’s in the middle of a stroke.

      “Run down, huh?” I ask, ignoring the lawyer. I’m not liking that run-down part. Did she have to talk Lilly into staying?

      Hope shrugs. “It’s weathered a storm, so it’s missing certain structural elements, but the foundation is strong and secure. Everything will be fine once the owners can provide a little TLC together.”

      Thank fuck.

      My takeaway—Hope’s staying at the house to help Lilly out and both Lilly and Chance are okay. Lilly misses me but she’s not going anywhere. I wish like fuck I could reach over and give Hope a damn hug.

      Organized crime must be this lawyer’s specialty because he doesn’t ask questions about our bizarre conversation. Instead, he pulls out a folder and flips through some papers.

      “I’ve conferred with Attorney Glassman,” he finally says. “Your friend, Mr. O’Callaghan, will probably be released soon.”

      “Good.” I blow out a breath. “Should’ve never arrested him in the first place. They only took him in to be assholes.”

      The lawyer nods. “Seems that way. Glassman threatened them with a subpoena for the dash cam footage since multiple witnesses mentioned one of the arresting officers, uh, Officer Banks, used excessive force.” He glances up and meets my stare. “Your friend Logan Randall stated that the property that was the location of the arrest has cameras around the perimeters and the entire arrest was captured on camera. That footage is in my office safe and two other copies are in secure locations.”

      Knew Rooster was the right person for the VP job. Brother’s on top of shit. I suspect there are way more than three copies of that video in existence.

      “That’s great. But I don’t want to get off on some police procedure technicality, Mr. Sanford. I didn’t have anything to do with the arson.”

      “Z, we want you home any way we can get you,” Hope says.

      “Ms. Kendall’s right. Also, at the moment, our main concern is having bail set for you and that tape helps me there as well.”

      “Okay.”

      The lawyer flips to a clean piece of paper. “How much can you afford to put up—”

      Hope cuts him off before I even open my mouth. “Whatever it takes. He has friends and family who will cover whatever amount the judge sets.”

      “Don’t use that as an excuse to settle, though,” I warn him.

      “Of course not, Mr. Frazier. I’ll argue for a reasonable bail to be set, no matter the circumstances.”

      Hope’s mouth quirks as if I’ve committed some client sin but she doesn’t say anything. While I would’ve loved to see Lilly, seeing Hope and hearing her semi-coded message is the next best thing. I have so many more questions for her, but Sanford’s here and I don’t trust the guy yet. Plus, even though they’re not supposed to listen in on attorney meetings, I don’t believe for a second someone’s not recording our conversation.

      “It looks like they’re charging you for the arson of this Malone’s bowling alley. You know the place?”

      “I’ve been there once or twice, but I didn’t burn it down.”

      He holds up his hand and I shut my mouth, waiting for his next question.

      “Arson is notoriously difficult to prove. I need to sit down with the prosecutor and feel him out before I develop my strategy.”

      He goes over a list of questions about the night of the arson and I give him the same “details” I gave the cops. Hope pulls out her own notebook and jots down a few things, but doesn’t interrupt.

      “All right, Mr. Frazier. We’ll try to get bail set as soon as possible.” He passes me a business card. “Call me if you think of anything that might help or if you just have any questions. My cell number is on the back. Call me whenever you need to.”

      The club must be paying this guy a fortune. “Thank you.”

      Sanford lumbers toward the door, but doesn’t open it right away, giving Hope a chance to stop and squeeze my hand.  “Are you okay?” she whispers.

      The fear in her eyes and the quiver at the corner of her mouth almost does me in. When Rock had been inside Slater County jail, a guard there took pleasure in using him as a punching bag. While the guards here have been dicks, none of them are that level of depraved. While this sucks, I’m not in danger and I want to reassure her the best I can. “I’m fine. Really. Got Murphy as my bunkmate. We’re solid. Don’t worry about me.”

      She stares at me a second longer before nodding. “Okay. Good. We’re all here waiting for you, Z.”

      “Thank you.”

      She hesitates for another second then whispers, “Little Sister’s doing okay. School. Everything.”

      I swallow hard and nod.

      Sanford taps the door. Hope takes a step back, slings her briefcase over her shoulder and runs her hands over her skirt. A second later, the guard opens it and gives us a once-over. “Wait there, Mr. Frazier.”

      “Yup.”

      He ushers the attorneys out and closes the door behind them. A few seconds later, he returns for me.

      “High-priced attorney,” he comments once we’re walking back to my cell.  “That your wife with him?”

      I have no idea how Hope explained her relationship at the front desk and I don’t want to get her in trouble if she claimed she was working on my case. I highly doubt she went with “wife” as her cover though. “Wouldn’t mind if she was,” I answer like the horny bastard they probably assume I am.

      The guard chuckles. “No kidding. Nice legs.”

      My body tenses because if he goes any further and says something crude about Hope, I’m probably going to break his jaw. But he keeps his mouth shut and walks me back quickly.

      Murphy’s busy doing pull-ups on one of the pipes at the back of our cell when I return.

      “That better not be a water pipe,” I warn him. “It breaks under your weight and we get flooded out, I’m gonna kick your ass.”

      He removes one hand to flip me off then continues.

      The guard chuckles as he locks me back inside. “Play nice, kids.”

      “Who’d you see?” Murphy asks between reps.

      “None of your business.”

      Finally, he jumps down and I pat the space on the cot next to me.

      “Why you being so needy?” he asks. “You want a cuddle?”

      “Yeah.” I clasp my hands under my chin in prayer pose. “Will you be the big spoon, pretty please?”

      “Fuck off.” He shoves me and I fall over, laughing.

      “Mom likes me better than you,” I tease.

      “Huh?” He frowns at me and I sit up.

      I lean in closer and whisper. “Hope came with my new lawyer.”

      “No shit? What’d she say? Everyone all right?”

      “Yeah.” I squeeze his shoulder. “Little sister’s been going to school and doing okay.”

      As calm and unaffected as he’s been about all of this, he’s been worried about Heidi. He squeezes his eyes shut. “Thank fuck.”

      “You should be out soon.”

      His mouth twists. “I hope you’re coming with me.”

      “Me too, brother. Me too.”

      Somehow, I doubt it though.
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      I’m waiting in the garage like an over-eager puppy when Rock pulls his big SUV inside.

      Hope smiles wide as she steps out. “He’s okay.”

      All the air rushes out of my lungs. “Thank God.”

      She gives me a hug and I end up clinging to her until Rock comes up and puts an arm around both of us.

      “Honestly, Lilly,” she assures me. “he looked good. A little crankier than usual for Z, but that’s to be expected.”

      Rock huffs out a laugh and nudges us inside.

      “Teller and Charlotte are watching the kids.” I point to the living room.

      “When’d you get here, Charlotte?” Hope calls out. They squeal and hug in the hallway. Chance follows them out and asks Hope for a hug.

      Rock pulls me into the dining room. “The lawyer thinks he should have Z out on bail by the end of the week. He’s meeting with the DA tomorrow to see if this can be outright dismissed. But it’s unlikely.”

      “Damn.” I meet his eyes and I can tell he’s just as distressed. “You really care about Z.”

      He swallows hard. “I know a lot of people say ‘he’s like a brother’ and it means nothing, but when we say it, we mean it. Known him more than half my life now, Lilly. Nothing I wouldn’t do for him.” His mouth quirks. “Even though he’s a pain in my fuckin’ ass most of the time.”

      He says it with affection so I’m not offended. “That’s brotherly love for sure then.”

      “Yeah, it is. This lawyer’s good. Glassman spoke highly of him. Hope likes him and she hates most lawyers.”

      I have to laugh at that because, boy, is that the truth.

      “He knows what he’s doing. Z’s in good hands, I think.”

      “Thank you so much, Rock.”

      He gives my shoulder a light squeeze. “You’re not alone in this.”

      Hope joins us and gives me a one-armed side hug. “I think Z got the gist of my message. Although, the lawyer looked at me like I was a lunatic.” She gives me the recap and I can’t help laughing.

      “You know how hard it is to work mermaid into a normal conversation?” She shakes her head.

      “Mermaids?” Alexa asks as she toddles into the room.

      “One-track mind on you, princess.” Hope leans over and scoops Alexa up.

      “Daddy?” Alexa looks so damn hopeful that I want to cry. She’s been asking for Murphy a lot.

      “He’ll be home soon,” Hope says, her voice breaking on the last word.  She clears her throat and turns toward the living room. “Come show me what you and Chance were up to.”

      Alexa holds out her hand to Rock. “Pop-pop too.”

      What the kids—and Teller—were up to was turning the living room into one toy-car-sized race track. Matchbox cars, Hot Wheels, toy trucks, tractors, and motorcycles are scattered from one end to the other. But the kids have been laughing and thoroughly engrossed in the activity, which is all that matters.

      “I’m not sure who had more fun, Teller or the kids,” I mutter to Rock.

      He rumbles with laughter and taps Teller’s shoulder. “Who’s cleaning this up, knucklehead?”

      Teller glances up from where he and Chance are getting ready to race their trucks. “The short people.” He tips his head toward Chance.

      “Everyone’s short next to you and Rock,” Charlotte points out.

      Teller rolls his eyes. “The shortest people.”

      Charlotte holds up one hand. “I just wanted to clarify.” She cuddles Grace closer. “Gracie isn’t picking any of this mess up. Neither is her mommy or aunty Charlotte, right, baby?”

      Grace coos at her and Hope chuckles.

      “Pop-pop.” Alexa tugs on Rock’s hand and drags him over to see her cars, trucks, and one lone unicorn all neatly lined up at the finish line.

      “Who knew they made glittery pink trucks?” I say to Hope.

      “You know how many places I had to look to find those?” Teller mutters without looking up from the racetrack.

      “Don’t feel bad for him,” Charlotte says. “He enjoyed every second.”

      My eyes water. What would I do if I didn’t have everyone here to keep us occupied today?
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      Since I can’t leave the house without an escort, “keeping things normal” for Chance is almost impossible. Thank God for Hope and Alexa. Having them stay with us has given the house a bit of a “sleepover” vibe that’s kept Chance occupied.

      He still asks about Z every day.

      When Heidi’s not in class, she ends up staying here too. I never thought I’d like having so many people in and out of my house, but I find it oddly comforting.

      I’m certainly not lonely.

      But I still have the urge to do something.

      So far, the arrest hasn’t made the news. Maybe it was mentioned in the papers somewhere, but I haven’t gotten any angry phone calls from my brother yet, so I assume he hasn’t heard anything about it. Thank God. One snarky comment from Alex will probably send me over the edge.

      The little girl in me wants to call my big brother and see if he has any advice. But I shut her up. I’m not in the mood to listen to the litany of I told you so’s Alex will have ready to fire off. He won’t be able to help himself.

      I certainly haven’t needed to call and ask him for anything, either. Rooster and Jigsaw have stopped by with groceries whenever we’ve needed something. Teller said they didn’t trust any of the prospects enough to send them to our house, which I appreciated. Charlotte brought over some of the more personal items I didn’t feel like asking the guys to buy.

      First thing in the morning, I burn off some energy in the pool. When that’s not enough, I let Rock know I need to go to the grocery store.

      “You mind if I send Teller with you?”

      I appreciate him asking, even though I think Teller will be tagging along whether I want him to or not.

      “As long as he doesn’t mind.”

      “I’ll go with you too,” Hope offers.

      Teller grabs the keys to Rock’s SUV since the kids’ seats are already strapped-in. It’s like herding cats to get the kids situated.

      “I feel like we need a few more adults for supervision.” Hope laughs as she finishes strapping Grace in and backs out of the car. “Oh!” She bumps into Rock.

      “I’ll go with you, baby doll.” He places his hands on her hips and kisses her cheek.

      Emptiness, and a longing for Z, turns my stomach inside out and I avert my eyes.

      “Can’t be apart for more than five minutes?” Teller says, tossing the keys to Rock.

      “You’re still going.” Rock nods to the passenger side door.

      Hope’s nervous laughter covers the awkwardness between the two men. I just want to get going.

      “Where to?” Rock asks.

      “I haven’t really gotten used to any of the places down here yet.” The list of things I want isn’t complicated, but a few ingredients might not be easy to find at a regular market.

      I open an app on my phone to show him the store I had in mind and he taps the address into the GPS.

      At the store, Teller stays in the car with the kids while Rock escorts us inside.

      “I just need cereal and milk,” Hope says. “Want to meet up front when you’re done?”

      Thank God. I’d been worried they were going to follow me all over the store. This whole experience is already weird enough.

      On some strange sort of autopilot, I cruise around for items I haven’t shopped for since I was a kid following my mother around the grocery store. I can’t shake the feeling I’m forgetting something so I end up looking up a few recipes on my phone.

      Maybe an hour later, I think I have everything I need. Even though the guys say not to worry about it, I hate having so many people in and out of my house without feeding them properly.

      Plus, I apparently have lots of free time now.

      “Get everything you needed?” Hope asks, casting a quick glance at my cart, overflowing with bags.

      “I didn’t leave much on the shelves.”

      “Come on.” Rock nudges her arm. “Let’s make sure Knucklehead and the kids are okay.”

      “That sounds like a biker band,” Hope quips, making Rock chuckle.

      “Looks like more than cereal, Hope.” I nod to the bags Rock’s carrying. “I’m sorry I don’t have anything in the house. I should’ve—”

      “Stop, Lilly. It’s fine. Geez, if anything, we’re imposing on you. Isn’t there some sort of saying about fish and house guests should be gone after three days?”

      Rock snorts.

      “You’re more than house guests, Hope.” I don’t want to break down in the supermarket parking lot and tell her that I don’t think I could make it through this without her.

      Teller jumps out when he sees us and opens the back. “The little people were just about to stage a mutiny.”

      My attempts to help the guys load the car are brushed off, so I peek my head in the truck. “You being good?” I ask Chance.

      He nods while Alexa shakes her head.

      Laughing, I climb in and Hope gets in on the other side.

      “Was he okay?” I ask Teller once we’re headed home.

      “They were fine until maybe two minutes before you guys came out.”

      “Sorry.”

      He shrugs. “Long time to ask them to wait.” He elbows Rock. “Grandpa here could join the twenty-first century and put those DVD players back there to use.”

      “Yeah, that’s what kids need. More television. What happened to enjoying the scenery?” Rock says, waving his arm out the open window.

      Hope smothers a laugh while she tucks Grace’s blanket around her.

      “Actually, I agree with Rock. I try to limit Chance’s screen time as much as possible.”

      Teller turns toward me. “Not helpful, Lilly.”

      “You need me to set you up back there with some SpongeBob SquarePants?” Rock asks, slapping Teller’s leg. “Is that what I’m hearing, knucklehead?”

      Teller shakes with uncontrollable laughter and finally squeezes out a “No.”

      Once we’re home, and I’m staring at the bags littering every inch of kitchen counter, I wonder if I overestimated myself.
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      “What were you planning to make?” Hope asks.

      “A few different things.” I’m not sure I want an audience. In case I suck at it.

      As if she sensed my mood, Hope leaves to put Grace down for a nap, leaving me free to search the kitchen.

      One of the things I brought down from my house was my favorite cast-iron pan. I haven’t had a chance to use it since we’ve been here, but I drag it out now and brush some oil over it.

      The batter is easy to make, but it takes a couple tries to get the hang of making the blinis in a perfect circle. One comes out in a lumpy sort of heart shape. Cute, but not what I was going for.

      Hope returns and pulls up a stool on the other side of the counter.

      “My mother always made this look so easy,” I grumble.

      Hope peers over. “Are they crepes?”

      “Same idea. Blini, Russian crepes. Damn.” Another misshapen one. I set it aside and Zipper thumps his nub of a tail against the floor as if he knows I’m saving it for him and Ziggy. “You don’t care what they look like, do you, buddy?”

      He whines.

      Hope chuckles. “Such a good helper.”

      After some trial and error, I seem to have it down. Something about the process soothes me. Making food that used to bring me comfort when I was a child. Cooking with my mother is one of the few pleasant memories I have from my childhood.

      Eventually, I have a decent-sized stack and a larger audience.

      Chance tugs on my jeans.

      I tip my head down and smile at him. “Hungry?”

      He eyes the stack of blini carefully before nodding.

      “My mother always served them with sweet and savory stuff,” I explain as I start placing things on the table.

      Hope grabs a stack of dishes out of the cabinet. “Right now, I’m just eying the sweetened condensed milk. I don’t think I’ve had that since I was a kid.”

      “We used to drizzle it over the blini and add berries.”

      “Sold.” She grins at me, then touches my shoulder. “You didn’t have to go to so much trouble.”

      “I needed to do something to keep my mind off things.”
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      After dinner, my phone rings. Before answering, I explain to Hope that it’s my brother and I’m going to take it upstairs.

      “What’s up?” Somehow, I sound more chipper than I’m feeling.

      “What’s up with you? I haven’t heard from you in days.”

      “Sorry. Just been a little crazy.” Crazy with grief, worry, dread. I debate whether or not to tell Alex what’s going on, but I don’t think I can handle any shitty comments about Z from him right now. “I made blini tonight,” I blurt out before he can ask any more questions.

      “Really? Did you get them as thin as Mom’s?”

      “Close. Oh, and I found a recipe for pirozhki I was going to try too. Maybe. We’ll see.”

      “Is everything okay, Lilly?” he asks in a somber tone. “I can’t remember the last time you wanted to cook dishes from the old country.”

      “I cook all the time.”

      “Not blini or pirozhki. Why didn’t you just call Mom for her recipe?”

      Because I’m thirty-six and don’t feel like being yelled at by my mother. “I don’t know.”

      “How’s Chance?”

      “He’s been racing Hot Wheels with Alexa most of the day.”

      “Z’s friend’s kid?”

      “Yes,” I answer carefully.

      “That’s good. Glad he has someone his age to play with.”

      “It’s been nice. They’re taking swim lessons together too.”

      “Good. I was worried about him around the pool.”

      Here’s the point in the conversation where I should invite my brother over for dinner. Normally, I would’ve done it weeks ago after we moved in. But his attitude toward Z and our relationship kept making me push it off.

      “You sound tired. Is everything okay?” he asks with so much brotherly concern that I almost break down and tell him the truth.

      “I’m fine. It’s been a busy day.”

      From the hallway, Grace screams and Hope hushes her. Their door closes, but I can still hear Grace’s cries.

      “Is that a baby?” Alex asks.

      “Hope and Rock are here,” I explain.

      “Oh.”

      There’s an awkward silence I’m not sure how to fill. How am I supposed to explain they’ve been staying here helping me out while Z’s in jail?

      “Z doesn’t mind?”

      “Hope and Rock? Or the baby? No, he’s fine with both.”

      “How’s Hope?”

      I blow out an exasperated breath. “What’d I tell you about that?”

      He laughs. “It’s a normal, friendly question.”

      “She’s fine.”

      “That’s good.” He’s silent for a few seconds and I almost check to see if the call dropped. “So, everything’s okay? You’re happy down there?”

      Happy. The last time I experienced that emotion was the night of the clubhouse party. Right before the police showed up and shattered my whole world. “Yes. The neighborhood is great. I haven’t gotten to know the area well, but I’ll get there.”

      “Where’s Chance taking the lessons?”

      “Here at the house. A girl in the neighborhood is a lifeguard and swim instructor. She does private lessons.”

      “That works out well. He likes it?”

      “So far. I think having the lessons with Alexa helps.”

      He chuckles. “You’ll have to give him a brother or sister soon.”

      Startled by the comment, I sputter. “Seriously? I thought you—”

      “I’m sorry I gave you grief.” He hesitates and clears his throat as if that apology wounded him. “I worry about you and Chance. I mean, would you be thrilled if I started seeing some biker gang chick?”

      The image is so absurd, I burst out laughing. “As long as she made you happy. I wouldn’t care.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do. Thanks, Alex.”

      What am I thanking him for? His honesty? Maybe I’m sorry my brother feels too exposed. I certainly can’t remember the last time he apologized to me for anything. He makes a few excuses and we finish our conversation.

      Even though we sort of patched things up, I’m still feeling restless and conflicted.  I’m not sure what to do with myself. I used to tell my big brother everything. But somewhere over the years, our relationship twisted into equal doses of sibling love and animosity.

      Maybe it bothered him that I didn’t help out my parents more, so he got stuck with the work. I’m too chicken to ask.

      Beyond that, I honestly don’t want to know. I can’t handle any more guilt trips. After everything I’ve been through in the last few years, I think I’m entitled to shield myself from any more emotional trauma.
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      The next morning, the front gate calls my cell phone.

      “M’am. We have an Alex Volkov here to see you, but he’s not on our list.”

      Shit, shit, shit.

      “He’s my brother. Sorry about that. He should’ve been on the list.” What does that say about me? A good portion of Z’s biker brothers are on the list at the front gate, but my own brother isn’t.

      “No problem, Mrs. Frazier.”

      What the hell is Alex doing here? I should’ve given my brother more convincing answers last night. Something to reassure him he didn’t need to drive all the way down here this morning to check up on us.

      “What’s wrong?” Charlotte asks.

      “My brother’s stopping by.”

      The look on my face must be pure panic. Rock walks over and places his hand on my shoulder, forcing me to look up. “You okay?”

      “I’m not sure…What do I say to him?”

      “The truth.” Rock studies me for a minute. “We’ve got nothing to hide, Lilly. If he doesn’t like us here helping you out, that’s his problem. Not mine. Or yours.”

      Shit. I don’t want Rock to kill my brother if he says something nasty about Z.  Even after the apologies he gave last night, Alex won’t let this one go. “He’s already not Z’s biggest fan.”

      Rock smirks. “I gathered.” His gray eyes sparkle with the first bit of humor I’ve seen in days. “I won’t choke him if that’s what you’re worried about.” He glances over his shoulder. “Unless he asks my wife out. Or touches her.”

      I laugh until tears run down my cheeks. “I warned him.”

      More serious now, Rock pins me with a stern look. “You’re with Z.” It’s a statement, not a question. “So Alex is family.”

      His words make me think of how the club treats Charlotte’s younger brother. Carter has nothing to do with the club, but he’s almost always included in club family events. Teller loves teasing Carter, but he’s also protective of him. Rock gave Carter a job, again bringing him into the family even though he doesn’t wear a patch.

      “I’m not sure he’ll see it that way, but I appreciate that you do, Rock. Thank you.”

      There’s a knock at the door and I hurry to answer it.

      “Hey!” I pull the door open wider and try to act casual. “What are you doing here?”

      Alex shifts from foot to foot and cocks his head. We’re past the part of the greeting where I should step back so he can come in. “You sounded sad or something last night. I was worried about you.”

      My chest squeezes at the concern in his voice. But the rest of me is still on edge.

      He draws me in for a hug. “Are you all right?” he murmurs against my hair.

      “I’m fine.” I take his hand and drag him farther away from the front door, closing it behind us.

      He stops me from dragging him all the way back to his truck by jerking my hand, bringing me to a stop. “Lilly, what’s going on?”

      My gaze lands on the sidewalk. “Z’s in jail.”

      Alex places a finger under my chin and tips my head back. His dark, stern eyes search my face. “Why? What happened?”

      “Nothing.” I swat his hand away. “We’re not sure. Rock has an attorney working on it. I just…he’s not here. I didn’t want you to say something. And I don’t want to talk about it in front of Chance.”

      He places his hands on his hips and drops his gaze. “Jesus Christ.” He squeezes his eyes shut and slowly opens them. “I’m sorry. Do you need anything?”

      Shocked that’s the first thing out of his mouth, I back up a step. “No, I’m fine. I’m worried sick about him, but I’m fine.”

      “Can’t he get bail?”

      Surprised my brother cares one way or another, my answer comes out slow. “They’re…working on that.”

      “Have you at least been able to see him?”

      Again, I don’t have an answer ready. “Z doesn’t want…” God, I can’t explain that Z doesn’t want a connection between us because someone might figure out Z is responsible for blowing my rapist to bits. That’s several conversations worth of information I don’t want to share with my brother. Ever. “He doesn’t want me coming down to the jail. Rock agreed that it wouldn’t be good for me and asked me not to go.”

      Alex blows out a breath. “Well, I can’t argue with that. At least he’s not being selfish about it.”

      “Z’s the least selfish person I’ve ever known.”

      Alex stares at me, searching my face. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “No. I’m tied up in knots worrying about him.” I nod to the house next door. “Murphy was arrested with Z. Rock and Hope have been staying with me to help me out and help keep things as normal as we can for Chance and Alexa.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “You could’ve called me.”

      “The way you’re always criticizing Z? Why would I want to call you for help? So you can say you told me so?”

      He’s silent for a few seconds, absorbing my words.

      “Fine, yes, Lilly, this is exactly the sort of thing I worried about. I don’t want this for you.”

      “Alex—”

      “Let me finish. I’ve been thinking about this a lot since the stuff with Dad.”

      Fantastic.

      “Dad’s always been halfway to being a criminal himself.”

      Blown away doesn’t quite describe my reaction to Alex’s words. “What?”

      “Come on, Lilly. You don’t remember his friends at the port bringing him boxes of stuff that ‘fell off the truck’ when we were kids?”

      I squint, trying to force a vague memory to come to the surface.

      “So, I guess your attraction to this life isn’t a surprise.”

      “What? That’s gross.” I slap his chest. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’m only kidding. Sort of. Besides that, Dad’s cheated on Mom forever. I don’t want that constant heartbreak for you, Lilly.”

      What can I say? Z’s had more than his fair share of conquests. He’s never hidden it from me. But I trust him. “He’s well-aware of my feelings on that subject.” My mouth twists into a wry smile. I’m not about to explain the I’ll-cut-your-dick-off-if-you-cheat-on-me warning I gave Z.

      Alex flicks his hand toward the house. “I thought he was bringing you down here to be his, I don’t know what they call it, citizen wife? While he has other girls at the club.”

      “I spend plenty of time with him at the clubhouse.”

      His jaw locks as I’m sure he’s imagining what those parties are like, and since he’s probably not too far off the mark, I don’t bother defending myself. I’m a grown ass woman who goes where she damn well pleases.

      “I don’t want you dragged into his crime stuff. I don’t want you and Chance ever hurt by whatever he’s into.” He pauses and glances away. “But the fact that he doesn’t want you to visit, honestly makes me dislike him a little less. He’s worried about what’s best for you.”

      “More than you know.”

      He jerks his head at the closed front door. “And I’m glad he’s tight enough with his friends that they’d help you out instead of shunning you.”

      “Rock and Z are truly like brothers.”

      “I don’t like it, Lilly. I don’t want this for you. But you love this guy?”

      My throat’s too tight to answer, so I nod.

      “You promise he treats you well?”

      “Yes.”

      He shrugs. “It’s your life. Is Chance okay?”

      “He misses Z, but otherwise, yes. He’s totally enamored with baby Grace, so having them here has been a good distraction.”

      “Well, that’s good, I guess.” He stares at the door again.

      “Come on in. I just wanted to explain it to you so you didn’t say anything—”

      “That might get my ass kicked?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Great,” he mutters. “I’ll behave.”

      “And for god’s sake, do not hit on Hope.”

      “One time, Lilly. One time,” he mumbles, following me inside.

      “Aleth!” Chance yells, running toward the door.

      “Hey, little man!” Alex sweeps him up in his arms and peppers his little cheeks with kisses. “Missed you.”

      Chance babbles on about the pool and the dogs and Grace and so much stuff Alex can barely keep up. Chance squirms to be set down and drags his uncle into the living room first to show him the race track.

      Rock stands and gives Alex the sort of once-over any sane man would have nightmares about, but my brother endures it with his mouth shut. They finally shake hands and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Hi, Alex,” Hope says, sitting forward but not getting up.

      “Good to see you again, Hope.” He gives her a clipped wave. “Thank you for staying and helping my sister out.”

      Alexa peeks out from behind Hope’s side and says a soft ‘hi’ to Alex.

      Chance leans on Hope’s legs and stares up at her with affection. “Can I say hi to baby?”

      “In a bit. She should wake up from her nap soon.”

      His little face falls, but he nods. “Otay.”

      Rock’s phone goes off and he tilts his head my way, silently asking if everything is all right. I nod and he leaves the room to take the call.

      “Do you want something to drink, Alex?” Hope stands and motions toward the kitchen.

      “I’ll get it, Hope.”

      She waves my offer away and yeah, I guess she might not want to be alone with my brother.

      “This is something else,” Alex says, nodding to the racetrack and cars.

      “Teller helped him set it up one afternoon. They went a little overboard.”

      “Another friend?”

      “Heidi’s older brother.” I can’t remember if he’s ever met Heidi or not. “Alexa’s uncle.”

      “Lexa and I go swimming,” Chance announces.

      Once Chance is involved with the cars, Alex glances up at me. “So, you’re just hanging out here…waiting?”

      “Pretty much. We’re safe here. If we need anything, someone from the club brings it. Or one of the guys takes us out to get it.”

      “And how long is this going to go on?”

      I shrug. “It’s only been a couple days, Alex.”

      “Until we’re sure she’s safe or Z’s home,” Rock answers, returning to the living room.

      Hope curls her arm around his and sets a glass of water on the coffee table for Alex. With a visible tug, Hope drags Rock down on the couch next to her.

      “Is my sister in danger?” Alex asks.

      Shut your mouth, Alex.

      “No,” Rock answers smoothly. “But if the situation were reversed,” he squeezes Hope’s hand, “Z would make sure my wife was taken care of. I’m just doing the same.”

      “So, my sister isn’t a hostage of your club then?” Alex challenges.

      “Alex!” I snap.

      Rock’s mouth curls into a slow smirk that suggests if the two men were alone, Alex would already have a broken bone or two. “Does she look like a hostage?”

      Unaware of the tension in the room, Chance glances up at Alex and hands him a truck. “Race me.”

      Alex smiles down at him. “Sure.”

      I mouth, “I’m sorry” to Rock, but he shakes his head and gives me a not-your-fault-your-brother-is-an-asshole smile that almost makes me laugh.

      Almost.
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      “O’Callaghan, let’s go!” The guard squints in at us and sneers. “Sorry to break up the happy couple.”

      Murphy groans and gives me a hug. “I’m sorry,” he whispers.

      “Don’t be. I want you out, brother. It’s all good.”

      He pulls away and nods. “You’ll be out soon, too.”

      I force a smile so he doesn’t feel even worse about leaving me behind. “Take your girls somewhere nice for a few days.”

      He shakes his head. “When you get out. All six of us can go.”

      “Behave yourself,” I warn him.

      Instead of laughing, he nods and moves toward the door. He still gets handcuffed before the guard lets him out of his cell. We watch each other until he disappears behind the big steel door leading to freedom.

      Not going to lie, while I want Murphy out of here, I’m definitely going to be bored now.

      I stretch out on my cot and stare at the bunk above me. Even though the noise never stops, at some point, I must drift off.

      A jarring bang on the cell door startles me out of sleep.

      “Got you a new boyfriend, Frazier.” The guard grins as he shoves a tall, scrawny tweaker into my cell.

      Just what I need. I sit up, putting my back to the wall and nod at the newcomer.

      I don’t want to start trouble with anyone. No reason to. This case is bullshit and I want to get out of here as soon as possible, not have additional charges added because I injured or killed someone. Even if it’s in self-defense, no one will care.

      I’ll watch my back until I figure out if this guy is a threat.

      One thing in my favor—I’m president of the Lost Kings MC’s downstate charter. Every criminal in here knows who we are. Hopefully none of them want to make a name for themselves by fucking with me. If they do, it’ll end badly for them. Surviving in here is a mixture of giving off a menacing vibe and a willingness to do what you have to do to survive. Without Murphy to watch my back, I’m prepared for both.

      The guy looks me up and down, strutting over with a hint of arrogance. His arms are covered in a blend of artwork and shitty prison tattoos, so this isn’t his first time inside. His squinty eyes and smirk already annoy me, but I lock down any irritation. If he wants to fight, he’ll have to make the first move.

      “How’s it going, brother?” he asks, stopping in front of me.

      “Fine. And we ain’t bros.” Fucking hate anyone outside my club casually calling me brother.

      “It’s like that?”

      “It’s like nothing. I’m not interested in a fight or a friend.”

      He looks around at our empty cell. “Seems to me you could use a friend.”

      I glare at him and he backs off. “I’m Husky. From Union city.”

      Unimpressed, I answer, hoping he’ll go away. “Congratulations. I’m Z, president of the Lost Kings MC Downstate.”

      Like I waved a magic wand in front of his sweaty face, his whole attitude changes. He relaxes his posture and drops the smirk. “Aw man, heard what happened to Sway. Used to hang with some of your bros back in the day.”

      “That’s nice.” Given that I’ve been around since “back in the day” and don’t recognize this peckerwood, I’m not inclined to get all social with him just because he claims to know my club.

      “This your first time inside?” he asks.

      “No, but it’s my first time inside here.”

      “Right. Right. This is nothing. Union Correctional is fucking Thunderdome, though.”

      “Hoping to make bail soon so I can avoid getting shipped off down there.” Actually, I’m surprised I haven’t been shipped off to county yet. Another thing that makes me think this cell is bugged.

      “I hear that.” He nods to the top bunk. “That available?”

      At least he’s showing the proper respect now. “All yours.”

      “I’m beat. Pigs had me up all night.”

      “I hear that.” I’m not a fan of having anyone over me and I swear to fuck if I hear him beating off up there, I’m going to stuff his head through the cell bars. But Husky climbs up and settles down pretty quick.
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      A few hours later, I realize I underestimated Husky’s gift for gab. The fucker won’t shut up about his life story. And I gotta say, it’s not all that interesting. I’ve heard it a million times over the years. Mom and dad didn’t pay enough attention to him. School bored him. Girls were bitches because they didn’t want to fuck him. Thought it’d be fun to try heroin. Got hooked. Since then, he’s been in and out of prison.

      I lost my compassion for addicts and their bullshit right around the time my bio-brother started stealing from our parents to feed his habits. So, no, I’m not pulling out my tiny violin to serenade Husky’s sob story. But at least his chatter helps to drown out some of the other noise going on around us. I grunt or mumble ‘uh-huh’ from time to time and Husky keeps right on talking.

      “You’re not holding by any chance, are you?” he whispers.

      “Fuck no. I don’t touch that shit.”

      “Right. Kings have never been in the game, have they?”

      Not that I’m about to sit here and tell this fuck anything about my club, but this should already be common knowledge on the street. “No.”

      “I can hook you up. I mean, Sway never wanted in on the trade but I got a connection.”

      Thank fuck Sway was good for something. “No,” I growl, growing more irritated with this fucker every second.

      “That’s cool. That’s cool.”

      Finally, he shuts up.

      How much longer do I have to put up with this bullshit?
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      My brother’s called every day to see how we’re doing. I can’t tell if it’s an affectionate check-up or I’ll be subject to more judgment in the future, but I can’t worry about it today.

      “They’re here!” Heidi races outside before anyone else even looks up.

      Murphy was finally released.

      I’m so happy for him. And for Alexa, who missed him terribly.

      But I can’t help being sad for Z.

      And scared for him. Now he’ll be all alone.

      With a big smile stretched across his face, one arm around Heidi and the other one carrying Alexa, Murphy swaggers into the house.

      He leans down and kisses the top of Heidi’s head, whispering something to her that makes her nod and release him.

      Alexa clearly isn’t planning to let go of her daddy any time soon. Her little arms tighten around his neck. She’d had the attention of her uncles every day while Murphy was gone, but it obviously wasn’t the same. He pats her back. “Let me talk to Aunt Lilly for a minute.”

      She shakes her head and buries her little face against his shoulder.

      Surprised I’m the first one he wants to talk to, I meet him in the hallway. “Welcome home.” Mentally, I give myself a high-five for not crying as the words come out. I’m thrilled Murphy’s home, but I can’t help the ache blooming in my chest that Z’s not here too.

      Murphy wraps his free arm around my shoulders and steers me into the sitting room. “How you doing, Lilly?”

      “Me? I’m fine. Is Z okay?”

      “He’s okay.” He drops his voice. “Z can handle himself. You don’t have to worry.”

      “Thank you, Murphy.” I force my mouth into a tired smile. “Even though I felt better knowing you were with him, I’m really glad you’re home.”

      He pats Alexa’s back again. “Me too.”

      Rock walks up behind them and puts an arm around Murphy. “Feel good to be out?”

      “Heck, yeah.” He turns slightly, facing Rock. “Although—”

      “You want to take off for a few days?”

      “Not until Z’s out.” He glances at Alexa and then Chance, who’s clinging to my leg.

      “Sounds like a plan.” Rock lifts his chin at Alexa. “She can stay with us when you do decide to go.”

      Murphy hesitates, glancing at Alexa and then over at Heidi. “Nah, I think we’ll do a family trip.” His mouth quirks and he slaps Rock’s chest. “I’m banking that babysitting time for our honeymoon.”

      Rock tips his head back and laughs. “Fair enough. Where you thinking of going?”

      “Rhode Island? Somewhere with a beach.” He casts a guilty look around the room. “I shouldn’t be too far in case you need me.”

      “You’ve earned some time away,” Rock assures him. Over the last few days, it’s become clear why some of the guys jokingly refer to Rock as “Dad.”

      Murphy squeezes Alexa. “Want to build some sand castles?”

      “No.” Her face is still smooshed against Murphy’s shoulder so the answer comes out muffled.

      “She’s reverted back to saying ‘no’ to everything,” Heidi says. She forces a smile, taking the sting out of her words. “We missed you.”

      Murphy wraps his free arm around her and snuggles his girls close.

      I pat his shoulder and step away to give their little family some privacy.

      Where will Z want to go when he gets out?

      That’s right, when. Not if.

      Will he be able to go anywhere? They’d completely dropped the charges against Murphy. Z might not be so lucky. Making bail will be the first step while we wait for his case to go to trial.  I can’t deal with that right now, so I wander into the living room.

      Chance has really taken to Hope. After the commotion of having Murphy home dies down, he scurries over to the couch, where he curls up next to Hope and asks her to read to him.

      A little while later, Alexa crawls up next to me and into my lap, listening in on story time.

      “He can read that one,” I finally admit, since Hope’s voice has dwindled down to a scratchy rasp.

      “Oh really?” She sneaks her hand over and tickles Chance’s side.

      “Yes!” Chance says through giggles.

      God, it feels so good to hear him laugh.

      “Where’d Murphy go?” I whisper to Hope.

      Hope points over her shoulder—the direction of Murphy’s house. “I assume he poofed out of here with Heidi.”

      From the doorway, Rock chuckles. “I told them they had an hour.”

      “Aw, you’re the coolest mom and dad ever,” I tease.

      Without looking up from the book, she kicks out her foot, barely brushing my leg. “Shush now.”

      The doorbell rings and I freeze. Too scared to answer the door to my house. What if it’s the cops with bad news? Or here with another arrest warrant for someone else? What if Z has been hurt?

      “I got it, Lilly.” Teller calls out as he passes the living room.

      My freak-out dissipates as soon as I hear Wrath’s big, booming voice from the foyer.

      Other than everyone happy Murphy’s out, the mood is somber in the house.

      “We should make an appearance at the clubhouse,” Rock suggests to Teller. He glances at the clock and then me. “It’s early. The kids can come. Play out back a little.”

      Teller nods and Wrath promises to run next door and drag Murphy and Heidi over.

      Go to the clubhouse without Z? I don’t know if I can do that.

      One glance at Rock says it’s not optional.
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      After discussing the logistics of who is riding in or on what vehicle, we end up at the clubhouse.

      I haven’t been here since the night Z was arrested. I’m rooted to the gravel, staring at the spot where the cops threw Z to the ground. Unable to move forward or say a word.

      “You okay, hon?” Rock asks, touching my shoulder.

      I snap out of my trance and shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      “We won’t be long. I didn’t want you alone at the house and we need to take care of a few things here.”

      “It’s okay.” I’ve noticed, even though Rock rarely apologizes for anything, he seems to be sensitive to how his decisions effect everyone around him.

      “I’m okay,” I assure him. “Ready?” I take Chance’s hand. He doesn’t seem to be affected by being at the clubhouse. I parked in a totally different spot, so maybe that helped.

      “Is Daddy here?” he asks.

      Or not.

      “Not yet, baby. Hopefully in a few more days he’ll be home.”

      He ducks his head.

      “Let’s go check out the jungle gym.” Wrath scoops Chance up, placing him on his shoulders. “You been on it yet?”

      With the melancholy mood broken by his giant of an uncle, Chance giggles and throws his arms wide. “Yes!”

      Murphy, Heidi, and Alexa follow them around back.

      I duck inside to use the ladies room.

      Apparently the “no party” message wasn’t conveyed to everyone. Angie’s here, supervising some of the club girls. They’re throwing a party for Murphy whether he wants it or not, I guess.

      “I’m so glad to see you, Lilly!” Angie throws her arms around me, hugging me tight. “How are you holding up?”

      “All right.”

      “Any word on how much longer he’ll be inside?”

      “Not yet. Hoping to get a bail hearing soon.” Rock had lectured me about not giving details to anyone, but surely that’s not exactly top secret.

      “Well, I’m praying for him.”

      I’m not much of a prayer person, but the sentiment touches me. “Thank you, Angie.”

      “I’m trying to keep everything low-key around here tonight.” She glances around the room. “You know how it is, though. Any reason to celebrate.”

      “Well, everyone’s happy Murphy’s out and the charges were dropped so we should celebrate that.” My voice seems to hold more courage than I possess.

      She nods vigorously. “Absolutely. And I don’t want you to do a thing. I’ll take care of all the details so you don’t have to worry.”

      “Thanks, I’m probably heading home with Chance soon.” At least I hope so. I can’t imagine Rock and Hope wanting to stick around for a party. And since they’re my unofficial babysitters, I go where they go.

      Lala stops setting up the bar and runs over to give me a tearful hug as soon as she sees me. “I’m so sorry, Lilly. If you need anything, please let me know.”

      Not expecting that level of emotion from her, I’m not sure how to respond. “Thank you. We’re doing okay.”

      “Poor Chance.” She dabs at her eyes, making me feel somehow worse even though I know that wasn’t her intention.

      “He’s out back with the guys if you want to say hi.”

      Her eyes widen, as if she’s surprised I’d allow her around my son. She’s never been anything but nice to me, so why wouldn’t I?

      “Sure.”

      On our way out, Rock asks me to send Wrath and Murphy inside.

      “You’re friends with his wife, right?” Lala asks me once we’re outside.

      “Yeah, I’ve known Hope for years.”

      “That’s nice. Serena always said kind things about her. Everyone at upstate, really.”

      Shit, I haven’t seen Serena since the night Shadow attacked her. “How is she doing? I haven’t seen her in a while.”

      “I don’t know.” She lowers her voice. “I told her Shadow was…gone but she says she’s done with MCs. She just finished school and she’s trying to focus on finding a job, you know?”

      Honestly, I’m happy to hear that. She always seemed so sweet and too timid to be passed around by a bunch of bikers. “Sure. What’s she do again?”

      “Sports medicine or occupational therapy, something that sounded like it had a lot of science involved.” She laughs. “Not my thing.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, not mine either.”

      “No? Everyone says you’re like super smart.”

      Everyone, huh? “Well, my area was more languages, history, government. That sort of stuff. My master’s is in public policy.”

      “Oh.” She gives me a blank look. “I keep saying I’m going to go back to school, but I still don’t know what I want to do.”

      “Well, you’re never too old to change paths.”

      “You really think so?”

      “Absolutely.” Look at me. I’ll never work in government again and, eventually, I need to figure out what I want to do with my life. It can’t be all baking blini and watching cartoons.

      “Thanks, Lilly.” She waves at Chance. “Hi, big guy!”

      “Hi!” he chirps back.

      She says hi to Alexa too, then climbs right into the sandbox with the kids.

      Wrath raises an eyebrow at me. “Goodie, another kid to watch.”

      I shrug. Lala’s always been decent to me. It doesn’t hurt to have one more adult looking out for the kids. “Rock asked me to send you guys inside.”

      Murphy groans and pulls Heidi in for a kiss. He touches his forehead to hers and they whisper back and forth for a few seconds.

      Teller shakes his head. “I promised Heidi I wouldn’t give him shit today, but, damn, he makes it difficult.”

      “Tell me, who do you enjoy picking on more, Murphy or Heidi?” I ask.

      His mouth curls into a playful smile. “It’s kind of a two-for-one deal, you know?”

      “Pity his kids, Lilly,” Trinity says. “He’s always been overprotective of his sister. Imagine what he’ll be like as a dad. Let’s pray he has all boys.”

      Teller side-eyes her.

      I wink at Trinity. “I guess it will be up to us to rein Heidi in if he has girls. She’s going to want to be the cool aunt that lets them do all the stuff their dad says no to.”

      “Ooo!” Heidi joins us, rubbing her hands together and grinning like a little devil. “I never thought of that. The possibilities are wonderful!”

      Teller stares at us and I give him a sweet smile in return.

      “Thank fuck Charlotte’s not here to join in on this,” he grumbles.

      Wrath just shakes his head and walks away.

      After the guys are gone, we fall into a fit of laughter.

      “Thanks, Lilly,” Heidi says.

      “Thank you for making me laugh.” My voice cracks on the last word.

      The joy seems to evaporate from Heidi’s expression, which wasn’t what I wanted. “I’m sorry, Lilly.”

      “It’s okay, Heidi. Believe me, I’m so happy Murphy’s out.” I reach out and squeeze her hand. She hugs me before wandering over to the sandbox.

      “Everything will be okay.” Trinity bites her lip. Her gaze darts to Lala and the kids. “You all right with one of the club girls playing with Chance?”

      I shrug. “Sure. She’s always been polite. Helpful.” I laugh at the memory. “Came over and thanked Z when he put Shadow in his place.”

      “Shit, really?” Trinity chuckles. “Girl has grit. That’s good.”

      “Only one I’ve had an issue with is Josey. If she never shows her face again, it’ll be too soon.”

      As if she overheard our conversation, Lala wanders over to us. “Josey said she might stop by tonight. I’m sorry, Lilly. I should’ve told you right away.”

      “That’s fine, Lala.” It’s not like I am or want to be the club girls’ social activities coordinator. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Trinity holds out her hand. “I’m Trinity. Wrath’s ol’ lady.”

      “Right.” Lala laughs. “Everyone says upstate’s all settled down now, so this is the clubhouse to come to.” The smile slides off Lala’s face. “Shit, sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “No.” Trinity smiles. “We still have a few single brothers who keep bitching not enough girls come up anymore.”

      Ignoring me, she focuses on Lala. “They’re opening up a second clubhouse down in Empire. I’ll let you know when we’re doing the grand opening party.”

      “Thanks,” Lala says. “That sounds cool.” She brushes her hands over her sandy jeans. “I’m going to go clean up. If you need me, yell.”

      I side-eye Trinity. “What are you, their recruiter now? Are you actually inviting girls up for the guys?” I ask once Lala’s gone.

      “Hell, yes. The sooner that new clubhouse is open and full of girls, the quieter our compound will be.”

      “Aren’t you sneaky.”

      “Sneaky, nothing. Wrath asked me to spread the word to any girls I ran into. He wants the parties at the property shut down more than anyone.”

      I burst out laughing because, given Wrath’s general grumpy demeanor, that doesn’t surprise me.

      “It’s not the debauchery he objects to, trust me.” Trinity rolls her eyes. “The man has more kinky fuckery going on in his sexy blond head—”

      “Now that you need to elaborate on,” I tease.

      She ignores my interruption and continues. “It’s the risk of having so many unfamiliar faces on our property. Now that so many of us have houses there and stuff, you know? It’s a security issue.”

      “Ahh, yeah. That makes sense.” I glance around but except for Heidi and the kids, we’re alone now. “Do you worry about that a lot? I know Rock was in jail too a couple years ago and now this…”

      She sighs and gazes over my shoulder. “Sure. Any of the officers have more risk. Cops are always eager to go after a president. Makes ‘em look good.” She pulls a face. “Wrath’s in a vulnerable spot too. The enforcer protects the club and sometimes that can turn…violent which brings the club heat. Treasurer…shit cops would love to get a look at the financials of any outlaw club. Road Captain isn’t usually as much of an issue unless they’re on a run.” She stops and seems to consider her words. “Honestly, all the brothers are vulnerable. Cops would probably be happy to bring a brother in on some bullshit charges to see if they can get him to flip on the whole club. Back when my dad was part of a club, that didn’t happen often but I think it’s more common now.” She meets my eyes. “Not our club, but others.”

      “I forgot you said you grew up around an MC.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest, sort of hugging herself.

      Shit, I didn’t mean to so carelessly poke at a vulnerable subject.

      “Yeah, not a warm, fuzzy one like ours,” she finally answers.

      I’d hardly call Z, Rock, Wrath, or any of the guys warm or fuzzy, but I think I understand what she’s saying.

      While I hadn’t been thrilled about coming here today, it feels good to be outside. Even though some of the stuff Trinity’s explaining scares me, it’s also empowering. I’d rather know than be in the dark.

      Anything to take my mind off worrying about Z.

      I bump her lightly with my shoulder. “Go back to that kinky fuckery stuff you were talking about.”

      Trinity laughs. “I hear more cars pulling into the parking lot. Let’s go see if anyone needs us.”

      The kids are too invested in digging all the sand out of the sandbox to go with us. Heidi promises to watch Chance for me and I follow Trinity inside.

      The club is even more crowded now. The doors to the chapel are closed, so I assume the patched members are sitting down at the table. Females of varying ages and states of dress prowl between the kitchen and main room.

      I thought it was supposed to be a simple celebration, but apparently word has spread. How will Murphy feel about that? Hell, how’s Heidi going to feel about all these women here to “celebrate” her man’s release from jail?

      Bonnie motions me toward the bar and Trinity follows. “I think we’re out of Heineken.”

      Trinity shoots a glare at Bonnie and presses her hand against my arm. “You sit and relax, Lilly. I’ll go check with Angie.”

      “Sorry,” Bonnie mutters after Trinity leaves. “I wasn’t sure who to ask.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Surprised you’d even come here without your man,” a nasal voice I recognize all too well says.

      I turn, and yup, it’s Josey. Minus the stripper-lumberjack boots today. Skinnier than I remember and not in a girl, what’s your secret sort of way. “Surprised you’d drag your sorry ass here since you’re allergic to manual labor,” I answer, because fuck this bitch and her attitude.

      “I don’t need to do manual labor, that’s what old ladies are for.” She scans me from head to toe and I take the opportunity to do the same. Girl looks ragged. Even though she’s at least a decade younger than me, the crappy lighting highlights her sallow, wrinkly skin.

      “I can’t believe you’re still trying to hang onto Z. You know what guys like him do on the road, right?”

      “Oh, let me guess.” I tap my finger against my chin and snap my fingers. “Girls like you?”

      “Well…” She gives me a smug smile.

      “Honey, I don’t know if you’ve looked in a mirror lately, but I’m not exactly worried.” Okay, that was a little mean, because, honestly, she looks like she’s been sick or something but, for fuck’s sake, don’t I have enough to deal with right now?

      She smiles, which isn’t pleasant since she’s so thin she looks like a Halloween decoration. “Why would you even bother coming here when your man’s locked up?”

      I don’t like how close she’s suddenly standing to me so I slide off my stool, prepared to defend myself if necessary.

      A heavy arm lands across my shoulders. “Lilly is always welcome here.” Murphy’s voice rumbles with menace. “Z’s brothers have her back. You, on the other hand, need to watch your fucking mouth. Show some respect or get the fuck out.”

      I glance up at Murphy’s intense face but he doesn’t crack a smile or otherwise acknowledge me. He’s too busy staring Josey into oblivion.

      “Sure. Of course. Glad you’re out, Murphy.”

      Well at least someone knows how to shut her up.

      Josey slinks away and mutters over her shoulder, “Sorry, Lilly”

      Once she’s out of earshot, Murphy shakes his head and releases me. “If she’s a problem, let Steer know and he should kick her out.”

      It hasn’t escaped my notice that the guys don’t usually involve themselves in disagreements between the old ladies and club girls, so I appreciate Murphy coming to my defense. Even so, I don’t want to seem weak. I want Z to be proud of how I handled myself around here. “Nah, she’s just a mouthy, lazy bitch. I’m fine. Thank you, though.” My mouth quirks. “I didn’t realize I’m always invited to the clubhouse.”

      He laughs. “Always might be a stretch. Even for old ladies. But that’s none of her business. No one should speak to you like that here. Ever.”

      I glance at the now-open chapel doors. “Church finished?”

      “For now.”

      Rock approaches us, his expression tight with tension that Murphy instantly responds to. “What’s wrong?”

      “I got a call.” He glances at me and the anguish in his eyes seizes my heart. “They’re moving Z to county.”

      “Fuuuck,” Murphy mutters.

      “What does that mean?” I ask. It certainly sounds bad.

      “Union County Correctional. They’ve been holding him at the city jail.” Murphy glances at Rock. “County might be more intense.”

      “They still have to give him his bail hearing,” Rock says. “Sanford’s working on it.”

      “What does this mean? What should we do?”

      “Nothing for you to do.” Rock glances around the room, gaze finally landing on Rooster. “I need to talk to Rooster. You still okay here?”

      “Rock, Heidi and I will probably head out soon. We can take Lilly and Hope back with us,” Murphy offers without looking at me.

      Rock nods. “That might be best.” He slaps Murphy on the back and moves past us, slapping Wrath’s arm and motioning to Rooster to follow him back inside the chapel.

      “Why do I have the feeling this is worse than either of you want to tell me?”

      “It’s not worse,” Murphy says. “It’s just not good. UCC has a bad rep. It’s a mixed bag. You got the short-timers, usually petty criminals. Then you have inmates either waiting for trial on serious charges or convicts waiting to go to prison.”

      “Super,” I mutter.

      “We don’t have a lot of incarcerated Lost Kings, so we’ll be making some calls. Try and see who we’re friendly with so that Z’s not unprotected inside.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “He’ll be fine, Lilly.” He reaches out and squeezes my arm. “I’m not trying to scare you.”

      I swallow hard and nod. As frightening as all of this seems, I appreciate Murphy’s honesty. Although, I suspect the details he fed me were sanitized and sugar-coated.
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      My luck was bound to run out sometime.

      “Frazier, let’s go.” A guard I don’t recognize taps the bars of my cell.

      “Where?”

      “Gettin’ moved to county.”

      Fuck me.

      I knew this wouldn’t last.

      Thunderdome, here I come.

      While I’m loathe to ask this motherfucker for anything, I ask to make a quick call. “Come on, I haven’t used the phone once since I’ve been here.”

      The guard cocks his head. “Don’t bullshit me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Shit,” he grumbles. “Yeah, come on.” He leads me to a pay phone and takes a few steps back. “Five minutes.”

      I don’t want to waste time tracking down Rock or Rooster, so I call my lawyer first. He’s out, but his secretary takes the message and promises to get ahold of him as soon as he’s out of court. “Can you call my friend that hired Sanford and let him know I’m getting moved?”

      “Sure thing, Mr. Frazier. I’ll call right now. His information’s in the file.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Stay safe.”

      Odd thing for a secretary to say. Maybe she says it to all of Sanford’s clients. Maybe they’ve had one or two not make it out of UCC alive.

      Either way, I figure I’m in for a fun afternoon.

      Every indignity prison has to offer, from shackles to strip searches, happens to me over the next few hours. I gotta say the thing that irritates me the most is Husky sitting next to me on the bus to UCC.

      That should tell you how irritating this fucker is. He’s so damn annoying, I’m starting to wonder if the cops planted him to work a confession out of me.

      “Z, you think we’ll stick together, still be roomies?” he asks.

      Christ, I hope not. “I don’t think it works that way, Husky.”

      “Shit.” He won’t stop fidgeting.

      “If you don’t settle down, I’m going to give you something to fidget about,” I warn him.

      “I’m dying, man.”

      “You will be,” I growl. If I don’t kill him, one of the inmates at UCC might. He already has weakling stamped all over his thin, sweaty frame. “Get your act together or they’re going to be on you like sharks.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      “Use this as an opportunity to get clean.”

      He glares at me, which is kind of funny since I could probably snap his neck and end him right this second.
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      More humiliation courtesy of the Union County Correctional system. It takes forever to be processed into the facility. Tedious bureaucratic bullshit. Repeating the same information I’ve already given a hundred times. I don’t bother getting cute with anyone. Just give me my cell and leave me alone.

      I’m well aware there’s a fat chance of any peace in this place. But hey, I’ve always been an optimistic sort.

      One positive, I finally shake free of Husky.

      Jail is an exercise in patience. Everything moves much slower than I’d prefer. And no one gives a fuck about my preferences. Staff is in no hurry to do the prisoners any favors. I figure I better get used to standing in lines because I’ll be doing a lot of it while I’m here.

      Now it’s been a while since I’ve been inside, but I remember the basics. Keep my attitude in check. Find out who runs the block before I open my mouth. See who I can align myself with to stay out of trouble. Listen more than I speak. Show respect. Throwing around my status or my club’s name is a surefire way to get my ass handed to me. I’m not the type to put my head down, but I know better than to lock eyes with anyone inside.

      Finally, I’m assigned a cell. I grab my county-issued itchy wool blanket and follow the guard up the stairs to my cell.

      “Dinner’s at six,” he informs me before locking me inside.

      Wish I could skip it. Fuck knows the food will be a step above pig slop. Chow hall isn’t exactly a safe place. Or somewhere I want to linger, but it’s not like I can order room service.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” I mutter about an hour later when the door slides open, and the guard shoves Husky inside. What the fuck did I do to deserve this?

      “See, Z. I told you we’d probably get to be roomies again.”

      “Yeah, I’m thrilled.”

      Not sensing my tone, he grins. “Me too.”

      I stretch out on the cot and slip my hands behind my head. “You wake me, Husky, I’m gonna be pissed.”

      He paces back and forth in front of the door. “I won’t. Unless it’s important.”

      “Great.”

      True to his word, he doesn’t wake me until dinner time. Or rather all the clanging and noise wakes me. We step out of our cell into a semi-controlled mass movement of inmates. I slip into the group like a fish headed upstream. Staying hyper-vigilant is critical here. Crowds like this make it easy to get stabbed. Guards won’t realize I’m dead until they discover my bloody, stomped-over corpse lying on the concrete after everyone’s in the dining room.

      I’m careful not to touch anyone or make eye-contact. I’d prefer not to talk to anyone either, but Husky’s right at my side, babbling away.

      “Do you ever shut up, Husky?”

      He shrugs. “It’s a nervous habit.”

      Eventually, we arrive at the disgusting food-and-who-knows-what-else splattered dining hall. A scoop of brown slop is dropped on my tray, along with what I think is supposed to be a biscuit and some peas.

      I feed my dogs more appetizing meals than this.

      There are still plenty of empty tables. I find a seat where I can keep my back to the wall and observe my surroundings. See who’s in charge around here.

      I’m not waiting long before some scraggly guy ambles his way to my table. “Easy would like a word with you,” he says.

      His demeanor reflects a bit of respect, so maybe he already knows who I am. Clearly, he’s not the one in charge. He’s doing the bidding of the shotcaller. Since I have no fucking idea who Easy is, I raise an eyebrow.

      He jerks his head to the right, and I follow his line of sight to a table in the far corner. Some scrawny dude who looks like he never outgrew his Marilyn Manson fanboy days glares back at us.

      Fantastic. Easy, huh? Bet he spells it with a ‘z’ too.

      “Bring your tray.”

      “What’s your name?” I ask as I curl my hands around the orange plastic, prepared to use it to whap upside the head the first person who bothers me.

      “Jeb.”

      “I’m Z.”

      “I know who you are.”

      Well, at least we’re off to a great start.

      Husky also picks up his tray and Jeb sets his hands on his shoulder. “You’re not invited.”

      “But he’s my roomie,” Husky protests.

      I shake my head. “Stay put, Husky.”

      “He your buddy?” Jeb asks with a hint of a smirk.

      “No, he came over with me from Union City. I can’t seem to shake him.”

      “We can handle that for you.”

      Do I want to see poor Husky get the shit kicked out of him or worse? Just for the crime of annoying me? Not really. “Appreciate that. But it’s fine. Eventually he shuts up.”

      We arrive at the table and I wait for Easy’s signal before setting down my tray and taking a seat.

      So much prison etiquette to remember. Thankfully, it’s all coming back to me.

      “What’s up, Z?” Easy says. “Welcome to UCC.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Your boy, Loco vouches for you.”

      Huh. Well, how about that? I almost laugh, picturing the groveling conversation Rock probably had to have with Loco to get him to make a few phone calls.

      “He’s not my boy. He’s a friend of my club and we do business together sometimes.”

      That was apparently the right answer because a slow, evil smile spreads over Easy’s face, making him look less inclined to stab me at any minute.

      “Right. Your bros most kindly asked that we look out for you while you’re here.”

      Meaning, I suppose, Rock had to hand over some cash to whoever this guy is affiliated with on the outside. At least I hope it’s cash and not some other dirty favors.

      “They did, huh?” I stab my cheap, plastic spork into the brown lump and force myself to take a bite.

      “They did. You need something, or anyone bothers you, talk to Jeb.”

      I side-eye Jeb. “Thank you.”

      “I’m closest to your cell,” he explains.

      “Good to know.”

      “Frazier! Phone call,” blares over the PA system.

      Even though I’m dying to jump out of my seat and run, I raise my gaze to Easy to make sure he’s not going to see it as a sign of disrespect if I leave.

      “Leave your tray.” He points to the two guards stationed at the door. “Let them know you have a call and they’ll show you where to go.”

      “Thanks.”

      Fun with prison politics time is over, thank fuck.

      I hope whoever’s calling has some good news for me because I really want to get the fuck out of here.
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      Before the sun’s up, I crawl out of the lonely torment the bed I’ve shared with Z has become. They finally set a bail hearing for him today.

      I can’t be there to support Z. I can’t stand up and say, ‘I’m going to be his wife. I’m the mother of his child. He’s not a flight risk because he would never, ever leave us.’

      I can’t plead for his freedom.

      I can’t do any of those things for Z because of something he did to protect me.

      Rock assured me over and over that everything would be okay and this was what Z wanted. It didn’t lessen the guilt weighing me down.

      Chance is still asleep.

      A little farther down the hall, I hear Grace fussing and Hope’s soft voice.

      I end up going downstairs.

      The roar of at least one bike in our driveway has me opening the door.

      Rooster and Jigsaw slowly make their way up the sidewalk. “Morning, Lilly.”

      “Come on in. I was just about to make coffee.” Ziggy and Zipper flank my sides, glaring at the guys. “It’s okay, boys. Come on.” I back them up to make room for Rooster. Jigsaw waits on the other side.

      “Do you want me to take them for a run for you, Lilly?” he asks.

      “Uh.” Crap, the dogs are used to an early morning run with Z almost every day and another quick run at night. With everything else going on, I haven’t done more than take them for a quick walk here and there or left them to play in the yard.

      “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all.”

      As soon as the dogs see me hand over their leashes, they decide Jigsaw’s good people. Their big, furry bodies wiggle so hard, he can barely clip the leash to their collars.

      “They’ll tug if you don’t keep them in check,” I warn him.

      “I got this, Lilly. Be back in a little bit.”

      “Thank you.”

      In the kitchen, I find Rock and Rooster quietly discussing something. Probably plans for Z’s hearing.

      “Coffee?”

      “Please.” Rock turns and nods. “Thank you, Lilly.”

      I try to listen in, but it’s obvious they’re not going to discuss too many important details with me hovering.

      More brothers show up. They take over the dining room to form a plan.

      My anxiety spikes. Why so much preparation for one hearing?

      
        
        Z

      

      

      “Frazier! You’re up.”

      “About fucking time.”

      I’ve been pacing my cell all morning, waiting to get transported to the county court for my bail hearing.

      My lawyer meets me in another cramped room. This one’s decorated with orange chairs. Can’t say it’s an improvement.

      “This is going to be my strategy today, Mr. Frazier.”

      I sit up, intrigued that the sedate attorney I met the other day seems so riled up this morning. “I’m going to pick some holes in their evidence. Give the prosecutor a taste of the defense I’m going to present. I want to give the judge an idea of how weak this case is without tipping our hand too much.”

      “Okay.”

      “I won’t need you to say anything. If the judge asks you any questions, answer as truthfully and respectfully as possible.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      He hesitates then seems to think better of commenting. “Like I told you before, arson is hard to prove. Even harder when the prosecutor doesn’t even seem to think he has a strong case. I’m not sure why they’re pressing you for this, but I think we have a good chance of getting it dismissed before we get near a trial.”

      “Thank fuck.” The last thing I want to do is have this bullshit hanging over my head for the next couple years.

      “Don’t get too excited. I’m not promising you anything, Mr. Frazier. The judge might decide to set the bail high or not set bail at all. Obviously, I’ll keep fighting for it, but I want you to be prepared that you might not get out today.”

      I remember how many tries it took before Rock was finally released from jail. It had taken a toll on the whole club. In a way, we’re more unified than ever by having the upstate and downstate charters as closely connected as they’ve been since Sway got shot. Instead of trying to help us back then, Sway had just caused more trouble.

      “Mr. Frazier?”

      “I understand.”

      “Okay.” He pats my arm.

      “You can call me Z. Everyone else does.”

      He grins. “Let’s get you out first. Then I’ll have earned it.”

      This lawyer’s starting to grow on me.

      The judge looks like a mean old take-no-bullshit sort of guy. The prosecutor’s so young his voice cracks and he trembles every time the judge addresses him directly.

      This is the asshole prosecuting me? I’m mildly insulted.

      “Your honor.” My lawyer stands and buttons his jacket, pausing for dramatic effect. “I’ve had a chance to review the scant amount of evidence the prosecution supposedly has against my client and it’s weak at best.”

      The judge waves his hand at the prosecutor to bring him some papers. The court room’s completely silent as he flips through the pages then thrusts them at the lawyer who practically runs back to his table.

      “That’s it?” the judge asks.

      “We still need time to develop our case, your honor, but we have a strong—”

      The judge zeroes in on me. “You a flight risk?”

      I stand and meet his penetrating stare. “No, sir.”

      He gestures wildly with his hands. “Give me more, Mr. Frazier. You’re one of these motorcycle guys, right? Like to be on the road? What’s stopping you from taking off if I let you out today?”

      The prosecutor stands up. “Your honor—”

      “Was I speaking to you?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Sit down.”

      I smother the chuckle rising in my throat and lift my chin. “Your honor, my motorcycle club is really more of a family. They’re all here in New York. I’m not going anywhere. “

      “Mr. Frazier is also responsible for running several local businesses, your honor,” my attorney adds.

      “Your ‘club’ has bases of operation in other states outside of New York, Mr. Frazier?” the judge asks, ignoring my lawyer.

      “Yes, sir.” I rattle off a few of the states where we have charters. “But I’ve never been a member of any club outside of New York. Born and raised here, sir.”

      He grunts and nods, flipping through the folder on his desk.

      “Your honor, my client has had no arrests within the last ten years. Not even a traffic ticket,” Mr. Sanders argues.

      “I see that.”

      My vision tunnels down to just the judge. My heart slows yet thumps impossibly loud as I wait for him to say something else.

      Finally, he lifts his head and searches the crowd behind me. “You.” He points to someone in the audience. “You here for your brother?”

      I turn slightly and realize he’s speaking to Rock.

      Rock stands and doesn’t hesitate to answer. “Yes, sir.”

      “You can look me in the eye and swear he’s not going anywhere?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ve known Angus personally for over twenty years, sir. He’s a man of his word.”

      “Give me more and state your name for the record.”

      Rock glances at Sanford who motions him forward. “Rochlan North. Angus helps me run one of our businesses in Empire. Never missed a day of work, sir.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “He’s also godfather to my baby daughter. Visits with her every chance he gets.”

      I flash a smile at Rock, knowing it’s probably killing him to continue with the polite, sentimental routine.

      “So, he’s welcomed in your home?” the judge asks.

      “Always. He’s close friends with my wife as well.”

      My lawyer frowns and taps his fingers against the table. Obviously, he doesn’t like the direction this line of question is going.

      The prosecutor raises his hand like he’s in school. “Your honor, while this is all well and good, arson is a crime of violence—”

      “Sit down, Mr. McCann.” The judge wags his finger at the people behind me again. “You three. Are you here to vouch for Mr. Frazier too?”

      Teller stands first. “Yes, sir. He’s been a mentor and brother to me since I was a teenager. Kept me out of trouble many times.”

      The judge grunts.

      Rooster and Jigsaw also extol my many virtues, then sit down.

      “How come my courtroom isn’t full of brothers from your club, Mr. North?” the judge asks.

      Rock glances behind him. “We came to support Angus. And maybe give him a ride should bail be set. We’re not here to make a statement, sir.”

      A carefully crafted answer from my cunning friend. MCs are notorious for filling up a courtroom when a brother’s been accused of a crime. Usually to intimidate. My club not posturing that way seems to support my innocence.

      “You can go back to your seat, Mr. North,” the judge says.

      Mr. Sanford breathes a sigh of relief.

      “You got anything better than this steaming pile of garbage, Attorney McCann?” the judge asks the prosecutor.

      “Your honor, we have a solid case, with a witness—”

      “A witness who thinks she saw a black motorcycle on a dark road on the night in question. It’s not even clear why she made the statement to this…officer.” The judge leans forward. “You’re joking, right?”

      So, the witness is a female.

      “Fleeing the scene of the fire, sir,” the prosecutor insists.

      The judge snorts.

      “We haven’t been able to determine an address for Mr. Frazier,” the prosecutor tries again.

      “Where do you live, Mr. Frazier?” the judge asks.

      I rattle off the address of the house I’m sharing with Lilly, hoping like fuck I didn’t just hand the police an invitation to come search it. “I recently moved down here, your honor. But I have a six-month lease with the option for longer.”

      “See, it’s not a permanent address.” The prosecutor sounds like a tattling third-grader.

      “Where’d you live before that?” the judge asks.

      I give him the address upstate that I use for my driver’s license. “That’s still technically my permanent residence, sir.”

      The judge swings his piercing gaze the prosecutor’s way again. “So, in twenty years, he’s moved all of what? Eighty-two miles. Big flight risk.”

      “Your honor—”

      “And you have at best, a weak case. I see no other indication he’s a threat to the community. Bail is set at fifty-thousand. You are not to leave the state, Mr. Frazier, do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      “All right. Fifty-thousand. Cash or bond.”

      Sanford jumps up. “Thank you, your honor, we’re prepared to pay immediately.”

      “Your honor, we strongly object—”

      “I’m sure you do, Mr. McCann. Next time bring me something more compelling. Fifty-thousand, cash or bond, and the defendant is free to go home today.” He slams his gavel down. “Next case.”

      The bailiff pushes us away from the defense table and leads me in the back to get my things. Mr. Sanford follows.

      Rock came prepared and puts down the money to get me released. After another hour of paperwork and bullshit, I’m handed my stuff and able to get out of the hideous green jumpsuit.

      Outside, I shake Mr. Sanford’s hand. “Thank you.”

      “I don’t feel like I did a whole lot, Z.” He grins at me. “I enjoyed the hell out of that little snot getting his ass handed to him, though.”

      Rock chuckles and shakes Sanford’s hand. “Thank you.”

      “Sorry about that. I wasn’t expecting him to question you. For a second, I was worried he was going to order Z to stay with you.”

      Rock squeezes my shoulder. “Whatever it took to get him out would’ve been fine.”

      Sanford turns to me. “We need to sit down next week. Go over your case. I need to do some more research but after today, I feel more confident about getting this dismissed before trial.” He glances at the courthouse. “Judge Hardy is usually very pro-prosecutor, so his attitude was a bit of a surprise.”

      “They got nothing,” I grumble. “Is that supposed ‘witness’ what they’ve based this whole thing on?”

      “They’re not required to turn over material to me yet, Z. But I should find out soon.” He glances at Rock. “I’ll need to have one other associate at my firm help go through the document requests.”

      “That’s fine.”

      He turns back to me. “This was the first hurdle. You just need to go home and stay out of trouble. And for God’s sake, do not leave the state. Not even a road trip to New Jersey to do a little shopping. Nothing. They’ll revoke your bail so fast your head will spin and it won’t be as easy to get you out again.”

      “Not planning to go anywhere, Mr. Sanford. Promise.”

      He smiles and holds out his hand. “You can call me Abe.”

      After Abe leaves, Rock reaches out and pulls me in for a hug, slapping me hard on the back. “Missed you, fuckface,” he mutters against my ear.

      “Overkill, much?” I answer slapping him back. “Teller, Rooster, and Jiggy?”

      “Can’t be too careful with you.” He holds me at arm’s length. “You all right?”

      “Better now.”

      Teller, Jigsaw, and Rooster amble over for handshakes and backslaps too.

      “Thank you for speaking up.”

      Teller shrugs. “I had to think fast.”

      I wink at him. “Mentor, huh?”

      “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      I glance at the four of them again. “Who’s with the girls?”

      “Murphy and Wrath,” Rock says.

      “Shit, figured Murphy would be on the road soon as he got out.”

      “Nah.” Rock shakes his head. “He didn’t feel right leaving while you were still inside.”

      I swallow hard.

      “Besides,” Teller continues in a lower voice, “Alexa and Chance have been tight. Seemed mean to break them up, while you were still…”

      “Shit,” I breathe out, running my hands through my hair.

      Rock claps me on the back. “Let’s get you home.”

      “We’ll sit down at the table later this afternoon,” Rooster says. “Right now, you need to get home.” He gives me a meaningful look. “See your fam.”

      “We’ll follow you back to your house, then head to the clubhouse to gather the brothers,” Jigsaw promises. “Let everyone know you’re out.”

      “Appreciate it, brother.”

      They take off on their bikes while Rock, Teller, and I head toward Rock’s SUV.

      “Feel better?” Rock asks.

      “Fuck yeah. What a bunch of stupid bullshit.”

      “I know how much you want to see Lilly and Chance. But the five of us should sit down and discuss everything before you go in for church later,” Rock says.

      Teller pipes up from the back seat. “We should probably go to church with Z. This kind of has an effect on both clubs. Or at least has the potential to.”

      “Yeah,” Rock agrees. He glances over at me. “You okay with that?”

      “Of course I am. But I want someone at the house with the girls.”

      “Carter’s coming down after the shop closes,” Teller says.

      I roll my eyes. Carter’s a great kid, but Trinity would be far more effective if someone broke into the house.

      “Dex was going to come down if you got out today too,” Rock adds.

      “Cool. Thanks.”

      I lean back and close my eyes. Can’t fucking wait to see Lilly and Chance.

      The closer we get, the faster my heart pounds. Not used to this strange twist in my chest. I’m always happy to come home after I’ve been away for a while, but this is completely different. And it’s not the jail thing.

      It’s because I have a family—a fiancé and a son that I’m coming home to.

      Rock barely throws the truck in park before I open the door. Lilly races outside and flies right into my arms.

      “Z,” she whispers. Hands on my chest, she rises up on tiptoes and brushes her lips against mine. The warmth of her skin, the taste of her mouth, finally reaches all the way down inside the coldness that lodged in my chest the night of the arrest.
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      At some point, I need to let go of Z so we can go inside the house. He holds onto my hand as he jokes with Jigsaw about walking the dogs and ribs Rooster about mowing the lawn.

      Outside the front door, he turns and gives me the full force of his attention. The second my gaze lands on him again, tears burn my eyes and tremors shake my body, weakening my knees.

      We don’t break eye contact. So many emotions seep through me I don’t know how to sort them out. Joy, relief, desire.

      “I need to hold you a little longer,” he rasps.

      The guys go inside, leaving us alone out front. I’m so eager to be near Z, I practically climb his body. He touches his knuckles to my chin, tilting my head back. “I’m so happy you’re home,” I whisper, too raw to say more.

      It’s only been a matter of days, but the possibility we could be separated for years had begun to weigh on me.

      I was so scared to count on him coming home today.

      His dark blue eyes roam my face and lower. More of a concerned examination than a sexual one.

      I take the opportunity to do the same. Is he thinner? Did he eat enough? Are those circles under his eyes? Z’s never anything but the picture of masculine virility with a dash of prankster. While he continues to shine his smile on me, he still seems withdrawn or worn down. Stubble shadows his jaw and I run the back of my hand over the whiskers.

      “Come on,” he says. “Let’s go inside.”

      “Daddy!” Chance gasps. His little wet feet slap over the tile floor. Heidi follows, trying to wrap a towel around him and finally gives up.

      Z releases me and squats down to scoop Chance up when he’s within range.

      Tears burn my eyes and my throat tightens to the point of pain as Z squeezes our son tight. “Missed you, buddy.”

      “Are you otay?” Chance asks.

      “I’m fine. Were you a good boy for Mommy?”

      He nods vigorously and reaches for me. “I play with Alextha. Uncle Aleth visit too.”

      Z raises his eyebrows.

      “It’s a long story, but he was better than I expected.” I tilt my head toward the living room. “Rock didn’t have to punch him once.”

      Z shifts Chance to one arm and wraps his free one around me, snuggling both of us close. Standing completely still for a moment. Breathing us in. Chance is surprisingly patient with all the affection.

      After a few quiet moments, Chance wriggles to get down and drags Z into the living room to show him the race track.

      “Hey, Z. Welcome home,” Hope says.

      He turns and gives her a half-hug. “Rock will have a good story about the hearing for you.”

      “Oh, I bet.”

      The dogs run over and immediately rat me out by jumping on the couch.

      Z gives me a half-smile. “When did this happen?”

      “They were glued to Lilly’s side,” Teller says. “Doing their job. They deserve a little couch surfing”

      Z nudges them off the furniture where they promptly plop down on his feet and demand attention. After loving on the dogs for a few minutes, he tugs me down with him. With one arm around my waist, he draws me closer. “Missed you, pretty girl,” he says against my ear.

      I pull back and the heat from his stare scorches my skin. “Missed you too. More than you know.” Shoot. I’m trying to be upbeat and happy, but I’m on the verge of tears every time I think about Z in jail.

      “It’s okay, Lilly.” He kisses my temple. “Everything will be okay.  I promise.”

      I hope he’s right.

      
        
        Z

      

      

      After telling me everything he’s been up to, Chance exhausts himself into a sleepy bundle at my feet. Alexa conked out a few minutes before that. For such a tiny thing, she takes up a lot of couch.

      “He was quiet and didn’t show it, but he missed you,” Lilly says, nodding at Chance.

      I swallow over the painful lump in my throat. “Missed him too.”

      She’s tucked up tight against my side. Hasn’t moved and it feels damn good. I lean closer. “I need you.”

      Her lashes flutter and she trembles but doesn’t say anything.

      I squeeze her a little tighter. “I also need a shower.”

      No one has left our house yet, but they’d moved to the dining room and kitchen to give us space. Still, I’m painfully aware of time ticking down to when I need to be at the clubhouse. I don’t want to leave the peace of being surrounded by my family and face all the bullshit waiting for me. Getting out on bail was only the first step in putting this fuckery behind us. It’s also thrown a wrench in my plans to marry Lilly as soon as fucking possible.

      I stand and hold out a hand to Lilly. “Come upstairs with me for a minute.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “A minute?”

      My mouth slides into a smile.  “Maybe more than a minute.”

      I pick Chance up and lay him on the couch, tucking a blanket around him. Pulling Lilly behind me, I stop across the hall in the entertainment room. The guys apparently took “entertainment” seriously while I was inside and set up a big screen television and video game station.

      I kick one of the gaming chairs now planted in the middle of the room and Jigsaw stares up at me. “You better not be getting my son addicted to video games.”

      “We told him they only work certain times of the day,” Rooster answers. “Like when he’s napping.”

      Next to me, Lilly chuckles. “Don’t harass them. Rooster went on a lot of grocery runs for us.”

      I slap Rooster’s shoulder. “Thanks, brother.”

      “Totally worth it. Your woman is an awesome cook.” He throws me a thumbs up without glancing away from the screen.

      In the dining room, Rock, Hope, Teller, Murphy, Wrath, and Trinity are sitting around drinking coffee and talking softly. “We’ll be upstairs,” I announce.

      “Surprised you waited this long,” Wrath says.

      I flip him off and drag Lilly toward the stairs. “Asshole,” I grumble.

      She lightly slaps my arm. “That’s not nice.”

      “You’ve met him, right?”

      The staircase seems longer than ever as we head to our room. It’s dark and quiet inside and I take a second to absorb the stillness.

      “Are you okay?” Lilly’s somber voice stirs me out of my mood.

      Except for the extreme desire to wash the last week off me and my throbbing need to be inside her, I’m fine. “Take your clothes off.”

      “I was starting to wonder…” Her voice trails off as she slips her shirt over her head and backs away from me.

      I reach for the belt loop on her jeans but she quickens her steps. “Where are you going?”

      She stares at me. “The circus. Where do you think?”

      Christ, I missed bantering with her.

      Her fingers fumble with the button of her jeans, giving me time to capture her with my hands around her waist and my mouth sliding over hers. “What were you wondering?”

      “Nothing, I—”

      “Better not have been how much I want you.”  I bury my face against her neck and lick a slow trail to her ear. “I’ve wanted to pound you through the fucking wall since I got home.”

      She throws her arms around my neck and presses her cheek against my chest. “I’m so happy you’re home.”

      “Me too.” My hands slide down to her ass, which for some reason is still covered in denim. “Need help?”

      She slips her hands under my shirt and tugs it up over my head. “No, I need you naked.”

      “What a coincidence.”

      Laughing, she spins away and grabs my hand, dragging me to the open bathroom door. Inside, she flips on the light and I squint. “Sorry,” she murmurs, flipping the harsher lights off.

      I pin her with a look that I hope she interprets as Get naked for me now.

      While I wanted to help strip her down, I end up standing there admiring her while she shimmies out of her pants and sets them on the counter.

      “Did you get some new ink you don’t want me to see or something?” she asks, gesturing to my jeans that I haven’t bothered to remove.

      I snort and shake my head. “Fuck no.”

      “Sorry, that was a bad joke.”

      “No, it was funny. You don’t ever have to apologize to me, Lilly.”

      “I…” Her hands flutter between us. “Don’t know what the right thing to say or do is in this situation.”

      “Lilly.” I pull her closer. “There is no right thing. And I’m sorry that you’re in this position.” I brush her hair off her cheek. “But I’m so fucking thankful you’re still here.”

      “I couldn’t leave you again.”

      “Some people might and they wouldn’t be wrong.”

      Her bottom lip quivers. “I can’t lie to you. I thought about that. Over and over. What’s best for Chance?” Her voice dies down to a whisper. “For me?”

      Yeah, I thought about that a lot too. Thought about how much I don’t want to watch my kid grow up on the other side of some weekly plexi-glass visits. “I wouldn’t blame you if you did. I can’t tell you this is going to all go away. It’s bullshit and I think—”

      “You don’t have to tell me how fucked the world is, Z.  I’ve seen plenty.”

      “I know you have. I’m not trying to tell you I’m a good man or that my hands are clean.” I smirk and shake my head. “Although, I do enjoy the irony of this situation since I didn’t actually do it.”

      She lets out a sad huff. “It really wouldn’t matter to me if you had.” Her sad brown eyes meet mine. “Does that make me an awful person?”

      “No, it makes you a good ol’ lady.”

      I’m not sure if she took that as a compliment.

      “Tell me what happened? I never asked Rock for a lot of…details. Can you tell me?”

      “What I’m charged with? Arson.”

      “Jesus, Z.”

      “The night Teller was shot. We were there, but didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “Why were you there?”

      “Because of some bullshit Shadow fed me.”

      “Oh my God. You think he knew and wanted to hurt you?”

      “Maybe.”

      She blinks. “You think he set the fire?”

      “I don’t fucking know.” I scrub my hands over my face. “Can’t exactly ask the fucker now, either.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers.

      “Hey.” I press my palms against her cheeks and force her to look at me. “That’s got nothing to do with you.”

      She pushes those beautiful, full lips of hers into a pout. As much as I want to keep talking to her, now I can’t stop thinking about shoving my cock between them.

      “No more morbid talk, woman.” I grip her hips and pick her up, fusing our lips together. “Shower with me,” I mumble against her as I carry us to the walk-in shower.

      Without breaking our kiss, she reaches out, searching for the shower knob.

      Ice-cold water blasts us from all sides and she screams, sliding out of my grasp. “Fuck! That’s cold.” She ducks out of the spray and adjusts the temperature while I stand there, admiring the way her soaked bra shows off her hard nipples.

      “Come here.” I catch her hand and turn her away from me. Flicking the clasp of her bra, I peel it off her and toss it on the shelf. “These too.” I tuck my fingers in her underwear and drag it down her legs. “Fuck.” I stop and kiss the backs of her thighs. “Thought about you every second, Lilly. And every inch of you is still more perfect than my fantasies.”

      Her legs tremble as I turn her to face me. I flick my gaze up and catch her watching me. “Missed your pretty pussy.”

      Slipping my hand between her thighs, I spread her legs apart and slide my tongue over her skin.

      “Oh,” she gasps and spears her hands into my hair.

      The slight sting of her nails against my scalp frees the beast in me. I back her up to the wall and shove her legs apart.

      “Did you touch yourself while I was gone?”

      She stares down at me with wide eyes. “Are you kidding? I wanted to cry every time I was in our bed alone. That was the last thing on my mind.”

      I rub my cheek against her thigh and press little kisses over soft skin. “I’m sorry, siren.”

      Keeping a good grip on her leg, I lift it over my shoulder. “Hold that bar.”

      Without taking her eyes off me, she reaches out and wraps her right hand around the metal bar bolted to the wall.

      “I want you to come on my tongue.”

      “It won’t take much.”

      Grinning, I move in closer and press my lips right above her clit. I’m torn between wanting to draw this out, teasing her for as long as possible and wanting to pound the fuck out of her.

      Her body jolts when I sweep my tongue over her clit. Everything else is forgotten except the pleasure I so badly want to give her. She tangles her fingers in my hair, grinding her pussy against my face and I groan at how good she tastes.

      “Please,” she whines. Her fingers grasp my hair.

      I slide a finger inside her and she moans so loud it echoes around us. Her pussy tightens. This isn’t going to take long. Working into a perfect rhythm of sucking, rubbing, and flicking, I bring her to orgasm in seconds.

      “Oh God. Just like that!”

      I keep going, thrusting deeper, sucking harder until her whole body convulses. She’s still twitching with little aftershocks when I lower her leg and stand, pressing my body against hers.

      Her eyes flicker open and she presses her hand to my chest.

      “You needed that, huh?” I tease.

      “God, yes.” She drops her gaze. “And why are you still wearing pants? In the shower.”

      Laughter rumbles out of me. “Too eager to get my face in your pussy, I guess.”

      She slides down my body, working my soaked jeans down my legs as she goes. I step out and she tosses them in the corner with a wet slap against the tile.

      “Kinda wanted you to ride—”

      My words are lost as she closes her lips around the tip of my cock.

      “Fuck.” I squeeze my eyes shut, concentrating on how amazing her tongue feels.

      She moans as she sucks me deeper and my hips rock forward. She makes another encouraging noise and rests her hands on my thighs.

      “Lilly,” I groan.

      My hands tangle in her hair, holding the back of her head while I fuck her mouth with short, quick strokes. Within seconds, the familiar tingle of pleasure rocks down my spine. My muscles lock up and I’m pouring everything I have to give down her throat. My head spins. My pulse pounds in my ears and I finally remember to release my death grip on her head.

      She gasps for air when I release her but she curls her hands around my legs, resting her cheek on my thigh.

      “Are you okay?” I rasp.

      “I think so.” Butterfly soft, she kisses my leg before tipping her head back and staring up at me.

      “Get up here.” I hold out my hand and help her up.

      She presses her body against me and I lean back on the wall to support us. I kiss the top of her head. “Want to finish our shower?”

      “Yes, that should give you enough time to recover.” She jerks her thumb in the direction of the bedroom. “Because I need to ride you like a bronco.”

      I sputter and laugh. “Well, all right then.” I glance around. “Am I washing your hair?”

      “I’ll worry about it later.” She picks up a bar of soap and starts lathering it up, motioning for me to turn around.

      “Eager, siren?”

      “You have no idea.” She digs her slippery fingers into my muscles and I brace myself on the wall in front of me, letting the shower rain down my back while she washes me. “Are you okay?” she asks softly.

      “Much better now.”

      “I’m serious. I was worried about you after Murphy got out and they moved you to county. They made it sound like it was awful.”

      “No one soaped me up in the shower if that’s what you’re asking.”

      There’s a wet, stinging slap on my ass. “Angus Frazier, that’s not funny.”

      “Love when you say my whole name like that, baby.”

      “Ugh.” She reaches past me and shuts off the water.

      “I wasn’t done.”

      “I am.” She pushes the door open and grabs a towel, wrapping it around her sinful curves. “Let’s go, cowboy.”

      “I thought you wanted to play cowboy?” I grin at her and take the towel she offers me.

      She groans again and marches into the bedroom. Because I’m dying for more of her, I follow.

      At the bed, she stops and rips off my towel and shoves me down on the mattress. I pretend to cover my junk. “I feel so taken advantage of.”

      She flings her towel to the side and climbs on top of me, staring down into my eyes. “Is that right?” she whispers.

      Her hips shift, brushing her hot pussy against my rapidly-gaining-interest cock.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “So, you don’t want this, then?” She dips lower, sliding her wet heat over my now hard-enough-to-pound-nails cock.

      I stop her maddening movements with a hand on her hip. With my free hand, I grip my cock and drag it through her wetness.  “Up. Need you so fucking bad.”

      Her teeth sink into her bottom lip as she raises up. I have to close my eyes while she slides down my cock or this will be over fast. Even after the fantastic shower head, I’m still ready to blow. She slides down my cock and I grit my teeth. Home. She feels like home that I’ve been away from for way too long.

      “Oh, that’s good,” she moans.

      Fuck, I missed her beautiful face.

      She places her hands on my chest and rolls her hips a few times, slowly picking up speed.

      “Just like that.” My hand slides from her hip and slaps her ass. “Faster.”

      She gives me a crooked smile. “Make up your mind.”

      She’s had a solid eight seconds of living out her bucking bronco fantasy, right? I dig my heels into the mattress and buck her off me. Before she has time to protest, I’m behind her. Hands on her hips, I yank her to me, burying myself inside her.

      I lean down over her back, kiss her shoulder, and push her hair away from her face. “Had your chance, cowgirl. Let me show you how it’s done.”

      She buries her face in the pillows, but her laughter floats back to me.

      I pop her on the ass. “I’d quit laughing and brace yourself on that headboard if I were you.”

      “Bring it.” She laughs harder but places her palms against the headboard.

      “That’s right.” I push forward and squeeze my eyes shut.

      “Oh, God.” She moans, wriggles and pushes back against me. “Faster.”

      “Easy, siren. Let me enjoy this.” I gather her long, thick hair in one hand and tug, halting her movements. “That’s right. Nice and slow.”

      She moans as I push through her slick pussy until I’m balls deep, then lets out a little whimper.

      “Too much?”

      “God, oh Jesus.”

      “That’s it. Keep praying, siren. I’m gonna fuck you hard and fast now.”

      “Promises, promises.”

      Love the teasing in her voice. It’s pure challenge. Something I can’t resist. Let’s me know she’s right here with me enjoying every punishing thrust.

      I’m rough but take my time mixing long deep strokes with short shallow ones. I’m relentlessly aiming for the spots that light her perfect body up. Her hands drop from the headboard, curling in the sheets.

      “Come on,” I whisper.

      She lets out a strangled gasp.

      “Rub your clit for me. I don’t want to let go of you.” I squeeze her hips as she slides her hand under us.  “That’s it,” I encourage.

      “Oh.” Her surprised gasp turns into a cry of pleasure and the beast in me is unleashed.

      My thrusts turn wild and unpredictable as she tightens under me. I grip her hips harder. She’s still throbbing around me when I thrust one last time. The sounds I make are more animal than human.

      Spent, I fall down next to her. “Come here, I didn’t kiss you enough yet.” I scoop her up and pull her closer, smashing my mouth against hers. Taking the longest, greediest kiss.

      And the cynic in the back of my head wonders if this happiness can last. I may have temporarily forgotten all the trouble ahead but in a few months, there’s the possibility I’ll be going to prison. Inside and away from everything that matters to me.

      Inside for a long damn time.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lilly

      

      

      My legs are still shaking when Z rolls to the side and declares it’s time to get up.

      “I hope Chance is still sleeping,” I mutter as I search for some clothes.

      “Not sure how anyone could sleep through what happened up here.”

      I turn and find Z smiling, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Everything’s fucking perfect now.”

      “Yes, yes, you’re fantastic in bed as always, but you look troubled.”

      He snorts and throws open his closet door. “Troubled doesn’t really begin to cover it, Lilly. I’m looking at twenty-five years. Not sure how many conjugal visits you’re up for.”

      How can he talk about this so casually? Make a joke out of something so awful? He’s in his closet so he doesn’t see me coming. I’m so filled with rage at his words, I reach out and shove him. He stumbles forward and turns to me with wide eyes. “What the fuck?”

      “Don’t say shit like that!”

      He narrows his eyes, maybe shocked because I’ve never screamed at him before. “It’s the truth, Lilly. Better wrap that pretty head of yours around it now.”

      I raise my hands again, not to hit him. Maybe to shove him until he stops killing me with every word, but he captures my wrists. “Don’t test me, siren,” he growls.

      “Stop it,” I plead, on the verge of tears now. “Don’t joke about this. It’s not funny. I’m scared.”

      “I’m not joking. Trust me.”

      “Did you do it?”

      “I already told you I didn’t.”

      “Then we’ll get you out of it.”

      He still hasn’t released my wrists and he drives me backwards until the backs of my legs hit the bed and I’m forced to drop onto the mattress. “It doesn’t matter, Lilly. I’m on their radar for some reason I don’t understand. This case might be more about who I am than what I’ve done. Do you get that? Taking down a president of our club makes these fucks look good and they’ll go for it if they can get away with it.”

      “But you haven’t even been president that long.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He closes his eyes and releases my hands, kneeling in front of me. “I’m sorry. This is what you’re in for. For the rest of your life, if you’re with me. I wish it wasn’t the truth, but it is.”

      My heart’s absolutely breaking.

      I press my palms against his bristly cheeks. “Z, look at me.” His anguished eyes finally meet mine. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

      He frowns. “You’re one of the smartest people I know.”

      “I’ve known who you were, what you’re a part of since we met, remember?”

      The corners of his mouth twitch. “All I remember about that night is how badly I wanted to bury my face in your beautiful tits.”

      I slap his cheek lightly. “Focus, Z.”

      He drops his gaze to my breasts. “It’s hard when you’re naked.”

      “Goddammit. You’re impossible.”

      He grins at me, dimples and everything.

      “Vice president came with its own risks, right?”

      “Yeah, of course.” He hesitates and flicks his gaze toward the closed bedroom door. “We worked hard up in our territory to make alliances with certain…people.”

      I snort. “You think I don’t know that? I’ve seen LOKI Holdings on enough donor forms.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Teller should’ve gone with something more generic for that one.”

      “There’s more than one?”

      Instead of answering my question, he shakes his head. “That’s Empire. That’s the state level. We’ve also got our fingers in local stuff. Charities, campaigns, a few things. So—”

      “When something happens, the good folks in charge look the other way.”

      “Something like that. We also keep certain…elements out of Empire, which makes local law enforcement’s job easier. Whether they want to admit it or not.”

      “So, doesn’t Sway do the same thing down here?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. And it’s something I should’ve focused on first instead of getting distracted with Shadow’s bullshit.”

      “Things have been chaotic, Z.” I stare at him for a second before voicing my next thought. “And I gathered you weren’t exactly asked to take over down here.”

      “More of an order,” he agrees. “Shadow should’ve been keeping tabs on stuff like that but, obviously, he was useless.”

      “Okay, so it sounds like the first thing you should do is go talk to Sway and find out whose palm you need to grease.”

      “Fuck, you’re sexy.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “We’re working on a few things, but yes, that’s also something I need to do.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      He rubs his cheek against my open palm. “This. It means more than you know, Lilly.” He cocks his head toward the door. “Out there, I need to be their president. In here…”

      “You want to be yourself.”

      “I want to be honest.” His piercing blue eyes lock on my face, searching for understanding.

      “With me…in here, express everything you need to. Feel everything with me. Out there, be the president they need.” I clear my throat and trace his cheek with my finger. “I’ll be by your side for both.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I still know people…I wish I could…”

      “No.” His sharp tone leaves no room for arguments. “Get that thought out of your head.” His expression softens. “I’m sorry. I’d love the whole world to know you’re my woman, but we need to keep that on the down low as long as possible.”

      “Dammit. I’m so sorry. I never—”

      He scowls. “Never what? Should’ve told me? No, you should’ve told me when it happened, so I could’ve killed him sooner.”

      “Z, if something happens to you because of that…because of me…”

      “I’ll be more than happy to do my time for it, Lilly. Don’t ever feel guilty for confiding in me. I’m your man and I protect you. You didn’t ask me to do anything. I did it. And I’d do it again. He got exactly what he deserved.” He frowns. “Actually, it was too clean. He should’ve died harder.”

      My eyes sting from the raw emotion in his voice. How can I be so crazy in love with this utterly unapologetic, slightly sociopathic man who lives by his own slightly skewed moral code? Who has not a shred of remorse for killing another man just because he hurt me.

      He takes my hands in his. “The club took care of you?”

      “Oh, yes. Rock and Hope were here the whole time. Teller was here. Charlotte came when her trial was over. Wrath and Trinity came down a bunch, but couldn’t stay—”

      “Shit, they must be so short upstate. Once things are sorted, I need to go up and help Rock out.”

      “He never complained. He even took me grocery shopping.” I try to smile. “Well, first he wanted to know if I was staying or not.”

      Z’s mouth quirks. “I’m sure he did. I haven’t patched you or married you yet. Most clubs would tell you to fend for yourself.”

      That doesn’t surprise me. I nod slightly. “He said he’d help Chance and me even if I decided not to stay.”

      Z swallows hard but doesn’t seem overly surprised. “That’s because, club aside, he’s my best friend.”

      “I felt that love.”

      “Love my ass. Did he tell you his favorite nickname for me is fuckface?”

      My laughter rolls out of me. “No.”

      More seriously he adds. “You’re my girl. Chance is my son. That means something to us.”

      My thumb moves restlessly over the back of his hand. “How much did you tell him about…what happened to me?”

      He blows out a breath and stands, pacing to his dresser and pulling out a pair of boxer-briefs before answering.

      “Afraid I’ll junk-punch you?” I meant it as a joke, but it comes out kind of pathetic.

      “To do what I did, something that could blow back on the whole club,” he grimaces, “excuse the pun.” He pulls the shorts up and shakes out a clean pair of jeans. “I needed to have the okay from the club. Not the whole club. But at least the officers. Since I didn’t trust the guys here as much, I went upstate. So yes, Rock, Wrath, Teller, Murphy, they all know. Just enough to understand why it needed to be done.”

      I take a deep breath and struggle to swallow that down.

      Z’s back at my side. Not to apologize, but to hold me through the realization that half the people I’ve interacted with lately know the darkest, dirtiest stains on my soul.

      “And?” I finally ask.

      “And what? It wasn’t a question for any of them. He wasn’t the first, Lilly.” A completely psychotic grin lights up his face. “He was the most spectacular though.”

      I burst into laughter. “Oh my God. You’re insane.”

      He squeezes my thigh. “You’re in deep now, girl. Lost Kings kill to protect their queens.”

      “That should probably scare me.”

      “Does it?”

      I don’t even have to think about the answer. “Nope.”
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      Now that Lilly and I have reunited and come to an understanding about what the future holds for us, a weight’s been lifted off my chest. Explaining so much intimate club detail to her felt like jumping out of a plane with no parachute, Lilly stayed when she could have easily run. I trust her.

      Still, I didn’t get into every detail. The less information she has, the safer she’ll be. And her safety is the only thing that matters.

      “I asked them not to throw a party or anything until tomorrow or maybe next weekend.” We’re about to go downstairs, but I want her to know even though I’m leaving to head to the clubhouse, it’s not to fuck around.

      “But?”

      “I need to go to the clubhouse and sit down with everyone.”

      “I figured you might.” She glances at the closed door. “You can have everyone here. I mean the brothers. Lord knows we have the room. You can set up some sort of board room in the basement to hold meetings if you want.”

      Christ, she surprises me all the time.

      “I thought that was going to be Chance’s playroom?”

      She snorts. “I think that ship sailed when Teller set up the Indiana 500 in our living room.”

      The basement is a nice, large, finished, mostly windowless room. With a little soundproofing, it could be a good alternate meeting room for more sensitive club business.

      “I’ll think about it. Thank you.” I lean down and kiss her forehead.

      She places her hand on my chest. “Just the brothers and their old ladies. No club girls, please. I don’t want to be cleaning jizz out of the carpet.”

      I roar with laughter and throw my arm around her shoulders, steering her to the door. “Fair enough.”

      As we make our way downstairs, she tells me about her brother’s visit. I raise an eyebrow. “Sounds civil.”

      “Yeah, I was shocked.”

      Maybe it’s the outlaw in me, but I don’t trust that Alex is suddenly okay with my presence in Lilly’s life.

      Chance is just waking up when we check on him. That makes it a lot harder for me to leave him and go to the clubhouse. I want nothing more than a quiet night at home with my family.

      But it will have to wait. Somehow, this was easier when I was vice president. I didn’t have a choice when Rock called my ass to the table. I also didn’t have a family waiting at home for me.

      Now, I find myself wanting to put off the meeting. Because I can. Because I’m the president and whatever I say goes. And that’s a slippery slope I shouldn’t touch my wheels to.

      “Come on, buddy, let’s go find Uncle Rock.” I pick Chance up and he wraps his arms around my neck, “helping” me find the others.

      Everyone’s at the dining room table talking. Hope and Trinity stand and make excuses to go help Lilly. Really, I think they know I need a minute.

      Rock reaches up and pats Chance’s back. “How you doing, buddy?”

      “Otay,” he mumbles against my shirt.

      “Ready?” I lift my chin at Rock.

      Rock glances at Chance again. “Whenever you are.”

      Rooster claps me on the back. “Priest wants to chat with you.”

      “I’m surprised he hasn’t shown up.”

      Rock shakes his head. “He’ll want to stay far away from this.”

      I pin Jigsaw and Rooster with a give-it-to-me-straight look. “What’s the mood in the clubhouse?”

      Rooster seems to think on the question before answering. “From what I’ve observed, and everyone I’ve talked to, brothers are behind you one hundred percent.”

      That’s a relief. I’m painfully aware I’m still new to their club. It would be a huge sign of disrespect, but not a surprise, if they tried to vote me out while I was inside.

      “No votes were called?”

      “Fuck no,” Jigsaw laughs. “Everyone wanted an update. Asked if they could pitch in.”

      “Rock gave me daily updates,” Rooster says. “And I passed what information I could to the club.”

      Chance squirms and wriggles so I set him down.

      “I’ve got him, Z,” Lilly says softly, stepping into the room to grab Chance and then back out.

      Jigsaw waits until she’s gone to speak. “Suds said a cop stopped into the laundry mat asking questions but you know him, he ain’t talking to anyone.”

      “What kind of questions?”

      “Same pesky shit cops are always asking. ‘How’s the club without its leader?’ ‘Gonna replace him?’ ‘Who’s taking care of his baby mama while he’s inside?’ Stupid shit like that.”

      “Wait, they asked about Lilly?” I ask in a low voice not meant to leave this room.

      “Not by name. They were just being stupid. Suds told ‘em to fuck off.”

      I glance at Rock and he’s watching me intently. “What do you think?”

      “Cops have gone after old ladies for information before. It’s not a surprise they might be trying to figure out if you have one,” he says weighing every word.

      “All right.” I curl my hand around the back of one of the dining room chairs so hard it might snap. “Let’s consider this a code 1512. Old ladies are not to wear their patches unless they’re inside the clubhouse. Only use their road names in public. If anyone asks a brother about his old lady or shows unusual interest in our women, let me know right away.”

      Rooster stares at me as if I’ve lost my fucking mind.

      I glare right back. He should know better than anyone why I want to be careful about anyone asking questions about Lilly. “Something you want to say, VP?”

      “Nope. Code 1512, I’ll pass it around. How long?”

      “Until my case is dropped or they lock me in a cell.”

      He shakes his head. “Shit.”

      Rooster and Jigsaw go ahead to round up the brothers so everyone will be at the table when I get there. Rock, Wrath, Teller, and Murphy stay behind.

      Wrath stands and slides the glass doors between the dining room and the rest of the house closed. “Haven’t called a code 1512 in years.”

      I tip my head at Rock. “When he was inside, we took turns looking out for Hope, Trinity, and Heidi. Now…we’re spread out farther. I can’t keep asking you guys to come down here and look after—”

      “You didn’t ask.” Rock sits up and taps the table in front of me. “You don’t have to ask.”

      Wrath’s still standing in front of the door with his arms crossed over his chest. “Lilly’s not patched, though.”

      Like I need the reminder. He’s not saying it to be harsh, at least I don’t think so. “I can’t have it be too obvious that she’s what I’m worried about.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Teller says. “Z’s made Lilly’s status clear at the clubhouse. More than once. Brothers shouldn’t be gossiping about our women with outsiders anyway.”

      “True.”

      “All right. Let’s go.” Wrath moves to open the door but I stop him with a hand on his arm.

      “Thank you for being here. You’re already short at Furious since I’ve had Murphy and I know you’ve probably been covering for Rock too.”

      “Don’t have to thank me, brother. We just need to get you out of this mess.”

      Murphy and Teller follow him out. Rock stops in front of me. “You ready to talk to Priest?”

      “Yeah, just gonna tell him what I know. About the charges,” I clarify and lower my voice. “He doesn’t need to know about the senator.”

      “No, he doesn’t. Not his concern.”

      “How’d it go dealing with Rooster, Jigsaw, and the rest of them?”

      “Kept in contact with Rooster the most. Jigsaw stopped by a few times.” He cocks his head. “What’re you looking for?”

      “After Shadow, I’m not sure I trust anyone.”

      “That’s a bad road to start down. I think Rooster’s more than proved himself to you.”

      “Yeah, I know. I can’t help feeling like I’m missing something.”

      “Shadow rattled you. But don’t forget, your instincts about him were right from day one.” He glances toward the door. “None of us got a good vibe from him.”

      “True.”

      “Listen, now that you’re out, we have a reason to celebrate. Why don’t we invite all the downstate brothers up to our place for a party? Mingle the two charters some more. Give everyone a chance to interact when things aren’t so tense.”

      “You sure you feel like hosting that?”

      “I’m not hosting shit.” He laughs. “I’ll ask Dex to take care of it.”

      “That poor bastard.”

      “He needs something to keep his mind occupied.” He seems to think about it more. “Maybe we’ll do just a closer family thing down at Teller’s place in the early afternoon, then move it up to the clubhouse? Make downstate feel more at home with us?”

      “You’ll need to clear that with Teller. I’m not asking to borrow his house.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He goes back to the serious, presidential vibe. “You need to get a handle on the situation with local law enforcement down here. Rooster didn’t know. Says Sway handled it.”

      “Shit, Rock. That’s the first thing I should’ve found out when I got down here.”

      He slaps his hand on my shoulder and squeezes, forcing me to meet his eyes. “You’re probably right. But it’s usually the VP’s job.”

      “I can’t blame everything on Shadow. You handle a lot of our LEO relationships at home.”

      “Yeah, because I have connections to certain people I’ve known a long time. That go beyond bribes and before the club.” He pokes me in the chest. “You handle a lot of other bullshit that I don’t. Who the fuck knows what Sway’s arrangement was with Shadow? As far as I know, he was tight with the sheriff down here, but that was years ago.”

      “Which is why, instead of fucking around with Stella’s production schedule, I should’ve figured out who’s friendly to us down here and paid a visit. Fuck, Rock. After Malone’s burned down and those cops showed up, it’s the first thing I should’ve done.”

      “You had a brother get shot that night. You’ve been dealing with Sway in the hospital. All the bullshit with Shadow and the problems he caused.”

      I growl out a noise that’s somewhere between pissed-off biker and whiny toddler.

      “And,” he continues, ignoring me, “you had some personal matters that needed to be taken care of. You’ve been busy. After church and your call to Priest, you’ll go talk to Sway and see what’s up.”

      “Yeah, all right.”

      “You’re too old to pout, Z.”

      I laugh, but it’s cut off when I remember all the shit Rock’s already done for me lately. “Thank you.” I tilt my head toward the living room. “For staying with them. I know how stretched thin you are upstate. This is a mess and I’m sorry it’s making things even harder on you.”

      Rock’s never been good with accepting compliments or gratitude. He shakes off my thanks with a shrug. “Got to spend more time with Hope and Grace than I would at home, honestly. So, I’m not complaining.” He glances at the door. “Lilly did well. I was worried she’d fight me on not going to visit you, but she understood right away.”

      “She told me Alex showed up.”

      He rolls his eyes. “He ran his mouth a little. I put him in his place and that was the end of it. Seems to be worried about his sister and nephew. Since he’s not one of us, his fear is only logical.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I grumble.

      He taps me on the chest. “We can lie to civilians all day long, but we can’t lie to ourselves. This life is hard on women. Not every club shares our code. You know it and I know it. That’s why we do everything we can to make sure our women are safe.”

      He’s right. If Alex didn’t have a problem with me, he’d be an even bigger jerk.

      “Was Chance okay?”

      The corners of his mouth turn up. “He missed you, but we made sure he wasn’t lacking attention.”

      “Or stuff. Looks like a frickin’ toy store exploded in my living room.”

      He chuckles. “That was all Teller.”

      “Well, I appreciate it.” I stop before opening the door. “I’m gonna tell Murphy to take off. He and Heidi deserve a trip or something after all this bullshit.”

      “Yeah, I told him that, but he wouldn’t leave until you were out.” His mouth turns down. “Alexa had a hard time with him gone. She and Chance were either best buds or sworn enemies.”

      “Great. I’ll talk to him. Make sure he understands our future father-in-law plans mean he has to marry Grace.”

      “Shut the fuck up.” He shoves me sideways and I laugh. “Let’s go, Prez,” he growls, making me laugh even harder.
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      My bike’s in the garage. Someone from the club made sure to bring her home and store her for me.

      The cops were wrong about the color. She’s painted black with blue ghost flames and our skull and crown logo in silver. The softail springer might not be the flashiest ride out there, but I’ve put a lot of love into it over the years. It’s been lowered, which gives it a more aggressive look and comfortable feel. Murphy helped me upgrade the engine and exhaust.

      I back into the driveway and down into the street in front of the house before firing her up. Sounds like home.

      Rock pulls up alongside me. “Ready?”

      As I roar out of the quiet neighborhood and onto the main road, I finally feel “free.” Thunder between my legs and the wind in my face, I’m grateful for what feels like a second chance. There’s no question, I’ll fight like hell to stay on this side of the fence.
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      “Welcome home, Prez!” everyone shouts when I step into the clubhouse. The ride here took us close to the Thruway. The lure of the open road and leaving all this shit behind tugged at me. But I kept it steady. I can’t leave my family and my club. Outlaw or not, a man always honors his responsibilities.

      I raise my hands over my head to acknowledge the greeting. “Feels good to be home!”

      After saying hello to all of the brothers gathered in the main room, I signal that it’s time to sit down at the table.

      “All right. I’m not sure how much everyone knows, so I’m going to lay it all out. Everyone hold your questions until I’m finished.”

      I search my brothers’ faces for any sign of disagreement before continuing.

      “I went in for arson. For the Malone’s bowling alley fiasco.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Steer mutters. “You fucking serious?”

      I glare at him to remind him of the no questions order I laid down.

      “Their case is shitty. The judge practically said so in court today. From what my lawyer said, arson is hard to prove anyway. Cops said they have a ‘witness’ who saw my bike near Malone’s the night of the fire.”

      “Well, we know that’s bullshit,” Hustler says.

      “Right. Of course, I couldn’t say that.” I place my hands on the table and lean forward. “We all know they’re more excited about who they’re prosecuting than what they’re prosecuting me for. Taking down the president of an outlaw club will make ‘em feel like their dicks got bigger overnight.”

      Everyone nods.

      “Doesn’t matter if I lit the match or not.”

      They nod again. Which is good. I need them to understand this fine point because I’m about to explain how I attempted to lay the blame at a dead brother’s feet. Yes, Shadow was a piece of shit who betrayed the club and lost his patch. Still, Lost Kings don’t snitch.

      “Murphy and I shared a cell.”

      “Aw, that’s sweet, Prez,” Jigsaw says.

      Murphy flips him off.

      I’d laugh, but I’m not feeling it at the moment.

      “I’m pretty sure they were listening to our conversations. Especially after they interrogated me and I told them Shadow went nomad and we haven’t heard from him since.”

      I wait a second to allow the information to soak in everyone’s brain.

      Steer finally claps his hands. “Good call, Prez. That’s perfect.”

      His endorsement will help everyone else come to terms with it.

      Jigsaw grins. “It is perfect. Once I got wind you were in for Malone’s, I paid Myra a visit again.”

      “Jesus, please tell me you haven’t hurt or terrorized that poor woman,” I say.

      By the expression on his face, I swear if Jigsaw had feelings, I just hurt them. “No, Prez. She wants to help out.”

      Since I’ve never met the chick and don’t trust anyone who would willingly marry Shadow, I raise an eyebrow. “And we trust her, why?”

      “Bro, Shadow did her real dirty. I don’t want to get into it, but besides all the hell he put her through, she thinks he took off with some chick and left her drowning in debt. I mentioned the club could help her with that if she’d talk to the cops.”

      “And tell them what?”

      “Well, first she filed a missing person’s report.”

      “While I was inside?”

      “Yup. Can’t come back on you.”

      Honestly, it won’t matter. Even though I never got my promised phone call, cops will make the argument Jigsaw pressured her at my request or some other bullshit. I don’t say any of that because the brother is trying to be pro-active and I don’t want to shit all over his plan. He’s only trying to help save my ass.

      “Cops are supposed to follow up with her in a couple days.” He shakes his head from side to side. “I’m thinking she needs to go into more detail. About how he confessed to her that he burned down Malone’s and was worried he’d get in trouble if the club found out he took a job doing something that wasn’t sanctioned.”

      I tap my fingers on the table, thinking that over. My gaze strays to Rock who shrugs, then Wrath and Teller, who both nod.

      “We can’t be anywhere near that,” I say. “Cops will say we pushed her to lie for us. She’s gonna need to be convincing when she explains why she didn’t tell them all of that when she filed the initial report.”

      “I’m working on it with her,” Jigsaw says. “Quietly.”

      “Working your dick in and out of her is more like it,” Hustler mutters.

      Jigsaw smirks. “Wrong, brother. It ain’t about that.”

      Rooster glares at Hustler. “We’re trying to get our prez clear of this bullshit. No time for fucking around.”

      “What’s the matter with you?” Suds groans.

      Hustler shrugs. “She’s cute.”

      I snap my fingers at him. “Don’t you get enough ass?”

      “No such thing, Prez.”

      “Keep her on task.” I point to Jigsaw. “Don’t let her go off on any tangents about Sway’s shooting or Shadow working with the Vipers. At best, they’ll think we obstructed their investigation. At worst, they’ll assume we offed Shadow. We want to draw them away from the club, not give them something new to investigate.”

      “Got it, Prez,” Jigsaw says. “He cashed a large check right before cleaning out their joint account too. So, that will give credibility to him disappearing. It’s why she’s so broke.”

      “Good. Sooner the better.” I pause and think about what he actually said. “Who was the check from?”

      “Don’t know. I’m thinking it was a payment from Malone.”

      “What’s she need?”

      “A couple grand or her house is about to go into foreclosure.”

      I nod to Hustler. “Do we have the funds to take care of that?” I glance around the table. “Why don’t we take a vote on it?”

      Rooster raises his hand. “Less than five grand, you don’t need a vote, Prez. We all know you’re not puttin’ the money in your personal piggy bank.”

      “Appreciate that.” I glance around the table, my gaze finally landing on Jigsaw. “It goes above five, bring it to the table.”

      “Will do, Prez.”

      “All right, Shadow disappearing with all his wife’s money should give the cops something solid to dig into.”

      Steer lets out a dark laugh. “They ain’t ever finding what’s left of Shadow’s carcass. So, he might as well be riding the wind nomad for all they’re ever gonna know.”

      “Amen, brother,” Rooster says.

      Teller raises his hand to grab my attention. “After she talks to the cops, Z needs to let his lawyer know. We don’t want them waiting until trial to drop the charges. Or putting her on the stand.”

      “Awww, look how helpful you are with the lawyer for an ol’ lady,” Rooster jokes.

      Teller flips him off. “Outlaw 101, asshole. Cops will fuck us any which way they can. Don’t need Charlotte to tell me that.”

      Rooster fake-salutes him and the two assholes end up laughing at each other.

      I wave my hands in the air to get their attention again. “Everyone, simmer down.” From the corner, Rock laughs at the borrowed expression he’s used on us thousands of times. I roll my eyes at him. “You don’t own that, brother.”

      He only laughs harder.

      Fucking assholes, every single one of my brothers. And I missed the shit out of them.

      “What’s next?”

      “Priest wants to talk to you,” Rooster says. “I got a secure burner all set up for you to make the call.”

      “All right. He give you anything?”

      “No, but I’m guessing he’s not real thrilled with us at the moment.”

      Take a number. I’m not thrilled with myself right now. Although, other than not being part of the club, I’m not sure how I could’ve avoided this current mess.

      “When’s he expecting the call?”

      “He said whenever you were ready.”

      “Fuck.” Probably should’ve done that first. Last thing I need is Priest to think I’m disrespecting him.
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      Not that I don’t trust Rooster, but I’m not feeling the love for anyone at the moment so I search my office quickly before sitting down to call Priest.

      “Yeah?” comes the gruff voice of our national president.

      “It’s me. Your problem child.”

      He blows that off with a laugh. “You’re the least of my concerns.”

      “It’s Z,” I remind him.

      “Yeah, asshole,” he grumbles over the line, as clear as if he was standing right in front of me. “I know who it is. I heard what’s up. You out?”

      “Don’t know for how long.”

      He’s silent, absorbing how serious this might be. “You do it?”

      “Fuck no.”

      “Another brother?”

      “Possibly. I’m not sure. We had a change in leadership recently.”

      “Heard about that.” He pauses. Probably looking for a tactful way to ask if we put Shadow to ground. “He go nomad?”

      “Yup.”

      “Should we be looking for him before the cops find him?”

      “Probably.”

      “All right.” He’s quiet again and I wait for what’s next. “You got my full support, Z. But you understand why I can’t be up there now, right?”

      Of course I do. If I do go down for this arson, the club will want to distance themselves. Say I acted alone. Otherwise, the government might come in and try to make a RICO case that all of our clubs across the country were involved somehow. Weak? Sure. Doesn’t mean they won’t try it. Several clubs have been through that bullshit. We always manage to stay clear and want to keep it that way. Not to mention if he has to come run a charter every time someone goes to jail, he’d have to close down a hell of a lot of clubs.

      “Yeah, Prez. I understand.”

      “You need anything, though, don’t be afraid to reach out.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Rooster’s your new VP?”

      “Yes, sir. I think he’ll be a good fit. He’s been vital to helping the club through this difficult transition.”

      “Good. Good. How’s Sway?”

      “Better last I saw him. I just made bail today. Planning to go see him next.”

      “All right. Give him my best.”

      “Will do.”

      I hang up, not feeling much more reassured than before I made the phone call. But at least Priest won’t be showing up on our doorstep any time soon.
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      Damn, it’s exhausting getting out of jail. I didn’t spend nearly enough time with my family and I still need to go talk to Sway.

      “Want to visit Sway with me?” I ask Rooster. Better let Sway get used to Rooster being VP now. Fuck knows, Rooster’s done more in a couple weeks to earn his job than Shadow did in his whole miserable life.

      “Yeah, brother.”

      We ride over alone. I’m careful to pay attention to the speed limit and everything else on the way. Don’t want to give the cops any excuses to toss me back inside.

      We find spots near the entrance and make our way to Sway’s room.

      Tawny’s sitting with Sway. From what I’ve heard, she’s been here all day every day. I’d love to be a cynical dick about it, but whatever. If they’re working out their issues, great.

      “I’ll leave you boys alone.” She sways her hips over to Rooster and plants a bordering-on-creepy kiss on his cheek, then mine. “Go easy. He needs his rest,” she warns us before strutting out the door.

      Sway watches her go with a doofy smile on his face. “Who knew hospital handjobs could be so much fun?” he quips when she’s gone.

      Christ.

      “More than I needed to know, brother,” Rooster says.

      “More than anyone ever needs to know,” I add.

      “Fuck off. You know what I’m talking about.”

      “Things are good?” I hold up a hand. “Besides getting jacked off?”

      He grins. “Things are looking up.” His words come out a bit slurred and he shakes his head. “Still having issues with speech therapy, but it’s not like I was gifted in that area before, right?”

      Nothing like getting shot to humble a man. “I don’t know. You sure run your mouth enough.”

      Not insulted, he laughs for a minute or two, then turns serious. “Heard you were inside. What’s going on?”

      I glance at Rooster who nods. Guess he gave Sway a head’s up, but not the whole story.

      I pull one of the chairs closer to Sway’s bed and give him the details.

      “Fucking Malone. He was always a pain in my ass.”

      I’m not here to debate that or ask him why he kept working with DeLova if it caused him so much trouble. “Who are you close to in law enforcement around here?”

      “Fuck, Z. Used to be the Union County sheriff, but he retired last year. His replacement is no fan of ours.”

      “What about Union City PD?”

      “Got a few guys I can get information from, but no one high up.”

      My stare must be saying a thousand words. How the fuck do you run an MC without a few friends in strategic places?

      “I don’t have the connections Rock’s always had,” he says.

      The bitterness in his tone isn’t lost on me but I try hard not to roll my eyes at the piss-poor excuse.

      “Why you think I’ve been trying to move us to the porn stuff?” he insists.

      “Well, the cops got a hard-on for us now. So, what else were you up to with DeLova?”

      “Pickups. Protection. Running supplies from outside the city up to the Demons. That’s it. Nothing local should give a shit about.” He stops and seems to think harder. “Call DeLova. He’s got juice everywhere.”

      “I’d rather not ask that prick for any favors.” No fucking way do I want to be indebted to DeLova for anything. I’d rather pin my hopes that Jigsaw can help Shadow’s wife put on a convincing performance.

      “We’re working another angle,” Rooster says.

      “If it doesn’t pan out, I’ll talk to DeLova,” I promise. I probably won’t have a choice.

      “DeLova must’ve gotten paid. If Malone really burned it down for the insurance money. Probably got paid and put Malone to ground.”

      “I don’t know if the insurance would’ve paid out if there was an open arson investigation.”

      “True. Let me call my guy and see what I can find out. You may have to meet with him.” Sway clenches his fists. “Shoulda had you do that right away.”

      “Easy, brother. You’ve been a little preoccupied.” Christ, last thing I want is Sway feeling guilty about this. The guy did take a bullet to the head. I think he’s suffered enough.

      Sway nods absently. He’s already looking exhausted and I probably pushed him farther than I should’ve, considering his condition.

      “Right now, everything’s good, brother.” I strive for an upbeat tone. “I’m out on bail. No conditions were set other than I show up for all court appearances and don’t leave the state. Talked to Priest this morning and he’s not coming up.”

      “Thank fuck,” Sway mutters. “I’ll call my guy, Trey. We usually meet at the junkyard out on West Parkway.”

      “All the way out there?” Rooster asks.

      Sway shoots a glare at him. “Where would you suggest? Downtown Union? In front of the Police Department?”

      “No, brother. Shadow go to those meets with you?”

      “Never,” Sway says. “I’ll let Trey know you’re both coming to this one.” Sway reaches for a pen and scribbles down the address, phone number, and a dollar amount.

      “You behind on payments?” I ask.

      “Probably.”

      That’s just fucking great. I bury my irritation and pat Sway’s shoulder. “Thanks, brother.”

      “That’s Tawny’s number. I’ll have her text you with a time.”

      “All right.” I think I’ve gotten as much as I can out of Sway. Time to let him rest. “You take it easy. I’ll keep you updated.”

      “Appreciate it, Z.” His gaze lands on Rooster. “You too. Always knew you were meant to be an officer.”

      “Thanks, brother,” Rooster grabs Sway’s outstretched hand.

      In the hallway, we run into Tawny. Sure, now that she’s back it doesn’t seem she’ll be more than a few feet away from Sway’s side.

      “How you doing, sweetheart?” I ask.

      “Hanging in there.” She taps my cut, more specifically the president’s patch. “You look good in this.”

      “Not planning to stay, Tawny. The job’s waiting for him when he’s ready.”

      She tilts her head. “You sure about that? Rock’s gonna die at the head of that table. Unless you want to move out west, this might be the only chance you have to run a club.”

      Fuck her and fuck everyone who keeps assuming I even want to run my own club. She’s a brother’s wife, though, so I try to keep my temper in check. “I was perfectly happy as VP upstate, Tawny. I’m just here to help out.”

      “Well, we appreciate it, Z.” Her gaze shoots to Rooster. “Although, I see you’ve already made changes.”

      “Necessary changes,” I growl. She’s treading too close to club business that doesn’t concern her.

      I’m not one to get snarly with old ladies, or hell, women in general. Always been a lover, not a fighter. But fuck if Tawny’s going to tell me how to run the club that her husband’s been fucking up for years.

      Enough menace radiates off me that she puts her hands up and takes a step back. “Rooster will be a good VP. Better than Shadow ever was. You made the right call.”

      “Thanks,” I answer with a healthy dose of I-don’t-give-a-fuck-about-your-opinion.

      “I better get back in there, or he’ll wonder where I ran off to.”

      We say our awkward goodbyes and I wait until she’s back inside the room before storming away.

      Outside, Rooster bursts into laughter. “Christ, she’s always been a ballsy bitch.”

      “Knew that mousy act she put on when she came back was fake as fuck.” I throw a scowl at the building we just left. “She’ll be back to queen bitch on wheels in no time.”

      Rooster shrugs. “I’m sure Lilly can put her in her place.”

      I don’t want Lilly to have to deal with any of that petty bullshit. Upstate, where Lilly is friends with all the other old ladies, is where we belong.

      Irritated again, I cram my helmet on and barely wait for Rooster to catch up before roaring out of the parking lot.
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      We’re almost at the clubhouse when the text from Tawny comes in. The meet’s in less than an hour. Annoyed I have so little time to prepare, I pull into the first parking lot I see and Rooster follows.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I show him the text.

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah.” I nod to the store. “I don’t think I’ll be able to pull enough out of their ATM in time.”

      “Shit.” He yanks out his phone. “I’ll call Hustler and ask him to meet us with some cash. We probably shouldn’t go in alone anyway.”

      Good point. “Call Jigsaw too.”

      While he’s busy doing that, I send a text to Teller and Murphy asking them to join our little party. Strength in numbers and all that. Not that I want to spook this cop, but I also don’t want him thinking he can fuck with me because I’m new.

      Less than half an hour later, the four of them rumble into the parking lot. I wait for them to shut down their bikes before signaling for everyone to follow me to a secluded area behind the store.

      “What’s going on, Z?” Teller asks.

      I nod at Hustler before answering. “Bring the money?”

      He taps his chest. “Right here. Envelope of Benjamins. That okay?”

      “That’s fine.” I motion for him to hand it over and quickly count out one payment, then hand the rest back to Hustler. “We’ll see how much of an asshole this guy is before I hand over the rest.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I fill Teller and Murphy in. “Sorry, brother. I probably shouldn’t have asked, since you just got out.”

      Murphy shrugs off my concern. “I go where you go, brother. Let’s do this.”

      “Hopefully, it’s smooth and the guy isn’t a prick.”

      Jigsaw snorts. “Show me a cop who isn’t an asshole.”

      “I think it’s a basic requirement,” Hustler adds.

      “Let’s leave that attitude here,” I warn. “We’re not fans of each other, but let’s at least pretend we respect the guy until he gives us a reason not to.”

      I wait until I have everyone’s agreement before signaling it’s time to go.

      We cruise past the junkyard and execute a lazy U-turn at the end of the road. It’s deserted. Far from any houses or other businesses. Perfect spot for this sort of meet-up. Especially if they were regular.

      The gate’s open and we park right inside. A massive Rottweiler hurtles toward us. While the rest of the guys back up, I go down on one knee and call the dog to me.

      Startled, the dog blinks and approaches me slower, sniffs my outstretched hand, and gives me his rump to scratch. “Good boy, huh? Good guard dog?”

      “I don’t know about that,” Rooster jokes.

      “Ignore him, boy.” I scratch his chin and behind his ears. “Who else is here? Anyone?”

      The rottie eyes my brothers but finally trots off toward the building. We follow and around the corner spot a Union Police vehicle.

      The officer steps out. He’s alone and doesn’t seem pleased to see a whole pack of us.

      His hand grazes his gun and I mutter to the guys to back off. Holding my hands out, I walk closer. “Sway said this was a good time to meet?”

      Still wary, his gaze ping-pongs between me and the brothers behind me. “Yeah. What’s going on? Usually, we met alone.”

      “He didn’t mention that.” I won’t apologize, but I hold out my hand. “I’m Z. Taking over for Sway as president while he’s recovering.”

      We shake and he nods. “Yeah, that was fucked up what happened to him. How’s he doing?”

      “Better.” I motion Rooster to come forward. “Rooster’s our new VP. Not sure how often you interacted with Shadow, but—”

      Trey sneers. “Someone shoot him too?”

      “Nah, he took off. Going nomad for a while.” I shrug. “Not the best time for it, but can’t really stop a brother from chasing wind, you know?”

      He grunts. “You’re probably better off.”

      If you’d like to pass that story along to your cop buddies, be my guest.

      On the take or not, I have no illusions that whatever I share with this guy won’t go straight into a file somewhere. We’re not friends. An arrangement between any outlaw and cop is always tricky. Each side only there to advance their own interests.

      “So, what’s new?” I ask, unsure of how Sway usually conducts these exchanges.

      He stares at me for a minute. “You’re the one out on bail, right?”

      “Yeah,” I answer slowly.

      “I don’t know anything about your case. Sheriff’s office is conducting it.”

      I already knew that.

      “They got a stick up their asses lately about cooperating with city cops.”

      Can’t imagine why.

      “From what I heard, someone on the force has a sister who used to party at your clubhouse.”

      “Really?” This trip might not be a waste of time after all. “Got a name?”

      “No, it’s just a rumor. She was out of town, traveling for a while. Hooked up with a lot of MCs around the country.”

      “Big rumor.”

      He shrugs. “Not sure it’s connected. But I thought I’d mention it.”

      There’s more he’s not telling me, but I don’t want to push him too far since this is our first meeting. First thing I’ll do when we get back to the clubhouse is start having Steer run background on all the girls who hang out at our club.

      “Any word on Sway’s shooting?” Shit, while I’m here, I should at least look like I don’t know who pulled the trigger.

      “Nothing. Couple officers have a theory the wife did it since no one’s seen her.”

      As much as I’d enjoy shoving Tawny into the cops’ radar, I can’t do it. Yeah, she’s a pain in the ass, but she’s still the wife of a brother. “Nah, she’s volatile, but she loves his ass. She’s been by his side the last few times I visited.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Really?”

      “Yeah.” I don’t bother mentioning that Sway asked her to go into hiding if anything ever happened. That’s delving too far into personal club business. If Sway wants to tell the cops that story, that’s his call. “Anything else?”

      “There’ll be a sobriety check Friday night on Route 22.”

      Christ, is this the kind of worthless information Sway pays this guy for?

      “Okay.” I nod to Hustler who pulls out the envelope.

      Trey holds out his grubby, grabby hands for the envelope and stuffs it in his pocket without counting the bills. He doesn’t ask for any missing payments, so I don’t offer them.

      “So, what’s your arrangement with Sway?”

      “We do this once a week. If I hear of anything important before that, I send him a text and we meet here or at the pawn shop if it’s really urgent.”

      Can’t help wondering what the hell he and Sway consider “really urgent” but I’m not about to waste time asking.

      I hold out my hand again. “All right. Same place, same time, next week, then?” I gesture toward Rooster. “You okay with him joining us?”

      “Yeah, whatever you want.”

      This is almost too easy.

      While he might not have a lot of juice right now, I can see this guy being molded into something of value for the future.
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      “You fucking serious, Prez?”

      The only reason I haven’t reached over the table and throat-punched Steer is that it’s the first time he’s given me lip. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      “You know how many girls come in and out of here? How am I supposed to keep track of ‘em all?” he bitches.

      Wrath does it.

      I don’t say that because it’s unfair. We’ve always been cautious about who we allowed at the upstate clubhouse because it’s so secluded and because our grow-op is downstairs. Almost everyone who comes through our gates gets checked out ahead of time.

      The way Sway’s club is set up, I can understand why they don’t bother. Not that far from the highway. Most of the brothers don’t live here round the clock. No grow-op to worry about getting raided by the cops or robbed by rival gangs.

      “Think. Anyone not been around much lately?”

      “How the fuck should I know?”

      Now he’s just pissing me off. “You’re the SAA. It’s kinda your job.”

      “Pussy is pussy.”

      “So, some cop’s sister wants to hang here and we’re just, what? Cool with that?”

      It finally seems to sink in.

      “Got some information,” I continue before he opens his mouth. “Don’t know if it has anything to do with my case, but one of the clubgirls might have a cop brother.”

      “Fuck,” he mutters.

      “Yeah, fuck.” I slap the table with my palm and turn to the rest of the brothers. “That’s it. Sway’s guy didn’t have much more information for me.” I’d already relayed the sobriety checkpoint info when we first sat down.

      I made an executive decision on the way back to the clubhouse. No more secrecy. No more cloak-and-dagger bullshit hidden from the brothers. Either I trust them or I don’t.

      “Thanks, Z,” Tiny says.

      Yeah, I’m still not his biggest fan, but all brothers are being treated equally until they give me a reason not to from now on.

      Did I give everyone the name of Sway’s dirty cop and details about our meet-up? Fuck no. Not information they all need to have. But Rooster, Jigsaw, and Hustler all have that information now. So at least if anything happens to me, they won’t be flying blind. If Sway doesn’t like it, he can fuck off.

      I end our meeting and signal Murphy to join me at the head of the table.

      “What’s up, Z?”

      “How well do you know Serena?”

      “Are you fucking kidding?” he growls.

      “What do you know about her? Like her family. She got any brothers in law enforcement?”

      He glares at me for another second or two. “Not that I remember. Doesn’t have a lot of family. Always figured that’s why she liked hanging out around the MC.”

      “All right.”

      He blows out a breath and glances over his shoulder. “I heard what Trey told you. I don’t think it’s Serena.”

      “After that last scene with Shadow, she might be pretty pissed. She hasn’t been back since.”

      “Yeah, but you took care of it.” He shakes his head. “She’s really not like that. Even when I pissed her off, she never tried to burn me. And she could have that time with Bull.” He glances over his shoulder again.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t tell your brother-in-law.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “You don’t think it’s possible she got fucked over by one too many Lost Kings and might have turned on us?”

      Now he just looks miserable. “I guess. Despite what you seem to think, I don’t know her that well. Everyone has their breaking point. But why go after you? You protected her. Why not say it was my bike she saw leaving Malone’s? At least she actually knows what it looks like.”

      “Good point.”

      “Who have you fucked over?” he asks a little too smug for my taste. “It’s only recent you wifed up. Got a way longer trail of heartbreak behind you than I ever did.”

      While he has a point, I don’t care for the reminder. “Careful about turning those tables, little brother.”

      “So, you can bust my ass about someone I’ve barely even talked to in the last couple years? But I can’t ask you to consider the same?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Whatever.” He gestures toward the door. “Why don’t you ask Lilly? She seems to get along with some of the girls.”

      Good idea.

      “Is everything okay?” Lilly asks when I storm out of the chapel.

      “Better now.” I lean down and kiss her forehead. “Where’s the little guy?”

      “Out back with Heidi and Alexa.”

      I steer her toward the bar where one of the girls—Lala?—is already busy pouring drinks.

      Once we’re alone in our favorite corner, I lean into Lilly. “I gotta ask you a few questions.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “I assumed you had something else in mind.”

      The corners of my mouth twitch. “Definitely, but first, this.”

      “Shoot.”

      I glance sideways, making sure Lala isn’t hovering. No reason for any club girl to think we see them as more than decoration or a fuck right now. “Any club girls you don’t trust? Or been acting funny. Think back. I don’t mean just recently.”

      She snorts. “I don’t have to think hard on it, Z. Although, Angie might have better information for you. She deals with them more than I do.”

      “Okay, so who came to mind?”

      “Two girls. Josey and Sasha. Although Josey’s really the only mouthy, entitled one.” Her cheeks redden. “A former fling of yours?”

      Fuck, is she? The name doesn’t ring a bell, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. “I don’t recognize the name.”

      She rolls her eyes, correctly interpreting my non-answer. “Well, she was super-pissy when I explained you’re no longer open for business. She stomped out of here.”

      It’s twisted, but I fucking love how possessive Lilly is.  “Wish I’d seen that.”

      “What?”

      “You.” I lean in and kiss her neck. “Explaining in no uncertain terms that I’m your man.”

      She grumbles at me but kisses me back. “She also gave me lip at Murphy’s welcome home party but he told her to fuck off and that was the end of it.”

      Well, now I feel bad for giving Murphy such a hard time. “She tell you anything about her family? Anything like that?”

      Lilly gives me a wide-eyed are-you-fucking-high face. “No.”

      She motions with her hand for Lala to join us. “How well do you know Josey?” Lilly asks.

      Lala blinks at us. “Not that well. Sasha and her are best friends, though. I think Josey only started showing up at parties here because of Sasha but I might have that backwards.”

      “Josey party with a lot of other MCs?” I ask.

      Now poor Lala looks completely terrified. “I, uh, she used to brag she’d visited the other LOKI charters, especially the one out in Washington.” Her gaze darts to Lilly and back to me. “Claimed she knew you from out there. I don’t remember her talking about any other MCs, though.”

      Since I haven’t spent more than a couple days at our Washington charter over the last ten years, I feel comfortable saying Josey’s full of shit. But what an easy cover for getting into one of our parties. Say she knows a brother and rattles off one of our other charters. Just enough to sound legit. Normally, talking about a brother or club in such a familiar way can get your ass kicked, but when it’s a pretty girl offering to suck your dick, I can see a lot of guys around here letting it slide.

      “Is she attractive?” I ask Lilly.

      The fire flashing in her eyes makes me wish I’d asked in a different way. “If you’re into the trampy, heroin-chic, mallrat look, then I guess so.”

      “Hey, I’m not asking because it’s personal. I’m trying to work out some information I was given.”

      Her anger seems to dial down to a simmer and, finally, she shrugs. “I wish I could tell you more, but I’ve only had limited contact with her.”

      I call Lala over again. “You got Josey’s number?”

      “No, but I have Sasha’s.”

      “Call her and tell her there’s a big party going on this weekend and to bring as many friends as she can round up. Don’t mention Josey specifically unless she mentions her first. Can I trust you to do that for me?”

      “Yes! Absolutely, Z. Uh, I mean, Prez.”

      “Z’s fine, sweetheart.” I flash a smile at her and she struts away.

      Lilly’s waiting with a barely-patient expression. “Z’s fine, sweetheart,” she mimics.

      I roll my eyes at her. “Are you seriously jealous?”

      “Nope.” She taps my chest. “I told you. I don’t do jealous.”

      “Good, because if you think I see anyone else in this room or want anyone else in this room besides you, you’re fucking nuts.”

      Her expression softens and she presses her palm to my chest. “Keep talking.”
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      Tomorrow, we’re supposed to head to the upstate clubhouse for a celebration in Z’s honor. Today, I feel like crap and just want to hide under the covers.

      “What’s wrong, Siren? You’re pale as fuck.” Z steps out of the bathroom and sweeps his gaze over me. “You in pain?”

      My cheeks heat. How is this man always so damn perceptive? Not a lot embarrasses me anymore, but I can’t remember ever discussing such intimate details with a boyfriend. “Cramps,” I finally mumble when he sits down next to me on the bed.

      His face falls and I playfully slap his leg. “You can survive a few days without sex.”

      He smirks. “It’s cute you think that’ll stop me from fucking you.”

      “Uh, okay then.” He can’t be serious. I sit up and put my back to the headboard. “What’s with the disappointed face, then?”

      He shifts, inching closer to me. After raining a few soft kisses over my exposed shoulder, he whispers, “I’ve filled you with so much cum lately, I was hoping I knocked you up by now.”

      His dirty words send sparks of desire firing inside me. Still, I can’t help ruining the moment. “You think now…with everything going on, that’s a good idea?”

      The playful look on his face vanishes and I wish I’d kept my mouth shut. But he’s not mad. More thoughtful. He takes my hands in his, staring down at them for a few seconds. “Probably not. I can’t stand for you to go through that alone again. Although,” he meets my eyes and I get a little lost in their deep blue depths, “even if things don’t go…my way, you wouldn’t really be alone this time.”

      “No,” I whisper. “Everyone made that clear while you were…” My voice trails off because I can’t bear to say any version of locked up, in jail, behind bars. None of it.

      “Why don’t you go back to sleep and I’ll get little man up and ready for the day.”

      “Thank you.”

      He rests his hands on my belly. “Or,” he says in a low, rumbling voice, “is there something else I can do to make you feel better?” His lips brush my earlobe, the sensation a bolt of lightning to my nipples.

      “I already took some Advil.”

      He moves my hand to the rock-hard bulge behind his fly. “I had a more holistic approach in mind.”

      This man. “Holistic, huh?”

      “Uh-huh.” He stands and takes my hand, tugging me out of bed. “You, me, a hot shower and a couple of orgasms, I bet you’ll feel much better.”

      I’m not even sure what to say, but I like the way my man thinks.

      I’m one lucky bitch.
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      With the amount of parties I’m expected to attend, it’s a good thing I don’t have a job at the moment.

      “Being my old lady is your job right now,” Z assures me when I voice that concern.

      I shoot a glare at him. “Ten years ago, I would’ve stabbed you for saying that.”

      “God you’re fucking hot.” He reaches for me and I step away.

      It’s hard to admit what’s really bothering me. “It almost feels wrong to celebrate when we still have these charges looming, Z.”

      His playfulness vanishes, replaced with pure devotion. “I can’t tell you how much better it feels to have you say ‘we’.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I know you are. We’re going to get through it. Right now, I’m out and things look good according to my attorney, so let’s try to enjoy the day.”

      “Are you sure I shouldn’t go down early to help Charlotte out? I feel kind of useless.”

      “They invited us. Rock and I thought it would be a good idea for the two charters to mingle more.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t before.”

      Z pauses and runs his hand over his chin. “We did, but it was always a little tense. The way Sway’s club formed, there’s always been some lingering animosity between us.”

      “Well, from what I’ve heard and the few times I met him, Sway seems different from you guys. In a lot of ways. I’m guessing that’s why the clubs splintered?”

      “Sort of.”

      That’s all I’ll get out of Z about “club business” which is fine. I don’t need a lesson in Lost Kings MC ancient history. If it’s something Z thinks will impact me, he’ll let me know. “Well, I’ll still stick around and help Charlotte clean up.”

      “I’m sure she’ll appreciate that.” He leans in to kiss me. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. I’m excited to get out and see everyone. With you. As good as everyone treated me, I felt incomplete without you.”

      “Come here.” He pulls me closer. “I know all of this has been rough and I’m sorry. But I’m so fuckin’ happy you’re still here.”

      I can’t help but wrap my arms around him and rest my cheek against his chest. “There isn’t anywhere else I’d rather be. We’ll get through this, Z.”

      “I still want to go to California with you and help you pack up your place.”

      “Oh, shit. I forgot all about it, honestly. I should probably give the landlord a call.”

      “You need money? This is my fault it’s taking so long for you to get back.”

      “I’ve got it covered for now, but I’ll let you know.”

      He squeezes his eyes shut for a second and either laughs or breathes a sigh of relief. “Thank fuck. Thought you were going to bite my head off and tell me you can take care of your own shit.”

      I’d be mildly insulted, except that a couple years ago, that’s probably exactly what my reaction would’ve been. “Nope. We’re in this together, Z.”

      “As soon as this is dropped, I’ll be able to go with you. If it drags on…”

      “Then we’ll figure it out. Don’t stress about it now, please? We’re supposed to relax and have a good time with everyone. You can fret about everything on Monday.”

      He touches his forehead to mine, still staring into my eyes. “You’re what I’ve needed in my life for so long.”

      “I don’t know if old Lilly would’ve been as beneficial to you.”

      He draws back. “Why do you say that?”

      “Back then, I wasted a lot of time worrying about the wrong things. How other people saw me. Pleasing my parents because I felt guilty for moving out when I was younger.”

      “They tried to marry you off like it was the middle ages.”

      “I didn’t say it was rational.” I shrug. “I had it drilled into me to respect my parents and elders forever. Most of my rebellious streaks got squashed quick. So, even though I know I made the right call, the guilt lingered.”

      “I understand. It’s hard to give up on the people you’re supposed to love the most. But when all they do is cause you harm, sometimes you have to let them go.”

      “Thank you.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “For?”

      “Not judging me. You make me feel like I can tell you anything and you’ll take my side.”

      “That’s because I will.”
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      “Are you upset we had to take the truck?” Lilly asks, glancing in the back at Chance. “We could’ve followed you.”

      I reach over and squeeze her leg. “I feel like we missed enough time together while I was inside. I want to talk to you.”

      She rests her hand over mine. “So, you don’t miss your bike?”

      “Real story? Sure. First time I was ever on a motorcycle, it allowed me to experience true freedom. Nothing else in the world like it.”

      “I can understand that. How old were you?”

      “Fourteen? Fifteen? Can’t remember. A friend of my dad’s let me mess around with his old Harley.”

      “Your dad didn’t ride?”

      “Hell no. He thought that was beneath him.”

      “Hmm…sounds like my family. I take it he’s not proud that your president of a motorcycle club?”

      I snort and then full-out laugh. “That would be a no. I’m pretty sure he tells people he only has two sons now and that’s fine with me.”

      Lilly makes an irritated humming sound, like she’s pissed on my behalf but doesn’t want to talk about anything unpleasant today. “Go on.”

      “I had this old piece of shit BMX bicycle I loved when I was a kid. Pedaled that thing all over my neighborhood. Got into lots of trouble.”

      “Romancing the neighborhood girls?”

      I can’t help laughing. “Yeah, probably. Worked my ass off from the time I was tall enough to push a mower for my dad’s landscaping business, though. Needed to blow off steam. He thought having children meant free labor.”

      “So, you were a horny, but rebellious and driven teenager.”

      “Hell yeah, I was.”

      “How’d you come up with the money for a motorcycle?”

      I glance over and grin. “I had my own side-hustle. My father’s company mostly had large commercial contracts—”

      “How’d he get away with child labor?”

      I shrug. “People looked the other way. Not so sure he wouldn’t be questioned about it now, but back then no one said anything.”

      “Go on.”

      “He didn’t waste time with small residential contracts. So, on my off hours, I’d “borrow” his equipment and mow all the neighbors’ yards for cash.”

      “Wow. You must’ve been exhausted.”

      “I didn’t care. I wanted out from under his thumb and that was the only way I could figure to do it. My lazy-ass brothers would just go home and play video games, but I’d keep on working until the sun went down.”

      “So, you saved up and let me guess, your first purchase was a motorcycle.”

      “Yup. Even better than a BMX. You could go a fuck lot faster and farther.” I laugh at what a dumbass teenager I was. “I didn’t stop to consider that a motorcycle I only paid a couple hundred bucks for probably wasn’t in the best condition. Broke down in Empire.”

      “Ouch. And I’m guessing you didn’t want to call your dad?”

      “Hell no. He threatened to kick me out when I brought ‘that piece of shit’ into his driveway.”

      “What’d you do?”

      “That’s how I met Rock. He stopped to help me out.”

      “Really?”

      “Bikers aren’t all surly bastards. We stop and help out one another all the time. I must’ve looked extra pathetic, though. Rock helped me fix it. Taught me to ride properly. Helped me get my license.”

      “You were driving without a motorcycle license?”

      “Why do you sound so shocked? Outlaw, baby.” I glance over and catch her laughing.

      “Right, sorry. I forgot for a minute. So, then you joined the club?”

      “Not right away. He started bringing me around the club. Had to hang around for a while before they’d even let me prospect. Prove I was trustworthy. Could keep my mouth shut and be loyal.”

      “I take it you passed with flying colors.”

      “Eventually. Found a better family than the one I’d been born into. Grinder, Lucky, Rock, Wrath—”

      “Wait, I think you’ve mentioned Grinder, but who’s Lucky?”

      Shit. I wish I hadn’t brought him up. So many bad memories of a good brother who died way too young. Maybe it’s running Sway’s club that’s fucking with my head. Bringing up old memories of events that almost destroyed our club. “He was an officer when I started prospecting and patched-in. He died. It’s a long story.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Club life only works when there’s an established set of rules. All the brothers have to accept and commit to those rules.”

      “I get that. It’s not about one individual, it’s about the club as a whole, right?”

      “Exactly.” And from what I can tell, Sway seemed to forget that over time. I was busy in the early days helping to rebuild the upstate charter, so I can’t say whether it was money or power that fucked Sway up, but somewhere along the way he stopped putting the brotherhood first.

      “We’re a circle and depend on every brother to watch our backs. Loyalty to the brotherhood has to come first.”

      “Then leadership and loyalty are everything to a president running a club like yours,” she says quietly.

      “That bonding and brotherhood is what allows us to come close to true freedom.”

      “Is it really free, though, if you have so many rules to follow for the club?”

      She’s not asking to be argumentative. I sense she genuinely wants to understand this life I’m pulling her into. It’s only fair I give her honest answers. “You have to give up some things in order to be free. It’s the only way a brotherhood like ours works. Not many men can do it. Their egos stop them. Or their fears hold them back. But when it all comes together, it’s a true family.”

      “Wow.” Lilly shakes her head. “There aren’t a lot of people who can say that.”

      “I know. That’s why we guard what we have so zealously. It’s not just because we’re a pack of testosterone-inflated cavemen.”

      She laughs.

      “Well, maybe a little bit of that.” I wink at her.

      “What else do you need?”

      “A good woman by my side. Not every club sees the value in that, I’ll be honest. But we do. And by we, I mean upstate. That was part of what drove the two charters apart.”

      “Ah, it all makes sense now.”

      “Women are an asset to the club. Valued.”

      She’s quiet for a few seconds. “I’ve witnessed that over and over. The way Rock is with Hope. The respect Wrath has for Trinity. That first opened my eyes that maybe this club stuff wasn’t as bad as I thought.”

      “Well, I’ll have to thank them for that then.”

      
        
        Lilly

      

      

      The heart-to-heart with Z on the way up here lingers like a warm, fuzzy blanket wrapped around me. It helps me understand why he’s so willing to do anything for the club. Not that I ever had any illusions he’d leave the club for me or anything else. Nor would I ever ask him to.

      So many motorcycles are lined up along the side of Teller’s driveway, I start wondering if he’s opened up a shop. Then I spot Hope’s car and tucked farther down by the shed, Heidi’s.

      “Kids ruin all your fun, huh?”

      “Nah, I’m guessing Rock and Murphy rode down early this morning to help Teller set up the place. And by set up the place I mean, Teller and Murphy bickered like children and Rock had to threaten them with violence to shut them up and get some work done.”

      Laughter pours out of me, because I’d certainly witnessed one or two situations like that when Rock stayed at the house with us.

      Chance wakes up when the truck stops and Carter meets us, holding Alexa in his arms.

      “Illy!” Alexa yells and holds out her arms. My heart melts. She’s such a sweetheart. Before spending so much time with her, I didn’t think I even liked any other children except Chance. I realize I’ve missed her and take her from Carter for a second.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Thickens!” She points to a corner of the yard with a little house and fencing around it.

      “Teller has some hens,” Carter explains.

      I start laughing. “Better keep Rooster away from them.”

      “He’s already been told he’s not allowed in there.” Carter laughs. He leans into the open door. “Hey, buddy. You coming out?”

      Z holds out his hand to Carter and pulls him in, slapping him on the back. “Good to see you, kid.”

      Chance is more than happy to take off with Carter and Alexa.

      We make our way over to the heart of the party slowly. Z introduces me to a brother who I’m pretty sure I’ve met before, Bricks and his girlfriend Winter. Their kids are slightly older but don’t seem annoyed about hanging out with the little guys.

      “Welcome home, Z,” Bricks gives him a hearty hug and back slap. “Had us worried for a minute.”

      “Had myself worried, brother. Not out of the woods yet, but it’s good to be out.”

      “You’ll beat this.”

      That seems to be the theme of the party. Everyone’s upbeat and positive. It honestly helps me have a better outlook about the situation. I won’t lose Z. I can’t. It’s not an option.

      I spot Charlotte by the house. “I’m going to see if she needs help.”

      I finally track her down in the kitchen.

      “Oh my God, I’m a mess today.” She laughs and hefts a cooler full of cans of soda. “Can you grab the door?”

      “Do you want help?”

      “I’ve got it.” She jerks her head at the slender girl mixing salads on the counter. “Maybe help Swan.”

      “Hey, Swan.” I’m pretty sure I’ve met her before. “I haven’t seen much of you lately.”

      She gives me a soft smile. “I’ve been around. Trying to stay out of the old ladies way once…never mind. Hi, Lilly. It’s good to see you again.”

      Hmm, I have a feeling she’s trying to respectfully tell me she’s slept with Z at some point. Since it’s obviously in the past and she’s not a bitch about it, I really don’t care. Nor do I want details.

      “You’ve been part of the club, for a while, right?”

      Her smile turns a little more wry. “I’m sure you’ve noticed they don’t have female members.”

      I laugh because I remember having this discussion with Z years ago. Damn, I like this chick. “I mean, you’ve been hanging out at the clubhouse for a couple of years, right?”

      “I take care of the house. Cook for the guys.” Her cheeks turn pink. “I dance at Crystal Ball too, but I’m trying to retire.”

      “Been there. It’s not easy to give it up when you’re making good money.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh, I didn’t realize. That’s not how you and Z met though, right?” She hands me a bowl of macaroni salad and picks up her a tray, motioning for me to follow her outside.

      “My dancing days were long over by then.” At least it’s not awkward talking about this with her. “I met him when Rock and Hope first hooked up.”

      “Aw.” She sighs. “That’s sweet.”

      “Hope says you teach yoga too, right?” I ask after we set everything out on the table.

      Finally, her nervousness seems to vanish. She straightens up and gives me a more genuine smile. “Yup. Most MCs would make me keep dancing until my nipples were at my knees, you know?”

      “Uh, I guess.”

      “I mean, Z says he doesn’t want me to leave and Dex gives me a hard time about abandoning the club, but they also give me whatever time off I need and paid for my training.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      “Wrath added yoga classes to Furious too. He said he always planned to have them, but he gave me first dibs on teaching and setting up the schedule.”

      “You’re the one interviewing any other teachers from what I’ve heard too,” Trinity adds, joining us.

      “I have someone in mind who’s moving here from Texas. I’m hoping winter time doesn’t scare her away. She’s really good.”

      “You’re the one I’m supposed to talk to about yoga,” a dark-haired girl I haven’t met yet says to Swan.

      “Sorry. My best friend has no manners.” Charlotte turns her friend in my direction. “Mercy, this is Lilly. Lilly, my friend, Mercy. You’ve met Trinity. And, yes, this is Swan, our yoga guru.”

      The girl actually looks familiar, but I can’t quite place her

      Swan blushes again. “I don’t know about guru, but yes, I teach.”

      “Excellent.” Mercy rubs her hands together. “Charlotte swears it will improve my sex life.”

      “Sweet Jesus, that’s not what I said.” Charlotte rolls her eyes.

      As if they have radar for the word sex, some of Z’s brothers focus on us. “What’s that one pose you do that’s so hot, Swan?” Ravage asks.

      Swan rolls her eyes and laughs. “Cat-cow?”

      “No, the one that should be called dick-in-pussy.”

      Z slaps him. “Can you stop creeping on our old ladies, please.”

      “Before I’m forced to murder you,” Rock adds.

      “Not the old ladies.” Rav frowns. “Did you know they put a lock on our champagne room door?”

      “Yes,” Wrath answers in a bored tone.

      Ignoring him, Rav continues. “Swan was giving lessons at Crystal Ball.” He throws his arms wide. “Like dying and waking up in heaven.”

      “Because the naked dancers at the strip club aren’t enough?” Charlotte asks.

      “No, that’s hot too—”

      “Just stop,” Dex says. He sits up and reaches for Swan, pulling her into his lap and tucking her hair behind her ear. “Stop reminding me that we’re losing our best dancer.” He glares at Rav. “And stop harassing our employees, you fuckwit.”

      “Not my fault a brother poached our best dancer,” Rav mutters, grinning at Wrath.

      “He didn’t poach me,” Swan says, struggling to sit upright.

      “I offered her an opportunity,” Wrath corrects with a shit-eating grin. “Trinity says Swan is the best and if I’m going to be forced to offer classes, I want the best.”

      Murphy snorts. “Forced. As if anyone can force you to do anything you don’t want to do.”

      The guys continue to joke around and harass each other. Swan finally wiggles her way out of Dex’s lap. I lose sight of her for a few minutes but end up bumping into her in the kitchen again.

      “You and Dex looked…cozy,” I say as tactfully as possible because now I’m curious.

      The sadness in her expression makes me wish I’d kept my mouth shut. “He’s a good boss,” she finally says without elaborating on anything more personal. “I’ll miss working for him.”

      “Well, yeah. I imagine Wrath will take some getting used to.”

      She chuckles. “I’ll probably deal with Murphy and Jake more.”

      “Well, congratulations. It sounds like a great career switch. I’ll definitely stop in for a class.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that. Hope, Trinity, and I have a session a couple times a week at the clubhouse. You’re always welcomed to join us. Charlotte and Heidi come too when they can.”

      “Thank you. I’m not sure when we’ll be moving back but I’ll definitely take you up on that.”

      Her mouth twists down. “You think Z will be moving back?” she asks in a voice barely above a whisper.

      “I…” Huh. “I always assumed the president job down there was temporary.”

      She shrugs. “No one tells me anything. I just figured…you know, Z’s a hard worker. He’s earned it, cleaning up after Sway and all.”

      “I guess.” Uncomfortable talking about club politics with her, I shrug. “I’m more than happy to go wherever he goes.”

      She rests her hand on my arm for a brief second. “That’s good, Lilly. With everything going on in the club right now, he needs that.”

      Again, I can’t help wondering how close she and Z are. Although, I guess if she works with him at Crystal Ball and knows him from the club, they might be friendly. She seems genuine in her concern for him which makes me like her even more. “Thanks.”

      The guys have moved on to discussing the benefits of cryotherapy when we return. Ravage shakes his head and wraps his arms around his middle. “Are you fucking insane? If a cold shower shrivels my dick, what the hell would subzero temps for a few minutes do?”

      “One of the benefits is increased testosterone,” Murphy says.

      “For the sake of our hoo-has.” Hope waves her hands in the air. “None of you need that.” She snuggles up closer to Rock and mutters, “You certainly don’t.”

      “What’d we say about that, Mom and Dad?” Murphy jokes.

      Rock stretches his leg and presses the sole of his boot into Murphy’s side, pushing him off the stump he was perched on.

      Unharmed, and apparently amused, Murphy rolls around in the grass for a few minutes before pulling Heidi down with him.

      Z sneaks up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. “Maybe I’ll try that out so I can knock your ass up.”

      Seems Z isn’t going to let this one go. “I’m pretty sure your swimmers are just fine.” I pat his arm. “Ease up, caveman.”

      “I want to add to our family before he gets much older,” he says, turning us in Chance’s direction.

      “He seems content hanging out with Alexa.”

      “True.” He turns me so I’m facing him. “You want more kids, right?”

      Why is my skin warming up? This conversation shouldn’t be turning me on. “Yes, but let me get settled into this role first.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Your…ol’ lady.” I pat his cut. “The president’s wife.”

      He growls an unhappy noise. “You’ll still be happy being a VP’s wife, I hope.”

      I raise up on tiptoes and kiss his cheek. “Being your wife will make me happy. No matter what patch you’re wearing.”
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      Even though Teller’s property is far enough away from the main road that we can’t see it, the rumble of what sounds like dozens of motorcycles still reaches us.

      “Must be other brothers headed to the clubhouse,” Z says.  He lifts his chin at Rock. “Should we head up there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Am I allowed to join you?” Mercy asks Charlotte.

      Charlotte turns to Teller who shrugs.

      “You have to go blindfolded,” Ravage says with such a straight face, it’s impossible to tell if he’s joking.

      “I’m up for that.” She bats her lashes.

      “Oh boy,” Charlotte mutters.

      “How are you still single, Mercy?” Winter asks.

      “I’m really not interested.” She yanks her cell phone out of her pocket and taps the screen. “You should see some of the bullshit I get sent on Plenty of Studs,” Mercy says. “Doesn’t give a single girl much incentive to get married.”

      “Plenty of Studs?” Hope asks.

      Charlotte rolls her eyes. “It’s a dating app for those seeking one-night stands.”

      “Why do you know this?” Teller asks.

      “From her!” Charlotte pokes Mercy in the side. “She never shuts up about it.” She nuzzles up to him and kisses his cheek. “You’re already too much stud for me.”

      “Is there a bucket I can barf in around here?” Carter mutters. “And Mercy, you must’ve passed on my profile because I’ve never seen you on there.”

      “Thank God I’m too old for dating apps,” I mutter.

      Z squeezes my ass, making me miss part of the conversation. “Too what?”

      “Taken. I meant too taken.” I grin and kiss his cheek. “You know what I mean.”

      “Real men,” Sparky pounds his fist against his chest, “should be able to find a woman without a computer.”

      “Yeah, by hitting on their club’s employees,” Stash snarks, shoving Sparky and making Willow’s cheeks turn red.

      “Look at this,” Mercy announces, holding up her phone. “I’ll treat you like a queen, baby. Like the princess you were born to be. Ugh, gross.”

      “A good man doesn’t say he’ll treat you like a queen, he just does it.” Charlotte bumps her shoulder against Teller’s arm.

      “Ugh, you two are sickening.” Mercy points at Charlotte. “Dicknotized.”

      The guys whoop it up at that one. “Z calls it dick-whipped, but I like your version better,” Ravage says.

      “You do, huh?” I glance back at Z, who’s glaring at Rav. I elbow in the side to get his attention and lean up on tiptoes to whisper in his ear, “You can whip me with that monster in your pants whenever you want.”

      “I’ll hold you to that, Siren.”

      “Anyway, Charlotte’s right,” I add, turning to face the group again. “Any guy who spouts off that nonsense wouldn’t know what to do with you, Mercy.” Because spending an afternoon around Mercy has already told me she’s a fireball of fun and a lot of woman to handle.

      “A-fucking-men.” She raises both palms toward the sky.

      Trinity snickers. “Of course, if a woman wants to be treated like a queen, she should probably act like one.”

      “Very true, Mrs. Wrath,” Stash says, winking at her.

      “See that’s just it,” Mercy says. “I don’t need to be treated like a queen.” She flashes her phone again. “Nowhere in my profile does it say that.” She taps the phone screen. “Don’t live with your parents. Have a job. Be able to find a clit on your own. My requirements are painfully simple.”

      When everyone’s laughter dies down, Ravage sticks out his hand. “I’m Ravage, by the way. I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced.”

      Carter snorts. “Good luck with that, Rav. She’s lying.”

      “Not be related to my best friend or be like my little brother. Didn’t think I needed to add those to my dating profile, Carter.” Mercy grins and hugs him to her side, taking the sting out of her words.

      Charlotte turns and whispers something in Teller’s ear and he shakes his head.

      “What?” Mercy pokes Charlotte’s side. “You wish you’d never invited me now, don’t you?”

      “Noooo, I didn’t say that.”

      Teller points his beer bottle at Mercy, then Ravage. “She bet Rav couldn’t find your clit with a flashlight and a roadmap.”

      Charlotte smacks him and bursts into giggles. “That’s not what I said.”

      “I’m hurt, guys.” Ravage turns his sad puppy eyes on Charlotte. “Truly. Hurt.”

      Jigsaw steps up with his hand in the air. “Challenge accepted.” He pulls a mini-flashlight out of his pocket, flicks it on and points it at Mercy’s crotch. “I’m prepared for this quest.”

      Mercy covers her face with her hands and shakes with laughter.

      “Back off,” Teller says, pushing Jigsaw away from Mercy.

      “Cockblocker,” Heidi mutters.

      “You be quiet,” Teller says.

      Laughing, Jigsaw high-fives Heidi.

      I tip my head back, resting it on Z’s chest. “I feel like we’re at the kid’s table.”

      “No fucking kidding,” he grumbles, kissing my forehead. “You want to go home?” He clears his throat. “I mean up to the clubhouse.”

      “You really miss it up here, huh?”

      He shrugs and looks around at his brothers, scattered around Teller’s backyard, still laughing and joking around with Mercy. “Yes and no. It’s been home for a long time. But it’s really more about the brothers.” His mouth quirks into a smile. “As long as I see these assholes on a regular basis, I can live anywhere.”

      “Aw, I feel the love, bro,” Murphy says. “Deep inside.”

      Z leans closer to Murphy. “Don’t tell anyone, but you’re my favorite asshole.”

      Murphy roars with laughter and claps Z on the back. “Same, asshole. Same.”

      “So glad you two bonded in jail,” Teller says.

      “Don’t be jealous.” Murphy taps his chest. “You’re still number one in here.”

      Heidi pulls Murphy’s solo cup out of his hands and takes a sniff. “What is this? Jet fuel?”

      “Why you so quiet, Prez?” Sparky shouts to Rock.

      Rock pulls Hope against his chest. “Nothing to add to this conversation. Got my queen right here.”

      “Aww,” Mercy sighs.

      Hope snuggles up against him. “And, as Charlotte says, Rock’s never told me he’ll treat me like a queen. He just does.”

      “Man of action, our prez is.” Stash tips his beer bottle their way. “We all are,” he adds, tossing a wink at Mercy.

      “Eh.” Hope wiggles her fingers at Stash. “Some of you are more talk than others.”

      “Not helping, First Lady.”

      “Wasn’t trying to.”

      Rock buries his face in her hair and rumbles with laughter.

      “Ignore her. She loves me,” Stash says to Mercy.

      “I do,” Hope agrees before turning to Mercy. “Now, what are your goals, Mercy? One night? Stash is your man. More than that? Not so much.”

      “Exactly,” Stash agrees. “Thank you, Hope.”

      “One hour is more like it,” Ravage mumbles.

      “Fifteen minutes, tops,” Jigsaw adds, getting a high-five from Sparky.

      “Guys, can we please not fight over my best friend like she’s a bone and you’re a bunch of starving pit bulls?” Charlotte says.

      Mercy’s laughing and doesn’t seem shocked or offended. I lean back. “I think she can handle herself fine,” I whisper to Z.

      “They’re just messing around. No one will bother her.”

      “I didn’t think so, Z.”

      He shrugs. “After what happened with Shadow, I wouldn’t blame you if you were—”

      “Z, I know he didn’t represent the whole club or your brothers.” I turn and press my palms against his cheeks. “All the guys here stepped up and helped out when…I always felt safe and looked after.”

      “That means everything to me, Lilly.” His gaze lands on Rock who nods at us. “That’s what we always wanted to build with this club. Not that I want you to go through that,” he hurries to add.

      “I understand what you’re trying to say.”

      For the first time, I feel part of a family.
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      “This is my friend, Bronze. He’s been doing the club’s ink for years.” Z squeezes my hand. “I told him you had questions about some designs you were interested in.”

      I blink and my heart skips. It seems like forever ago that Z and I had that conversation. I’m touched he remembers. “I, uh,” I mumble, unsure of what to say.

      “Nice to finally meet the woman capable of taming this beast,” Bronze jokes, slapping Z’s shoulder and putting me at ease.

      Finally, I smile. “Oh, I can imagine.”

      Z guides us into a quieter part of Teller and Charlotte’s house. While we walk, I slide off my bracelets and stuff them in my back pocket.

      “What’d you have in mind, sweetheart?” Unlike the sarcastic way I’ve heard some of the bikers use sweetheart to address the club girls, Bronze uses the endearment with kindness so I’m not offended. Z seems to bristle though, which makes the corners of my mouth twitch. Always a caveman.

      “Well, I don’t know what Z told you. It’s a little embarrassing.”

      The guys share a look. “Nothing to be embarrassed about. Any decent artist has seen everything,” Bronze says.

      “Bronze is one of the best.” Z slaps his friend’s arm. “I wouldn’t let him near you otherwise.”

      “Gee, thanks, bro.”

      Z must trust him if he lets Bronze get away with calling him bro.

      I hold out my forearms, scars up. “Something to cover these.” The words come out fast and blunt.

      “Ahh,” he breathes out, gently taking my right arm in his hands and smoothing his fingers from my pulse point to my inner elbow.  It tickles but I’m too choked up to laugh. He moves us closer to the overhead lights and twists my arm from side to side. Then checks my left arm.

      “Have you worked on scars before?” I ask to fill the prolonged silence while he studies me.

      “I have.” He flicks his gaze toward Z. “A lot, actually. It feels good to help someone put something beautiful over something painful they’ve overcome.”

      His words knock the breath out of me.

      “It can be tricky,” he continues. “Everyone’s skin is different. Most of this is white and feathery. Here,” he traces his finger over a deeper scar, “Where it’s a little thicker, the ink might not hold as well or heal as perfectly. We won’t know until we try. What did you have in mind?”

      “Flowers.”

      “Good. Yeah, a mandala or something with straight lines would be more difficult if you want a true cover-up. Flowers, animals, something with color and curvy lines might work better. Any special flower in mind?”

      Warmth chases away my embarrassment and uneasiness. “Roses. Red roses. Maybe a sunflower? I thought lilies might be too cliché, you know?”

      He chuckles. “Maybe.”

      “Bold, bright colors.”

      “Definitely.”

      I glance down at my arms. “Maybe flowers on one and a sea scene with a mermaid on the other?”

      “She’s got the bug now, Z.” He grins at me. “Have a feeling you’ll be in my chair a lot.” A little more seriously, he adds, “I’d be honored if you trusted me with that much of your skin, Lilly.”

      Now I’m excited about the possibilities.

      “Stop by my shop any time if you want to look through some of my work. I have enough business that I haven’t bothered putting anything online, fucking Instagram, or any of that nonsense.” Bronze glances over his shoulder. “Even though Trinity’s been on me to set up an account and stuff.”

      Z laughs. “Girl’s persistent. She’s talked Wrath into a bunch of new promotional stuff for Furious.”

      “Thank you, Bronze,” I say.

      “No problem. I’ll start working on a few drawings and send ‘em to Z for you to look at.”

      “That sounds good.”

      “Bronze!” Teller calls out as he strides into the house. He’s dragging a reluctant-looking Carter behind him. “This is my brother-in-law I’ve been wanting to introduce you to.”

      Z sort of growls at Teller and I touch his arm. “I’m all set.” I reach out and shake Bronze’s hand. “Thank you so much. I feel really good about this.”

      “If you’re not comfortable with me, I can always rec—”

      “No, you’re who I want.” I pull my bracelets out of my pocket and slip them on as Teller introduces Carter to Bronze.

      “Teller has it in his head that I’d be good at this,” Carter says with a hearty eye-roll. He seems like an awkward mixture of pleased and embarrassed by the attention.

      “Hope told me how good your drawings are,” I add to be helpful.

      Bronze glances between Teller and Carter. “I’ve been solo forever, but I’m thinking of putting down more permanent roots and might be interested in an apprentice.”

      “Rock keeps me pretty busy with custom paint work,” Carter says. “But I’m curious.”

      “You must be good if Rock trusts you near his custom work.” Bronze laughs. “You got a portfolio?”

      “We’ll catch you later, brother. Thanks.” Z shakes Bronze’s hand and leads me back to the party.

      “Poor Carter doesn’t seem too excited,” I whisper when we’re far enough away.

      Z shrugs. “Teller loves ragging on the kid, but I think it’s his way of trying to build up his self-confidence, you know? Besides Charlotte, Carter’s family treated him pretty shitty. He’s mouthy, but a good kid.”

      “Oh, he’s been wonderful with the little guys. I don’t know what we would’ve done over the last few months without him. I’m going to miss him when he moves back up here permanently.”

      Z’s mouth twists. I’ve noticed how stressed he is whenever Murphy and Teller talk about returning upstate. “We’ll figure out something, Z. Hopefully things will settle down soon.”

      
        
        Z

      

      

      As much fun as it’s been at Teller’s, more brothers are arriving up at the clubhouse so we decide to move the party up there. The kids are staying here with Carter who promises to call us if he needs anything.

      Every single brother from downstate made it to the party. I hadn’t made this event mandatory, but they treated it seriously. There’s no competitive bullshit or harassing the old ladies like when Sway used to visit. Just the guys fucking around and having fun.

      As the sun goes down and the party continues, Jigsaw takes me aside.

      “I didn’t want to talk about this in front of everyone, but I’m going to head home tonight.”

      “Why?” I smirk at him. “Strike out with Mercy?”

      He has the nerve to roll his eyes at me. “She’s not exactly my type, bro.”

      “Oookay, sure.”

      “I’m serious, Prez.” He slaps my chest. “Myra called me. She’s worried about meeting with the district attorney tomorrow.”

      “Shit, that’s tomorrow?”

      “Yup.”

      “You want me to come with you?”

      “No, bad idea. We don’t need anyone seeing you at her place.”

      He’s right. I still don’t like it. “I don’t want you riding alone tonight.”

      “I won’t. Rooster and Steer are riding back with me. Rooster will probably go to Myra’s with me.”

      “All right.” Christ, I hope this doesn’t end up an epic clusterfuck.

      It’s maybe another half hour of saying goodbye to everyone before he and Rooster take off. Rock calls me over with a head jerk.

      Sparky follows me over and slings an arm around my shoulders. “I’m so glad you’re here, brother. The energy in the house has been totally off balance with your bright vitality missing.”

      I snake my arm around his neck and give him a squeeze. “Miss you too, Sparky. No one else spouts off the crazy shit you do.”

      “Thank you.” He lets go of me and bounces closer to Rock. “Boss, boss, I got that new crop I’m thinking of letting Z borrow.”

      “Me?” My gaze zips between Rock and Sparky. “For what?”

      “Downstate.” Rock shrugs. “Maybe sling some at Chaser’s crew.”

      “You think so?”

      Sparky throws his arms wide open. “We’ve been wanting to branch out.”

      “If it’s Downstate’s action, not much Loco can complain about,” Rock explains.

      “I like it.” I slap Sparky’s shoulder. “What’cha got cooking?”

      Sparky raises his hands above his head like he’s spelling it out in neon lights. “Zebra. Sneakers.”

      I tilt my head. “Do you come up with this stuff to make me feel like an asshole? How am I supposed to talk that up to Chaser?”

      “Welcome to my world, brother,” Rock mutters.

      Sparky beams at us. “They got the hook-up with the college campuses out that way. Those pretentious little hipsters will eat it up.”

      “I’m sure they will.” Rock clasps Sparky’s shoulder. “What do you have for Loco?” He casts a this-should-be-good look my way.

      “Zebra wings.”

      Rock raises an eyebrow.

      “They’re related strains,” Sparky explains. “One gets you higher faster.”

      I cast a look at the sky before smiling at Sparky. “It’s good you got out today, brother.”

      “I had the best time.” He gives both of us a sweaty, full-body hug before running off into the woods in the direction of the rowdier partygoers.

      When Rock and I finish laughing, I slap his shoulder. “Gee, Prez, surprised you and Hope stayed for the whole party. Figured you’d be back in your house by now.”

      He glances over at the girls, talking and laughing around a small fire pit Wrath set out for them earlier. “She’s having fun.”

      “Been a rough couple of months?”

      “No kidding.” His face morphs into something more serious. “Where’d Jigsaw and Rooster take off to?”

      I give him a run-down of Jigsaw’s plan and he nods with approval. “Good. Let’s hope that’s the end of this bullshit.”

      “You worried about me, Rock?”

      “Don’t be an asshole,” he growls. “You know I hate this for you.”

      “Whoa, here I thought being a father would mellow you out some.”

      He scratches his head and gives me a half-smile. “Have you always been this annoying?”

      “It’s part of my charm.” I glance around and motion Rock closer to the clubhouse. “This was a good day and night.”

      “Everyone seemed comfortable,” he agrees. “One big, happy family.”

      “Twice now we’ve gotten everyone together without issue. So, it’s Sway and Shadow that must’ve been the problem,” I joke in a low voice not meant to carry on the wind.

      Rock snorts and clomps up the front steps. “Must be. Bull too. Remember, he was always starting trouble when downstate visited.”

      “None of that bullshit now.” I can’t help the note of pride that creeps into my voice. Sure, earlier, Murphy and Jigsaw had challenged each other to a fight and popped off a few shots, but it was all in good fun and everyone was laughing by the end. Nothing like the time Murphy knocked Bull unconscious and left him behind our dumpster.

      We step into the clubhouse and into the office I normally share with Rock and Wrath. My desk’s neat and clean. Almost looks like no one’s ever used it.

      “You’ve done a good job, Z. Putting Rooster as your VP was a smart move. Keeping Steer as SAA too. If he has a strong leader to,” he laughs, “steer him in the right direction, I think he’ll do good things.”

      “I do too. He’s all about club first.”

      “Good. We need that.”

      “Think Sway will fuck it all up when he gets out?”

      His mouth flattens into a grim line. “It’s possible. He’ll want to swing his dick around and prove he’s the better president. Even if he’s been spoutin’ off all this soul-searching bullshit. Once he’s back in that cut, he’ll miss being in charge.”

      “Looking forward to handing his patch back to him, but I’m gonna be pissed if he undoes all the hard work I put in.”

      Rock stares at me for a second, then puts his hand on my shoulder. Opens his mouth, then seems to think of something else. “Let’s get you clear of these charges, then we can worry about what we’re going to do with Sway when he’s better.”

      My stomach clenches. It almost sounds like he doesn’t think I’ll ever be coming back.
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      As she promised, Lala spread the word to club girls far and wide that downstate would be ready to party. I don’t want to be anywhere near the place tonight.

      Steer’s my SAA and I want to give him the chance to investigate things. If I’m not satisfied, I can always show up tomorrow.

      Honestly, I’m partied out. Especially since the charges are still hanging over my head. But it’s been a rough few months and the brothers seem to be enjoying themselves. I don’t want to put a damper on their fun. Not everything’s about me. The brotherhood comes first.

      Doesn’t mean I need to stick around and watch bunnies deepthroat brothers like there’s a shortage of dicks on the horizon.

      I’m out of here in the next few minutes. Lilly stayed home and I want to be with her way more than I want drunk chicks hanging all over me, begging to suck my cock.

      I say good night to Rooster and head for the door.

      One particularly slinky chick blocks my path. “Hey, Z,” she coos. “It’s amazing you’re out.”

      The way she says it isn’t all that reassuring. Who the fuck is this bitch?

      “So, I don’t know if anyone told you, but your woman was real cozy with the big, bearded Irish one,” the girl says. That description could apply to more than one brother in this club, but she helpfully points one of her long, pointy fake nails in Murphy’s direction to clarify.

      Since the idea of Murphy cheating on Heidi, touching another brother’s old lady, or betraying me is absolutely absurd, I laugh in the girl’s face.

      “Honey, I don’t know who the fuck you are, but you need to watch the shit that comes out of your mouth before you get hurt,” I warn.

      “What do you mean, Z?” she whines. “We’ve hung out plenty of times. Before you were shackled down.”

      I look her over from head to toe again. My past is plenty colorful and it’s not exactly a secret that I appreciate females in every form. But this one? There’s something not quite right about her and as much as I enjoyed whoring around before Lilly, I usually avoided the ones who gave me the coo-coo vibe. “Where would that be?”

      “Down in Arizona. Florida. Couple different places.”

      “Haven’t been down that way in a while.”

      “Well, it was a few years back. The big Sunshine biker rally.” She pouts. “You really don’t remember me?”

      What’d she say her name was? “Jessie—”

      “Josey,” she corrects.

      Fuck me. This is the one Lilly had a bad feeling about. “Right! Josey, now I remember you.” I flash a smile, hoping a little charm will coax some information out of her. “What have you been up to?”

      My gaze scans the room, seeking Steer and not finding his big, shaved head anywhere in sight. Fuck.

      “Nothing. I was worried about you. Heard you were in county. That’s no fun.”

      It takes balls to walk up to a biker and start asking about any time he’s spent inside. Balls or stupidity. “Yeah, how’d you hear about that?”

      She puts her hands up. “I dunno. People were talking about it. I wanted to come see you—”

      “I’m glad you didn’t.”

      She flinches at my bluntness, but too bad. That’s the last fucking thing I needed. Sure, some inmates are thrilled to have any random woman on the outside come pay a visit. I can’t think of anything more irritating in that situation.

      “What’s your last name, Josey?”

      She bites her lip and looks away.

      Before I get an answer out of her, another girl loops her arms around one of mine. “Hi, Z!” she shouts in my ear, hanging onto me like dead weight. “Welcome home!”

      I extract myself from her embrace and put a few inches between us.

      “That’s my bestie, Sasha.” Josey leans in. “The three of us used to have a lot of fun together.”

      Definitely possible. Still don’t recognize the one in front of me. I glance down at the other one. Maybe she looks a little familiar? Although, clingy has never been my preference either.

      “Have fun tonight.” I point in the general direction of Stitch, poor prospect. “Go introduce yourself to Stitch.”

      “He’s a prospect,” Sasha whines.

      Josey wrinkles her nose. “We came to see you.”

      “Well, that’s a shame. I’m not interested.”

      “At least come dance with us?” Josey pleads, reaching for me again.

      “No.” I shake both of them off.

      The clingy one pouts at me. “You used to be a lot more fun.”

      Josey glances around the crowded clubhouse. “I don’t see whats-her-face, so what’s the problem?”

      It’s no secret club girls can be nasty to old ladies and vice versa. Some bikers enjoy provoking that animosity. Must make their dicks feel bigger or something.

      My dick’s plenty big and I’m not letting anyone get away with disrespecting Lilly.

      “You need to watch that attitude, Jessie—”

      “Josey.”

      “I don’t give a fuck.” I’m so done with this. I’ll send Steer over to interrogate them or throw them out. Don’t care which at this point. “You show the old ladies respect, or you can go party somewhere else. Are we clear?”

      Someone’s hand lands on my back and I’m about to toss it off and snarl at whoever it is.

      “Run along, girls.” Lilly’s sultry voice wraps around me. “My man’s made himself clear.”  I reach back and pull her to my side.

      Sasha’s already slinking away, but Josey glares in defiance too long for my taste.

      “Do I need to have Steer show you the door?” I ask, loud enough that a few people stop and stare.

      “Is there a problem, Prez?” Steer rumbles.

      Finally.

      I give him a where-the-fuck-you-been glare and nod at Josey. “This is Josey. She’s looking to hang with a patched-member.”

      He barely restrains himself from rolling his eyes. “That right?”

      “No, I was here to see Z.”

      “Well he’s busy, darlin’.” He curls one tree-trunk sized arm around her shoulder and yanks her away.

      Christ, I’m happy to see Lilly. Although, when I turn and face her, she doesn’t seem to share my joy. “Really fucking happy to see you.”

      Her murderous expression softens a bit. “I’d say I’m happy to see you, but I kind of want to throttle you at the moment.”

      I blow out a breath. “I was only talking to her because—”

      “I know why.” She leans in. “That’s why I didn’t chop off your dick yet.”

      “Yet, huh?” I raise an eyebrow. There isn’t a woman in this room who would dare say something like that to me. Only Lilly.

      “What did you find out?” She takes my hand and pulls me toward one of the corner bar stools. Unfortunately, tonight she’s wearing jeans that I can’t slide my hands under. Sexy, tight-as-fuck jeans with rips and bits of plaid patches on the legs. Tall, black combat boots that hug her calves that make her legs look even longer and one of my LOKI T-shirts, knotted at the waist.

      “You look hot,” I whisper against her ear.

      “Focus, Z.” She pushes me onto the stool and leans against me. “Did you learn anything useful other than her cup size?”

      “Now you’re just being ridiculous.” I signal one of the girls to bring us two waters. “Where’s Chance?”

      “Next door with Teller and Charlotte.” She glares across the room where Steer seems to be giving Josey a vigorous interrogation that she’s not thrilled about. “I wanted to surprise you.”

      “You did. I was on my way out.”

      “Looked like it.”

      “Hey.” I capture her wrists and yank her closer, forcing her to meet my eyes. “Are you fucking around or being serious?”

      “I don’t know.” She blows out a puff of minty breath. “She’s been a bitch to me since the first time I met her so I really, really can’t stand her even talking to you. And when I saw her touch you…” Her voice trails off and she shakes her head. “It actually scared me a little how much I wanted to murder her.”

      I’d laugh, except she seems genuinely distressed. I slide my hand down over her ass and squeeze. I kiss her stubborn jaw and nip her earlobe. “All I was thinking about was coming home to see you.”

      Finally, the tension seems to drain out of her, and she melts into me. “I know you have a job to do here. And I trust you. I—”

      “You don’t have to explain yourself to me.” Fuck, even though I know they have no sexual history together, I still want to strangle Ted every time I think of that asshole showing up on Lilly’s doorstep claiming to be her fiancé. So yeah, I’d probably be insulted if she wasn’t annoyed.

      We make a damn fine pair.

      “Why are you laughing at me?”

      I lean in and kiss her forehead. “Let’s go home.”

      “You sure you don’t need to stay?” She shoots a glare across the room. “Do you need to talk to Steer?”

      Fucking love her for putting club business first. “It can wait.” I kiss her nose. “I want to go home and fuck the frustration out of you.”

      “I’m not frustrated.”

      “You’re wound up.”

      “And your cock is the cure?”

      “Yup.” I stand and pull her along behind me.

      Outside, she hugs me from behind. “I’m sorry,” she mumbles against my cut.

      “Why?” I reach around, bringing her to my side, and give her ass a slap. “Told you I was happy to see you.”

      She’s parked across from me and gives the car an unhappy glance before meeting my eyes. “Can I leave my car here?” She wraps her arms around my waist, leaning into me. “I want to ride home with you.”

      Electric pleasure warms me from the inside out. As much as I love fire-breathing, threatening-to-cut-off-my-dick Lilly, this softer side of her does me in every single time. “Nothing I’d like more.”

      She peeks up at me, one corner of her mouth twitching. “I brought my helmet and a jacket, just in case you said yes.”

      “I’ll always say yes to having you on the back of my bike.”

      While she grabs her stuff, I send Steer a text letting him know I’m leaving and that I’ll need someone to drop off Lilly’s car in the morning.

      Steer: No problem

      Me: How’d it go?

      Steer: Bitch is a little psycho. Pawned her off on Suds. He likes crazy.

      Fucking great. Laughing, I let him know I’ll be in touch in the morning.

      I stuff my phone in my pocket and hold out my hand to Lilly. “Let’s ride, pretty girl.”
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      A couple days later, I’m still waiting to find out whether Myra talking to the DA will help my case.

      I finally get a call from my lawyer with the information I need.

      “We have our hearing tomorrow,” I say to Lilly as soon as I get off the phone with Sanford. The dude tried to reassure me, but the thought of Myra’s statement not helping and this thing dragging on sears my stomach like acid.

      “I can’t go, can I?” Lilly says.

      “You know the answer to that.” I love how much Lilly wants to be there and hate boxing her out, but it’s for her own protection.

      “There’s no chance they’ll take you into custody again, right?”

      Funny, that’d been the first thing I asked the lawyer too. “Sanford said there’s almost zero chance that would happen. I haven’t violated the terms of bail or committed any other crimes.” Well, except bribing that cop, but that’s really neither here nor there and not something Lilly needs to worry about. “But he also couldn’t one hundred percent guarantee I’d be walking out today.”

      “Fucking lawyers,” she grumbles.

      I chuckle at her irritation, but honestly, I like Sanford’s honesty. He never promises more than he can deliver and talks to me like an equal. Not that it’s his ass that could be going to prison, but at least he takes my case seriously.

      The next morning, Lilly fusses and shoves me into something “presentable” for court. I’m dying to rip off the collared shirt, but she’s probably right. I should at least make an effort to look like a responsible citizen who doesn’t deserve to rot in prison, right?

      Rock, Rooster, and Murphy go with me but we split up at the courthouse as soon as I spot my attorney.

      Rock slaps my shoulder. “You got this.”

      “Thanks, brother.”

      Sanford’s all fired up when he sees me. Dude grabs my arm and it’s only the fact that I like him that stops me from ripping off his hand and smacking him with it. He pushes me into one of the attorney-client meeting rooms and shuts the door.

      “I have excellent news.”

      “About time. Spill.”

      “First,” he levels me with a piercing stare, “do you know a Myra Simon?”

      Shit. “I know of her. I’ve never actually met her. She’s the wife of a brother who recently left our charter.” Like, permanently.

      He nods. “Well, turns out he confessed to her before he left that he burned down Malone’s. Did you know that?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I shout, pretending this is brand new information.

      “This is as serious as it gets, Z.”

      “No fucking kidding, it’s serious. I’m gonna kill that motherfucker when I find him—”

      He tsks at me. “Please don’t share any future crimes you plan to commit. I don’t need to be disbarred this close to retirement.”

      “It’s a figure of speech.”

      “Right.” I swear he gives me the polite, lawyer version of an eyeroll. “Anyway. She claims he took off because he’d get into trouble with the club if they found out he participated in the arson.”

      “Damn fucking right he would’ve. I woulda stripped his damn patch for bringing that kind of heat on us.” It’s true too. No matter how much money Malone had been offering, I never would’ve authorized participating in an arson scheme with that shady douchebag.

      I stare at Sanford for a minute. “What does this mean for my case, then?”

      “It means it’s getting dismissed today. I don’t even need to call Myra to the stand. The DA wants to bury this case before it makes him look foolish.”

      “Thank fuck.” I squeeze my eyes shut for a few seconds. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes, this should be a procedural formality today. You shouldn’t have to say more than ‘yes’ or ‘no, your honor.’”

      I grin at him. “I think I can do that.”

      As we head into the courtroom, I flash Rock a discrete thumbs up. His expression doesn’t change, but he nods at me.

      The judge takes his sweet ass time entering the courtroom. For a dude that insisted everyone be there at nine sharp, he’s awfully lax. He finally graces us with his presence around nine forty-five.  The wait through all the formal “all rise” bullshit is torture. I want this over with so I can get my life back.

      So I can get Lilly’s shit home from California.

      So I can finally marry her ass.

      My case is thankfully called first.

      The judge flips through the papers in front of him. “Mr. Frazier, good to see you again.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor.”

      “I see you’ve been a model defendant.” He stops and glares at the district attorney. “Obviously granting bail was the right call here.”

      “I’m eager to prove my innocence, sir,” I assure him.

      Sanford elbows me in the ribs. Guess he doesn’t want me going off-script.

      “Your Honor, we have new information about Mr. Frazier’s case.”

      He motions with both hands. “Give it to me.”

      “A new witness has come forward with information about the arson.”

      “A more credible witness than the one who claims she saw a black motorcycle at night near the fire?” The judge’s mocking tone makes me grin.

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “Good, so I take it you’re dismissing the charges against Mr. Frazier.”

      “Well —”

      “Your Honor,” my lawyer says, “this is a waste of taxpayer money to continue this farce of a case against my client.”

      “I agree. What are your concerns, Attorney McCann?” The judge waves his hands in the air. “Spit it out. As you can see, I have a full calendar today.”

      “Well, the witness claims her husband, who, to our knowledge, is an active member of Mr. Frazier’s motorcycle club, committed the arson. We’d like to know what Mr. Frazier knows about this.”

      The judge turns to me. “Well?”

      I glance at Sanford who nods.

      “This is the first time I’ve heard this, Your Honor. We’ve discussed what happened at length since my arrest. No one in my club, to my knowledge, was involved.”

      “What’s the person’s name?” the judge asks.

      “James Simon, but we’ve been unable to locate him.”

      The judge turns my way again. “Can you help them out?”

      “Sir, if he was involved, I’d absolutely turn him over, but as far as I know, he left our charter to ride cross country on his own. Something we call ‘going nomad’. Most nomads will stop at our other charters, but don’t answer to any one particular charter.”

      “So, he’s not a member of your particular club anymore?”

      “No, sir.”

      “You don’t know where he is?”

      “No, sir. When someone goes nomad, they don’t usually check in with anyone.”

      “Have you heard from him?”

      “No, sir. But I didn’t expect to either.”

      The judge turns to the prosecution. “Satisfied?” His tone leaves room for only one answer —yes.

      “Well, I think—”

      “Good! Look how easy that was.” The judge bangs his gavel again. “The charges against Mr. Frazier are dismissed. You’ll file the necessary paperwork immediately, correct?” Without waiting for an answer, he glances at me. “You’re free to go.”

      “Thank you.”

      Relief washes over me and I take a second to close my eyes. Now I can focus on getting my club straightened out and recover from the fuckery Shadow caused.

      Now I can focus on making Lilly mine. Permanently.
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      “I’m a free man, baby!” Z shouts when he comes in the house.

      My stomach flips. I’d been terrified the whole time he was gone.

      “Why didn’t you text me?” I rush into his arms, almost knocking him over in my excitement to get to him.

      “Wanted to get home as soon as possible and tell you in person.”

      I squeeze him tighter. In fact, I might not let him go at all.

      He presses his palms against my cheeks, tilting my head back. “Let’s make those reservations for California and go get your stuff.”

      “Are you sure? Don’t you have…business to handle for the club? Or, I don’t know...”

      He stares at me for a minute. “You want to be here in New York, right?”

      How can he even question me? “Yes! Dammit, Z.” I slap his chest. “I’m worried about you, that’s all.”

      “The club will survive without me for a few days. You’re my priority.”

      “All right. I’ll see if I can get tickets.”

      He pulls out his wallet and hands me a credit card. Before I can open my mouth to protest, he presses his finger against my lips. “No arguing. I do have a few things I need to take care of, so can you please handle this for me?”

      “When do you want to leave?”

      “As soon as possible.”

      “So, if I can get us a flight tonight, you want to go?”

      “All right.” He seems to reconsider. “Any time after tomorrow.”

      The smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. “See, Mr. Bossy Pants, I needed some clarification.”

      “Fuck!” He squeezes his eyes shut and throws his head back. “I fucking love you.”

      “You love when I give you a hard time?”

      “Yup. Every second.” He kisses my forehead. “I’m going to run to the clubhouse and let everyone know I’ll be away for a few days. Take care of things there.”

      “All right.” I tap his card against my open palm. “Is there a price limit?”

      He cocks his head and stares at me. “No, Siren. Just book the fucking flight.”

      “Daddy!” Chance yells, running over the floor and slamming into Z’s legs.

      “You ready to take a trip with us?” Z asks, swinging Chance up into his arms.

      “Yes!”

      “Good.” Z kisses both his cheeks before setting him down. He meets my eyes. “Really looking forward to spending some time alone with you two.”

      “Me too,” I whisper.

      
        
        Z

      

      

      At the clubhouse, I say goodbye to Rock. “Thank you. You didn’t have to come all the way down here for this again.”

      “Of course, I did.” He hugs me and slaps my back a few times. “Happy it’s over with.” He glances over his shoulder. “You headed to California for a few days?”

      “Fuck yeah. Stopped by the house and told Lilly to book the first flight she can get.”

      “Good. What’s next?”

      “Gonna marry her.”

      He laughs.  “I meant here, but good.” He jerks his thumb toward the chapel doors. “Thinking of patching her?”

      “I don’t know where to ask for the votes. You guys haven’t spent enough time with her. These guys don’t know her that well.” I shrug.

      “Teller and Murphy have been around her enough. I certainly have…”

      “You know Wrath will bust my balls.”

      He shrugs. “Whatever you think is best, brother. You’ll know when the time is right.”

      “I want to marry her first. Just—”

      “Better to do it out there, anyway.”

      I’m way ahead of him. Already talked about this with Hope a couple days ago. I assume she told him my plans which is why he’s bringing it up now. “I might need to rent the damn house for even longer,” I growl.

      “Well, hopefully you can send Murphy and Teller back soon.”

      “I have been a greedy bastard, huh?” I slap his arm. “You mind if they stay until I get back? I’ll feel better with them here.”

      “That’s fine.” He glances around the clubhouse. “Things are good.”

      “Place still needs to be fucking cleaned. It’s disgusting.” Murphy started working on a few things like I’d asked but getting thrown in jail had sort of derailed us.

      “You’ll get there.” I give him another hug before sending him on his way.

      Back inside the clubhouse, I find Rooster in the office looking at some tapes. “You spying on our guests now?” I ask.

      He jumps. “Jesus, you stealthy bastard. No, just looking at who was at the party the other night.” He points to the screen. “You recognize this dude?”

      Something about the skinny guy on the screen seems familiar but I can’t say.

      My phone rings.

      Trey the dirty cop.

      I’m not even free and clear for a couple of hours and this asshole’s bothering me.

      “What’s this shady fuck want now?” I growl, staring at the phone.

      “He’s the shady one?” Rooster jokes.

      “I’m not sworn to uphold the law, fucker.”

      He laughs and I slap his back before answering the phone. “What’s up?”

      “Hey, I got some info for you.”

      He won’t say more than that over the phone, so I don’t bother pressing for answers. “Usual spot?”

      “Yup.”

      We agree to meet up in an hour.

      “I guess I better grab some cash.” What a pain in the balls.

      “It’d be nice if we had more regularly scheduled bribery,” Rooster jokes

      “Very funny, fucker.”

      “Think we should have someone else go with us?”

      Am I worried about Trey trying to ambush us? Not really. I’m more worried it’s a set-up to throw me back in jail. Call me twitchy, but I’m not exactly excited about the idea of getting locked up again.

      Unfortunately, that’s the risk I take by wearing this president’s patch, so I’m going to man the fuck up, see what the fuck Trey wants, and go from there.

      On my way to find Hustler to extract some cash, I run into Steer.

      He gives me a big, brotherly hug. “So fucking happy the charges were dropped, bro.”

      “Me too. Can you hold this place down while I’m out of town for a few days?”

      “Yeah, anything you need.”

      For some reason, I’m not eager to take him with me to the meeting with Trey. “What’d you find out from Josey the other night?”

      “Not much. Wouldn’t stop flapping her lips about you, though.”

      “Great. Just what I need.”

      “I made it clear she’s not to bother you or Lilly and she promised she’d behave.”

      “Why don’t I feel reassured?”

      He shrugs.

      The clubhouse is quiet this afternoon. After finishing up with Steer, I track Hustler for some funds. Once I’ve got a fat envelope of cash, Rooster and I make our way out to the parking lot.

      Jigsaw’s riding up and shuts his bike down next to mine. “Where you headed?”

      “Sheriff McShady.”

      He chuckles. “Want me to come along?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      The three of us take off for the junkyard. It’s a long ride when I’ve got my mind on so many other things.

      Trey’s waiting by his car. No Rottweiler in sight today. “What’s going on?” I ask after our initial handshake.

      “Your case was dismissed, right?”

      Way to rush right in, Trey. Although, it’s not like I feel like sitting around and shooting the shit with him so I appreciate that he’s direct. “Yeah.”

      “I may have found out why it was brought in the first place.”

      “That right?”

      “Something you want to take care of if I do?”

      “All depends on what we’re talking about.”

      “The girl who provided the original eyewitness statement saying you were at the scene.”

      Already, I’m on edge. Whoever it was will have to be dealt with. Doesn’t matter the reason. And I’m not fond of hurting women.

      “Who was it?”

      “Girl named Josey Banks ring a bell?”

      “Fucking twat,” Rooster mutters.

      “I know of a girl named Josey who hangs around the club. Not sure if Banks is her last name or not.” Although that last name sticks in my mind for some reason.

      Trey leans in closer. “Her brother’s on the force. A complete asshole.”

      “He send her to spy on us?”

      “Nah, from what I understand she just likes to act out to piss him off.”

      “Great.”

      “He caught her with a large quantity of heroin, a few weeks back. Threatened to put her in jail. She was looking at hard time. Didn’t give a shit that it was his sister.”

      Given my own experiences in that department, can’t say I blame the guy. “Yeah, so. What’s that got to do with me?” And where the fuck is anyone in our territory getting their hands on heroin?

      “Well, he wanted the dealer, but that was a dead end.”

      “So?”

      “He wasn’t letting it drop and she knew he was working the arson case, so she said she had information about that.”

      “Are you fucking serious? Why me?”

      He shrugs. “You’ll have to ask her.”

      Shit, I’d had the bitch right in front of me a couple days ago. If I’d known then, I would’ve rung her skinny little neck. No wonder she seemed so off. “That’s it?”

      “That’s all I got. Took me a while to find the right person and shake the story out of them.”

      That’s just great.

      I slip the envelope out of my pocket and hold it without handing it over. “You got an address for me?”

      “Yeah.” He stares at me for a second. “What are you going to do to her?”

      “Read her a bedtime story,” Jigsaw says. “Maybe sit around and sip some tea together.”

      Trey seems to be having trouble deciding if Jigsaw’s serious or not. He sputters and stares before handing over a piece of paper.

      I flip it open and check the address. Right on the NY/NJ border. Must really have a thing for bikers if she was coming all the way up to party at our clubhouse so often.

      “What’s your beef with her brother?” I ask.

      Trey seems surprised I care but fuck knows what information might be useful in the future. “He’s an ass-kissing ball-buster. Always ratting brother officers out and sucking up.”

      My opinion of Trey isn’t all that high, but I’ve got no use for snitches. “I’m not poking at him unless he gives me a reason. The sister needs to be dealt with, though.”

      He shrugs.

      I hand over the envelope and we go our separate ways.

      “What do you want to do, Z?” Rooster asks as we walk back to our bikes.

      I glance between him and Jigsaw. “What needs to be done.”
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      Josey’s apartment is about the kind of place you’d expect a junkie to live. Doesn’t make me feel any better about what we’re facing.

      “I’ll handle it, Prez. Go home to your wife and kid,” Jigsaw says.

      True brotherhood right there. Someone hurt the president which hurts the whole club and any one of us should be willing to retaliate. While I appreciate the offer, there’s no fucking way I’m shirking my responsibility just because it happens to be unpleasant. A lesser man might be fine with letting Jigsaw and Rooster take the risk, but if that’s the kind of brother I want to be, I don’t deserve to wear our patch.

      “Let’s get this done and get out of here,” I answer without addressing his offer.

      He sighs and pulls a knife out of his saddlebag, sliding it into his pocket.

      I reach under my cut and check that the Glock I usually carry is secure. Once we get inside, I’ll probably need it. I don’t have a sound suppressor, but it doesn’t look like that’s going to be a problem in this neighborhood. As we walk up the cracked sidewalk, I slip on my black leather gloves.

      Josey has two choices today. Leave town. Or leave this world. Permanently. Her call.

      The intercom is broken, but so is the front door lock. Inside smells like piss and dog shit. Debris litters the hall and stairway. Lots of kids’ toys too, which just makes me sad. No kid should live in a place this filthy.

      “She got kids?” Rooster asks.

      “No fucking idea.”

      “Hope not,” Jigsaw says.

      Yeah, I think we’re all hoping that.

      The door to the apartment number I was given is cracked ajar and I tap it with my boot, pushing it wider. The place is small. One bedroom. No kids’ stuff. Thank fuck.

      It’s even dirtier than the hallway. Musty and hot.

      Rooster closes the door behind us with a barely audible click.

      The three of us fan out as much as we can in such a small place.

      “Clear,” Jigsaw says in a low voice as he exits the kitchen.

      Rooster nudges the bedroom door open. It’s barely big enough to fit a mattress. No closet.

      “Clear.”

      I toe open the bathroom door. My eyes and nose are simultaneously assaulted, and I take a step back, gagging from the stench. “Fuck.”

      “Holy shit.” Rooster lets out a low whistle behind me. “She dead?”

      “By the smell, I’m guessing yes.”

      “What the fuck?” Jigsaw says. He reaches past me and points at the bathroom mirror.

      They always loved you more than me is scrawled over the glass in blood-red lipstick. The same shade of red smeared on Josey’s lips and fingertips.

      “Suicide note?” I’m not sure why I bother asking. The needle from her arm suggests she was probably high. Could be song lyrics or words left to torment her brother. Who knows.

      “We need to get out of here,” Rooster says.

      “Yeah.” My gaze lands on a sparkly-pink phone on the bathroom rug. “That hers?”

      Jigsaw side-eyes me. Who else would it belong to? But he keeps his mouth shut and reaches in to grab it. “Locked,” he mutters.

      He takes a few steps closer to Josey and borrows her fingers to unlock the phone.

      “Aw, for fuck’s sake, Jiggy. Really?” Rooster growls.

      “What’d you want me to do? Hack off her thumb for a souvenir?” He taps on the screen for a few seconds. “Fingerprint lock is off. Let’s get out of here. We can examine it at the clubhouse.”

      “Someone going to be able to track it?” I ask.

      “Give me a minute,” he mutters as he flips through it some more. “Whoa. Fuck me.” He turns the screen, shoving it in my face. “Someone has a stalker.”

      “Had,” Rooster corrects.

      “What the hell,” I mutter, taking the phone out of his hand and flipping through the photos. “When the fuck?”

      Photos of me. Well, photos of lots of people. Crowds. Biker rallies in different spots across the country. I’m in a disturbingly large amount of her shots. I recognize the Iron Bulls MC’s clubhouse in one photo. Surprised she got away with taking selfies there. That’s not something that’s usually encouraged when visiting an MC. Especially one like theirs.

      “Gotta be a couple years old.” The tattoo on my right hand hadn’t been covered up by the skull and swords inked into my skin today. It’s obvious I’m drunk in a lot of the photos. In one or two selfies, a much healthier and less-dead Josey has her lips pressed to my cheek and her arms around my neck. Shit, why don’t I even remember this chick?

      Was this bitch following me around the country when I was on my Lilly-left-me pity tour?

      “Better make sure Lilly never sees them,” Jigsaw suggests. “Technology sure can make a manwhore’s life difficult.”

      “They’re old photos, dickhead.” I shove the phone and the back of my hand with the skull tat in his face. “At least a year old.”

      “And technology can save a manwhore’s ass,” Rooster snarks.

      Jigsaw laughs and high-fives him.

      “Fuck both of you. This isn’t funny.” It’s fucking tragic and sick.

      Rooster wipes the smile off his face and stands up straighter. “You’re right. It’s sad. And fucking creepy.”

      “When’d she start coming around our clubhouse?”

      They both stare at me for a minute and I realize I said, “our.” Not downstate. Or Sway’s place.

      Shaking that off, I slap Jigsaw’s chest. “Who invited her?”

      “How should I know? That’s Steer’s job. Hot chicks who are down to fuck always get in, you know that.”

      I glance at Rooster. “She’s only been coming around for a little while.” He meets my eyes. “Maybe since around the time you took over as president.”

      “Is it possible she was scheming with Shadow?”

      They both glance at her still form. One arm hanging out of the bathtub. Dried blood trails down into a small puddle next to a needle. “Anything’s possible, I guess,” Rooster says.

      “Shit,” Jigsaw mutters, staring at the used needle. “Hope whoever fucked her wrapped their dick.”

      “Asshole.” I punch his arm and he backs up a step. A worse thought occurs to me. “You think this was a set-up and someone made it look like a suicide?”

      Rooster glances around, studying the bathroom and hallway. “It’s such a shit hole, it’s hard to tell. Maybe. Or maybe she found out the charges got dropped and figured we were on our way over to have a chat with her.”

      “Fuck.”

      “I’m not a doctor but she looks—and smells—like she’s been dead for a while,” Jigsaw says. “Can we get the fuck out of here now?”

      Rooster grabs the cell phone and plays with it for a few minutes before shutting it down. “I’ll take this back and go through it. See what else is on there.”

      “What if someone realizes it’s missing?” Jigsaw asks.

      “I’ll dump it as soon as I download everything.”

      “Let’s get out of here.” I glance back at Josey one last time before pulling the door closed. Given that she tried to have me locked up for the next twenty-five years, I should be glad she’s dead.
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      Back at the clubhouse, Rooster heads into the office to work his magic on the phone.

      “I’ll round everyone up for church,” Jigsaw says.

      “We’ll sit down as soon as Rooster’s done.”

      Before we do that, I need to have a talk with Steer.

      I catch him in the parking lot and motion for him to follow me to the side of the clubhouse, where we’re alone.

      He glances over his shoulder a few times. “What flew up your helmet, Prez?”

      “You’re my SAA, right?”

      “Yeah,” he answers carefully.

      “Security for the club is your job.”

      He remains silent.

      “Josey was the girl who gave me up for the arson.” Still disturbed by the afternoon’s events, I lower my voice. “Her brother’s a cop. Just like I said I was worried about.”

      “Jesus Christ—”

      “I’m not finished. She was also a junkie.”

      “Was?”

      “We found her this afternoon. Looks like an OD or suicide. Hard to tell. We didn’t stick around long.”

      “Prez, how’d you even—”

      “Met with Trey and he gave me the tip.”

      “Why didn’t you have me go with you?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me.”

      He meets my stare head-on. “You don’t trust me.”

      “I thought I did. But this isn’t good, man. I asked you to find out what you could about her.”

      “Jesus, Z. For years we’ve just let the girls come and go. I got her name and license number. I was going to check her out when I had a chance”

      Shaking my head, I grasp his shoulders and stare him down. “This needs to start being a priority.”

      After everything I just shared with him, he can’t argue with me. “All right. What are we doing about the cop brother?”

      “Nothing for now. The problem’s been solved for us. Rooster’s going through her phone now. To make sure there isn’t more to this.” I don’t feel like explaining to Steer that Josey had some weird, fucked-up crush on me right now. Fact is, he should’ve been paying better attention to who was coming in our doors.

      “All right, Prez.” His tone’s sincere and his stance more humble. “Where do I start?”

      That’s the attitude I’m looking for.

      “For now, let’s set up a point of contact. Just one. Anyone who’s going to hang out here—male or female—needs to have a basic background check. They show up with someone unannounced, you gotta ask questions, check ID, something, brother.”

      “All right.”

      I gesture toward the parking lot. “Maybe we need to think about a gate out front. Surveillance.”

      “That’s gonna cost us. Bring some attention too. People will be wondering why all of a sudden we’re fortressing up.”

      “I get that. No illegal shit’s going on here, so fuck ‘em. This is about club safety and what’s best for the club.”

      He puts his hands on his hips and looks down at the ground for a few minutes. The defensiveness seems to melt out of him and he shakes his head. “Between Shadow and this, I’m not doing such a great job. You want my patch?”

      I’m stuck for a minute. A brother questioning whether he can do his job? Yeah, any other time and place, I’d rip his fucking patch off myself. There’s no room for fuck-ups or forgiveness in our world.

      But he stuck by me and handled the Shadow mess with integrity. Something I shouldn’t be too quick to discount. Who the fuck am I to blame him for letting Josey in when I don’t even remember fucking her at some point in my life?

      “No, brother. I don’t want to remove you. I want to work on rebuilding this club together with you. Shadow was a big blow to all of us. If you hadn’t stepped up then, it could’ve undermined the whole club. My arrest was another attack on the club. We came through both. Now let’s fix it together.”

      He holds out his hand and I take it, pulling him in and slapping his back.

      “Let’s do it, brother.”
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      The afternoon’s events aren’t sitting well with me.

      I can’t get that girl’s face out of my head.

      It’s not guilt bothering me.

      Okay, maybe a little guilt. I certainly plowed through enough women over the years and didn’t give any of them a lot of thought. That one of them had some creepy-stalkerish crush on me and I never realized it makes me want to re-evaluate a lot of things in my life.

      More importantly, I don’t want Lilly to ever find out about this. No point in giving her a reason to reconsider our relationship.

      My sit-down with the brothers will be brief and to the point.

      “The rat is no longer an issue. Well, she wasn’t even a rat, since she was lying.” The whole situation continues to piss me off the more I think about it. Why the fuck was someone like Josey allowed in our clubhouse in the first place?

      My fist hits the table, rattling the glass of water next to me. Every brother turns my way. “Steer will be implementing some changes to how we handle security around the clubhouse from now on. You want to invite someone to the party, don’t give a fuck if it’s a potential hangaround or club girl, we need their name and some basic details about ‘em. Is that clear?”

      Suds raises his hand.

      “What?” I growl, not in the mood for excuses.

      “We can start having prospects man the door again.” He glances at Tiny. “Or the recent patch-ins.”

      “Yeah, Prez. I don’t mind doing that again. If it keeps the club safer,” Tiny says. “Until we have more prospects we trust.”

      I blow out a breath. “Thank you for stepping up.”

      Rooster glances at me, checking, I guess, if I want to explain why this is an issue.

      “How many of you know one of the girls, Josey?” I ask.

      “Like in the biblical sense?” Hustler asks. “Uh, probably all of us.”

      Brewer reaches over and high-fives him.

      “Well, her brother’s a cop, so I hope she was worth it, guys,” Rooster says.

      “Fuck me.” Hustler whistles. “You serious?”

      “She’s the one who pointed the cops in my direction for the arson. Fuck knows what other lies she told them about the club.”

      “Uh, Prez, we don’t exactly talk to club girls, if you know what I mean,” Suds says.

      I cock my head. “I have no idea what you mean, please explain, fuckwad.” I take a deep breath before continuing. Outside, I didn’t want to tell Steer this part, but in here, I feel compelled to be honest with everyone. “I don’t know if I met her here or somewhere else. But from the looks of the photos we found on her phone, she’d been following me around for a while.”

      “Oh shit!” Hustler bursts out laughing. “Z has himself a stalker.”

      “It ain’t funny, bro.” Jigsaw glares at him. “Bitch is dead.”

      Everyone stares at me. “We went to have a talk with her and found her dead in her bathtub. She’d been there a while.”

      A bunch of curses are muttered around the table.

      “Sorry, Prez,” Hustler says. “That’s fucked up.”

      “Looks like she was a junkie. Whether it was a recent problem or long-term, I have no idea, but this is another reason I want more thought given to who we let through our doors.”

      “You want us to all start pissing in a cup for ya?” Brewer asks.

      “Do I need you to?” My sharp tone wipes the smile off his face.

      I stare each brother down. “You’re all grown men. Do I need to explain how one brother’s bad habits can bring down the whole club? Josey’s a perfect example. Her cop brother caught her with heroin and she tried to turn my ass in to save her own.”

      “None of us are rats,” Steer says evenly.

      “No? What about Bull? No one thought he was a rat either. Until it almost broke this club.”

      “That was Sway’s fault,” Hustler says.

      As much as I’d love to lay all the blame at Sways feet, it’s not fair and these fuckers need to grow up. “No, it wasn’t. It was each and every one of you. We are our brother’s keeper. Period. You must have had questions about Bull at some point. Some of you knew Shadow was shady, but you went ahead and voted him in anyway. Looked the other way when he behaved badly.”

      “What do you want, Z?” Hustler asks. “We all supposed to start snitching on each other now? Run to you and tattle?”

      “It’s not snitching if it’s for the good of the club. If I think you’re being a fucking asshole, believe me, I have no problem telling you.”

      Murphy, Teller, and Dex have moved about as far back from the table as they can get, obviously wanting no part in this conversation. Brewer turns to them anyway. “This how Rock runs things? You all tattle to Daddy when someone steps out of line?”

      Teller glares at him. “No need to. We’re all responsible adults who own up to our shit and handle our business.”

      “It’s only fair,” Murphy adds. “If I expect every one of my brothers to have my back when I need him, shouldn’t I protect them too?”

      “It’s a matter of respect,” Dex says.

      “Right,” Rooster agrees. “Respect—for your brothers and yourself. Courage and honor. That’s what this brotherhood needs.” He glances around the table. “Isn’t that the reason we all joined?”

      Brothers share looks and nod.

      “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I joined to get laid,” Hustler jokes.

      “Yeah, you’re certainly too ugly to get pussy without that patch, old man.” Jigsaw claps him on the back. “It’s okay, brother.”

      “Fuck you.” Hustler laughs and slaps Jiggy’s hand away.

      Steer sits up and smacks his palm on the table. “I’ll be the first to admit, we’ve gotten lazy. Not gonna say anything bad about Sway, but we shoulda been helping him out more instead of freeloading and that has to end now.”

      “Wait a second, who’s a freeloader?” Suds asks. “I work my fucking ass off—”

      “You sit around and watch the news all day,” Hustler says.

      “And fix shit when it gets broken.”

      “I wasn’t finished.” Steer’s roar of a voice drowns out the other chatter. “From now on, if you want to bring someone not affiliated with the club to our clubhouse—males who might be potential prospects or hangarounds or a DTF female, you need to run it by me.”

      “You seriously going to veto our pussy, brother?”

      “I’m not saying no to anything. I want to run a check, that’s all. They need to have ID—”

      “Something chicks should have anyway before coming in here,” Rooster points out. “You remember that club that got slapped with statutory charges down in Alabama—”

      “You know shit was fucked up for that to happen. Don’t they let twelve-year olds like marry their cousins down there?” Grip says.

      I smack the table a few times. “Stay on topic, please.”

      “Thanks to Rooster, we now have the outside covered. Z and I talked about adding a front gate to the property and more cameras so we know who’s coming in and out before they roll up on us.”

      Butcher’s been quiet at the end of the table for most of the meeting, but he sits forward. “Shoulda done it a long time ago. Who knows how many people have come into our parking lot because they thought this was still a seedy old motel. Dangerous.”

      “Right. That’s another thing,” I say. “I want this place cleaned up.”

      “Prez, it’s just going to get messed up again,” Hustler argues.

      I turn the full force of my don’t-fuck-with-me glare on him. “Find a house mama, a cleaning service, whatever the fuck you want to do, but let’s start treating our space with some respect.”

      Murphy raises his hand. “I got derailed with the whole getting-thrown-in-jail thing, Z, but I’m still working on the pool and other stuff we talked about.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Suck-up,” Hustler jokes.

      Murphy flips him off.

      “Last order of business. I’m going to be out of town for a few days. Taking care of some personal matters out in California.”

      “You going to check out Pony’s place while you’re on the west coast?” Steer asks.

      It had occurred to me to make a trip up to our Washington charter, but by now I’m sure everyone in the organization knows I took over for Sway at Priest’s request. Me stopping in to visit with another charter that’s had friction with Priest probably won’t go over well. “Nah, this is strictly a family trip.”

      Steer nods. After the room clears out, he comes over and shakes my hand. “Probably better you don’t stop at Washington. I don’t think Pony’s getting things cleaned up to Priest’s satisfaction.”

      “That was my thought too. Unless we’re invited, I don’t think they’ll appreciate us dropping by.”

      He blows out a breath. “Fuck that, we got enough to keep us busy with our own charter.”

      “Amen to that, brother.”

      He pins me with a serious stare. “I’ll work on the stuff we talked about. You should celebrate your freedom. This shit with the arson and that little bitch could’ve gone bad, Z.”

      The reality of the situation seems to be sinking in for Steer. Not wanting to lay any more guilt trips on him, I slap his shoulder. “It’s all good, brother. We came through in one piece.”

      At least, I hope that’s true.
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      Weird doesn’t seem adequate to describe how it feels to have Z with us when we fly to California.

      Three years ago, I made this trip alone. Scared, I blurted out a place that seemed far enough away from New York when I approached the ticket counter.

      I’d never even been to California before.

      I can’t lie and say I didn’t think about what it might be like to have Z by my side, holding my hand while we took off.

      After his initial excitement over the charges being dropped, Z’s been quiet. Brooding almost. I’m hoping this trip will pull him out of his mood.

      Maybe he’s afraid I’ll want to stay in California or that I’m starting to regret our life in New York. Nothing could be farther from the truth.

      The first time I flew out here, I had no idea Chance was hitching a ride.

      This morning, Chance sits by the window holding his father’s hand and staring out at the clouds. The emotions bubbling up inside me are too overwhelming to articulate.

      The strange feeling inside me only intensifies once we land and pick up our rental car. The road to my old apartment feels like a foreign place I visited in a dream. Or nightmare. Sure, we pass familiar places. A million times, I pictured taking Z to breakfast at my favorite coffee shop. Or watching him drop Chance off at preschool.

      I couldn’t allow those desires to creep up on me often, but they did.

      We’re here together as a family now. Everything I was always too afraid to admit I wanted.

      Chance doesn’t seem to have mixed emotions about anything. He scowls when I pull the rental car into our old parking space.

      “I wanna go home,” he announces. “With Daddy.”

      Z turns and reaches back, patting Chance’s arm. “We’re all going home together, buddy. We’re just packing up your stuff and sending it back east.”

      In the rearview, I catch Chance’s squinty glare.

      “Promith?”

      Z nods. “Promise.”

      Chance lets out the huff of a kid four times his age and it makes me chuckle.

      “I thought you might want to say goodbye to Mrs. Thomas and some of your friends at school.”

      He shrugs. How soon he forgot everyone and everything here. I guess that’s a good thing and it means I haven’t traumatized him too much with all the moving around. Having so many uncles and aunties at home willing to dote on him constantly probably doesn’t hurt either.

      Inside the apartment, I find I’m self-conscious. The place isn’t a dump by any means, but it’s certainly not as nice as the place Z rented for us in New York. Or even my house in Lake George.

      He follows me into the bathroom and watches while I pull items out of the medicine cabinet. In the mirror, I catch him staring at the bathtub.

      “What’s wrong, Z?”

      “We never…” He runs his hands through his hair and shifts from foot to foot. “With all the crazy shit that’s gone down, we never…You never told me more details about,” he reaches over and grasps my arm, gently turning it over and pulling up my sleeve, “this. How it happened. Where…” His voice trails off.

      Never mind revisiting a topic I never want to talk about again, it’s unnerving as hell to see calm, confident, always-in-control Z rattled. I sense it’s his fear of upsetting me that’s stressing him out and that’s what stops me from telling him to fuck off, it’s none of his business.

      “Is this where it happened?” he finally asks.

      “No,” I whisper. “I had a different apartment. Smaller. I was in the hospital for…a while afterward and lost that place. Ted helped me rent this one when I was ready.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Ted did?”

      “I told you he’s been a good friend to me.”

      He grunts.

      “Is there anything else you want to ask me?”

      He rubs his hand over his chest a few times. Like whatever question he’s holding back, physically hurts. “I ran into Jake a while back. Before all the shit with the arson.”

      “How was he? I’ve been thinking I should go back and take more classes with him. Just the one probably helped me escape Shadow.”

      A flash of pain twists his features for a second. “You’ll go back?”

      “Sure. I like him.” I start filling the box in front of me again. “He’s a good teacher. Patient. Explains things well.”

      “Good. I’m glad.” Z tilts his head. “Did any of the lesson bother you?”

      I freeze. Damn Jake. I should’ve known better. I’m surprised he didn’t tell Z sooner.

      “Do you need to talk about it?”

      “No, Z, I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Lilly, look at me.”

      How I wish his voice didn’t have the power to make me drop everything. “What do you want me to say, Z? That it reminded me of what happened to me? It did and it didn’t. It wasn’t quite the same, but it still bothered me.”

      How’s that for an answer that makes zero sense? It’s the best I can do, though.

      “Shhh, okay. I’m sorry. Come here.”

      “No.” I hold out my hand to stop him from coming any closer. “Please, I can’t right now.”

      He holds up his hands in surrender and takes a step back, giving me space. “Okay.”

      “Why now? Why are you doing this?”

      He jams his hands into his pockets. “I want to make sure I never do anything to upset you.”

      I think I finally understand what he doesn’t seem to be able to voice. The tension washes away and I take a step toward him. “You’ve never made me feel helpless or humiliated. Never. I always feel…cherished and strong with you.”

      “You’re stronger than you think all on your own, Lilly.”

      Over time, I’ve allowed myself to accept that I must possess some amount of inner strength if I’ve survived my past and can still find good in things. “I know. But I’m better with you.”

      He holds out his arms and this time I let him pull me tight against him. “We’re better together,” he whispers against my ear.

      “Mommy?” Chance tugs on my jeans. “Are you crying?”

      Z releases me and I squat down. “No, I’m just a little sad. This is the first place you and I lived. I have some good memories here. That’s all.”

      He glances up at Z and back to me. “I like it better with Daddy.”

      I laugh and kiss his cheeks. “Me too. That’s why we’re packing everything up and saying goodbye forever.”

      “Yes!” He thrusts his fist in the air and zooms down the hall.

      Z’s hand rests over his heart as he watches Chance race up and down the hall. “I’ll never get tired of hearing him say that.”

      My own heart melts into a puddle of love-goo for this man. “Any more questions?”

      “Not right now, but I want you to promise me something.”

      “What?”

      “If anything reminds you or upsets you, please tell me.”

      “I didn’t tell you about Jake’s class because I kind of forgot about it afterward. It was a momentary panic and then gone. I had a good time with the girls. So much has happened since then, I forgot.”

      He blows out a relieved breath. “Good.”

      Now that we’re done with the talk, I finish packing up the bathroom and we start on the living room. After that, he’s all business, poking around, cataloging furniture and trying to figure out how many boxes we need. “What do you want to do with this stuff?”

      “The furniture? I guess sell it—”

      He runs his gaze over the furniture again as if selling it is a waste of our precious time. “I’ll replace everything and then some if you say we can just donate it all.”

      I laugh. “That’s fine.”

      “I don’t want to waste the time we’re here waitin’ around for dipshits to stop by and haggle over your shit.”

      “Dipthits,” Chance parrots.

      “Look what you did,” I tease.

      Z’s lips quirk. “I’m always teasing Heidi for asking us to stop cursing around Alexa. Not as funny now.”

      “I’ll make sure to let her know.”

      Z laughs and after all the seriousness of our talk, it’s a beautiful sound.

      “I’ll run out and grab some boxes,” he offers.

      For some reason, I can’t stand being separated from him for even a few minutes while we’re here. So, we buckle Chance back into his car seat and head out together.

      “Sorry I’m so clingy today,” I mutter.

      Z roars with laughter while starting the car. “Babe, I’ve been praying for this for years. Cling away. It’s about time.”

      My breath catches. Such a simple statement. But also honest. Raw with feelings men like Z don’t easily admit. I lean over and kiss his cheek. “I love you.”

      He seems surprised. Maybe I haven’t said it enough. He brushes his knuckles over my cheek. “You okay?”

      Disgusted with myself, I pull away from his touch.

      “Lilly,” he says quietly, placing his hand over mine. “I’m serious. Did I push too much before? Are you okay?”

      I’m too exhausted to put on a false front. And there’s no point in it anyway. Z knows me too well. “Not really.” I run my nails over my arms. “I feel restless. Itchy. Anxious. I don’t know.”

      “Anything I can do to make it better?”

      Tears well up and my throat tightens. Words won’t come, so I shake my head.

      “Talk to me, Siren,” he coaxes in that low, soothing voice I love so much.

      I reach over and rest my hand on his leg. “Just having you here with us makes everything better.”

      Accepting that answer, he squeezes my hand. “Let’s get those boxes.”

      
        
        Z

      

      

      Something I’ve learned over the years—it’s easier to cause pain than to take it. I’d take every bit of pain away from Lilly if I could. Instead, I upset her with the stupid questions I just had to ask. I have everything I want. No reason to go kicking over rocks to seek out the dark stuff underneath. But fuck if I don’t want to do everything I can to make sure she’s always taken care of.

      “Is everything okay with you?” she asks after a few miles.

      “I’m fine, why?”

      “You’ve seemed troubled since the charges were dropped. Is there something you’re not telling me?” The concern in Lilly’s tone suggests I’m not covering my unease about what went down at home before we left.

      My girl’s so fucking strong. Right away, I could tell how much talking about the past bothered her. Even though she was prickly about it, she gave me answers in her straight-forward way.

      Don’t I owe her the same thing?

      I glance over at her. “We’ve been busy getting ready for the trip.”

      That’s not a good enough answer for Lilly. “You didn’t give me any details about why the charges were dropped. I assumed you’d explain at some point.”

      I glance in the backseat at a sleeping Chance. I’d prefer not to have this conversation with him around. Or never. My jaw flexes. “You don’t need details.”

      “You realize I could probably go down to the courthouse and ask for a transcript when we get home, right?”

      Without answering, I flick the blinker on and pull into a parking lot. I roll over the pavement until I find a spot away from anyone else and shut off the car. Swiveling in the tight front seat, I grab her hand. “That wouldn’t be smart. We still can’t be connected, Lilly.”

      “I know,” she whispers. “But something’s bothering you.”

      I blow out a breath and release her. “Not now, okay? It’s nothing to do with you.”

      “Okay.”

      “I want to focus on you and Chance right now.” I reach out and tuck a piece of hair behind her ear.

      “Is it something bad?”

      “No.” She’s not going to give up, is she?

      I roll the windows down and check on Chance again, then motion for her to get out of the car. There’s a picnic bench directly in front of where I parked and I lead her over to it.

      “You sure you want to know this, Lilly? Remember anything club-related I tell you can not be shared with anyone else. Ever.”

      “I’ve trusted you with every one of my secrets, Z.”

      “Have you?”

      She pins me with an expression that’s both strong and full of sorrow. “Everything you need to know.”

      Fair enough. “Remember Josey?”

      Her jaw tightens. “How could I forget. Such a lovely personality.”

      “She’s dead.”

      “Oh.” She blinks and sits down. “How?”

      “I don’t want any of this in your head, Lilly.”

      “It’s obviously bothering you. Tell me.”

      “She was the one who claimed I set the fire.” I give her the barest of details. Even so, Lilly’s fuming.

      “Why would she do that? You barely knew her.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “We went to visit her after court.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” She glares at me but I ignore it. “We found her in the bathtub. She overdosed or killed herself. I’m not sure. We didn’t exactly stick around to examine the scene.”

      “Jesus Christ.” She stands and paces back and forth in front of the car a few times before stopping. “Is that why you…back at the apartment. Is that why you wanted to know about…me?”

      Fuck, is it? “Maybe. I don’t know. I meant to ask you about Jake’s class. Even before all this.”

      She huffs at me and sits back down. “Go on.”

      “That’s it.”

      “Bullshit. There’s something else.”

      “Fuck. Fine. I feel like a fucking asshole explaining this to you.”

      “Too bad. You think that was fun talking about.” She flaps her hands in the air. “My stuff back there?”

      “It’s different.”

      She glares at me.

      “Fine. She had a bunch of pictures on her phone. Of me. Like a lot. From different places. Rallies, clubhouses, I don’t fucking know. I don’t even remember her. But she sure as fuck seemed to know me.”

      Lilly stares at me for a few seconds before bursting into laughter.

      I wait a bit but she puts her head between her knees and continues laughing.

      “It’s not funny,” I growl.

      “No, it’s not. It’s horrible.” She sits up and wipes her cheeks. “Sorry. I think I’ve been on edge since we left home. Coming here. You being weird—”

      “I wasn’t being weird.”

      “Yes, you were.” She reaches over and squeezes my hand. “I’m sorry. That’s awful.”

      “I’m relieved she’s not going to be an issue, but—”

      “You feel shitty.”

      “A little.”

      She scoots closer and wraps her arms around me. “I wouldn’t love you if you were the kind of man who didn’t feel anything at all over something like that. It’s pretty horrible.”

      “Even though—”

      “Now’s not the time to question me, Z.”

      I press my forehead to her shoulder and let out my own miserable laughter.

      “Who else knows she had a thing for you?” she asks quietly.

      “The club. I had to tell them.”

      “What about Sasha?”

      “Fuck her.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t.” She snickers. “Again.”

      “That’s not funny.”

      She pokes me in the stomach. “Do you think Sasha was in on it? Giving your name to the cops?”

      “I doubt it.” Might as well give her every last detail. “Josey’s brother is a cop. She used my name to save her skin when she got arrested.”

      “That dirty fucking bitch.”

      I snort-laugh.

      “Is the brother going to be a problem for you?”

      “I don’t think so. The charges were dropped. The lawyer said I should be clear.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “You guys should be more careful who you let in your clubhouse.”

      “Trust me, I had that talk with them.”

      “What happened…with her?” Her nose wrinkles. “Did anyone find her yet?”

      “Don’t know. Steer said he’ll let me know if he hears anything.”

      “Good lord, I hope you guys wore gloves going in there.”

      I roar with laughter. “You’re the best partner in crime a man like me could ask for, you know that?”

      “This is so fucked up.”

      “So is life.” I stand and hold out my hand to her. “You love me anyway?”

      She takes my hand and squeezes. “Every part of you.”
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      After all the honesty Lilly and I have shared on this trip, how can I say no when she asks if I mind paying Ted a visit? I think I owe her that much after explaining the fucked-up Josey situation.

      “He asked us to stop by for dinner.” Lilly bites her bottom lip, like she really doesn’t want to fight about this. “Is that okay with you?”

      Yeah, this fucker claimed he was gonna marry my woman, but from what Lilly said, he also did a lot to help her through a rough time. Kinda makes it hard to hate the guy. “Yeah, no problem.”

      Once we arrive at his place, I reconsider. “I see why you were considering his marriage proposal,” I say as we wind the car up the driveway to the good Dr. Ted’s estate.

      Lilly squirms and doesn’t respond. She doesn’t need to feel guilty or worry that I’m angry. Nope, if she was going to marry some schmuck to take care of her and my son, at least they would’ve been comfortable.

      “Guess, I need to step up my game,” I try again.

      “Z—”

      “I’m kidding. Chill.”

      Chance starts yelling and kicking the back of my seat when he notices the ducks scattered over the pond to our right.

      “Easy, buddy.”

      Ted waves to us from the front steps and motions for me to park to the side.

      “Good to see you again, Z.” He pulls Lilly in and kisses her cheek. “I can’t believe you’re really leaving.”

      “I’m not California material, Ted. Never was.”

      They laugh together and he keeps his arm loosely around her shoulders.

      For a guy who supposedly isn’t into women, he sure does a good job of acting like he wants to nail my woman.

      Or maybe I don’t like any man touching her.

      Lilly captures Chance’s hand and takes him over the lawn to visit the ducks while Ted and I hang back watching them.

      “How’s she doing?” he asks.

      “Good. She’s settled into our new place. Chance has been taking swimming lessons. Her brother’s even mellowed out a little.” Am I going to get into the whole I-almost-went-to-prison story with Ted? Nope. None of his business. Friend or not, I doubt it’s something Lilly would ever talk about with him.

      “Glad to hear it.” He sneaks a glance her way. “How about being back here, has it triggered anything for her?”

      Shit, California didn’t trigger her, I did with my stupid questions. “Not that she’s said.”

      “That’s a relief.” He pats his chest pocket and gives me a lop-sided grin. “I’ve got an engagement ring I’ll sell you cheap.”

      I pat my own pocket. “Thanks, but I bought my own.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Am I invited?”

      “I haven’t exactly asked her yet.”

      He snorts out a laugh. “I doubt she’ll need time to think about it.”

      “Hope not.”

      “You know,” he says, drawing out the words, “you don’t need to be a resident to marry in California.”

      Before we left home, I did a little research. Or rather, I asked Hope if she’d do some research for me.

      Turns out California has a few unique marriage laws and regulations. One of them allows you to apply for something called a “confidential license.” Still a legally-binding marriage license, but not part of any public record.

      Exactly what we need.

      Question is, do I want to tell Lilly in advance or surprise her? Women like surprises, right?

      “Way ahead of you, Ted,” I finally answer. “Way ahead.”

      
        
        Lilly

      

      

      Dinner at Ted’s was a nice distraction from all the work left to do at my apartment. While he offered to help me, I politely said no. Z’s tolerated about as much of my friend as he can. I still don’t think he’s forgiven Ted one hundred percent for the fiancé fiasco.

      “Do you have a sundress?” Z asks the following day as we’re sorting through the clothes in my closet. No wonder I’m in debt. Where did I think I was going to wear all this stuff?

      “Probably, why?”

      He shrugs. “I like you in as little clothes as possible. Is that a surprise?”

      “No.” I snort and flip through several hangers. “Color preference?”

      “Something light? I don’t know, white, pink, yellow?”

      I peek out at him. “Do I look like a pastels kinda girl to you?”

      “Whatever you got.”

      Unsure, but intrigued that he’s so interested in my sartorial choices, I pull out a cream-colored dress dotted with wildflowers in shades of pink, yellow, blue and lavender that actually came with me from New York. I’m not sure why I bothered. I haven’t worn it since college. “I haven’t worn this in years, but it might still fit.”

      “Perfect.”

      It’s empire-waisted, so it skims over my wider-than-they-were-before-Chance hips easily enough. A quick mirror-check reveals it doesn’t look as dated as I thought it might.

      “That’s pretty,” Z says, coming up behind me.

      I turn and press a quick kiss to his cheek. “I’m going to grab a sweater in case I get cold, since you won’t tell me where we’re going.”

      The taunt doesn’t pull any more information out of Z.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lilly

      

      

      It’s not until we pull into the county clerk’s office that I get an idea of what Z might be planning.

      “What are we doing here?” I push as much suspicion as I can into my tone.

      “Going to file to have your mail forwarded.” He grins at me.

      “That’s done at the post office.”

      “Really? Huh.” He feigns confusion. “Family outing day?” He glances in the rearview mirror and catches Chance’s eye. “Right, buddy?”

      “Road trip!” Chance shouts.

      “Right after we conduct some business.”

      “What business?” I ask.

      “Let’s find out.”

      My knees wobble as Z pulls me down the hallway to the little window at the county clerk’s office.

      Z flashes a dazzling smile at the elderly woman behind the counter. “I called earlier about applying for a marriage license.”

      I yank my hand out of his. “You did what?”

      Ignoring me, he hefts Chance up in his arms. The woman behind the counter smiles at him. “Hello there, young man.”

      “Hi,” Chance says, waving one small hand at her.

      The clerk’s gaze shoots to me. “Identification?”

      Without even thinking about it, I set my purse on the counter and search for my wallet.

      Wait a second.

      “Can we have a minute?” I ask.

      “Sure, hon.” She winks at Z before stepping away.

      Grabbing Z’s arm, I drag him away from the window. “What are we doing?”

      “Getting married,” he says the same way he’d say picking out a new puppy. Cheerful and full of mischief.

      “Yay!” Chance yells.

      Z tips his head at Chance. “Thanks.”

      “Shouldn’t we talk about this?”

      “I thought we did. A lot.”

      “Back home.” I pause and bite my lip. “Shouldn’t we have our families here?”

      For a second, he hesitates. “I think they’ll understand. Do you need to have your family to watch you get married?”

      Do I? It’s not like my parents are all that supportive. They’re still angry about the family dinner that ended in turmoil. Z’s certainly not the man they want me to marry, so they won’t be pleasant. If they bother to show up. And my brother…While he’s been more supportive lately, the last thing I need is Alex making one of his thug-baby-daddy “jokes” on my wedding day.

      I don’t care about dresses, cakes, dances, and other wedding-related nonsense. All I want is Angus Frazier to be my husband.

      Still, this is crazy, isn’t it? “My parents would probably be rude anyway.”

      “Babe, I give zero fucks what your parents or anyone else thinks about us, but if you’d rather have them at your wedding, we can wait.”

      Maybe I’m the one who’s nuts, but I’m sort of touched he went to all this trouble to surprise me into marrying him. Today. Right now.

      He’s decisive. More importantly, he’s so eager to lock this down, make us official, he went to the trouble of planning an ambush wedding.

      It doesn’t get much sweeter than that.

      “You want to marry me this much?” I whisper. “This bad? You don’t want to think about it?”

      “I’ve thought about marrying you for a long damn time, Lilly.”  A more serious expression slides into place. “I don’t need more time. If you do, I’ll understand, but I can’t stand another minute not being your husband.”

      “I really want to be your wife.”

      “Nothing will make me happier. We can still have a celebration when we get home with our friends and family. Anywhere you want.”

      I reach out and run my hand over Chance’s head. “This is perfect. The three of us. Let’s do it.”

      “Are we ready?” The clerk asks. “We have an opening at noon. There’s some paperwork you need to fill out first.”

      “We’re ready,” I answer.
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      “Wait, we don’t have rings.” Lilly stops before stepping into the clerk’s office.

      Now that I got her to say yes, I don’t want anything holding us up. “All covered.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “How long have you been planning this?”

      “Since before we left.”

      “Really?”

      “If you want to get technical, since the night I met you.”

      Her expression relaxes. “Z.”

      “Come on.” I pull her into the office and the clerk happily hands us some forms to fill out. Lilly sets Chance down and he wanders over to peer at the photos on the clerk’s desk.

      “Hey.” I tug the pen out of Lilly’s hand. “I want to do something first.”

      The “what” she’s about to ask doesn’t make it out of her mouth before I’m down on one knee in front of her.

      “What are you doing?” She presses her hands against my cheeks. “I already said yes,” she says against my lips before kissing me.

      “I want to tell you this first.” I wait to see if she has any more protests before continuing. “You’re the smartest, most interesting, prettiest, sexiest woman I’ve ever met. I want you to know I plan to protect you, provide for you and our children, and love you until I die.”

      Her eyes shimmer and she leans forward, pressing her forehead against mine. “You’re the best and biggest surprise of my life.” She strokes her fingers against my cheek, the sensation sending all my blood rushing south. “You make me laugh, you make me feel safe, and I want to love you for the rest of my life.”

      “You going to marry me?”

      She waves the papers in the space between us.  “I’m trying to.”

      I stare at her.

      “Yes, Angus, I’m going to marry you.” She flicks her gaze toward the clerk. “Right here. Right now.”

      “Good.” I slip the box out of my pocket and pop out the ring inside.

      She gasps and presses her hands to her mouth. “Z, oh my. When did you? I wasn’t expecting—”

      Taking her left hand, I slip the ring on her finger, thankful it actually fits. It’s flashy but not tacky. A solid one-carat square diamond with a shit ton of other smaller diamonds scattered around it are embedded all the way around the white gold band.

      “Z, this is stunning. Thank you,” she whispers.

      “You like it?”

      “I love it.”

      I pull a small envelope out of my pocket. “Hopefully you like these too.” I shake the rings into my hand and hold them out to her. “They’re silicone rings. We can go shopping for real ones when we go home.”

      She plucks the thicker one out of my hand and studies it. It’s a dark iridescent blue-black color. I actually like it because it’s safer to wear. Since I work on my bike and with my hands a lot, but it’s probably not what Lilly was expecting. “When I saw the color was called mermaid, I knew I needed them,” I explain.

      “This is as real as it gets, Z. They’re perfect.”

      Chance shuffles back over and inspects the rings. He’s getting bored and restless, so we should probably hurry this up. I hoist him into my lap. “Want to help me fill this out?”

      He gives me the cutest you-realize-I’m-only-two-and-a-half look and grabs for the pen.

      As soon as we’re done, we’re called into the back for the actual ceremony.

      Lilly stops me from following the clerk. “You’re sure, Z? After this, you’re stuck with me forever. You won’t regret this later, right?”

      The only thing I regret in my life is letting her get away the first time.

      Chance tugs on my hand. The clerk stops ahead and turns, clearly exasperated with us.

      “Zero regret, Lilly.” I brush a quick kiss over her lips. “Let’s do this.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lilly

      

      

      Wife.

      Mrs. Angus Frazier.

      Two things I never expected to be called.

      After our quickie ceremony, Z drove us to my apartment, asked me to pack a few bags, and we hopped back in the car.

      “Now where are we going?” I’m thoroughly amused by his excitement.

      “You’ll see.”

      He drives up the coast. A drive that became my favorite when I had a lot on my mind. One of a handful of things I’ll miss about California.

      Chance yells as soon as he glimpses the ocean.

      “Yup, you’re going to get more up close and personal, buddy,” Z says.

      His ability to keep this a secret seems to be slipping. “Now I’m really curious.”

      I’m not kept in suspense long. We turn off the Pacific Coast Highway and eventually wind our way up a secluded road, opening to a large resort situated on a cliff overlooking the ocean.  “Wow, how did you find this?”

      “It’s a secret.”

      Chance’s laughter makes me turn around. “Mommy!” He presses his little finger to the glass. “Look!”

      A group of younger children are out for a walk through paths carved into the rolling property. Younger ones being pulled along by the older children in a red wagon with big, knobby wheels.

      “I’m sure we’ll check it out later,” I assure him.

      The front desk staff already has a room for us. They even lead us there personally. Aware we were traveling with a child, they have a toddler-sized robe and slippers already laid out for Chance.

      “Mommy, look!”

      “I see.”

      Z chuckles and speaks to the manager for a minute before closing the door.

      “Of all the things here, he’s most excited about the pint-sized robe and slippers, huh?” he asks with a smile on his face.

      “Looks that way.”

      “Buddy, come here. Let’s check out the view.” Z holds out his hand and Chance eagerly grabs on.

      “The view is amazing. How’d you know I’d love this?” I ask.

      “I think I know a little about you by now.”

      “It’s probably not the honeymoon you had in mind.”

      He slips his arm over my shoulder and pulls me closer. “I never thought about honeymoons at all before I met you, Siren.”

      I rest my head against his chest and stare out at the sea with my family.

      Z leans down. “Did you happen to notice the private balcony off our bedroom?”

      I pick up my head and glance over.  “That’s ours too?”

      “Yup.”

      “Where’s Chance sleeping?”

      “Sofa bed, if you think he’ll be okay.”

      We explore the suite and then decide to explore the property. Chance can’t wait to get down to the beach and we have our hands full keeping him out of the water.
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      “Did you have a good day, Mrs. Frazier?” Z slips into our room after tucking Chance into bed. He was so excited about having the whole room to himself, while I’m paranoid he’ll wake up in the middle of the night and be disoriented in the unfamiliar setting. Z had to wedge a chair against the front door and stuff the thick wooden bar from one of the hotel’s hangers in the track of the sliding glass door leading out to the patio before I’d settle down.

      “The best. What about you? I know none of this is ideal.”

      “What are you talking about? This is exactly what I wanted.” I click the light off, leaving the bathroom light as the only illumination in the room. He tilts his head. “Let’s check out the view from the balcony.”

      “I was going to change…”

      “No, leave your dress on a little longer. You look so pretty in it.”

      My heart does a little tap dance as I take his hand and we step outside. The wind picks up my hair, swirling it in front of my face. Below us, the moonlight glitters off the ocean.

      I lean over, resting my elbows on the low wall enclosing the balcony. “This is beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful.” He traces a line down the length of my spine.

      A shiver of desire mixed with nerves races over me.

      “Are you cold?”

      “No.”

      He slides his hand from the small of my back around my waist. “Did you notice how private the balcony is?”

      “We’re still outside. At a large resort.”

      “Mmm.” His hand moves from my stomach to my hip, to my thighs, fingers slowly pulling up my dress.

      I arch my back to shift my ass against his hard length. “Our son’s inside asleep.”

      “Sound asleep,” he whispers against my neck. His hot, wet tongue traces a line against my neck. “Lilly, I want to fuck my wife.”

      Oh god.

      My knees buckle.

      He uses both hands to gather the rest of my dress up around my waist. As if he has all the time in the world, he wraps one strong arm around my ribcage and slides his free hand down my belly. His fingers glide over my panties, finally focusing on the area over my clit. He uses the light touch that drives me crazy. My hips restlessly shift, my core aches for him.

      “Z, please.”

      “I thought you were worried someone would see us?”

      “Please don’t tease me.”

      “But I love teasing you.”

      I whimper again and a low rumble of laughter vibrates against my back. He presses a kiss to my bare shoulder before reaching under my dress to tug my underwear down to my knees.

      “Leave it,” he orders when I try to take them off.

      My heart hammers at the sound of his rough voice.

      He presses a hand between my legs, running his fingers to my clit. There’s a glorious second of delicious sensation before he trails back up. He keeps tracing that lazy path, gradually adding more pressure.

      I’m trembling. So close. Each pass wets his fingers even more. He stops and cups my pussy, the tip of his fingers toying with my clit again. My hips jerk.

      “Please.” Every stroke and movement I can hear how slick I am.

      “Hold on to the railing.”

      I hang on for dear life.

      “How can you be so calm?” I rasp.

      Instead of answering, he slides his cock between my legs.

      “Oh, fuck. Stop teasing and fuck me.”

      “Shhh.”

      He continues, slowly teasing me until I think I’ll go insane. His hips flex against my ass and he slides into me.

      “Thank god.”

      He chuckles and pushes deeper.

      “Finally,” I sigh.

      He thrusts hard and fast, but somehow manages to fuck with a tender determination. The deeper he goes, the more I lose control.

      Not that I had any to begin with today.

      I thrust against him and he encourages me, fingers digging into my hip, pulling me back. With his other hand, he strokes his thumb along my ass. I let out a groan of desperation, furious at how bad I want him to fill every part of me. He thrusts his thumb against my ass, slowly pressing inside. The hand on my hip moves to my clit, rubbing and lightly pinching.

      I let out a strangled moan.

      “That’s it,” he whispers. “Come on.”

      He thrusts again and all three pressure points converge, exploding into an exquisite pleasure. My heart pounds. My breathing stops for a second. Stars burst behind my eyelids. My nails dig in, scratching against the rough stone.

      “Fuck that’s good. I feel you clenching around me so tight, Siren.”

      A bunch of nonsense words flow out of my mouth.

      “Shhh,” he warns.

      Abruptly he pulls out. The shock of cool air where his hot body had been seconds before devastates my senses.

      “What are you—”

      My question’s cut off, by him tightening his arm around my waist and lifting me into the air. Like a possessed caveman, he storms back into our room, tossing me on the bed. He tightens his fist in the underwear that is now twisted around my ankles and lifts my legs in the air.

      “Fuck!” I cry when he slips back inside me.

      The orgasm I thought was finished thunders back to life as he pounds into me. At this angle, I feel every bump and thrust.

      He slams into me over and over, finally squeezing his eyes shut, moaning my name and shuddering to a halt. He rests his head against my foot, still propped on his shoulder, and kisses my ankle.

      I’m still floating on a cloud of bliss, so no words come to me. My racing heart slows to almost normal. He pulls my panties off and tosses them aside, helps me sit up, slides my dress up over my head, and unhooks my bra. “Come on, let’s go take a shower.”

      The bathroom has a large shower separate from the tub. He pulls open the shower door to start the water and laughs. “We’re definitely fucking in here.”

      “I’m not sure I can.”

      I finally realize what has him grinning. There’s a full-length mirror in the shower.

      “What pervert put that there?”

      “I don’t know. we’ll have to thank him later, Mrs. Frazier.” He grabs my hand, tugging me inside.
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      Obsessed. That’s how I feel about my bride. I can’t get enough of her sweet lips against mine, her long hair spilling all over my pillow, invading my space, her silky skin rubbing up against me.

      “Good morning,” she whispers before the sun’s completely up.

      My hand’s already reaching between her legs.

      She clamps them shut. “Little ears are listening.”

      I glance down and find Chance sort of nestled between us. “When’d he come in here?”

      “Maybe half an hour ago.”

      “He all right?”

      “Yeah, just a little confused at first.”

      “Are you all right? I went at you kinda hard last night.”

      “You were hard all right. All night.” She whisper-giggles into her pillow and I reach over to pinch her nipple, making her gasp. “Don’t start.”

      “I’m not sure we ever finished, Mrs. Frazier.”

      I’m obsessed with that beautiful smile she shines on me every time I remind her she’s my wife.

      Later in the morning, we order room service and have breakfast on the larger balcony. As we’re finishing, Lilly’s phone rings and she runs inside to grab it.

      “You want to go down to the beach again today?” I ask Chance.

      All the worries from home finally fade away.
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      Once we finished our honeymoon and packed up Lilly’s place, we ended up being away for over a week.

      “It feels good to be home,” Lilly says as we get off the plane.

      I heft Chance in my arms and grab her carry-on bag. “It feels good to hear you say that.”

      After getting Lilly and Chance settled, I have to stop by the clubhouse.

      “I figured,” Lilly says.

      “I won’t be long,” I promise.

      She grabs a fistful of my T-shirt and yanks me closer. “I knew there would be club business to attend to when we came home. Thank you for giving me one hundred percent of your attention while we were away.”

      I brush my lips against hers. “I love you.”

      “Love you too. I’ll try to wait up for you.”
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      My first shock when I roll up to the clubhouse is the gate out front. It’s nothing fancy, looks like pieces of left-over guardrail and fencing, but it does the job. Someone rigged an intercom and a camera. Not quite as sophisticated as what we have upstate, but it’s an improvement.

      I press the white button.

      “Please state your business.”

      Now I’m annoyed. “Are you fucking serious? It’s your president.”

      “What’s the password?”

      “Let me in or I’m going to shoot whoever this is.”

      “That was yesterday’s password.” The prankster laughs and I finally realize it’s Murphy fucking with me.

      Before I can throw out some more curses, the gates swing open.

      I search the parking lot and don’t see any other changes, but the security was the most important part. Surprised they got everything installed while I was gone.

      The inside of the clubhouse is a different matter.  I barely recognize it.

      It’s been thoroughly cleaned for one thing. Furniture in the main area has all been replaced. One large sectional takes up the space to the left. The far end almost like a bed it’s so wide. I raise an eyebrow at Murphy, and he shrugs. “It’s what they wanted.”

      “What’d you do, sit down at the table and take a vote on the furniture?”

      “Pretty much. Hustler called the meeting and gave ‘em their options.” He glances around the space and shrugs. “They went with the Roman orgy meets MC theme.”

      I guess that explains all the black leather furniture.

      “Carpet’s gone too?” What looks like dark gray, weathered hardwood stretches through the main room and down the hallways. It enhances the freshly painted slate-blue and dark gray walls and gives everything a classier vibe.

      “Yup. Jigsaw supervised the installation of the laminate flooring. I think that’s where his road name actually came from. He fit that shit together fast. It’s heavy duty industrial-grade stuff. Should be able to stand up to our abuse.”

      “Looks like a whole new place.” I slap his shoulder. “I’m shocked you managed to accomplish so much while I was gone.”

      Murphy stares at me, then shrugs. “You wanted it done, I made sure it got done.”

      “Thank you.”

      “We didn’t touch the bedrooms.” He smirks. “Just the common areas.”

      “At least it’s a start. And it looks great.”

      We walk to the back of the building and downstairs to the pool.

      “You can actually see the bottom now.” He explains the rest of the cleaning and maintenance that went on down here. All I care about is that it doesn’t look like something out of a Swamp Thing movie anymore.

      The room he wanted to turn into a gym is halfway there. A treadmill, elliptical, and some weights. “Thought this was your priority?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “The other stuff seemed more important. Some equipment is on order. I’ll finish it before I go home.”

      Home. Shit. Murphy busted his ass helping to fix up a clubhouse that isn’t really his. “Thank you, brother.”

      “I didn’t do that much, Z. They were kind of fired up and wanted to get it done before you got back.”

      Okay. I’m not sure how to respond to that. Here I thought everyone would be pissed that I bullied them into cleaning up the place right before conveniently taking off to the other side of the country.

      “I think it meant a lot that you…trusted them after everything that’s gone down,” Murphy says in a lower voice. He nods to my left hand. “Now, tell me you didn’t get married out there.”

      “I don’t like to lie to my loved ones, Murphy.”

      He clutches his chest. “Aw, is that supposed to make me feel special?”

      I reach out and pat his cheek. “You’re my special boy.” My tone’s pretty much the same one I used when I was house-training the dogs.

      He slaps my hand away and swaggers back down the hallway. At the room Lilly and I use while we’re here, he stops. “I guess it’s appropriate we fixed up one of the rooms.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He throws open the door and nods for me to go inside.

      “Why do you have a key to my room?”

      “Shut up and turn on the lights.”

      “So disrespectful,” I mutter. The words evaporate as I take in the new room.

      “I’m going to have nightmares about whatever was in that carpet, it was so fucking old and gross.” Murphy stamps his boot against the floor, drawing my attention to the same wood-look flooring in the rest of the clubhouse. “We tore up the carpet everywhere. It just made sense to do it all at once and get it out of here.”

      That’s not all they did, though. The old, ratty leftover hotel furniture has been replaced. “Nothing fancy. Jake has a friend who got us a deal,” Murphy explains. He gestures toward the sheets. “You can make your own fucking bed, though.”

      Rumbling with laughter, I slap his back.

      “Oh, I tossed your mint lube from the eighties.”

      “What are you talking about?” I walk over to the bathroom and stop outside the door. The utilitarian tub and shower combo have been replaced with a jacuzzi tub and glass-enclosed, walk-in shower. Brand new tile, sink, and everything.

      “We’re only upgrading a handful of the bathrooms like this.” He shrugs. “Figured the president’s should be one of them.”

      “Sway’s got his man cave upstairs.”

      Murphy gives me a look like I’m dense or something before shaking his head. “I’m hurt you didn’t want us at your wedding.”

      “It’s not that I didn’t want you there. It felt like a good time and place to do it, so I didn’t want to wait. We’ll still have a party or something here.” I hesitate. “But I don’t want to tell too many people outside the club yet. I can’t. You know why.”

      The humor drains from his expression. “Don’t worry, brother. We got you. Congratulations.”

      “Sorry if I stepped on your toes by getting hitched before you.”

      He laughs. “You’re gettin’ old, man. Gotta lock her down while you can still walk.”

      “You’re a dick.”

      He grins and waves his hand in the air.  “I’m not worried about it. Was Lilly upset she couldn’t do all the wedding stuff?”

      “I don’t think so.” She hadn’t said so anyway. “It felt right.”

      “Well, you’re the one who has to explain it to Rock and Wrath, not me. So good luck with that.”
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      Murphy kept his word and didn’t tell anyone about Lilly and I eloping.

      For about twenty minutes.

      “I should’ve known you couldn’t keep a secret from Mom,” I growl at him when I get a text from Hope the next morning.

      Completely unapologetic, Murphy shrugs. “She beat it out of me.”

      “Over the phone?”

      Even though I originally got the idea from Hope, apparently, she’s miffed that Lilly and I eloped.

      So, I’m not surprised when Rock calls and casually asks about throwing a joint party for upstate and downstate.

      I smell a rat, but I play along anyway. “Let’s do it down here. The guys have worked hard on fixing up the clubhouse. You need to see it.”

      We work out a date—a whole weekend—and even decide to invite the Devil Demons MC to the party. “I think we should give that relationship a little attention,” I explain.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Rock agrees.

      After we hang up, I get a call from Sway that he’s being released from the hospital.

      “Holy shit, already?”

      “They wanted to stick me in a rehab facility, but fuck that.” He lowers his voice. “I’m not ready to take back over the club, Z, so don’t worry.”

      “I’m not worried, brother.” Fuck, I’d been hopeful I could finally go home. “Take your time.”

      “Tawny says I can come home to recover, but I’d still like to…”

      “Sway, it’s your clubhouse. You come and go as you want.”

      He sorts of grunts in agreement.

      “You need me to pick you up or do anything?”

      “Nah, Tawny and the kids are taking care of everything. Stella’s…helping out.”

      That should be interesting. Christ, I hope he doesn’t land up back in the hospital with another gunshot wound.

      I let Rock know the good news, then decide I better call our national president and keep him in the loop. Maybe he’ll decide to send me home.

      “That’s great news.” He hesitates and there’s shuffling in the background. “How’s your new VP working out?”

      “Good.”

      He’s silent, waiting for details I’m not about to give him over the phone. “Rooster’s a good fit for the job. Things are already running smoother with him as VP.”

      “Good, good.”

      “We’re actually having a party next weekend. I’d be honored if you want to attend.” Man, my suck-up skills have really improved, haven’t they? “My girlfriend and I tied the knot and Sway’s coming home. Seemed like a good time for upstate and downstate to come together and celebrate.”

      “That’s what I want to hear, Z.” More shuffling. “You know what, I think Valentina and I will come. Not sure Blink can make it, but I’ll get a few brothers and we’ll ride up.”

      Big improvement over the last trip Priest made up here when he brought his enforcer. “The weather’s been great, Prez. Should be a good ride.”

      It’s going to be a hard ride if they don’t leave soon, but I leave that up to Priest. Our door’s always open to him.
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      “I cannot believe you two got married without telling me.” Hope’s still fuming mad about our surprise nuptials.

      I give her a helpless shrug. “We were in all the way in California, Hope.”

      “I would’ve flown across the country to be there for you and Z.”

      I know she means every word and love her for it. “That’s sweet, but he sprung it on me. I didn’t even know until we got to the clerk’s office what he had planned.”

      Finally, she brightens up. “That sounds like my Z.” She waves her hands at the row of dresses in front of me. “Okay, I forgive you. Now what are you going to wear for the reception?”

      “What reception?”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “You got married without the club there. Don’t think you’ll evade a party to celebrate your union.” She tilts her head toward Trinity. “She’s planning it right now, I guarantee it.”

      “What’s that?” Trin asks without looking up from her phone.

      “Nothing,” I shout.

      Birch and Stitch have been tasked with following us around today. I don’t even question it anymore. I’m thankful for their ever-watchful presence.

      “This,” Hope announces, pulling out a short, black leather dress, “is perfect.”

      “For a wedding reception?”

      “In your husband’s MC clubhouse,” Hope adds.

      “You have a point.” I spot a similar one in bright, hunter green farther down the rack. “Only if you try that one on too.”

      “Uh, I haven’t exactly gotten my pre-baby body back yet like you have.”

      I snort. “Trust me.” I run my hands over my sides. “It’s never coming back, Hope. Still gotta show off those hips and boobs. You worked hard for them.” I give her a tap on the ass to motivate her and she yelps. “Some good ol’ Spanx will take care of the rest.”

      Trinity’s gasping for air she’s laughing so hard. “I already have a dress picked out, so don’t ask me to join your leather gang.”

      Hope wiggles a dress hanger at her. “Are you sure? They have one in red.”

      “No red dresses. With my hair, I’ll look like fourth of July Barbie.” Trinity tugs at her long blonde-and-blue ponytail. “No way.”

      “Wrath might like that.” Hope pulls out another dress in blue and waves it at Trinity.

      Trinity swipes it out of her hands. “What are we? Sorority sisters now?”

      Hope pouts at her.

      “Fine. I’ll try it on, but you can help me squeeze my ass into it. You know what a pain leather is to get on?”

      “Fine, fine.” Hope pushes Trinity out of the way to get to another dress.

      “Lilly,” Hope calls. “Look at this one.”

      She pulls out a black leather corset style dress, similar to the one in my hands. Except the leather skirt extends past knee length, then ends in a black lace trumpet hem.

      “Leather and lace mermaid dress. It’s perfect!” Hope says, jiggling the hanger in my direction.

      “It’s kind of…dramatic. You don’t think it’s overkill for a clubhouse party?”

      “You’re the president’s wife. You’re supposed to stand out.” She bites her lip and says in a lower voice, “Although, I’ve heard Tawny’s back. Be careful when she finally shows up.”

      “So, don’t get the dress?”

      “Oh no, definitely get the dress.” She turns me and pushes me toward the dressing rooms. I reach out and snag the green dress from where she left it.

      “Don’t forget this!”

      She groans, but follows.
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      The kids are next door with Carter for the night. All of us are supposed to be at the clubhouse to welcome Priest and his crew when he arrives later tonight. Tomorrow Sway comes home and we’ll have to do it all over again.

      “Wait, you didn’t say your national president is coming,” Lilly says after I remind her we need to get moving. “Now I’m nervous. What the heck should I wear?”

      “Whatever you want. You’re always sexy as fuck.”

      “Is sexy okay or will he think—”

      “Lilly, you’re always beautiful.” My gaze roams over her. “Wear one of those hot fucking dresses of yours.”

      “Well, I did buy this one when I was out with Hope…it’s a little over-the-top.”

      “Wear it.”

      Rock and everyone else are already at the clubhouse.

      It’s still early afternoon, so Lilly ends up taking the dress with her to “squeeze into” as she puts it, later. I can’t wait to see her.

      Hope and Trinity are waiting out front with Rock and Wrath.

      “The place looks great, Z,” Trinity says. She leans up and gives me a quick hug. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, Trin.”

      “I can’t believe I had to rag on you for years to do our driveway, and you’ve fixed up this dump in a couple months?” Wrath says.

      I hug his big mountain man ass and give him an extra hard thump on the back. “I did it just to annoy you, big guy.”

      “Looks good,” Rock says, pulling me in for a hug.

      “I didn’t actually do it. I gave them ideas and they carried it out while we were in California.”

      “Getting married without telling us,” Hope mutters.

      “Not letting that go, are you, First Lady?” I joke.

      “Not yet.” Her mouth twitches like she’s hanging onto a secret.

      “Walk us around to see the patio,” Rock says.

      “Uh, all right.”

      “I’m going to go set my dress in the room—” Lilly starts to say.

      “We can go in the side entrance,” Trinity says.

      The girls disappear around the corner.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Nothing.” Rock shrugs. “Just checking everything out.”

      Finally, we go inside.

      I’m not sure what they’re up to, but all of my brothers from upstate are gathered with their women in the main area of the clubhouse by the bar. My downstate brothers are also here, some with their old ladies.

      I approach Teller and Murphy at the bar first. “Why is everyone here so early?”

      Teller turns and sets his drink down. “Waiting for you.”

      “Why?”

      He holds up one finger. “Give it a minute.”
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      “Hope, what are you doing?”

      “Please, humor me.”

      Trinity finishes the last of the long, deep waves she ironed into my hair and clicks a jeweled barrette into place.

      I stand to fix my dress. “It’s kind of early, I wasn’t planning to wear this until later tonight.”

      “Well,” Trinity says, standing back to look at me. “You should move around in it and make sure you’re comfortable. Long night ahead, you know?”

      She and Hope share a quick look. “We all should. New dresses and all,” Hope says as if that explains why she and Trinity are also wearing the dresses we picked out the other day.

      “Uh, I guess. Mine’s so long, though. I don’t want to get it dirty.” I glance down at the delicate black lace skirt. “Or rip it.”

      “You won’t,” Trinity assures me.

      Hope grips my shoulders and practically pushes me out the door.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Go.” She gives me another gentle shove.

      “Go where?”

      I swear Hope and Trinity share an eyeroll.

      “Move up and down the hall to see if you can walk in that skirt,” Trinity suggests.

      “I already tried it on at the store. You were there, remember?”

      Exasperated, Trinity waves her hands at me. “Go.”

      “I don’t know what you two are up to…”

      They follow me down the hall. Close, like they’re afraid I might bolt. As if I could go far in these heels and tight skirt.

      When we reach the main room, all the brothers from upstate and downstate are milling around with their wives and girlfriends.

      “Welcome, Mrs. Frazier!” Murphy shouts, drawing some of the brothers’ attention to the hallway.

      Next to him, Heidi pumps her fists in the air. “Wooot!”

      Now, everyone turns and stares at me.

      “Go,” Hope says, nudging my shoulder.

      Z swaggers over and stops mid-way. “Holy fuck,” he breathes out. He slows his steps, running his gaze over every inch of me. When he’s close enough, he leans down and kisses my bare shoulder.

      “Get it, Zero!” someone yells.

      “I thought no one was supposed to know?” I whisper.

      He glances over his shoulder. “No one in this room will betray us.”

      Strength and assurance radiate through his words.

      Z tugs on a long curl. “You look like my beautiful mermaid fantasy.”

      I glance down at my dress. “That’s what they call this skirt,” I mutter.

      He chuckles and adds, “Biker-mermaid.” He takes my hand, lacing our fingers together. “Come here. I don’t think my brothers are done embarrassing us yet.”
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      My heart’s thundering in my chest louder than it did when we got married in California. I don’t know why. We’re already married.

      Something about sharing this with the club makes it seem bigger. More than just about us.

      Wrath stops us on the way to the bar and gives me a bone-bruising hug. “Congrats, Z.”

      “You’re not going to tell me—”

      “Nope. You’re happy, I’m happy, brother.” He glances at Lilly and back and me. “Nothing better than finding someone who loves your darkness as much as your light.”

      “Amen to that, brother.”

      He pulls me in for another hug, thumps me on the back and sends me on my way.

      Everyone we pass stops to congratulate and hug us. Finally, we’re standing in front of Rock at the front of the room. Hope leans over and whispers something to him and he nods before focusing on us.

      “Obviously, I’m not a minister. And you’re already married.” In a louder voice, he adds, “But I want to say a few words.”

      I swallow hard. “Of course.” Rock’s one of my oldest and best friends. He was never going to let me rob him of this opportunity to embarrass the shit out of me.

      Lilly blinks rapidly and takes my hand.

      “Brothers, Lost Kings MC family,” he says loud enough to capture everyone’s attention. “We’re here today to acknowledge the marriage of one of our brothers. To celebrate the commitment Lilly and Zero have made to each other.”

      “Woooo!” someone yells.

      Rock clasps his hands in front of him and looks at both of us before speaking. He doesn’t need a book or piece of paper to read from. All of this comes from his heart.

      “I’m lucky enough to have been there from the beginning, the night these two met. You could feel their attraction right away.”

      Lilly glances over and smiles, even blushes a little.

      “I’ve known Angus for over half my life, called him a brother and shared a patch with him for almost as long. I’ve been there when these two were apart, and when they’re together.”

      Lilly squeezes my hand and I glance over. “You’re stuck with me now,” she whispers.

      “Z’s already the best brother. His loyalty and commitment to the club knows no bounds. But with Lilly at his side, he’s an even better man.”

      Someone behind us, makes a whip-cracking noise and I shake my head. Guess I had that coming. Murphy and Teller will razz me for the rest of my life to get even for all the times I called them pussy-whipped.

      Rock chuckles before continuing. “Even if committing to one person seems terrifying, there is something worse—regret. The best relationships are between two people who refuse to give up on each other. When a couple survives everything meant to tear them apart, you know they’re meant to be.”

      My skin prickles from the truth in his words.

      “Lilly,” Rock says, turning to her. “You’re part of the Lost Kings MC family now. You should know, these are men who protect their women no matter what. We don’t talk about it, complain, or ask for help, we just get the job done.”

      “I know,” Lilly whispers.

      “Fuck yeah!” someone behind me—Rooster, if I’m not mistaken—shouts.

      “Congratulations.” Rock pulls me in for a hug and gives Lilly a hug and kiss on the cheek. “Welcome to the family.”

      “Thank you,” she whispers. “Oh my god, I’m going to cry.”

      “Don’t cry.” Hope wipes at her eyes. “That wasn’t waterproof mascara I used.”

      Lilly bursts out laughing.

      Someone jacks up the volume and music pumps through the speakers. Girls set trays of food out on the bar for everyone.

      “Priest tell you when he’s showing up?” Rock shouts.

      I glance at the door and the clock on the wall before answering. “Sometime tonight.”

      
        
        Lilly

      

      

      Even though we eloped, we still got our wedding and reception. Even have lots of photos thanks to Trinity and Heidi.

      “Thank you, Hope.” I hug her to my side and she squeezes me back.

      “You made it difficult, you know.”

      “Well, I didn’t know what you two crazy girls were planning.” I hug and thank her again.

      “You’re welcome. I’m teasing about us not being there. I’m happy for you.”  She squeezes me again. “I love both of you and just want you to be happy.”

      I sniffle and she pulls back. “No tears. This is a happy night, Lilly.”

      “I don’t know about happy.” I take a breath and try to compose myself. “Z said the national president is coming?”

      “Priest? Hmm, I wonder if Valentina is coming too? That will tell us a lot about the situation.”

      I give her a blank look.

      “His wife. If it’s a club business trip and she doesn’t show up, it’s probably something serious. If she comes too, it’s more of a social call.” She shrugs. “Probably. Don’t worry, though. Valentina’s lovely. You’ll like her.”

      “I keep waiting for the scary old ladies everyone keeps warning me about but so far everyone’s nice.” I nod to the short blonde by one of the brother’s side. “She’s one of the ones who always seems terrified of me, no matter how nice I am.”

      “You’re the president’s old lady. They’re probably trying to show their respect,” Hope explains.

      “Ohhhh. Okay.” I hadn’t considered that.

      The party continues. It’s a celebration so I indulge in some of the champagne being passed around.

      “Are you sure about this dress? I feel a little silly,” Hope says, running her hands over the smooth green leather of her dress.

      I lean in closer. “Uh, have you seen the eyes your husband's been making at you all night? I hope you're not ovulating because he looks like he wants to breed you hard.”

      "What the...I don't even." She bursts into giggles. "Breed. You're nuts."

      "I may have had some champagne."

      The front doors bang open and a bunch of the guys start shouting. A crowd forms around the doors so we can’t see who’s coming in. “Is that Priest?” I ask.

      Hope steps up on the lower rung of one barstool to see over the guys. An oh crap look flashes across her face before she hops down. “No.”

      A hand on my back startles me and I turn to find Z. He gives me a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Is everything okay?”

      He runs his hand over my hip and presses against my back. “I can’t stop staring at you, Mrs. Frazier,” he says against my ear.

      “We have to stay out here until Priest comes, right?”

      “Unfortunately.” His gaze darts toward the door again.

      I follow his line of sight and my stomach drops.

      Maybe I didn’t recognize her the first time I saw her, but I recognize her now.

      Stella, Z’s ex.

      I’m sure I’ll run into one of Z’s many exes here and there. It’s a fact not worth worrying about. But Stella, the only one I sense he’s ever been serious about—besides me—at my impromptu wedding reception? Really?

      Karma really is a cunt, isn’t she?
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      “What are you doing here?” Z asks tightly when Stella approaches him.

      She’s not alone, so that’s good. If she brought another guy with her, then she’s not here hoping to reunite with Z, right? Because I’ll have no problem ringing her pretty little neck if she tries to get cozy with my husband.

      It’s not like he didn’t warn me that the club works with her. Deep down, I knew I might run into her eventually.

      Z keeps his arm snug around my waist.

      “I was told there was a welcome home party for Sway,” she answers, frowning at me when Z doesn’t introduce us.

      “That’s tomorrow,” Z growls. “This is a different celebration.”

      “Well,” she laughs and lowers her lashes, “I’m down for that too.”

      He sneers at her and puts his other arm around me. “Stella, this is my wife, Lilly. Lilly, this is Stella.”

      “Hi.” It’s awkward with Z wrapped around me so tight, but I shake her hand. “Thanks for joining us.” What the hell else am I supposed to say? I got the man, the ring, the house, the family. She’s not a threat to me in any way.

      “Wife? Like, real wife. Or biker, old lady wife?” she asks.

      “Both.” Z’s jaw is clenched so tight I’m surprised he even got out the word.

      “Z! Prez, we need you!” someone yells.

      Perfect.

      Z pretends to ignore the call.

      I tap his hand. “Go on,” I whisper. “I’m fine.”

      “Z!”

      Reluctantly, he leaves.

      “So, when’d you get married?” Stella asks.

      “Last week. This was kinda, uh, our surprise reception.”

      “Oh, shit.” She covers her mouth with her hand. “Really? Fuck. I’m sorry I crashed it.”

      She seems sincere. I still kind of want to stab her in the eye with a fork.

      I’m too old not to address the awkward situation. “I know who you are, Stella. He told me all about you.”

      “Phew!” She signals the girl behind the bar to bring her a martini and then faces me. “Jesus. Thank God.” She takes a long sip of her drink before continuing. “I was seeing this guy before Z who was cheating on his wife. I didn’t realize he was still married. Thought they were separated or whatever. We weren’t ‘exclusive’ obviously, but still. Christ, she caught us one day and almost skinned me alive. I can’t stand men who cheat. I wasn’t sure if he…if you…”

      I can’t say I didn’t find myself in a situation like that once or twice in my twenties. “I moved back to New York recently and we rekindled our relationship.”

      “Oh, okay. Thank God.” She gives me a bright smile, that I’m not quite ready to return yet. “I’m sorry. I was so happy to hear that Sway was coming home, I guess I didn’t listen to the part where his party was tomorrow.”

      “Well, there’s certainly enough food and alcohol so you’re welcome to stay.” I’m trying to be a gracious hostess, even though I really want to tell her to take her tight ass and perky tits on out the door.

      “Thank you.” The friend she came in with passes by and she grabs his arm. “This is a good friend of mine. Garrett, this is Lilly, Z’s wife.”

      He shakes my hand, but is busy searching the room. For who or what, I have no idea. Nor do I care.

      
        
        Z

      

      

      I’m not thrilled about leaving Lilly and Stella alone together. “This better be good.” I slap Jigsaw’s chest as I walk past him.

      He grips my shoulder and yanks me toward him. “Priest’s here. He wanted a private sit-down with you first.”

      “Fuck. Thanks, brother.”

      Priest isn’t waiting in the chapel like I’d expect. He’s waiting in another office-type room at the end of the hall, opposite from the guest rooms and farther from the noise of the party. There’s a side-entrance here, which is how I’m guessing he entered.

      “Priest, thank you so much for making the trip,” I greet him when I step into the room.

      “Shut the door.” He stands and shakes my hand. “Good to be here under better circumstances this time.”

      “Amen to that.”

      He nods for me to sit and I plant my ass in the chair across from him. “Now that I’m here and we can talk face to face. What happened with Shadow?”

      How did I know that would be the first question out of his mouth?

      I give him the full, uncensored version.

      “Fucking hell, are you serious?”

      “Got the scar on my leg to prove it if you want to see?” I move like I’m going to unbutton my jeans and he makes a slashing move with his hand.

      “Knock it off. You know what I meant.” He clasps his hands on the table in front of him. “This girl of yours, I’m guessing she can put two and two together and figure out why Shadow isn’t here?”

      I stare at him without answering or moving. “She doesn’t have details and she knows not to ask questions.”

      “You’re sure? Stake your life on it?”

      “Absolutely. My girl knows how to keep her mouth shut.” Isn’t that an understatement.

      “Where are you living while you’re running this place?”

      “We rented a house not too far away. It’s not the house I started building upstate, but it’s nice.”

      He raises an eyebrow at the hint that I still want to head home eventually.

      “You all right staying put for a little bit? I don’t want to turn things back over to Sway as soon as he gets out. Doesn’t seem right.”

      Sure, because Priest is so concerned about what’s right for Sway. “Whatever the club needs, Priest. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I’m planning to stick around and chat with him about it tomorrow.”

      Poor fucking Sway won’t even have a night to enjoy his freedom from the hospital. “Appreciate that, Prez.”

      “Maybe I’ll wait until Monday.” He grins at me. “Give the lucky fuck one night to enjoy himself.”

      “I’m sure that’ll make him happy.” I might as well tell him this now. “We have another club coming. One we’ve done business with for years.”

      “Demons?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s a good time to strengthen whatever alliances we can.” He gives me a pointed look. “Without compromising ourselves.”

      I take that to mean he agrees with my decision to pull us out of business with the mafia.

      “Speaking of, you’re aware two more clubs were taken down because of some bullshit territory beef, right?”

      I haven’t exactly had time to keep tabs on all the outlaw news of the day. But since the events I think he’s referring to happened not that far from us, I had heard about the shootout that got four bikers, two civilians, and a cop killed over in Vermont.

      “South of Satan MC was a bunch of wanna be pissants,” I answer. “We had an issue with them not that long ago.”

      “Don’t matter.” Priest waves his hand in the air. “MCs are all the same to law enforcement. They don’t give a fuck if one’s shit. An act like that brings heat on every club in this country.”

      I can’t deny the truth of what he’s saying. If only every club out there could grasp this simple concept. We’d all be better off.

      “You better be prepared for more scrutiny when you’re out on a large run. Keep things clean. Keep out of trouble.”

      “Yes, sir. We always do.”

      “I’m glad you got clear of the arson before that happened. They might’ve kept you locked up longer.”

      As if that thought hadn’t occurred to me a million times.

      Timing is everything.

      He seems to lighten up and sits back. “You and Rock have always been the pride of this club.”

      That seems like some extreme praise coming from Priest. I wonder what the hell he’s angling for.

      “Never have to worry about upstate.” He grins. “And now downstate.”

      “Uh—”

      “I know you want to go back upstate, Z. I ain’t deaf.”

      “I’ll stay wherever you need me.”

      “And I appreciate that.” He drums his fingers over the table. “How’s your relationship with the Iron Bulls MC doing?”

      “Still solid, as far as I know. Dex reached out to them not that long ago. Had a good talk with their enforcer.”

      “Good. Good. They’re aligned with Savage Dragons MC who just took over a large portion of Texas.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that.” Who hadn’t?

      Priest drums his fingers over the table as if he’s considering his words, but I’d bet my boots he’s been planning whatever he’s about to say since leaving Mississippi. “I’ll talk to Rock about this too, but I want your relationships with the Iron Bulls and Savage Dragons nurtured. They’re two clubs who seem to think like we do—”

      “Uh—”

      He glares at me. “Where business is concerned. Don’t give a fuck how they want to patch their old ladies.”

      “They also run drugs over the border which is getting to be risky these days,” I remind him.

      “But you’ve been helping them go legit with their own grow-op, right?”

      “A little bit.”

      “I like that you and Rock have cultivated and maintained these relationships. They’re important. Like the Demons. Their connection into Canada has been useful for us.”

      “Right. We have a long history with them. That’s all Rock’s doing, though. He’s maintained that relationship with Stump and now Chaser.” I don’t want the credit for something Rock has done and I’m sure as fuck not letting Priest take credit for Rock’s hard work. “Grinder too, back in the day. He and Stump were tight.”

      “That poor fucker. When’s he gettin’ out?”

      “Soon, I hope. Saw him not that long ago.”

      Priest’s eyes widen, like he’s surprised I’d visit a brother who’s inside. “That’s good, Z. Thank you.” Some of the ruthless president expression on his face softens. “Your loyalty and dedication to this club and the brotherhood is what I’ve always wanted to fill this club with. Unfortunately, you’re a rare breed.”

      “Thank you?”

      “Don’t act so surprised. Who’d I come to first when Sway got shot?”

      “Rock.”

      “I know I bust his balls a lot about membership, but no one else can do what he’s done.” He gives me an evil sneer. “And I’m only saying that in here to you because I know he’d rather shoot his dick off than take my place at the head of the national table.”

      I laugh but don’t agree or disagree.

      He shakes his head. “I went to Rock first out of respect, but I wanted you because you’ve worked under him for years. You conducted yourself with respect at National last year and I knew you could be trusted.”

      That’s a lot to take in. “This club’s been my family for a lot of years, Priest.”

      He glances at the closed door. “And I don’t have confidence in Sway’s opinion on anything.”

      Shit, I don’t want to throw Sway under the bus, but since I’ve been down here, I can’t disagree with Priest’s assessment of Sway’s leadership.

      “You two ever discuss consolidating the clubs? Have Lost Kings, New York instead of this upstate/downstate bullshit?”

      “Never work, Priest. We got Demons running Western, NY. Wolf Knights running their small part of Central NY, and NYC is held by a club we’ve held a truce with for years. We stay outta NYC they stay out of anything above Westchester county.”

      He gives me a blank look, and since he’s not from New York, his failure to grasp the situation doesn’t surprise me. “It’s a diverse state with a lot of differing ideas on how to handle select areas.” Damn, I’m pretty sure I took that right from one of the policy reports Lilly told me she wrote one time. I’ll have to thank her later.

      “Trying to claim all of New York would open us up to exactly what you don’t want,” I explain. “Wolf Knights are friends to our club. Demons are friends. NYC isn’t friendly but we have an understanding.”

      “All right. You know better than I do.”

      Yes, I do.

      “Now that South of Satan has fucked stuff up in Vermont, you thought about pushing inside that territory?”

      “We’ve talked about it in the past, but like you said, there will be a lot of eyes on clubs now. I don’t think making any serious moves is a good idea for us.”

      “Every two-bit thug will have their eye on that area.”

      “And let them fight it out with each other, get thrown in jail. We’ll come in when the dust settles if it’s the right call.”

      He thinks on that for a second before nodding.

      There’s a map on the desk that outlines the basic borders for how territory is divvied up in New York and Priest taps the section for the Wolf Knights. “This has always been too close to our territory for comfort.”

      I shrug. “We’ve made it work this long. Fuck, Teller’s engaged to the niece of their last president.”

      “Didn’t he fuck shit up, though?”

      That’s putting it mildly, but not really something I want to get into at the moment. “He’s older and decided to retire. Their new president has things under control and Wrath’s known him a long time.”

      “Good. I like that. Keep the peace.”

      Make up your mind, Priest. Keep the peace or take their territory? Jesus Christ, this conversation is giving me whiplash.

      He taps another section of the map a little west of Empire but north of the Wolf Knights’ territory. “This is—”

      “Free area.”

      “You guys have never had a support club, right?”

      Oh shit. I see where he’s going with this. “That’s closer to Rock’s area.”

      “Get him in here.”

      Rock’s gonna fucking shoot me, but I get up and go find his ass.

      “I don’t like the look on your face,” he says when I stop him at the beginning of the hallway.

      “Smart man.” We’re far enough away from the party and a good distance from the room I left Priest in that no one should overhear us. “Priest asked for you.”

      His jaw tightens. “What now?”

      “Concerned about territory issues. I think he wants to talk to us about setting up a support club.”

      He growls with irritation. “Just what I need. More kids to babysit.”

      “Look, maybe it’s not a bad idea. We both know when Grinder gets out, he’s not going to be able to jump right into sitting at the table. Maybe giving him a club to mentor will be good for him.”

      Rock glares at me.

      “Okay, maybe that’ll be too much for him. What about Dex? Fuck, Murphy could do it. He’s got connections with a few guys I think could form a decent support club.”

      “Who, those little shits he fights with?”

      “You haven’t been out there. They run a tight game. Smart kids. Young and hungry. We give them the right support, they could be an asset to us.”

      He runs his hands over the back of his neck, seeming to think about my words. “Teller’s mentioned them too. In a positive way.”

      “See? And he’s almost as cynical as you.”

      I get another glare for that one. “Why don’t you want to bring them in as prospects?”

      “Don’t know if they want to give up what they have going on out there to come wash our bikes and play bouncer at Crystal Ball. But if we help them form their own club, it might be worth it to us.”

      He scans the crowd. “Where the fuck is Murphy?”

      “We’ll talk to him later.” I grab his arm and nudge him down the hall. “Priest’s waiting for us. I just wanted to have some semblance of a plan before we went back in there.”

      Finally, his irritation seems to pass and he slaps me on the back. “Good call. Thank you.”

      Yeah, Sway would’ve let Rock walk in blind. But this isn’t a competition to me, it’s a brotherhood.

      Priest stands when we return and shakes Rock’s hand. After we’re all seated, Rock grins. “This where you tell me I’m never getting my VP back?”

      “Not at all,” Priest says, smooth as ever. “Believe me, Z’s made it quite clear he wants to go home.”

      Rock glances over at me and I shrug. “I’m a country boy at heart.”

      Priest laughs. “You never know. I could have a heart attack tomorrow. Then the club would need Rock to take my place. And they’d need you back upstate, Z.”

      He says it casually but the scenario has the effect of a nuclear warhead going off in front of us. Rock and I both turn and stare at each other.

      “You don’t think some of the other presidents might have an opinion on that?” Rock asks.

      “Don’t really give a fuck about their opinions. Niner can’t do it. Blink is needed where he is. Love that motherfucker, but he hates the whole fucking world.” Priest shakes his head. “Don’t worry, I just had my physical. I’m perfectly fine.”

      Rock and I are still too stunned to say anything, which doesn’t faze Priest at all.

      “Z and I were discussing this map.” He jams his finger into the center of our territory. “And how a support club might be beneficial.”

      Thank God I prepared Rock because, instead of telling Priest to fuck off, he sits forward and studies the map with us. “We’ve talked about it in the past. Sway had one for a while, but they were a bunch of lazy misfits from what I remember.”

      That’s putting it mildly, but we won’t go into details. Priest’s already aware that Sway’s a bit of a fuck-up. No need to drive home the point with any more colorful examples.

      “Murphy knows a couple kids.” Rock jabs the map in the same spot Priest and I discussed earlier. “In this area. They have an underground fight ring that’s apparently well-run, organized, and profitable.”

      Priest smiles. “Ah, Murphy. Our youngest RC ever.” He smacks Rock’s arm. “You’ve always been a good judge of character.”

      I’m surprised Rock’s head doesn’t blow off from the effort of holding back his eye-roll.

      “This is good.” Priest nods at both of us. “I was concerned you’d shoot this idea down.”

      “We’ll look into it,” Rock assures him in a not very reassuring tone of voice.

      “It makes sense,” I rush to add. “And we’re definitely working on keeping those other relationships solid.”

      Rock side-eyes me but doesn’t say anything.

      Priest settles his gaze on Rock again. “You still feel your relationship with the Wolf Knights is solid?”

      Did I not just explain this to him?

      Rock answers carefully. “Yes. We haven’t had a lot of contact lately, but we’re on good terms.”

      “Make contact,” Priest says. “Z tells me there’s a family relationship between one of your ol’ ladies and their club?”

      “Their former president.” Rock grits his teeth. Knowing him, he wants to protect Charlotte, not offer her up to do our dirty work. “She doesn’t have contact with them otherwise.”

      “Z and I talked about consolidating our two clubs. Maybe one bottom rocker instead of the upstate/downstate—”

      Respect is a huge thing in our world. You can’t have relationships with multiple outlaw clubs while stabbing them in the back. Honor among thieves and all that. Your word has to mean something.

      Rock cuts Priest off before he can go any further with this claiming all of New York idea. “You want to spark off a war between Lost Kings and multiple clubs, go ahead. That’s never going to work, Priest. Except for the Vipers, we’ve had peace between all the clubs. There’s no reason to mess with that just because we want to look like we claim a larger territory.”

      Priest holds up his hands. “All right. Z explained some of the more geographical issues earlier. Upstate/downstate it is.”

      Irritated he brought it up again after we already discussed it, I keep my mouth shut.

      “Brave leaders don’t stay silent during the hard conversations,” Priest continues. “This is why I want you two in charge. You’re not afraid to respectfully give me a straight answer and the facts to back it up. You understand that quality is rare, right?”

      “That’s what we’re here for,” Rock answers.

      “Courage over comfort. That’s a true outlaw.”  Priest slaps the table and stands. “All right. Thank you for a productive talk, brothers. Now, let’s meet this wife of yours, Z. Valentina’s waiting outside.”

      “Brother, she could’ve come in. Hope’s here too,” Rock says. “She would’ve been more than happy to show her around.”

      Priest waves that off. “She’s fine.”

      Hope found her way outside anyway. She’s in the parking lot with Charlotte and Valentina catching up. Teller, Rooster, and three brothers from Mississippi stand back a few feet, watching over them.

      “Z, it’s so good to see you,” Valentina says, kissing my cheek. “I can’t wait to meet your bride. Hope was telling me she’s been friends with her for years and she’s already an asset to the club.”

      My throat constricts with emotion. That Hope’s already trying to smooth the way for Lilly means a lot. “All true.” I slap Rock’s shoulder. “I tagged along when he was stalking, I mean, courting, Hope.” Everyone stops to laugh and needle Rock a little. “I saw Lilly and knew she’d be my wife. Eventually.”

      Now, they have a good laugh at me. But I’m so fucking happy Lilly, Chance and I are all together as a family, I don’t even care.
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      Hope abandoned me with Stella. Actually, Wrath called her away.

      She probably found Rock and they’re screwing in a closet right this second. I’m going to strangle her if she comes back all afterglowy.

      Trinity finally rescues my ass.

      “Hi, Stella, I’m not sure if you remember me. We met at your—”

      “Oh, yes!” She gushes and gives Trinity a hug. Judging from the freaked out look on her face, Trinity wasn’t expecting the embrace.

      Maybe Stella’s nervous too?

      Heidi eventually joins us and doesn’t seem to know what to say once she realizes who Stella is.

      Oh, the awkwardness never ends.

      I’m trying to plan an escape when the crowd parts like something out of a biblical story. I don’t need to read the patches or ask anyone to know the six-foot-tall silver fox has to be the national president of the Lost Kings MC. I vaguely remember seeing him here at the clubhouse after Sway was shot but never spoke to him. The regal woman at his side must be his wife. Z’s on his other side, eyes on me. Rock and Hope behind them. Three more huge bikers trail behind them. From the hallway, Charlotte flashes me a thumbs up.

      I slide off my stool and stand straighter, fussing with my dress to make sure it’s straight and my boobs haven’t fallen out.

      “Here we go,” Trinity murmurs. “You’ve got this, Lilly.”

      The three bikers following Priest sort of fan out around him when he stops, creating a wall of muscle that blocks Stella and anyone else from joining this conversation.

      Ta-ta, Stella!

      Z slides up next to me, and slips his arm around my waist, settling his hand somewhere between my ass and my hip.

      “Priest, this is my wife, Lilly. Lilly, this is our National President and his wife, Valentina. They came up from our Mississippi charter to join us for a couple days.”

      “Oh, wow,” I blurt out like an airhead who’s never seen a map in her life. “I hope it was a good trip.”

      Priest’s mouth curls into an almost fatherly smile. “It was. Even better to find out how much your old man’s accomplished since my last visit.”

      Everything I can come up with sounds too kiss-ass, so I smile politely instead.

      Priest only stays for a minute before moving into the rest of the crowd with his men. Z kisses my cheek before following. Valentina and Hope stay with me. I turn my don’t-you-dare-leave-me eyes on Hope and she winks.

      At least my night isn’t boring.
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      “Your wife is lovely, Z,” Priest says.

      I’ve been dragged around the room while Priest met with every single member of the downstate charter. He completes another lap of the room to touch base with everyone from upstate, heaping praise on my brothers for what a fantastic job we’re doing.

      Just how bad are our other charters fucking shit up?

      Finally, he’s finished with the tour of brothers and calls me into the chapel.

      “We didn’t get to discuss finances. Where are you at with the club?”

      “Money is flowing. Things are coming back in line.”

      Not only had Shadow betrayed us with the Vipers. Turned out he’d been skimming from the laundromat. Something Suds, who’s responsible for that business, didn’t realize was happening because Shadow always threw around his VP weight. Hustler has been given explicit instructions to pay better attention. I’m not sure how long he’s going to last as our treasurer, though.

      I don’t bring that up tonight with Priest, because I consider it an internal issue.

      “The porn thing.” He pulls a face. “Is that still making money?”

      “So far, yes. Sway runs it. His main star is actually here tonight if you want to meet her.”

      He flicks his hand in the air, like it’s the last thing he wants to do.

      “You think porn is a good idea? Be honest.”

      “Honestly? Yeah.” Just because I don’t want to personally deal with Stella doesn’t mean I want to diminish the money her production company brings into the club. “She fills a niche. There’s still money to be made and it doesn’t bring heat from the feds. Kind of the perfect situation. Like we were talking about.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Strip clubs. Porn.” He spreads his hands in front of him. “Club’s always dabbled in wink of the pink business in one way or another. Surprised we didn’t step into this sooner.”

      I snort. “Who knew Sway was such a visionary.”

      “Christ, you got that right.” He pauses. “Why isn’t your ol’ lady patched?”

      My head spins from the change in topic. “Uh. I’m planning to do it.” I tap my President’s patch. “Since things are so up in the air right now, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to ask upstate or downstate to vote her in.”

      “I understand.” He strokes his hand over his chin a few times. “How about I negate that concern for you?”

      “How?”

      “I’ll give her my patch for the side. No one can argue with the national president’s patch on her vest.”

      Holy fuck.

      Normally, the brothers take a vote on an old lady and each officer gives her his patch to wear on the side of her vest. A brother doesn’t have to get the votes. He can still patch an old lady, but she’s respected a lot more in the organization if she has the approval of your brothers.

      Will Priest’s approval make it easier for Lilly wherever I land or will the brothers resent her and think she got some sort of special treatment?

      Doesn’t matter. I can’t say no.

      “Thank you, Priest. That would mean a lot to both of us.”

      “You’ve done an exceptional job, Z. I’m sorry if moving down here has fucked up your life, but you’ve risen to the occasion.” He lets out a thunderous laugh. “Fuck, I got half a mind to send you out to a couple other of my problem child charters to whip ‘em into shape.”

      Again, I’m too stunned to speak right away.

      “Thank you, Priest. I’m not doing anything exceptional. Just what we’re supposed to do.”
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      “I want to fuck you so bad,” I whisper against Lilly’s ear. I run my hand over the curve of her ass, dying to do more.

      “Don’t get any ideas. I can barely move in this dress. Once it’s off, it’s off for good.”

      “Done. Let’s go.” I tug on her hand.

      “Shouldn’t we stay until Priest retires for the night?”

      Fuck. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Aww.” She rubs her hand over my cheek and leans in. I drop my gaze to her ample tits barely contained by the sexy fucking dress.

      “I want to lick you.”

      “In good time,” she purrs.

      “If we had done a big wedding thing, this is exactly the dress I would’ve wanted you in.”

      “Not white?”

      “Fuck white.” I pick up one of her hands and kiss the back. “Thank you for putting up with all of this.”

      “I’m fine, Z. Well, except for hanging out with Stella. That kind of sucked.”

      Shit, I forgot she’s still lurking around here somewhere. “I wasn’t the one who invited her.”

      “It’s not a big deal. She was nice enough…It’s just…”

      “I get it.” I brush my lips over her knuckles again. “I appreciate it.”

      “I like Valentina. She’s real, balls in your face, but also really nice.”

      “Yeah, she’s probably thrilled about you. She and Tawny never got along well.”

      She chuckles and takes a sip of her drink. “I think I remember meeting Tawny and she didn’t seem as awful as everyone says.”

      “Your meeting must have been brief.”

      I squeeze Lilly’s hand. “Siren.” I tug her closer and place her hand on my aching dick. “I’m in pain here.”

      “Poor baby.” She rubs me through my jeans and my breathing kicks up.

      “Fuck.” I grab her and pull her in the direction of the empty room I met with Priest in earlier.

      Unfortunately, it’s occupied.

      “Bro, what the fuck?” Teller glares at us from behind the desk and throws a boot at my head. “Get out.”

      Still straddling Teller’s lap, Charlotte laughs and buries her face against his chest without turning around.

      “Get it, girl!” Lilly yells over my shoulder.

      “Trying to!” Charlotte yells back as I shut the door.

      I laugh. “So, that room’s out.”

      “Is it forbidden to use your chapel?”

      “Rock and Hope violate ours on a regular basis, so why not?”

      The room’s empty and dark. Lilly presses her body against mine, pushing me into the door. I reach down and flip the lock.

      Her hands are already working my pants loose and I’m aching so bad for her I don’t even try to slow her down.

      “Wow, look at this monster,” she teases.

      “Fuck.” I suck in a sharp breath when she wraps her hand around me and starts stroking. “Fuck, I’ve been like this since I saw you come out in that dress. It can’t be healthy.”

      She laughs and strokes me harder. “How’s a president supposed to conduct business in such a state?” she teases in that husky voice that drives me wild.

      “I don’t know,” I mumble, letting my head fall back against the door.

      “You need to focus.” Her free hand travels down the front of my shirt.

      “I’m focused, Lilly. Trust me.”

      She lifts my shirt and her hot, wet tongue swipes over my abs and then lower.

      “You don’t have to. God, never mind. Fuuuuck, that’s what I needed.”

      “Mmmhmmm.”

      “Christ, don’t do that. I’ll come down your throat right now.”

      She makes that sexy humming noise again.

      I peel my eyes open and stare down at her. Black lace pooled in a circle around her, big brown eyes staring up at me, beautiful lips wrapped around my cock. Perfect.

      “Sure I can’t convince you out of that dress?” I thrust my hips forward, giving her an idea of what her pussy’s missing.

      She shakes her head and sucks me harder.

      “Oh, Christ. This won’t take long.” My fingers tangle in her hair. “Stay still.”

      She rests her palms on my thighs and I slowly thrust into her mouth, hitting the back of her throat. “Good?”

      She nods at me and I pick up my pace. Holding her tight, fucking her face, desperate to come after being tormented for hours.

      “Lilly,” I warn.

      The encouraging noise she makes in response kicks off my orgasm and I’m spurting down her throat. “Fuck, oh fuck, woman.”

      When I finally slow down, she lazily slides her tongue up and down my dick.

      “Thank you,” I mutter.

      “Feel better?”

      “Much.”

      She chuckles and I reach down to help her up. “You didn’t have to—”

      “You’ll repay the favor later, don’t worry.” She grabs my belt and pulls me toward the table. “I want to show you something.”

      Doesn’t matter what it is. I’d pretty much do whatever she wants right now.

      She rests her butt on the edge of the table and wiggles her dress up a few inches. I watch, amused, as she tries to spread her legs with the tight skirt binding her movements. She grabs my hand and brings it to the inside of her knee. “Not much room, but feel how wet that made me.”

      I squeeze my hand between her thighs and brush my knuckles over her center. “Fuck, Lilly. You get that wet from sucking my cock?”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      “You sure I can’t talk you into taking this off?” I rub a few circles over her clit and she moans.

      “Not yet.” She bites her lip and throws her head back.

      “You want to come, pretty girl?”

      “Not yet. This is fun.”

      Fun, huh? Within the confined space allowed by her clothes, I put more effort into bringing her right to the edge.

      Her breathing hitches and stutters.

      “You close?”

      She doesn’t answer, which I take as a yes and I pull my hand back. A soft moan leaves her mouth and she wiggles her hips. Her eyes open and she squirms again. “I was so close.”

      “I know, pretty girl.” I pat her leg and fix her dress. “But you’re right, this is fun.”

      She lightly punches me in the stomach.

      “Hey, you started it.”

      “I have a surprise for you in our room later.”

      “You do, huh? What is it?”

      “If I tell you, it won’t be a surprise.”

      “Is it something dirty?”

      “Depends on your point of view.”

      Some motherfucker who must want to die tonight bangs on the door. I let out a string of curses.

      Of course whoever it is can’t hear me. The knob twists and jiggles next. “Hold on!” I shout.

      “Duty calls,” Lilly teases.

      “All I’m gonna think about now is that wet pussy begging for my tongue.”

      She reaches up and kisses me. “I’m all yours for the taking.”

      I’m going to strangle whoever it is on the other side of that door.
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      Damn Z.

      I’m so hot for him, I’m shaking.

      “Sorry, Prez, I didn’t realize anyone was in here,” Rooster says.

      Z growls at him and I take his hand, dragging him into the crowd.

      He may be calmer after that escapade, but I’m ready to rub myself all over him in front of everyone.

      “Are you okay?” Hope gently touches my shoulder. “You’re all flushed.”

      My gaze lands on Z. “I’m fine.”

      He glances down and smirks at me. “She’s edgy tonight.”

      Hope chuckles and pats my arm. “You’ve done a great job. Relax.”

      If only she knew.

      Z’s heat sears my side as he leans in and whispers against my ear. “I bet your pussy would taste so good right now.”

      My knees wobble and I’m in danger of falling against him. “Don’t,” I beg.

      “Your little clit’s probably all swollen waiting for me to—”

      Begging will never work with Z. At certain times, he needs a woman who’s direct and to the point. I take a deep breath and stare up into his eyes. “I will never fuck you again if you keep it up.”

      One of those damn dimples I can never get enough of appears. I spin out of his hold and march toward our room.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To take care of myself,” I call over my shoulder, not really caring who overhears.

      He hurries to catch up with me. “Like fuck you are.”

      With Priest and Valentina here, the party doesn’t seem quite as wild as normal. I’m not sure if that will continue. Maybe it’s not the best time to sneak away.

      Z pins me up against the wall right outside the hallway leading away from all the mayhem. The room is overflowing with people so no one is really paying attention to us. Z rests his hand against my dress right over my crotch. “It’s so tight, I can’t—”

      Husky laughter passes my lips.

      “Whose pussy is this?”

      “Mine.”

      “Wrong answer, siren. If anyone’s taking care of you tonight, it’s me. I earned it.”

      “Is that right?”

      He leans in and nips my earlobe. “You know it is.”

      “Can we slip away?” I ask.

      He surveys the room and finally takes mercy on me, leading us down the hallway.

      Inside our room, he snaps on the light.

      I stop in front of him and he bumps into me, gripping my hips to steady us. “Careful, siren.” His warm breath skates over my bare shoulder.

      He drops one hand to my ass and gives it a gentle squeeze. I arch my back, pressing myself into his groin.

      “You keep pressing your ass into me, you’re going to have my hands all over it.”

      I let out a soft moan and wiggle against him even harder. A growly-rumbling eases out of him.

      Feeling braver, I slide out of his hold and strut over to the nightstand. He watches with a curious expression while I pull out my “gift” to him.

      “Whatcha got there?” His eyes narrow as he inspects the bottle. “Lube? Trust me, you don’t need it.”

      I toss the bottle on the bed and turn around. Looking over my shoulder, I run my hands over my hips and ass. “Are you sure you can’t find some use for it?”

      He bites his lip and steps closer. His hands land on my hips and he yanks me against him. My body shivers as he kisses my bare shoulder. “You said your sweet ass wasn’t open for business.”

      “And then you kept trying to break in and I kind of enjoyed it.”

      “Is that right?” He slides one hand over my belly, holding me in place while he slides the other one over my ass. “You want me to fuck your beautiful ass?”

      I moan and nod.

      “No, Lilly. I want to hear you say it.”

      “I’m handing you the lube and my ass on a silver platter. What do you need me to say?”

      He rumbles a growly-noise of agreement and my skin prickles in anticipation. “Tell me,” he prompts. “I need the words, Lilly.”

      “I’m…open to the idea of you fucking my ass.” I glance over my shoulder and nearly burst into flames from the heat flickering in his deep blue eyes.  “If you help me prepare properly to take that monster cock of yours.”

      I expect him to laugh at my teasing but he squeezes one ass cheek instead. He drops his head to my shoulder and licks a path to my neck. “My pleasure.”

      Burning desire for my husband to take me every which way blazes through my body. His reaction prompts me to lean over and pull something else out of the drawer.  “I was going to wear it and surprise you, but it was a little more…work than I was prepared for. Plus, Trinity and Hope already helped me into the dress. I thought a butt plug might be asking too much of our friendship.”

      This time, Z roars with laughter and takes the plug from my hand. “While that’s kind of hot, no one touches your ass but me.”

      Exactly the kind of answer I expected from Z.

      There’s a tug at the top of my dress and I realize he’s unlacing the corset top. “I’ll never get back into this, so I hope we’re done for the night.”

      “We’re done out there. Not in here.”

      After that, he’s quiet while he undoes all the laces. “Christ, this was a lot of work,” he mutters. “Feeling like the luckiest man alive you’d go to all this trouble for me.”

      It’s so sweet that a different sort of warmth spreads over my skin. Not the burning, hot, insane need to have my husband fuck me like an animal. Something softer and fuzzier around the edges.

      Finally, he gets to the zipper and my body’s on the edge of excitement while he helps me peel the dress off. “This is so fucking sexy. Promise you’ll wear it for me again.”

      “Promise.”

      I’m left in my sleek granny-pantyish shapewear and strapless longline bra. “Jesus, even this stuff is hot.” He slips his finger under the edge of my underwear and strokes my skin.

      I cup my breasts. “I needed something to hold up the girls.”

      He chuckles and unhooks the bra, slowly peeling it away from my skin. Finally, I can breathe.

      Z seems to be having the opposite problem. He stares, drinking all of me in. “You’re so fucking beautiful in and out of clothes. I can’t believe you’re finally my wife.”

      My heart somehow squeezes and melts at the raw honesty.

      “I’m so proud to be your wife.” Maybe it’s too sappy when you consider what we’re in the middle of here, but I can’t help it. All the work Z’s done to pull this club together. Pride surged through me as I watched him work the room tonight. I saw the respect each one of the brothers has for him.

      “And I’m lucky to have you. Now, let’s get these off.” He hooks his fingers in my underwear and slowly drags them down my legs, kneeling before me.

      He strokes his fingers from the back of my knee to my inner thighs. “Look at you,” he rasps. “You want this, huh? Look how wet you are. All down your thighs.”

      Heat races over my skin.

      He traces the same path with his tongue, using his hands to wedge my legs open wider so he can tease my clit until I gasp. I grab a fistful of his hair and sway on my feet.

      “You’re shaking,” he whispers. “Are you nervous?”

      “A little,” I confess. “And really fucking horny.”

      Another feral grin lights up his face. “I love that.”

      He stands and curls his fingers around mine, tugging me toward the bathroom. “Let’s take a bath.”

      Confused and not pleased about the loss of his tongue on my clit, I ask, “Do you think I’m dirty?”

      “Fuck no.” His lips quirk but I can’t tell if it’s in amusement or irritation. “I want you relaxed.” Another twitch at the corner of his mouth tells me he’s teasing. “It won’t be easy taking my—as you put it—monster cock in your tight little ass.”

      My stomach flutters. I love his filthy mouth. “I bet an orgasm would’ve helped with that.”

      He swats my butt. “I’m sure it will.”

      We cross the threshold and I scan him from head to boots. “You’re not even a little undressed.”

      “This is all about you, siren.” He nods to the tub. “We haven’t even had a chance to enjoy this yet.”

      “I never pegged you for the bathtub and candles type.”

      He spreads his arm wide and searches the bathroom. “You see any candles in here?”

      Laughing, I shove him toward the tub. He leans over and adjusts the taps. A powerful stream of steaming water thunders into the spacious tub.

      “Oh! I think I have a bath bomb with me.” I stop searching through my overnight cosmetics bag. “That won’t be too girly for you, will it?”

      “I’m man enough to handle a bath bomb.”

      I finally find it and set it next to the tub.

      “Go ahead and get in,” he urges after testing the water.

      “Aren’t you joining me?”

      “Yup. Give me a few minutes.”

      Once I’m settled, he tosses in the bathbomb and plants a kiss on my neck. “Get cozy. I’ll be right back.”

      “I don’t know about cozy.” I tip my head toward the faucet. “I’m about to hump that water stream in about two seconds.”

      He shackles his hand around my wrist, drawing my attention to him. “Don’t you dare. Every part of you—including your orgasms are mine tonight. Understand?”

      Fuck. Me.

      Close to coming—from the raw possession in his voice—I can only nod.

      “Good.”

      He stalks out of the bathroom.

      What the hell did I unleash tonight?
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      “You bring any other toys?” I call to Lilly. If not, I swear to fuck I’ll call Murphy and ask if Heidi’s got any of the toys she sells on the side with her tonight.

      “Uh, a small bullet vibe. In the nightstand.”

      She doesn’t even finish the sentence before I yank the drawer and find the small white travel case inside. I’ve noticed it at the house, but never bothered to open it. Mistake on my part. I would’ve had some fun with this a lot sooner.

      I plug it in to make sure it’s charged for later and return to the bathroom.

      Christ, she’s fucking sexy. And she wants me to fuck her ass. Even brought her own tools for the job.

      I undress and nudge her forward. “You going to let me in?”

      She scoots up and pulls the drain, letting some of the water out.

      The scent of eucalyptus, lemon, and something earthy hits my nose and she turns on the hot water again. “I expected something a little girlier smelling from you.”

      “Like what? Cheap strawberries and rose-scented baby powder?”

      “Shit, I think you just described the locker room at Crystal Ball.”

      Her shoulders shake with laughter. “I’m insulted.”

      “Whatever it is, I like it.” I settle my hands on her shoulders and knead my thumbs into the knots at the base of her neck. “Tense tonight?”

      “A little.” She sighs and, after a few minutes, finally relaxes.

      I work my hands down lower, pressing my fingers into her hips. I lean in and kiss her shoulder. “What made you plan all this tonight?”

      She shrugs, then turns, careful not to splash water all over. “Are you upset?”

      “Fuck no.” I jerk my chin. “Sit on the ledge for me. Lean back on your elbows.”

      She glances at the ledge. “I’m not sure it’s big enough.”

      “Your legs will be around my neck. There’s plenty of room.”

      “Oh, well. In that case.” She stands and rivers of water trail down every sinful curve.

      “You look like my mermaid rising out of the sea.”

      She leans down and kisses me. “You should’ve been a poet.”

      I snort and motion for her to hurry up.  When she’s in place, I slide into the middle of the tub.

      Grabbing one of her ankles, I place it on my shoulder, then the other. “Perfect.”

      “Perv.”

      “If staring at your beautiful pussy makes me a perv that’s fine by me.” I trace my thumb over her lips and she throws her head back, knocking against the tile. “Careful.” I pull her closer although it still puts her at a strange angle. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Parting her folds, I swoop in, slicking my tongue straight up her center, teasing her clit out of hiding. I take one hand away and slowly reach for the handheld showerhead attachment. “Now, what was that you said about humping the faucet before?”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      I flick it on and aim it in just the right spot.

      She yelps and tries to sit up but slips on the wet tile. I hold her in place with my free arm. “Take it.”

      Her whole body trembles. Little moans come out of her mouth. She squirms and pushes closer but doesn’t quite get where I need her. “It’s too much,” she pants.

      I flick it off, tossing it aside, and seal my mouth over her instead. My tongue gently flicks her clit a few times before she comes apart.

      “Stay right where you are,” I warn her.

      Reaching blindly behind me, I grope for the plug and lube, finally finding them and setting them next to me.

      “What are you doing?” She tries to sit up again and slips.

      This is ridiculous. We’re one slip and slide away from cracking open a skull. I set her feet down. “Stand up for me.”

      I lift myself out of the water, settling on the ledge and direct her in front of me. “Bend over.”

      “No way.”

      I pop her on the ass. “You asked me to help you.”

      She grips the edge of the tub, giving me a gorgeous view, and I can’t help but take another taste.

      
        
        Lilly

      

      

      “Z, I’m going to come again if you keep it up.”

      He stops licking me long enough to say, “Good. I want you nice and relaxed.”

      Using both hands, he keeps a firm hold of my ass and leaves no part of me unkissed or unlicked.

      Then his fingers slide between my ass cheeks. There’s pressure but not from the plug yet. He’s not even slipping a finger in my ass but, oh my god, his touch feels amazing. He teases and makes little circles with his fingers over and over.

      “Z, please, please.” I’m not sure how much longer I can hold myself in this position.

      Finally, he presses harder against my entrance. Just the very tip of his finger.

      “Squeeze,” he whispers. “Good girl. Just relax and listen to me.” He strokes his thumb over my clit while his other hand teases my ass. Every movement sets off an explosion.

      A moan that turns into a whimper bursts out of me. “I thought you’d want to jam your dick in my ass the minute I—”

      His dark chuckle cuts me off. “No fucking way. I want to watch you squirming and moaning on my cock all fucking night.”

      I groan and squeeze my eyes shut. He carefully works me open, one lubed finger at a time.  Nothing is ever quick or simple with Z.

      “That’s it. Make noise for me. You can be as loud as you want here. Show me how much you love it when I play with your ass.”

      I bite my tongue, trying to be quiet just to spite him, but a long needy moan works out of me instead.

      “How does that feel?”

      “Uh, weird. Full. Kind of good.”

      “Weird, huh? Not what I was going for.” He pauses and I glance over my shoulder, catching him staring at the plug I bought. It’s black silicone with a little blue gem at the end. At the time I thought it was cute and pretty, now I’m reconsidering.

      “Did you really think this tiny little toy would prepare you for my dick?” Z asks, blunt as ever.

      “Funny, I was thinking the same thing.”

      He laughs and smacks my ass. Then starts the process of working his fingers in me again. When I’m ready to scream from the anticipation, he slowly slides the plug into place.

      “Perfect. Stay put.”

      He drains the tub and runs the water for a few minutes, rinsing off. Finally, he steps out, offering me a hand to steady myself. I grab a towel and hand it to him, but he insists on drying me off first.

      He pauses and I catch him staring at me in the mirror. “You have no idea how hot that is.”

      I glance down at his tree-trunk of an erection. “I have a great, big idea.”

      His laughter is contagious. His warm, damp skin presses against my back and one hand dips between my legs to tease my clit again. Soft, gentle circles until I’m panting with need for him.

      “Please, hurry.”

      “No, Siren.” He gathers my hair in one hand and tugs. His warm breath whispers against my neck. “I want to take my time and enjoy every second. I’m so fucking glad you sucked me off earlier. I’m going to fuck your ass for a long, long time tonight.”

      Fear and heat tangle together in my belly. “Maybe I should’ve thought this through a little better.”

      A deep rumble of laughter rolls out of him, then cuts off.  The mood turns more serious. “You can tell me to stop at any time.”

      “I know,” I whisper. That’s the only reason I’m eager to try this with Z.

      “Come on, let’s move this into the bedroom.”

      “Finally.”

      
        
        Z

      

      

      The energy crackling between us burns hotter than a summer storm. I carry Lilly to the bed and set her down. My need for her has built and twisted me tight. “Hands and knees. Show me.” I barely recognize my voice it’s so rough.

      The overhead lights are nice, but they don’t create the right mood. I turn on the lamps by the side of the bed and admire the view.

      “Perfect.” So perfect I don’t even know where to start.

      Lilly glances at me over her shoulder. Her eyes are a mix of love and determination. A little anxiety.

      “You still okay?”

      “I want you.”

      I slide my hand between her legs, cupping her pussy. Teasing her is fun, but I can’t wait any longer. Lifting her hips, I drive inside her, filling her in one thrust.

      “Oh, fuck!” she yelps.

      “Your pussy’s tighter than ever with that plug. You like being stuffed in both holes by your husband? Tell me.”

      “Yes.”

      The sexy noises coming out of her mouth get louder and louder. “That’s my girl.” The view is amazing, but I need to see her face. Pulling out, I flip her over, shove some pillows under her hips and ease back in. “Open.” I tap her inner thigh with my hand.

      I reach over and grab that case with the little bullet vibrator in it. “Show me how you use this.”

      She arches an eyebrow. “You don’t know?”

      “Don’t be a smartass.” I thump into her harder. “I want to watch you use it.”

      “Haven’t used it much lately to be honest.”

      “Pleased to hear it. Now get to work.”

      My wife puts on a hell of a show for me, sliding the slim, shiny vibrator over her clit for several seconds. When she closes her eyes and tips her head back, I ease the plug out of her ass.

      “Z?”

      “Shhh. Keep doing what you’re doing.”

      I press the head of my cock against her ass, just letting her adjust to the idea. She’s still tense. I reach over and grab the lube, spreading it up and down my shaft.

      “Oh,” she gasps.

      “Are you close?”

      She moans instead of answering and I take the opportunity to push inside.

      “Oh my God.”

      “Fuck, Lilly.” It’s torture waiting, giving her time to adjust and stretch, but the best kind. “Keep working your clit while I fuck your ass.”

      She’s lost to moaning and little cries of pleasure as I finally fight my way inside. “Feel that. Feel me deep in your ass?”

      “Do I ever,” she grumbles.

      “Too much?”

      She blinks and stares at the ceiling for a second before meeting my eyes. “No.”

      “Come here.” I carefully pull out and kneel on the bed next to her. “Up. Time for you to do some work.”

      “I can’t. Wait, what?”

      “Sit up.” I slap her ass to get her moving. “Come on.”

      I grab her hips, guiding her back to me. “There you go. Careful.”

      “Oh my God.” She bolts forward. “That’s intense.”

      “I know. Come on. You control it. Show me how much you like my cock in your ass.”

      “Dirty bastard,” she mumbles which makes me laugh.

      My laughter turns into a groan when she works herself down my cock. “Fuck, that’s fucking tight.” I lean in and scrape my teeth over her shoulder. “Best wedding present you could’ve given me.”

      “And to think, I almost bought you a watch instead.”

      I roar with laughter and she yelps. “Easy, caveman.”

      “Sorry. Where’s the vibe?”

      “Here somewhere.” Her words come out low and breathless and she starts rocking up and down faster.

      “That’s it, pretty girl,” I encourage. “Take what you need.”

      My hand finally lands on the vibrator and I pass it to her. She flicks it back to life and moans when it touches her.

      “Come for me.” I’m practically begging now.

      “Oh.” Her wails increase in volume. Maybe they will hear us down in the main room. Over the music. Not that it would ever make me regret this night.

      “Oh fuck.” I squeeze my eyes shut as she clamps down tight around me. But it’s too late. I’m about to come hard and fast right along with her.

      
        
        Lilly

      

      

      Z stays buried in my ass. For hours. I’m certain of it. The painful pleasure of it teeters back and forth, always somehow landing on pleasure. A slow, glowing ember that he stokes into blistering flames well into the night.

      Finally, we’re spent. I barely have the strength to follow Z into the shower and clean up.

      “You all right?” He kneads my ass and kisses the backs of my thighs.

      “How can you be sweet after you just did such dirty things to me?” I reach behind me and run my fingers through his damp hair.

      “You get every part of me, pretty girl.” He stands and molds himself to my back. “You want me to romance you, I’m your man. You need me to protect you, I’m prepared to slit a motherfucker’s throat.” He stops and kisses my shoulder. “You want me to fuck you like you’re my dirty little girl, I’m up for the job. Whatever you need.”

      “God, you’re so romantic.”

      He shrugs and gives me a half-smile. “You bring it out in me.”
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      Z pounces on top of me and presses his lips to mine. “How do you feel this morning?”

      “Like I was thoroughly fucked.”

      He chuckles and leans down, kissing the ticklish spot between my neck and shoulder. “I want my wife to feel that way every morning.”

      “I don’t think my ass can take it.”

      He scowls and sits back. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “No.” I reach up and touch his cheek. “Never.”

      “Good.” He grabs my hips and encourages me to roll over. “Because now that your ass is on the menu, I have some other toys in mind.”

      “Oh dear god,” I mumble into my pillows.

      “Maybe a fluffy kitty tail.” He squeezes one cheek, then lightly slaps the other. “Definitely a bigger plug.”

      My laughter’s muffled by the pillows. “What did I unleash?”

      He flops down next to me. “A monster. What did you expect?”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” I ask Z for maybe the tenth time this morning.

      “You’re my wife now. I don’t want to be responsible for you never seeing your brother.”

      “I think you’re underestimating how much of a jerk he can be.”

      “You met some of the bikers I have to deal with, siren.” There’s a sardonic twist to his lips. “I underestimate no one’s capacity for assholery.”

      Something about his words makes me laugh and I snuggle up next to him. He leans down and kisses my forehead. “Are you sure you don’t mind driving up by yourself? I hate not going with you.”

      “I don’t think you should leave the clubhouse while Priest is here,” I whisper. For some reason I’m paranoid about the national president’s ability to hear every word we say about him.

      “I have a feeling he wants to sit down with everyone before Sway gets here.” He glances at the clock. “Hell, he may be trying to meet with them now, without me around.”

      “Should you get out there?”

      “Nah, I have nothing to hide. What are they going to say, that I’m a shitty president? Fuck ‘em. I’m happy to go home.”

      “You’re not a shitty president, Z. I may not know much about this yet, but I can see how much all the guys respect you.” I brush my lips over his chest. “Rock seems really proud of you. And I have a feeling if he thought you were a shitty president, he’d have no problem saying so.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” He brushes his fingers over my shoulder absently. “I hate that he’s worried he’s holding me back or some shit because I don’t want the president gig.”

      “You two have been friends a long time and ran the upstate club together for a long time. I’m sure it’s hard on him.”

      “It’s hard on me.” He gestures toward the door. “I trust these guys. But it’s not the same. Rock doesn’t have to even open his mouth for me to know what he’s thinking. He’s saved my life so many damn times…” He shakes his head. “I like Rooster, but it’s hard to put that kind of trust in him.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to since he’s a brother?”

      He side-eyes me. “Yes, smarty-pants. You know what I mean, though.”

      “I do. You don’t have the same amount of history or years of trust built up. It will come with time.”

      He sigh-growls an unhappy noise.

      “Well, Sway’s coming home, right?” I remind him. “Think he’ll take over soon?”

      “Don’t know yet. I’ll get a better feel after tonight.”

      “Come on.” I give him a little shove. “I need to get dressed if I’m driving Chance up to Alex’s place.”

      “You’re sure he’s all right with keeping him overnight?”

      “Yup.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Alex is all right with keeping Chance. What he’s not all right with is me getting married in California without telling him.

      “Are you serious, Lilly?”

      “Jesus, Alex, what did you want to do, give me away?”

      “Maybe. What about Mom and Dad, they’re going to be upset.”

      “Alex, think long and hard about it, how do you think that wedding would have gone? Would it have been a nice, loving family affair? Or a roaring dumpster fire that ended in yelling and screaming? Think about it, I’ll wait.”

      “Isn’t that what family functions are supposed to be?” he grins at me.

      “Maybe for you, since that’s all we knew growing up, but I’m tired of it, Alex. I want some peace in my life.”

      “And you’re getting that from the biker gang?”

      Instead of snapping at him, I consider the question. Peace might not be the right word. Last night had been loud and eventful. Except for Stella’s appearance, everyone had been happy to celebrate our wedding and treated me with kindness and respect. “Honestly, yes. Z’s brothers have all been good to me.” I reach down and ruffle Chance’s hair. “And our son.”

      He heaves out an annoyed sigh. “They’re never going to stop torturing me about getting married now, you know that, right?”

      My laughter sounds completely evil. “Not my problem.”
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      Sending Lilly off on her own to deal with Alex didn’t sit well with me. But she was right. I can’t disappear for a couple hours while Priest is here. At best he’ll pester Rock. At worst, Priest will consider it a sign of disrespect.

      Good call too, because as soon as he sees me, Priest motions for me to join him. “Since both clubs are here and the old ladies will be off doing their thing, how do you feel about all of us sitting down together?”

      “Do you want to wait for Sway?” I ask without thinking.

      “No, Z. I don’t.”

      Alrighty then.

      “I’ll ask Rooster to round everyone up.”

      At least that buys me some time to hunt down Rock and Rooster so I can grill them.

      Rooster’s the unlucky bastard I encounter first. “Anyone in your room?” I ask.

      “No, why?”

      “Good.” I shove him inside and close the door behind us.

      “Z, I love you, brother, but I don’t swing that way. Unless you and Lilly need me to be your neutral third—”

      “Stop right there.”

      He grins at me. “Why so fierce, brother?”

      “Well, for starters, you suggested I might let you near my wife, when there is absolutely zero chance of that ever happening.”

      “I’m just fucking with you.” He waves at the small table and two chairs. “Have a seat.”

      “You talk to Priest yet?”

      He nods slowly. “Ran into him early this morning.”

      “And?”

      “He wanted to feel me out.” He shrugs. “I’m new at this VP thing, so I expected that.”

      “Anything else?”

      He blows out a breath and glances away. “He wanted my honest opinion on whether Sway should lead the club again.”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “And you told him?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t know what the fuck to say, Z.” He gives me this tortured look that almost makes me feel bad for putting him in this position. “I don’t want to betray Sway and speak bad about a brother. But I can’t lie. You two are night and day when it comes to running this club. I never woulda thought about it or noticed the difference if Sway hadn’t left. But now that I know what this club is capable of under a good president, I can’t unknow it.” He hangs his head. “I’m sorry, brother. I know that’s not what you want to hear. You still want to go home and I get that.”

      I’m too choked up to respond right away.

      “You think I make that much of a difference?”

      He squints up at me. “Are you trying to play humble or are you really that dense, bro? Come on.  Sway wasn’t a dictator exactly, because none of us ever challenged him, but you’re a true leader. You don’t do shit without telling us. You’re steering us in the right direction. Fuck, the clubhouse alone looks better.”

      “You guys did that,” I mutter.

      “Because you opened everyone’s eyes and forced us to take some pride in this club.” He shakes his head. “You’re not so wrapped up in trying to fuck every woman who isn’t your wife that you ignore all the other shit going on around this place. There’s no reason he shouldn’t have known what Shadow was up to behind our backs. None. Or that Shadow was skimming money from the club. But he’s been too busy playing grab ass with Stella and her porny friends to notice.”

      I snort. “Porny?”

      He shrugs. “Pornstar plus horny.”

      “Genius.”

      “Can I finish?”

      “Rooster, that’s a legit business venture and it’s bringing money into the club.” I feel forced to defend Sway, which is a position I don’t particularly enjoy.

      “It is. Totally. And it should’ve been making us more money a fuck of a lot sooner. It probably would’ve if he let some of us help him with the business side. He knows dick about the tech side of things. But he was too worried about turning it into his own personal porny soap opera.”

      Since I’d been on the prickly end of that particular stick when I was “dating” Stella, I understand exactly what Rooster’s saying.

      “No one can force you to stay, Z.”

      “Well, I think someone can.”

      He huffs. “Priest will fuss over us for a little longer, then we’ll go back to not seeing or hearing from him again for another five or ten years. We’ll forget we even have a national president.”

      Normally, I might agree with that statement. But after the events of the last year and the conversation I had with Priest last night, I have a feeling we can all expect more face time with our national prez.

      “How do you feel about having a support club?” This will come up in our sit-down with Priest, so I want Rooster’s opinion.

      He pauses. “It’s a good idea in theory. But the ones we had hanging around here a few years back were nothing but trouble.”

      “We have someone in mind.” Actually, I still haven’t sat down with Murphy to talk to him about this yet. Fuck. I don’t bother pondering why I went directly to Rooster, my VP first. “It might be upstate’s problem more than ours.”

      “Bro, I think upstate and downstate are going to be one in the same in a few more years.”

      “Yeah,” I admit. “Priest asked about that last night. Rock and I explained it would be unleashing chaos if we start claiming the whole state.”

      “Oh, for sure. But we’re far enough north, just call it upstate and be done with it. Anyone south of Long Island considers this “upstate” anyway.” He squints at the door. “Capital region might be a stretch.”

      “Might piss off the Wolf Knights too.”

      “Right.”

      He shrugs. “Who gives a fuck, really? Christ, what’s Priest’s problem? He invest in a thread company and want to print up some new bottom rockers or something?”

      I rumble with laughter for a solid minute. “Maybe.”

      After wrapping up my conversation with Rooster, I head to Murphy’s room. As he’s done to me so many times, I bang on the door and twist the knob without waiting for an answer.

      Locked. Damn.

      A rumpled Heidi wearing nothing but a bedsheet answers the door.

      I smack my hand over my eyes and shake my head in misery. “I can’t deal with this right now, Heidi. You’re still like eight in my head. Where’s your other half?”

      She laughs and grabs the arm covering my eyes, trying to pry it loose. “Knock it off, Uncle Z. Geez. I have a daughter and I’m about to get married for the second time. I’m pretty sure you must have figured out that I know what s-e-x is by now.”

      “I prefer not to think of what that big ginger yeti does to my sweet innocent Heidi behind closed doors.”

      “Morning to you too, fucker,” Murphy growls.

      I open my eyes and find him standing behind Heidi with his hands on her shoulders. “Aw, Christ, put some damn pants on.”

      Heidi rolls her eyes and ducks out from between us. “I’m going to get dressed and go to the house. Poor Carter’s probably ready for a break by now.” She glances over her shoulder. “I assume you’ll all be at the table for a while?”

      “Looks like it, Heidi-girl.”

      “Hope said she was inviting Valentina over.” She bites her lip. “I feel bad Lilly’s not here though.”

      “She’ll be back,” I assure her, impressed by her thoughtfulness as usual.

      Murphy watches Heidi the whole time she gathers her clothes until she shuts the bathroom door. “What?” he asks without turning my way.

      “You two aren’t even married yet and you’re in that creepy honeymoon phase.”

      He’s still wearing the same dopey smile he has every time Heidi’s around. “Doubt that’ll ever go away. Never get tired of my girl.” He chuckles and leads me over to the chairs in the corner. “Besides, look who’s talking.”

      Can’t really argue with that but it’s fun to bust his balls.

      “What’s got you all twisted up this fine morning?” Murphy asks.

      “What do you think?”

      “The special meeting Priest is so eager to have with us before Sway gets here?”

      “Boy, you really are smarter than you look.”

      “Now you’re just being mean.”

      “He talk to you yet?”

      “Someone knocked on the door earlier.” He smirks. “But we were busy.”

      “Christ. I hope it wasn’t poor Teller.”

      He turns his phone over and checks the screen. “Nah, he would’ve sent me a cranky text.”

      “I need to tell you what went down last night.”

      Murphy gestures in the direction of my room. “Walls are thin, bro. I’m aware of what went down.”

      “You wish.” I glare at him. “I’m serious.”

      Finally, he wipes the lazy grin off his face and sits up. “Hit me.”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      I give him a quick outline of Priest’s concerns finishing with the suggestion we form a support club. “Now don’t get mad, but I threw your little fighter buddies in as potential support club founders. I was desperate for something to get him off our backs.”

      Murphy sits back and nods slowly. “Honestly, I don’t think it’s a bad idea.” He sneaks a glance at the still-closed bathroom door. “I’m going out there in a few days, I’ll feel Remy out.”

      “Jesus Christ. She’s gonna fucking murder you if she finds out you’re still fighting.”

      “Club business.”

      “No, it’s not. And she’s not dumb enough to fall for that either. You really are a dipshit sometimes.”

      “You of all people giving me this lecture is hysterical. Now that you’re wifed up you’ve got all the answers, huh?”

      “More selfish than anything, bro. We’re too short-handed to have you wind up in the hospital.”

      He flicks his wrist like it’s a stupid concern. “We risk that every time we straddle a hog, brother.”

      “That’s different.”

      Heidi opens the door and breezes out. “Everything okay?”

      “Yup.” Murphy curls his finger and beckons her closer. “You leaving right now?”

      “I think I better.” Her gaze darts to me as she settles into Murphy’s lap. “I assume you need him.”

      “Need to punch him maybe,” I grumble while Murphy’s busy groping Heidi’s ass and licking her neck. “Seriously?”

      Once she’s gone, Murphy’s all business again. “I honestly think a support club is a good idea. They make a shitload of money out there, but their security is weak. That’s something we can help them with. Mutually beneficial relationship.”

      “You don’t think they’re gonna be pissed if we ask them to kick some money up to us?”

      “Not if they want our protection. They’ve had a few issues. Remy and Griff are more than capable of handling it, but we could prevent it from happening at all.”

      “What about Jake, you think he’d join? I’d prefer to have someone out of puberty if we’re going to take this seriously.”

      He rolls his eyes. “No, he only goes out there once in a while to fuck around.” He’s quiet for a second. “Vapor might be up for it if we give him some time.”

      I shake my head, unsure of what to say. “You want to mentor them? They’re going to need one of us there on a semi-regular basis. Rock and I talked about Grinder or Dex doing it too if you’ve got too much.”

      “Dex is swamped. But if Vapor’s in, he’ll probably wanna look out for him. Grinder, fuck man. Let the poor brother actually get out of prison before we go assigning him projects.”

      “Priest might want you anyway.” I roll my eyes. “For some unknown reason, he has a high opinion of you.”

      Murphy laughs and reaches over to slap my hand. “Let’s go round everyone up. Anyone ever checked Rock’s blood pressure? His head’s probably ready to explode from all this shit.”

      “Don’t I know it.”
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      About an hour later, everyone’s crammed into our chapel. Downstate brothers gave up their seats for the upstate officers, something that seems to please Priest.

      I’d had a chance to talk to a few more brothers before Priest called us to the table and their feelings were the same as Rooster’s.

      I’m torn in two. Honored my brothers think so highly of me. Frustrated because I want to go home.

      Today, Priest takes the position at the head of the table. I’m not sure how I feel about that since he keeps insisting he has so much respect for my leadership. Then I decide I’m being an asshole and need to get over myself.

      “Tonight we’ll be welcoming home a brother,” Priest begins. “I realize some of you have questions. I’ll be speaking with Sway, but for now Z will remain your president.”

      Boom! That’s how it is.

      Murmurs of agreement and a few “thank fucks” go around the table.

      “Rock, Zero, and I spoke at length last night about what the future holds for the Lost Kings MC in New York. Both presidents have assured me they plan to continue to build solid relationships with our neighboring MCs. I understand the Devil Demons will be joining us tonight.”

      Dex raises his hand. “I got a text from Dante right before we came in. A few of the Iron Bulls are near here and asked if they could stop by.” He glances at me. “I didn’t have a chance to ask you yet. That cool?”

      “Sure, the more the merrier,” I answer without looking at Priest. He keeps saying this is my show, right?

      “That’s what I want to hear,” Priest says. “With the disintegration of Red Storm MC and now the South of Satan MC in Vermont, it’s more important than ever that we present a united front against law enforcement.”

      “Fuck yeah!” Jigsaw shouts.

      “Absolutely, Prez.” Rock says. He glances at the rest of the table. “Everyone at this table knows we can’t protect our businesses, our clubs, or our brothers against law enforcement if we’re constantly battling each other.”

      I nod at Rock to thank him for speaking up for all of us since Priest seems to assume we’re dense and don’t understand how outlaw life works.

      Hustler raises his hand. “Bulls need to be respectful in our house though. We can’t just roll over and let another MC—”

      “That’s exactly what I don’t want to hear,” Priest says, cutting him off. “Any true sign of disrespect, handle it. No one is saying otherwise. But don’t go making up bullshit to show them up or make your dick feel bigger. We’re better than that.”

      I shoot a glare at Hustler and he seems to suddenly find the floor fascinating.

      “Finally, I suggested and Rock and Z both agree that a support club could be beneficial to us here in New York. Rock and Z are going to explore some options. If you have suggestions please tell them.”

      Yes, please make more work for us.

      I dare to sneak a glance at Rock who’s sitting across from me. Fucker’s jaw is so tight he might break a tooth. He catches my eye and gives me the slightest hint of a smirk and raised eyebrow.

      My gaze slides to Wrath. By the look on his face, I’m guessing no one warned him about the support club. I’m going to pay for that later. Teller just looks bored. We’ll see how bored he is when he gets to tag along to underground fights with Murphy on a regular basis. The idea of those two bickering even more cheers me up.

      Priest claps his hands together as if he’s chasing away business talk to usher in something more fun. “Now, I want everyone to have a good time tonight.” He tips his head my way then Rock’s. “Thank you for your hospitality. Not only to me but toward my ol’ lady. “

      Yeah, I can see why Tawny’s hostility toward Valentina and Sway constantly checking out Valentina’s ass might have made Priest not want to visit.

      Oh shit. What have we done? Priest will be up here all the time now.

      Rock must read the panic on my face because he’s silently laughing. I fight the urge to flip him off in front of Priest. Not very brotherly or presidential.

      “The place looks a thousand percent better than the last time I was here, Z. You’ve done your club proud.”

      I spread my arms wide. “This was all them, Priest. They put in the sweat equity.”

      “Z can’t get his pretty little hands and face dirty,” Wrath says. “We love him anyway.”

      Priest chuckles and then addresses everyone in the room. “I’m impressed with how fast you turned this place around. Truly.”

      Guys duck their heads and mumble “thanks” too embarrassed to say more.

      “I’m pleased I could be here on such an important weekend. Our brother, Sway, survived a vicious attack and it’s only right we welcome him home properly.”

      Yeah, nothing says “Welcome home” like “You’re not getting your club back.”

      “I like seeing both charters celebrating together like this,” Priest says.

      “We’ll be doing a lot more of it once we get the new clubhouse opened.” Wrath sits forward and looks down the table. “It’s an easy stop off the highway. Everyone’s always welcome.”

      Wrath’s such a sneaky bastard. Luring brothers to the clubhouse located next to the strip club instead of the clubhouse next to his home.

      “Building it right next to Crystal Ball, right?” Jigsaw asks. “Fuck yeah, I’m in.”

      The guys have a good laugh about it. Priest rolls his eyes but smiles at everyone’s enthusiasm.

      With the bulk of the meeting concluded, Priest dismisses everyone but the officers of both charters.

      Priest nods to me. “Congratulations on your marriage.” He catches Rock’s eye. “We have something for you.”

      Shocked, I sit up and drop my lazy smile.

      Rock bends down and grabs a box from under the table. He smoothly slides it over to Priest.

      My heart thunders. It can’t be what I think it is. It’s too soon. I hadn’t even had the chance to tell Rock that Priest offered to give Lilly his symbol on her property patch.

      “Z, I realize I’ve asked a lot of you these last few months.” Priest glances at Rock. “Fucked up your plans for your future. But you’ve handled it with honor and integrity. You’re a true warrior for your brothers, the kind of outlaw we don’t see often anymore.”

      I swallow hard unsure of how to respond to so much praise.

      “When we talked about the property patch last night, your thoughtfulness about the situation impressed me.”

      “Uh.” I nod because I can’t form any words.

      “Rock and I had discussed this briefly while you were away.”

      My gaze shoots to Rock. “You did, huh?”

      Priest pulls the black leather vest out and a steady drumming builds in my chest. “Your woman’s already seen a lot. Everyone says she was a rock while you were inside. Handled herself with class and dignity befitting a Lost Kings’ ol’ lady.” Priest drills me with a stare. “Knows to keep her mouth shut.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Congratulations.”

      He lays the vest out in front of me.

      
        
        Property of Zero

        Lost Kings MC

      

      

      No skull and crown on the back of the old ladies’ patches. For their own safety. But Lilly’s vest already has a few other important patches in strategic places.

      Priest’s Chi Rho symbol on the lower left front. Rock’s crown on the lower right side. My Z patch and Siren embroidered over the heart. I laugh when my gaze lands on the patch sewn into a spot where old ladies usually collect various pins and patches over the years. A blue and green mermaid.

      “Alexa might have been with us when we picked it up.” Rock shrugs and elbows Teller.

      “It’s perfect.” My gaze bounces between Priest and Rock. “Thank you.”

      “You’ve more than earned it, Z,” Priest says.

      Rooster raises his hand. “No one asked for our votes yet, Z. But I’m more than willing to give Lilly my cock.”

      “Motherfucker,” I growl at him before remembering his patch is a plain black-and-white rooster wearing a crown.

      “He’s never given anyone his cock,” Jigsaw adds.

      The guys all bust up with laughter. Hell, even I do.

      “I was able to spend a lot of time with Lilly while Z was inside, and she’s more than ready for this,” Rock says. A tactful way to explain why the brothers I’ve shared a clubhouse with for years weren’t asked for their votes.

      Priest flicks his wrist at us. “You can all fight that out another time.”

      Let’s not step on Priest’s toes, guys.

      I stand and shake Priest’s hand. “Thank you. This means a lot.”

      Reaching over, I grab Rock’s outstretched hand and yank him closer—well as much as anyone can move him, like his name, he’s heavy as a fuckin’ rock. I glance down at the vest and Rock’s patch again. I can’t help the feeling that washes over me. Like this is some sort of going away present.

      Priest walks out with Hustler, and Steer while the rest of us hang back.

      “Were you worried about asking me?” Wrath asks. I swear if he was capable of emotion, I’ve hurt his feelings.

      “Well… you do like to be hard on the old ladies.”

      Teller snorts. “Understatement.”

      Without looking at him, Wrath reaches out and shoves Teller sideways.

      I shrug. “You haven’t been able to spend a lot of time around her to know if you trust her. That’s all.” I glance at the still-open chapel doors. “I didn’t ask Priest. He asked me. I couldn’t exactly say no.”

      “Ah, gotcha.” Wrath nods. “That’s good, Z. Real good.” He pulls me in for a smothering, brotherly hug. “I’m so proud of you, little brother.” He wallops me on the back hard enough to dislodge my spine.

      “Easy, you big beast.” I thump him a few times in return.

      He shrugs after letting me go. “Trin says Lilly’s good around here. Keeps her cool. Doesn’t let the girls rattle her.”

      “Thanks, brother.”

      “Z, seriously, my cock is all Lilly’s, just say the word.” Rooster drapes his arm over my shoulders and grins like an idiot.

      Teller points at Rooster. “Make him change his patch now, Prez. That joke’s going to wear thin quickly.”

      “That joke will never get old,” Jigsaw announces. “We’re going to torment future old ladies with it for years.”

      “Christ,” I mutter.

      The two of them take off into the rest of the clubhouse, leaving me with Murphy, Teller, Wrath and Rock. Murphy comes up next to me and bumps me with his elbow. “I know it’s not as flashy as a cock, but she’s got my clover too.”

      I wrap my arm around his neck and squeeze him closer. “Thanks, little brother.”

      “Speaking of people to torment,” Wrath says.

      “Were we?” Rock asks.

      “What’s with the support club?” Wrath continues, ignoring Rock. “And who exactly do you have in mind for it?”

      Murphy tips his head back, studying the ceiling.

      “Don’t you dare say it,” Wrath says. “They’re fucking babies. Is the one even out of high school yet?”

      “Yes,” Murphy says.

      “Who are we talking about?” Teller asks.

      “Griff and Remy.” Murphy holds his hands up in the air. “I had nothing to do with it.”

      Rock walks over and quietly closes the doors while I explain what happened.

      “Priest cornered me last night and I had to think quick. But it might not be a bad idea if we think they can handle it.”

      “If they even want to,” Teller says. “Only thing they seem to care about is making money and fucking.”

      Murphy lets out an ear-splitting whistle. “Look who’s suddenly so judgmental.”

      “I’m fairly certain those were your only priorities for the last ten or fifteen years,” I add.

      “How soon we forget,” Rock mutters.

      Teller blinks and stares at all of us before cracking up. “Shit. What’s happening to me?”

      “Old age.” Wrath taps the side of Teller’s head. “Sneaks up on ya.”

      We don’t go too much more in depth about the support club. It’s something we can deal with another day.

      Rock slings his arm around my neck. “You’re going to hate me for saying this, but—”

      “What?”

      “Wrath always has my back, but he’d rather gut a motherfucker then work out things in a diplomatic way.”

      “Got that right.” Wrath grins not insulted one bit.

      “And you always helped me at home.” Rock closes his eyes. “I’m painfully aware of how much you handled for me, brother, believe me. But this is different.” He glances at the doors again.

      “It’s nice to share the pain of Priest’s visit with someone?”

      He steps back and knocks his fists together in front of his chest. “Sway was always more interested in butting heads than working together.”

      “Sway never got over being run out of upstate,” Wrath rumbles.

      Teller shrugs. “Fuck him. That was his call.”

      Wrath wraps a meaty arm around Rock and me and pulls us against him. “This is what true brotherhood is supposed to be. Z looks good, we all look good. Rock looks good, we all benefit.”

      Rock shrugs free of Wrath’s embrace. “I know you don’t appreciate it at the moment, but I thought you needed to hear it.”

      It actually does improve my mood over the whole situation. “No, I appreciate it.”

      “Now.” Rock slaps Teller’s back. “Think I can have my treasurer back?”

      Teller turns and smirks. “I’m touched you miss me so much.”

      “I don’t miss you at all if it helps,” Wrath says.

      “I think Hustler has a better handle on things,” I say.

      “Except his mouth,” Murphy says.

      I glance at Wrath and then Teller. “I’m used to dealing with that.”

      Lucky bastards will all get to go home soon. Even Murphy.

      I can’t help wondering if I’m already home and just don’t want to accept it yet.
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      Knowing Chance is safe at my brother’s leaves me free to enjoy the party. I make it to the clubhouse in time to help Angie with some finishing touches and then run down the hallway to our room to change.

      Tonight, I brought two dresses since I couldn’t make up my mind. I choose the one that’s a little more daring. Less over-the-top than last night’s but still sexy enough to stand by Z’s side.

      “What are you doing to me, woman?” Z’s astonished voice pulls me away from the mirror.

      “Too much?”

      “Fuck no.”

      He walks a circle around me, checking out the tight, crimson dress. The top and long sleeves are sheer lace, giving it the illusion that it covers more than it actually does. The plunging neckline required some boob tape to make it stay and I probably shouldn’t move around too much or, god forbid, sit down tonight.

      Z whistles and his rough fingers trace a pattern over my bare back where the dress is held together by thin gold straps. “I have something to go with it.”

      “Is it shoes? Because I’m not sure I like the ones I picked out.”

      He huffs out a laugh, breath fanning over my skin. “No, Siren.”

      Taking my hand, he leads me into the bedroom and picks up a black leather vest off the bed.

      I’ve seen the other girls wearing theirs enough times to know what it is.

      “Oh my God.” I blink and meet his eyes. “Is that what I think it is? I thought you couldn’t…”

      He turns the vest, showing off the side. “Priest offered his patch. Not many old ladies get that. He understood this is a unique situation.”

      “Wow.”

      I reach out and touch the crown on the other side. “That’s Rock’s though, isn’t it?”

      “Yup. He and I talked about it a while back.” Z shrugs. “And apparently he and Priest talked. I had no idea they were doing this for me. For you.”

      “I…” I don’t know what to say. I’ve gotten to understand what these patches mean to the brothers. They don’t give them out lightly. Tears cloud my vision. “After what happened…what I did, I figured your brothers would never forgive me.”

      “Hey.” Z sets the vest down and takes my hands. “Rock told everyone how impressed he was with the way you handled yourself while I was in jail, Lilly. The past is the past.”

      I nod and dab at my eyes.

      “I think Wrath was insulted I didn’t ask. And Rooster said he’s ready to give you his cock anytime.”

      That snaps my head up and I stare at Z. “What?”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose and laughs. “His patch is a rooster.”

      “Oh, duh.” I laugh and rest my head against his chest. “Can I see it again?”

      “Yeah, I need you to wear it tonight.”

      “Z,” I reach up and kiss his cheek. “I might never take it off.”
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      As the afternoon fades, the party kicks into full gear. If anything, the atmosphere pulses and vibrates with even more energy than last night.

      “How were your meetings?” I ask Z as we leave our room.

      He doesn’t look happy. “We had a lot to discuss.”

      I’m not touching that vague answer with a ten-foot pole. “Isn’t Sway supposed to be coming tonight?”

      He takes my hand. Affection for him squeezes my chest. I love this man so much. What happens when the “real” president returns? Will he thank Z or at least be grateful for all Z’s done?

      “He should be here soon.”

      “There you are.” Priest holds out his hand to Z and they shake. He runs his gaze over me and back to Z.  “I see you gave it to her right away.”

      “Hell yeah, I did. Thank you again, Prez.”

      “No problem.” He nods at me. “Welcome to the family, Lilly.”

      “Thank you.”

      After Priest leaves, I do a quick check to make sure my boobs haven’t fallen out.

      “What are you doing, Siren?” Z asks.

      “You have no idea what I had to do to coax the girls to stay put in this thing,” I mutter.

      He laughs and tugs at the zipper of my vest, pulling it into place. “Problem solved. For you and me.”

      Rumbles of more than a few bikes entering the parking lot momentarily drown out the music.

      “Sounds like Demons are here!” Rooster shouts.

      Priest returns with a meaningful look at Z. He leans over and asks me, “Have you met them before?”

      I glance at Z. “Yes, I think so. At Rock and Hope’s wedding.”

      “Good, good. You can show Mallory around.”

      I take it that’s a hint to get lost so the men can talk business.

      We wind our way through the clubhouse to meet the new guests as they come in the front door.

      “Chaser!” Z holds his hand. The man with “president” stitched on his vest reaches out to shake it.

      “Good to see you, brother.”

      Z lifts his chin. “Got some new flash?”

      Chaser pats the president patch. “Pop finally gave up the gavel. I was sure I’d be burying him with it.”

      “He okay?”

      “Fuck yeah, he’s raising hell down in Florida. You know, when we were down there for the rally, he didn’t want to leave. Couple months ago, he calls everyone in for church, announces he’s done, hands over the patch and gavel, and rides out.”

      “May we all be so lucky.”

      “No kidding.” He nods at Z. “Still running things here, I see?”

      “Yeah, man. Sway’s getting out of the hospital today. Should be here soon.”

      My gaze strays to Priest and Valentina. One of the many “sit-downs” Z’s had with the national president should have included instructions for when Z will be allowed to go home, right?

      “That was a good time, riding out with you guys,” Chaser says. “We need to do it again.”

      “Hell, we didn’t to go too far together.” Z glances around. “We’re talking about a big club run down to San Antonio in a few weeks. Meeting up with Iron Bulls and Savage Dragons. Demons should join us.”

      “Texas, huh?” Chaser runs his hand over his chest.

      “You’re good if you’re riding with us, right?”

      I assume this is some sort of biker code about territory. Or maybe it’s not even code and I’m just out of my depth.

      “Couple of the Bulls might show up this weekend,” Z says. “I’ll let them know you’re considering it.”

      Chaser nods. “I’ll bring it to the club but sounds like a good ride. We should get out on the road together more often.” He glances over at Rock. “Upstate coming too?”

      “Fuck yeah.”

      “It’d be nice to chill with everyone without always talking business, you know?”

      Z places his hand at the small of my back and pushes me forward. “Chaser, this is my wife, Lilly. We’re celebrating our wedding this weekend too.”

      “Congratulations, Z. That’s great.”

      He gives me a quick handshake and calls his wife over to meet me. Something about her is so damn familiar…but I can’t place it.

      “We met at Rock and Hope’s wedding, right?” Mallory asks.

      “Yes. It’s good to see you again.” While it’s true we’ve met. I still can’t shake the feeling I know her from somewhere else.

      It’s not until much later that I figure it out. Or rather, she lets it slip.

      “I’m dying that all these stories are coming out of Hollywood now. I could’ve told people this twenty or thirty years ago. I had more dirty shit happen to me in the short time I was out there—”

      “You were in that show Ocean Ave. I knew you looked familiar!”

      She buries her face in her hand, her long honey hair falling forward, further obscuring her features. “My god, no one’s recognized me from that in years.”

      “You were the best thing about that show. I was devastated you weren’t on longer.”

      She gives me a soft smile and continues sharing more stories. “That’s how Chaser and I met.”

      “And you’re still together.”

      “Thirty years this spring.”

      “That’s…encouraging. It doesn’t seem like a lot of biker couples last so long.”

      “There aren’t. If you won’t be offended, let me give you some advice since you’re newlyweds and all.”

      Newlywed. Wow. I guess I am. Somehow, I feel fifty years older than a newlywed should be.

      “Love him without fear.” She places her hand over mine. “Fear has no place in this world. Trust him. Need him. Accept who and what he is. Have his back, because this world can be really ugly at times and he’ll need to know you’re there for him and for the club without question.”

      Powerful stuff, considering what’s already happened. Of course, I can’t share any of that, but her words penetrate into my soul.

      “Thank you, Mallory. That’s beautiful.” I know we’re from different clubs, but I can’t help feeling a connection to her.

      There’s more noise at the door. Brothers start chanting “welcome home.”

      “That must be Sway.” She cranes her neck, trying to see over the crowd. “I wonder if Tawny actually showed up with him,” she mutters.

      “I’m a little nervous about how she’ll feel with me…”

      She turns and faces me like a fierce lioness about to school a cub. “Do not let her intimidate you. Your man’s been holding this club together. She should appreciate that.” Mallory taps my shoulder. “You’re patched, so you’re her equal. She needs to respect you.” Mama bear lecture over with, her expression softens. “Go on, Lilly. I’m sure Z needs you. We’ll talk more, later.”

      Her words give me the slap in the ass I need to march right up to Z and take his hand and place by his side. Front and center.

      Sway—I barely recognize him as the same brash biker from Hope’s wedding. The one complaining about how faithful she was to Rock while he spent the summer in jail and how protective Murphy and the others were over her.  He’s thinner and much quieter. Hardly says anything at all. But he gives Z a big, brotherly embrace and thanks him quietly.

      The woman with him only bares a faint resemblance to the one I remember. Except she seems to have aged backwards.

      “Thank you for everything you’ve done, Z,” Sway says low enough for only Z and me to hear. “The place looks great.” His words come out slow and deliberate, as if he’s concentrating to get each syllable right. His foggy expression has me questioning whether he should be out of the hospital already.

      “No problem, brother.” Z squeezes my hand. “Sway, this is my wife, Lilly.”

      A bit of the degenerate biker I recognize lights up his face. “No wonder you never brought her to see me. Fine looking lady you’ve got.”

      Gross.

      I mean, I’m sure he means it as a compliment. But still.

      Z’s jaw tightens. “Happy to have you back, brother.”

      “I’m so glad you’re home,” I say.

      Sway sweeps his gaze over me again and the fogginess in his expression retreats. “See you already patched her.” His eyes linger and at first I think he’s staring at my crotch. Then I realize he’s studying the patches on the bottom. “Got Priest and Rock to give her our seal of approval.” He levels a challenging stare at Z. “Don’t see that often.”

      “It’s been an unusual couple of months, Sway,” Z answers smoothly.

      “Sure has.” The weirdness seems to evaporate and Sway slaps Z’s shoulder. “Glad to be out of the hospital. Be even happier when I can get back on my bike.”

      I’m not sure if that’s his way of saying he doesn’t want to run the club any time soon or what.

      Either way. Tawny and Sway move on to Priest and Valentina next.

      “Was that a breach of some biker code that he stopped to see you first?” I whisper to Z.

      He chuckles. “No. It’s fine.”

      I trace the patches at the bottom of my vest. “Will this cause problems?”

      “If anyone has an issue send them to me,” he answers in his no-bullshit way.
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      Sway’s welcome home party rages on into the night. Bastard’s gonna end up right back in the hospital.

      Stella returned. Put on a show for the whole club. Priest seemed less than impressed by the spectacle. Lilly and I snuck off in the chapel again.

      Somehow after that, I lost track of Sway.

      I’m eager to go over a few things with him so I can go to bed.

      “Hey.” I tug Lilly closer. “I’m gonna go look for Sway. Want to make sure he’s all right and set up a time for us to sit down tomorrow. You okay here?”

      She’s in the lounge away from the loudest part of the party, surrounded by Hope, Trinity, Charlotte, Heidi, Valentina, Mallory, and a few other women whose names I can’t remember.

      “I’ll be fine. Do what you need to do. I’ll be here.”

      Normally, I wouldn’t go anywhere near the upstairs suite he considers his private quarters. It’s too personal and hell only knows what the fuck I might walk in on.

      Even with that in my head, I’m not prepared for the sight in front of me when I push open the door to Sway’s private lounge. A couple couches and chairs normally face a big screen television bolted to the wall.

      It’s where I always assumed he had his “private screenings” of Stella’s films.

      Or, apparently, makes his own films.

      A wave of sweat and musk scented heat blasts me in the face as I open the door.

      My gaze shoots to the couch to my right.

      Sway, shirt off, leather cut on, jeans around his ankles with a bare-assed Stella bucking her way to happiness in his lap.

      At least she’s finally making the biker porn she’s been itching to do since I met her. It had really pissed her off that I kept saying no to filming us.

      Watching the two of them together, I feel absolutely nothing.

      Well, maybe some mild disgust and great relief.

      I’m not terribly shocked to find them fucking. I always assumed they had some sort of relationship that crossed the boundaries of purely business.

      A gasp of pleasure from my left calls my attention to a scene I absolutely never expected to see.

      The couch directly across from Sway and Stella is also occupied.

      A naked and looking-damn-fine-for-her-age Tawny spread out. Stella’s porn star friend, Garrett, with his head buried between Tawny’s thighs.

      Well, how about that?

      Nothing like a bullet to the head to help a couple reunite. Love and near death really can unite a couple doing their favorite hobbies—fucking other people—together.

      Sadly, Tawny and Garrett seem to be enjoying themselves a heck of a lot more than Stella and Sway. Maybe the bullet to the head has thrown Sway off his game.

      Don’t care. Not my business. Don’t wanna know. Wish I’d never intruded on this special moment.

      Unfortunately, I don’t move fast enough. Stella turns and rakes her gaze over me. Her lips curl into a seductive smirk as she slips on her porn star game face. She closes her eyes and tosses her head back, really getting into the role.

      If she’s trying to make me jealous, it’s not working. Still don’t feel a damn thing, except the urge to flee. Maybe bleach my eyes.

      Slowly, I back out the door and quietly close it behind me.

      Their lusty moans filter through the door and I hurry downstairs.

      “What’s wrong, brother?” Murphy asks.

      “Whatever you do, don’t go upstairs.”

      He cocks his head and crosses his arms over his chest. “Wasn’t planning to. Why? What’s going on?”

      “Nothing your tender mind should be exposed to.”

      He scowls.

      Do I want to blurt it all out to Murphy? Kinda.

      But it’s private. Sway and Tawny got so much shit to work out. If that’s how they decided to hold their marriage together, gossiping about it feels wrong.

      Instead, I find Lilly. Will we get tired of each other? Will our love turn to hate and then twist back into something else? Will one of us have to almost die before we fix things?

      I really fucking hope not.

      She laughs at something Hope says and turns to find me watching her. She holds out her hand and beckons me closer.

      “Hey.” Her voice is raw and jagged from talking so much with so many people this weekend. From being the perfect old lady. I know not all of this makes sense to her yet, but I couldn’t have asked for a better woman by my side.

      “Did you find him?” she asks, standing and putting her arms around me.

      A flash of disgust must cross my face because she tilts her head. “Everything okay?”

      “No, I’m disturbed as fuck.” If there’s one person I can share this with, it’s Lilly. “I found Sway and Stella—”

      She gasps and slaps her hand over her mouth. “Tawny came with him.”

      “Oh, she and Garrett are up there too.”

      “Really?” Her eyes widen in disbelief. “Are Sway and Garrett—”

      “No, fuck no.” Christ, it never occurred to me I could’ve walked in on that. “They’ve swapped partners. Not lost their minds.”

      She snickers, then laughs uncontrollably. “Aw, that’s kind of sweet at their age. Trying new things.”

      I grab her around the waist. “Don’t. Get. Any. Ideas.”

      She cups my cock. “I won’t and I already told you what will happen if you ever cheat on me.”

      “Technically, I don’t think it’s cheating if they’re doing it right in front of each other.”

      She squeezes me a little harder. “I’m serious.”

      I close my eyes and thrust against her hand. “Keep going, Siren. It gets me really hard when you threaten me for some reason.”

      “Everything gets you hard.”

      Grinning at her, I take her hand off my dick and kiss the back of it. “I’d rather have a bad day with you than a good day with someone else. I’d rather sleep outside in a fucking blizzard than sleep in a warm bed next to anyone else. I’d rather make it through hard times together than live the good life by myself.”

      “Angus Frazier, are you trying to make me cry?”

      “Never.”

      “Thank you,” she whispers. “For seeing all my flaws, forgiving me, knowing my mistakes, and still loving me anyway.”

      “Nothing flawed about you.”
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      “How’s it going with Sway back?” Rock asks over the phone.

      “Haven’t seen him since the party, honestly.” I expected Sway to want to take over immediately, but I don’t think he’s back to half the energy he had before the shooting. Plus, I think Priest made it clear Sway shouldn’t expect to lead the club any time soon.

      “I know you must have a million things to do, but would you mind coming up and talking to Jasper? His crew is working on the new clubhouse.”

      “Yeah, I can definitely do that. When?”

      “This afternoon.”

      Fuck that’s short notice, but after all the shit Rock’s done for me, I’d never say no. “All right. I’ll stop into Crystal Ball and see if Dex needs anything while I’m there.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      Since it’s upstate’s business, I don’t bother asking if anyone wants to ride up with me. It feels good to take a solo trip. With all the new responsibilities, it’s been a while.

      “Z! How’ve you been?” Jasper calls when he sees me. “When are you finishing your house?”

      “Don’t know, brother. Things are up in the air.”

      “Bummer. We just finished Murphy’s place. Figured you were next. He’s planning to do the finish stuff himself.”

      Shit, I promised I’d help Murphy with some of the finish work.

      “So, what’s going on?”

      “I need another permit. They’re busting my balls downtown and I’m afraid they won’t give it to me.”

      Christ, the last thing I feel like doing is dealing with downtown traffic. But I’ve handled this shit before for our different business ventures. He gives me the information and I call Rock to let him know.

      “Fuck. I thought that was all sorted. You can leave it. I’ll handle it another day.”

      “No, sounds like Jasper needs it now, brother. I’m already halfway there.”

      “Thanks, Z.”

      Even with my bike, which I can usually fit anywhere, I end up parking far from the County office building. I don’t mind the walk. I’ve missed Empire. Not much, but I did have some good times here when I was younger.

      I catch the clerk I need to see as she’s about to go to lunch. One flash of the ol’ dimples later I have what I need and I’m hiking back up State Street to get the fuck out of here.

      “Mr. Frazier, you’re a difficult man to track down.”

      Who the fuck? I turn to see who’s talking to me and find a guy sitting on a bench. He folds the newspaper in his hands and sets it next to him.

      “Do I know you?”

      He makes a subtle motion for me to join him.

      I don’t really have time for this, but I’m intrigued and apparently feeling lucky. I mean, the guy could want to stab me for all I know.

      He’s tall, slender, dressed all in black, including dark shades. He keeps his gaze focused straight ahead even when I take the space next to him.

      I stare at him for a few minutes, trying to note anything distinguishable about him. There isn’t much. Hardly any wrinkles, he could be thirty, forty, or fifty-something.

      My day just turned into something out of a spy movie I don’t remember buying a ticket for.

      Guard up, I search the area for any pals he might be traveling with.  I’m not in the mood to be hassled by the cops again. There’s a good chance I strangle Mr. Man-in-Black if he even attempts to arrest me for anything.

      “What do you want?”

      “Not interested in who I am?” he asks.

      “Not really.”

      “That’s fine with me.” He passes a large black envelope to me.

      “What is this?”

      “Don’t open it now. Maybe not ever.” He sighs and brushes something off his pants. “It’s a complaint brought by a female legislative employee a few sessions ago. Against a high-ranking senator at the time.”

      Everything in me freezes up. We’d been careful. Yet someone managed to connect the Senator to Lilly to me. I knew I should’ve just gutted that motherfucker and made it look like mugging instead of going with the explosion. Stupid. My heart isn’t even beating. All I can see is Chance. The way he screamed and cried the night I was arrested.

      At least this time I won’t be arrested in front of my family.

      “Empire PD initially caught the case. Someone higher up the food chain took over when they got wind of the suspect.”

      I remain silent. That’s what I’m supposed to do, right?

      “She wasn’t the first…or last to have an encounter with the senator. Although his last few were significantly more violent.”

      Anger blazes through my veins. That motherfucker didn’t die painfully enough.

      “Why’d they go after him for bribery if he was a serial rapist?” I finally ask.

      “Do I really need to explain to you that we have a system that is bizarrely disinclined to confront sexual assault? Especially when we’re talking about a man at Kelly’s level?” There’s a note of anger coloring his words that helps me relax. Maybe he’s not here to arrest me after all. Or maybe he just feels bad because he has to arrest me.

      “She was brave to come forward at all,” he says, not waiting for me to answer.

      I grunt in response.

      “Why are you telling me any of this? Sounds like you have some survivors you should be talking to.”

      The corners of his mouth slowly curve up. “What’s the point? He’s toast now.”

      Fuck it. I really don’t care if he arrests me at this point. I’d love to let the world know what a scumbag Kelly was. “Funny how that happened.”

      “Not funny at all. It’s still being investigated.”

      “I thought some political activist group took the credit?”

      “They did and that angle’s being researched, but doesn’t seem credible.”

      Fuck.

      “What do you want?” I try again.

      “Not a thing, Mr. Frazier.” He reaches over and taps the envelope, still not turning to look at me. “That’s the last copy of the young lady’s report. The electronic file was sealed and later deleted when the case was moved. The other electronic file has also now been purged.”

      “How’d that happen?”

      He shrugs. “Happens sometimes. System isn’t as foolproof as the average citizen thinks it is.”

      “Who are you?”

      “The officers who interviewed her might remember the case,” he says, ignoring my question. “And there is the matter of her employment records. Not much can be done about them unless she wants to forfeit all the years she put into the retirement system. Even then, that one’s tricky. But on paper, all anyone knows is that she worked for the senate for a few years.” He flicks the envelope with his fingers. “This never happened. Do you understand me?”

      This can’t be real. “I think so.”

      “Good.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      Finally, he turns my way and even through the dark glasses I feel the heat of his gaze. “Not a damn thing. They might have had a better case with the fraud but he was never going to do time. A lot of women finally received the justice they’d been denied.”

      “Who the fuck are you, The Punisher?”

      His thin, pale lips quirk. “No. That’d be you.”

      Maybe I shouldn’t antagonize this guy.

      He pauses. “This isn’t a green light for you to eliminate any more scumbags.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “Just thought I should mention it.” He stands and stares ahead again. “Take care.”

      He walks off without another word, shaking my hand, or even looking at me.

      I stare after him for a while.

      Part of me screams, “Get the fuck out of here!” Another part of me decides to sit still and play it cool for a minute.

      My gaze strays to the envelope.

      Don’t do it.

      I don’t think I can handle knowing the gritty details of what happened to my wife. If I do, I’m afraid it will send me down a rage-spiral I’ll never recover from. Kelly’s dead. He won’t be hurting Lilly or anyone else ever again. I sure as fuck don’t want Lilly to see it or know anything about what just happened.

      I fold the envelope and tuck it inside my inner pocket.
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      “Z, what’re you doing up here?” Rock asks, stepping out onto his front porch.

      “Took care of the permit. Thought I’d visit the house site.”

      “Lilly with you?”

      “No.”

      He waves at me to come inside.

      “It’s so quiet,” I whisper.

      “Hope’s napping upstairs with Grace. Want me to go over to the house with you?”

      “Sure.”

      He laces up his boots then follows me outside.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      “Couldn’t be better.” He glances over. “What about you?”

      I’m not sure how to explain my visit with the Man-in-Black, as I’ve decided to call him. Or if I should tell anyone about the visit at all.

      Although, if there’s one person in the world I can trust not to say a word or ask too many questions, it’s Rock.

      “Something weird happened.”

      “With the life we lead, you’re going to have to define ‘weird’.”

      We walk in silence for a few more feet. “I ran into this…guy, an investigator, cop, member of the Justice League. I’m not sure what he was.”

      Rock stops and puts his hand on my arm. “What guy?”

      “I’m not sure.” I take the envelope out of my pocket. “He gave me this.”

      Rock stares but doesn’t reach for the envelope. “What is it?”

      “All he told me is that it was a report a young woman made against Senator Kelly.”

      “Shit,” Rock mutters. “And?”

      “That’s it. He claims all electronic copies of the report have been nuked. Says this is the last one. Said Lilly wasn’t the first or last.”

      “Motherfucker.”

      “Yeah, my thoughts exactly.”

      “We should’ve gutted him.” He lets out a humorless laugh. “Or borrowed Teller’s method.”

      The way Teller had taken out the Vipers MC president had been…creative, effective, and made a statement for sure. “Yeah, I wish I hadn’t acted so quickly. It should’ve been bloodier and a lot more personal. Woulda brought less heat.”

      “Shoving a senator’s cock down his throat would’ve still grabbed some headlines.” He smirks. “You did it the right way. Only way you could with him being under so much scrutiny.”

      His gaze drops to the envelope. “What are you going to do with that?”

      “I don’t know.” My fist curls, crumpling the corner of the envelope. “I feel like a fucking pussy who should just man the fuck up and read it so I know what happened. She has to live with it, so I should too.”

      He nods.

      “But I’m also afraid I’ll do something stupid.” My free hand curls into a fist. “And I can’t kill him again.”

      “How much did she tell you herself?”

      “Not much. She can’t or won’t talk about it. When she tried, it sent her into a panic attack. I don’t want to push her for no reason.”

      “She have any bad reactions any other times?”

      “Like, when we’re together? No, never.”

      He sighs. “Maybe you should respect her wishes. Leave it alone. If she wants to tell you, let her, but if she ever finds out you read this without her knowing, she’ll feel betrayed.”

      “I can’t show this to her.” A fucking letter-opener on my desk triggered her, no way would I let her read whatever’s in this envelope.

      “I wouldn’t. She already knows the truth. Survived it. She doesn’t need to do it again to satisfy whatever morbid curiosity you have.”

      The words sting but also hit the nail perfectly. My sick obsession to know everything so I can carry it for her is useless. Me learning the details won’t ever erase it from her memory.

      “You want to put it in your safe?” He gestures toward the clubhouse. “Deal with it another time?”

      That’d be an easy solution, wouldn’t it? But then I’d always have it in the back of my head. Not that anyone ever goes in my safe but what if someone else ever found it? Another thought occurs to me while I’m working this out in my head.

      “You don’t seem surprised that some random dude I’ve never met before tracked me down and handed me a key piece of evidence that happens to give me a strong motive to off the senator.”

      He cocks his head but, otherwise, his expression doesn’t change.

      “Kind of a strange thing for some random government worker to figure out all on his own.” I scratch my head. “And to share with me that all other copies have mysteriously vanished. On the day I conveniently needed to come up here and run an errand for you.”

      “What are you asking me, Angus?”

      “Nothing.” Even if Rock managed to use his contacts to somehow make all this happen, he won’t tell me. “A big favor to call in. Tricky to find the right person at the right time…”

      He hums an affirmative noise and shrugs. “Or maybe you ran into someone who actually owns a conscience.”

      “He seemed to have strong feelings about the subject,” I agree.

      He nods, then turns toward the land I had cleared to build my house. “What are you thinking?”

      “Putting the building on hold for now. Priest made it clear he won’t be sending me home any time soon.”

      “It can always be a vacation home for you guys.” He smirks. “But you might like something a little more secluded.”

      “I’m really hating this.”

      “The whole outlaw life consists of the paradox of wearing that three-piece patch on your back.” Rock’s low voice could damn near hypnotize a person.

      “I guess.”

      “Beholden to no one. Living outside society’s rules.” He pauses and lets out a deep sigh. “Except we’re bound by our rules. Club first. Sometimes we serve the club when we’d rather be free. On the open road, away from everyone and every responsibility.”

      “That’s the dream.”

      “This is the dream too. For the most part, we do live outside of normal confines. We don’t answer to anyone unless we choose to. We don’t give false respect to some asshole because we need to keep our nine-to-five, right?” He levels a harder look at me and lowers his voice. “We’re not afraid to do what needs to be done to right the wrongs society can’t. Not every man has the courage to avenge his wife.”

      “Not everyone is capable of defending what they love as viciously as we do.”

      “Exactly. We have a good life. After all the shit life threw at us early on, we finally have a true family. We built that.”

      I swallow hard. He’s right. It’s what we talked about when we were teenagers. “We do. I trust you. I trust my brothers with everything in me.”

      “Sometimes this life requires sacrifice.”
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      As we walk back to Rock’s house, somehow a burden’s been lifted from my shoulders.

      We go around to the back patio so Rock can check on a few things. “I like this.” I nod to what he’s basically turned into an outdoor kitchen. “You’ve been busy while I was away.”

      He shrugs.

      I tap my finger against the truck-sized grill encased in stacked-stone cabinetry and granite counters. “This thing work, or is it for showing off?”

      “You expecting me to cook you breakfast or something?”

      “That would be nice.” I slip the envelope out of my cut. “But I was thinking maybe more of a barbecue.”

      He drills me with that steady gray stare. “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      An hour later, the papers are nothing but blackened pieces of confetti.

      “Are you grilling this early?” Hope’s soft voice reaches us before she slides the door open. “Hi, Z!” She hurries out and envelopes me in a warm hug. “What are you doing here?” She steps back and brushes her hair out of her eyes and pulls her sweatshirt around her tighter.

      “Rock missed me and begged me to come up and play,” I answer with a straight face.

      “Are you two going for a ride?”

      “We weren’t planning to.” I glance inside at the clock. “I should probably get home.” After the day’s events, I’m itching to see Lilly. Get my hands on her. Make sure she’s happy. Do whatever I can to make her smile. “Can I say hi to Grace first?”

      “Of course, you can.” She takes my hand and pulls me into the house.

      Hope watches me with soft eyes while I cradle baby Grace and rock her from side to side.  “I really want to see you and Lilly have more babies,” she whispers.

      “Me too. Trust me, I’m trying.”

      “Oh my gosh.” She covers her mouth, holding in her laughter. “How did I know you’d say something like that?”

      I grin at her.

      “God help Lilly,” Rock mutters.

      Even though it’s me, Rock watches me closely with his daughter. “I don’t know why, but I get the feeling Grace isn’t going to grow up the pampered princess everyone expects.”

      Rock’s intense expression doesn’t change. “Harsh world out there. I want her to be able to protect herself.” He meets my gaze. “But I’ll dismember anyone who hurts her.”

      “Shit, maybe I need to rethink my father-in-law plans.”

      Hope chuckles, not alarmed by Rock’s threat. “Hear that, Grace? Between your overprotective father and your overprotective uncles, you’ll be living with us forever.”

      There’s a pang in my chest. I’d been planning for all of our kids to grow up together.

      “Lilly’s supposed to bring Chance up next weekend. I hope you’re coming too?” Hope asks as if she knew where my thoughts turned.

      “Probably.” I glance at Rock “We’ll see what the week brings.”
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      A few hours later, I’m pulling into the driveway and shutting my bike down. Felt good to be on the road but I’m damn happy to be home.

      Lilly’s in the backyard in red shorts that show off her sexy fucking legs, watching Chance and Alexa run their trucks over a freshly dug pile of dirt. “You letting them tear up my yard?” I tease as I lean down to kiss her.

      “They’re having fun.”

      “Where’s Heidi?” I ask when the kids get up to hug my legs.

      She jerks her thumb over her shoulder. “Making babies with Murphy, I think.”

      “That’s a visual I didn’t need.” I choke on my laughter. “In front of the little ones, really?”

      “I’m sure they’ll hear worse.” She shrugs. “Murphy had a whole date night planned.”

      “They’re definitely off making babies, then.”

      “Baby?” Alexa asks peering up at me.

      My chest squeezes as I squat down to pick up both kids. My son who I love with everything in me. My niece who takes up a large space in my heart and who I’d die to protect the same as anyone else in our family. “You want a little sister or brother?”

      Chance and Alexa whip their heads around and stare at each other. I press a kiss to each of their little round cheeks. “I’m kidding. You guys don’t get a vote.”

      Chance scowls at me while Alexa giggles and asks me to set her down.

      “Uncle Z’s so mean, isn’t he, Alexa?” Lilly holds her arms out and Alexa eagerly scampers up into her lap.

      Not thrilled having his mother’s attention on anyone else, Chance squirms until I set him down. He runs over and joins their party.

      “You look good like that.” I lift my chin and Lilly raises her eyebrows.

      “How was your day?” she asks. “Anything exciting in Empire?”

      Her tone stops me in my tracks and I study her face for any signs she knows about the mystery guy I spoke to. She’s calm and smiling while she waits for me to answer.

      “Hope said you stopped by,” she finally prompts

      “Yeah.” I grab a chair and pull it closer to Lilly and the kids. “Went to check out the house site. Talked to Jasper and told him to put the construction on hold. Picked up a permit for the new clubhouse for Rock.” An image of the mysterious man in black materializes in my head and I shake it off. “I love you.”

      The corners of her mouth slowly curve up. “I love you too.”

      “Missed you all day.”

      “Same.” She leans in and kisses me. “I’m happy you’re home.”

      Home.

      I glance around at the back yard, the house, the pool. It’s not quite the home I had in mind.

      But then, I look at my family and know the location doesn’t matter. It’s the people surrounding me who make it a home.
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      A way down the road…

      

      “You’re sure we’re finding out the sex today?” I ask Lilly for the millionth time.

      “If she’s in the right position, yes.”

      “It still might be a boy.” Actually, I don’t care. I’m just thankful we’re having this one at all.

      She’s exasperated with me. But fuck I love going to every appointment with her and Chance.

      I heft Chance up in my arms. “You want to find out if you’re having a brother or sister?”

      He shrugs and looks away. “I don’t know.”

      “I told you we should’ve been trying harder,” I murmur to Lilly once we’re in the car. “He’s almost old enough to not want one at all.”

      “If we tried any harder, your you-know-what would’ve fallen off.” She rests her hand over her bump and stares down. “I never knew I had an issue. My man must have magic stuff.”

      “You know, I never get tired of hearing you say that?”

      “I’m aware.” She sits back and closes her eyes. I reach over and place my hand on her leg.

      “Feel okay?”

      “Just tired.”

      “You rest. I’ll get us there.”

      I have to wake her after I park the car. She’s still groggy on the way inside. Something I plan to ask the doctor about today.

      Chance perks up when we enter the doctor’s office.

      The doctor’s pleasant enough. “Let’s see what we can find out today.”

      The wump-wump of the baby’s heartbeat gets me every time. I squeeze Lilly’s hand and hug Chance a little tighter to me.

      “There she is.” The doctor points to the screen. “You’re having a girl.”

      “Are you sure?” Lilly asks.

      The doctor smiles. Probably gets asked that a lot.

      Outside, armed with a new vitamin prescription that should help with some of the fatigue, Lilly throws her arms around my neck. “We’re having a girl!” she says against my lips, kissing me. “Told you.”

      “Mom, Dad. Can we go?” Chance taps the window to get our attention.

      “We’re going. Hang on.” I squeeze Lilly’s hand to stop her from climbing into the car. “Here, I wanted to give this to you today.” I place a dark blue, square box in her hand.

      “What is it?”

      “Open it.”

      She carefully pries the lid of the box. “Oh,” she breathes as she pulls out the long silver chain and the locket dangling from the end. “It’s a mermaid.” She smiles up at me. “She’s so pretty.”

      “Look closer.” We both tip our heads to study the sparkling design. “Her struggles are over. She’s sunning herself. Enjoying life.”

      She stares at it and takes a deep breath before meeting my eyes. “She is.” Her mouth twitches with a hint of a devious smile. “I bet she settled down with a merman who has a giant cock.”

      “The mother of my children,” I mutter with a grin stretched across my face. “It’s a locket. Open it.”

      Chance’s picture is on one side, the other one waiting for our baby girl.

      “Z, it’s perfect. Thank you.” She sighs and wraps me up in another embrace, pressing her cheek against my heart. “I love you so much.”

      I swallow around the tightness in my throat. I’ve killed for this woman and I’d do it again. No hesitation. No regrets. No apologies.

      “You mind stopping at the clubhouse before heading back?” I ask.

      “I think Hope will be upset if we don’t.”

      After she’s safely inside, I take a moment to send a quick text.

      Chance can’t stop squirming in his seat once he knows where we’re headed.

      The gate swings open for me as soon as I get close and I guide the truck up the long, steep driveway. The parking lot’s full, but Lilly doesn’t ask why.

      Inside the clubhouse, we find Ivy toddling around the main room. “What are you doing out here all by yourself?” I ask, swinging her up into my arms. “Where’s your brother?”

      She points toward the dining room, and I kiss her cheeks before setting her down.

      “I had my eye on her,” Willow whispers loudly from the hallway. “Independent streak in that one.”

      “Hey, Willow.”

      She hurries over to hug Lilly and say hi to Chance.

      “The parking lot is packed.” Lilly glances around at the empty clubhouse. “Where is everyone?”

      Willow jerks her thumb over her shoulder. “Dining room.”

      Chance grabs Ivy’s hand and tugs her toward the hallway. The two kids race ahead of us.

      “What’s going on?” Lilly mutters.

      “No idea.” I grin at her.

      She squints at me. “You’re up to something.”

      I shove the swinging doors open about a second before Chance smacks into them.

      “Surprise!” a chorus of boisterous voices shout.

      Lilly turns to me. “What is this?”

      The room’s covered in pink and yellow. Streamers, balloons, everything. Full of our whole Lost Kings MC family. Upstate and Downstate. “I think it’s kind of obvious.”

      Lilly smacks my chest.

      “Please tell me it’s still a girl,” Hope says, rushing over to hug Lilly.

      “Oh my God, yes.” Lilly dissolves into laughter. “What is all this?”

      “Your baby shower!” Hope glances over her shoulder and calls Trinity over.

      “The guys didn’t want to be left out,” Charlotte says. Teller glances at her like he had a slightly different statement in mind.

      “That’s not exactly how this happened,” Jigsaw says. “We were lured here for a—”

      Rooster cuts him off with a fist in his gut.

      Chance finds Grace and picks her up in a bear hug.

      “We need more boys in this mix,” Ravage says. “Who’s going to take over the club when we’re all too old?”

      “Me!” Alexa raises her hand and jumps up and down in front of him. “I will.”

      Lilly places her hand over her belly and laughs. “Sorry to disappoint, Rav. This one’s a girl.”

      Bit-bit tugs on my jeans and I pick her up. “Planning to run the club with your sister?”

      She shakes her pigtails back and forth.

      Baby Connor smiles and laughs when Lilly picks him up. “He’s getting so big,” she coos at him and kisses his chubby little cheeks.

      “Ready for another sister?” I ask Ivan.  He side-eyes me like I’ve betrayed him by bringing another girl into the family. “You’ll appreciate it one day.”

      “That’s creepy if you’re basically saying he can date his sisters,” Ravage says.

      “For once you say something useful,” Rock says.

      Rav opens his mouth, and Murphy slaps him on the back. “If you make another crack about having anyone’s eighteenth birthday circled on your calendar, I will end you.”

      “Get in line,” Teller mutters.

      Ravage raps his knuckles against Murphy’s skull. “Easy there, steel plate.”

      “I don’t have a steel plate,” Murphy growls, shoving him away.

      “Anyway,” Ravage says. “I was going to say, y’all need to draw up a family tree.”

      Hope laughs. “He has a point. For once,” she mutters.

      “I heard that, First Lady.”

      “I know you did.”

      Somehow Trinity ends up with most of the kids following her around vying for her attention. She sets them up with a huge roll of craft paper on the floor and finger paints. Sparky hands his shoes to Willow and explains to the kids how they can also be used as toe paints.

      Rock lets out a deep sigh and shakes his head.

      “It’s all washable.” Swan bites her lip. “I hope.”

      “Figured that would keep them busy for about five seconds,” Wrath says, slapping me on the back. “Did not count on Sparky joining in.”

      “You should know better by now,” Dex says.

      I lift my chin at the kids. “Sure you don’t want to get in on this, old man?”

      “Nope,” Wrath answers right away. “We’re headed to Belize on Monday. Just the two of us.”

      Trinity sneaks up behind him and wraps her arms around his waist. “My man’s planning to catch me some lobsters with his bare hands.”

      Wrath curls his arm around and pulls her forward. “Fuck yeah, I am.”

      “Now that I want to see,” Lilly says. “Pics or it never happened.”

      “Promise.” Trinity grins at us. “Present time!” She takes Lilly’s arm and steers her over to a chair at the head of the table.

      Bit-bit toddles over and climbs into Lilly’s lap. She traces her tiny fingers over the roses inked into Lilly’s right arm. “Pwetty.”

      “Thank you, Brittany.” Lilly kisses her cheeks and catches my eye over the top of Bit-bit’s head. Laughing, she looks up and searches the room for Heidi. “I’m taking this one home with me.”

      Heidi laughs. “Some days, I might just say yes to that.”

      After most of the brothers have said at least one hello to us, they all head to the second clubhouse down in Empire.

      “See you in the a.m. for church?” Steer says, giving me a fist bump on his way to the door.

      “I’ll be there.” Tomorrow we’ll have a joint meeting, squeezing all the brothers into the chapel in this clubhouse. Then a smaller group of us will ride out to The Castle to check up on our support club.

      “Grinder still on the road?” I ask Rock.

      He nods without taking his eyes off Grace, who has paint smeared from hair to toes. “Said they should be here tomorrow.”

      “Good.”

      Tonight, my only concern is Lilly. I settle my hands on her shoulders and lean over to kiss the top of her head. “I guess we need to come up with a name.”

      She reaches up and squeezes my hand. “We have some time.”

      Yes, we do. “I love you.”

      She tips her head back and stares up at me. “Love you too.”

      She’s my purpose, my reason. And she’s given me all the things that before her I’d only admit I wanted in the deepest parts of my soul.

      After the disappointment, betrayal, and hurt, we finally have each other and our family.
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        Sometimes pretty white lies are easier than the ugly truth. But sometimes the most dangerous lies are the ones we tell ourselves…

        White Lies (Lost Kings MC #15) is available for pre-order now!

        Get all the details by clicking here.

        International

        Landing Page: https://mailchi.mp/autumnjoneslake/lkmc15
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        Find out how Mallory and Chaser first met. Read Kickstart My Heart for FREE by signing up for my newsletter here.
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      What a wild ride! This year has been all about Z, which has been great because he certainly waited long enough for his story to be told. Somehow, I still feel like I could write another three (or ten) books about him. I just fell in love with Z and Lilly over and over while writing their story. I loved that after Lilly has a brief moment to question whether sticking with Z is healthy for her and Chance, she is all in and completely devoted to Z and the club.

      Thank you for hanging in there and patiently (or not) waiting for all three books.

      I was torn about whether Z should stay downstate or go back upstate all the way up until the end. Actually, I knew after Zero Regret he was probably going to stay downstate, I just didn’t want to admit it to myself (kind of like Z!) I originally always planned for him to go home. But then, once I kept writing his story and Z was so awesome at being president, it seemed unfair to send him home, even if that’s what he really wanted. He more than earned his place at the head of the table downstate.

      At a certain point, I tried to force him home because something I want to write…way down the line…sort of hinged on Z living upstate. But then I realized that was ridiculous. I needed to do what was right for this story right now, not something I plan to write five or six years from now. Future Autumn can figure out that problem.

      Plus, let’s be honest, Sway has done nothing to redeem himself and prove he is capable of running the club again. Rooster is still too new to his VP job…Z’s the only one who makes sense. For those of you who will complain that his status was “unresolved,” um, no. No, it’s not. Unless you would like me to write about him right up until he’s on his deathbed, this is where his story ends. This is a romance, not an MC biography. Z has his mermaid and his family. That is his HEA. His job title…who knows where life will take him? But you can be confident Lilly will be right by his side no matter where he goes.

      Plus, I think it will be good for Rock to have someone he trusts running the only other NY charter. Hmmm…somehow I always end up working out in my head what’s best for Rock. Why is that? That man is never satisfied, no matter how many books he gets.

      Anyway. I wrote the wedding scene a while ago. Way, way back I plotted out (haha!) and titled a bunch of wedding-themed books for each of the Lost Kings. But as I was writing Z’s story, this just felt so right. An added benefit, I figured no one would be expecting it. And I just loved the idea of the impromptu reception thrown together by both clubs.

      This year has been nothing short of amazing. I’m totally in awe and blown away by my awesome readers. I am so lucky to have you. At the beginning of the year, I made up this vision board (I know, I rolled my eyes too when I did it) and I actually put USA Today bestseller on it. I said it “out loud” to the universe. Sure, I’ve talked to Mr. Lake for years about how much I wanted to make that goal. How just out of reach it seemed to be. And I may have told some other writing folks while seeking advice on how to make it happen. But I had not put it into something so visible.

      Then you guys made it happen with Zero Regret! I can’t even tell you how many times I’ve been told making a list with a series like mine would be impossible. It’s too long, most of the books cannot be read as stand alones, I don’t do a ton of expensive giveaways around release time, I have trouble reaching out to other authors to ask for support, I don’t have a dedicated PR person or assistant, etc. What those well-meaning advice-givers failed to recognize is what I do have—passionate, loyal readers! I am forever grateful to you. Your pre-orders, posts, and reviews are what helped make my dream happen. Seriously, I could not have done it without you. Sure, there are always stories about sneaky ways authors can buy a bunch of their own books and goose their way onto a list, but 1) I’m way too lazy to figure out how to do that and 2) I’d feel pretty shitty about myself if I “cheated” to make a list.

      I always said, as long as I made it once in my career I’d be thrilled and that’s still true. I have no idea how Zero Apologies will do. And I know it depends on a lot of different factors. Of course, there is always the hope that each book will do better than the last, but one can never expect it and I don’t.

      Sorry, I realize that was three (or four!?) paragraphs about making a list—something most non-authors don’t give a crap about. All I really wanted to say was that I see you and I thank you.

      Ah, and then came July when I was even luckier to be part of the Love, Loyalty, and Mayhem anthology which you helped make not only USA Today but the Wall Street Journal bestsellers list as well. That was amazing and celebrating that achievement with my fellow authors was truly something special. The icing on the Mayhem cake for me was how much you guys loved Rooster and Shelby. I definitely have more planned for them in the future.

      The future of the Lost Kings MC…what is it? Holy shit did I start to panic when a lot of readers started to assume that Zero Apologies was going to be the last book! NOOOOO! Oh my gosh! I thought I’ve been pretty up front about wanting to write this series until I die! I mean, I’ve been considering branching out into Lost Kings: Downstate and Lost Kings: Next Gen and the support club is going to be something amazing that I think you will love, but I have no “plans” (this is me we’re talking about, I don’t “plan” anything!) to “end” the series. I suppose there is marketing “value” in having a “finished” series to advertise because some people don’t like to start reading a series until it’s finished. I honestly can’t wrap my head around that. I love living in the Lost Kings’ world. They are a lively and vocal bunch in my head, so unless they stop talking to me…I plan to always write them…I think. Oh boy. I just know sometime in the future someone is going to send me a screenshot of these notes and say, “see what you promised in 2019!”

      I keep a whiteboard in our dining room with a chart of all my “ongoing projects I really want to publish in the near future.” There are like twelve or thirteen books on that list all in various states of completion. Every time I panic that I’m out of ideas, Mr. Lake points to the board and says, “I think you’re good.”

      Oh, right! Future of the Lost Kings…Well, White Lies is next. Can I confess to you how much angst I have had around this book? It’s probably not the smart thing to publish next. A full-length book for Rooster probably would’ve made more sense after the success of the Love, Loyalty, and Mayhem anthology. That legitimately didn’t occur to me until after LLM released. And I’ve kept Mr. Lake up many nights obsessing about this, but (probably to my detriment) I’m super-stubborn about some things. I can’t move forward with the series until things happen a certain way. Just like how I couldn’t get to Z’s books until after I’d written After Burn/After Glow. It’s just…the way the story has to go. I mean, I guess I could do whatever.  I loved writing Swagger and Sass and could’ve written buckets more for those two but I need Murphy to have his wedding. I’ve wanted to write White Lies…well, since I finished writing More Than Miles. And so many of you love Murphy (thank you!) but once in a while I’ll get messages or comments about how much someone hates Murphy or Heidi and it makes me totally doubt writing another book for them (and say a few choice other things.)

      But then I put up the pre-order for White Lies yesterday. And…oh my god. You guys started ordering it before I even knew the stores had made it available! I couldn’t even find my links for it, but somehow bunches of you already ordered it.

      Is this real life?

      Thank you for being so excited about White Lies. Seriously. It means the world to me.

      I have some…unexpected things I plan to do to those two before they get to their wedding but as usual what I plan and what the characters want to do often end up being different things. I’m super-excited to get back to Murphy and Heidi though. I think one of my very favorite things about writing this series is watching how some of the characters grow and change over the course of the series. Maybe I’m just not a good enough writer to make it happen in 300 or 400 pages, I don’t know. I definitely see people complain about multiple books about the same characters, but I’ve learned to shrug and move on. They’re just not my readers and that’s cool.

      I sure do love catching up with all my other characters. Heidi is one of my favorites because we’ve watched her grow so much and I just adore her.

      Then of course, we have Teller. He was kind of a cranky dick in Zero Regret. And someone said to me, “What’s his problem? He shouldn’t be like this now.”

      Oh no? Why not? He went through some pretty life-altering news in After Glow. I think he’s entitled to some crankiness. Plus, he was always a smart-mouthed asshole. Just because he finally found his soulmate, doesn’t mean he’ll suddenly be perfect. I mean, isn’t that the point of finding your soulmate in the first place? Finding the one person who can put up with your bullshit and still love you anyway? I just want to hug Teller. And maybe write another book for him one day.

      Yes, I’m aware I may have an unhealthy attachment to my characters and I make absolutely zero apologies for it.

      Heh!

      After White Lies…I’m not sure. I really want to write Grinder’s story. I’m so excited about it and I think it’s time he’s finally released from prison! Then poor Dex sure has been waiting for a while. But Rooster! Oh, he just came out of nowhere and stole my heart! Shelby too! The support club is coming and I think you are going to absolutely love these guys! (You’ve already met Griff in Beyond Reason, Warnings & Wildfires, and Zero Regret.) Then, of course, I want to publish Chaser and Mallory’s story. Thank you so much to everyone who’s been reading and loving the episodes of Kickstart My Heart I’ve been sending out in my newsletter! (You can catch up on the episodes here: https://mailchi.mp/autumnjoneslake/kickstart and sign up for new ones to be delivered to your inbox there as well.)

      So this is like four pages long now. If you’re still reading it, thank you! I hope you enjoyed Z’s journey as much as I did!

      If you loved Zero Apologies, I would really appreciate it if you left a review at your favorite retailer! Reviews are a vital to Indie authors. Without your voice, it’s so hard for us to find new readers to fall in love with our books! Your review doesn’t have to be long or detailed. A few short lines about why you loved the book are enough. The “stars” some retailers place at the end of the book unfortunately have no effect.

      Thank you so much!

      xo,

      Autumn
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        THE LOST KINGS MC SERIES

      

        

      
        SLOW BURN (LOST KINGS MC #1)

      

      

      
        
        President of the Lost Kings MC, Rochlan "Rock" North, hasn't managed to find a woman capable of making him want to curb his wild ways—until he meets sweet, innocent, married lawyer Hope Kendall.

        Forced to represent the outlaw biker, Hope is rattled by her immediate attraction to Rock. Hope is a good girl in a good marriage. Rock thrills her, but she's not going to throw away everything she's built on a fling with her criminal client.

      

        

      
        Rock respects Hope enough to leave her alone, even as he realizes he's become a little obsessed with her. When their connection endangers her life, he'll have to destroy her in order to save her.

      

        

      
        After tragedy strikes, Rock is determined to earn Hope's forgiveness and convince her that even with their staggering differences, they're meant to be together.

      

      

      
        
        CORRUPTING CINDERELLA

        (LOST KINGS MC #2)

      

      

      
        
        Although widowed attorney Hope Kendall cares deeply for President of the Lost Kings MC, Rochlan "Rock" North, the truth is they come from completely different worlds. Add to that the fact that they are also both headstrong people, and they have a very rough road ahead of them.

        Real love isn't a fairy tale.

        For Rock that means introducing Hope to what it really means to be part of his brutal and shady world, where the Lost Kings Motorcycle Club is his main focus. For Hope it means accepting the things she can't change, and understanding that Rock is a man who will do anything to keep her safe.

        Love doesn't follow any rules.

        As Rock continues to draw Hope deeper into his world, painful misunderstandings, past relationships, and opposition from the members of his club will threaten to drive them apart.

        How do a lawyer and a badass biker with a heart of gold keep their love alive while their opposing worlds collide?

      

      

      
        
        THREE KINGS, ONE NIGHT

        (LOST KINGS MC #2.5)

      

      

      Three short holiday stories featuring Murphy, Wrath, and Zero.

      
        
        STRENGTH FROM LOYALTY

        (LOST KINGS MC #3)

      

      

      
        
        As a dark cloud descends over Hope and Rock’s already precarious future, will a long-hidden secret push them both past the point of no return?

      

      

      Struggling attorney Hope Kendall loves her outlaw biker boyfriend Rochlan “Rock” North with all her heart, but the questionable activities his motorcycle club is involved in threaten her legal career.

      But does she even want this career anymore?

      As a near-death situation makes their professional differences seem insignificant, a cloud descends over their personal relationship’s already unsteady future.

      Even though Hope seems to have finally found her niche in the club as Rock’s ol’ lady, can she mingle in politics with neighboring clubs as well? A trip to the Lost Kings MC downstate charter will put her to the test.

      While Rock works hard to give Hope the honesty she craves without betraying his loyalty to his brothers, tension from outside forces threatens to push him to the brink. But it’s the one secret Hope has hidden all along that may finally drive them apart for good.

      

      
        
        TATTERED ON MY SLEEVE

        (LOST KINGS MC #4)

      

      

      Tattered on my Sleeve isn't a "typical" romance. It's not even a typical MC Romance. Prepare yourself for Wrath and Trinity’s long, tattered tale of lust, fury, and ultimately forgiveness.

      Lust.

      Eight years ago, the Lost Kings, MC was recovering from turmoil within the club Wrath and Trinity met. Their connection was instant and explosive.

      Fury.

      After three perfect nights, Wrath knew she was the one. But Trinity's dark past was about to catch up to her and the Lost Kings MC was her only hope for protection. One misunderstanding leads to a mistake that locks both of them into a war to see who can hurt who the most.

      Forgiveness.

      Once Wrath learns the dark secret that's been fueling Trinity all this time, he'll stop at nothing to prove they're meant to be together and that she's worthy of the love she keeps denying. Can they move past their horrible pasts to become better people and ultimately forgive each other?

      
        
        WHITE HEAT (LOST KINGS MC #5)

      

      

      THE QUEEN ALWAYS PROTECTS HER KING.

      For straight-laced attorney, Hope Kendall, loving an outlaw has never been easy. New challenges test her loyalty as she discovers how far she’s willing to go to protect her man.

      IF YOU HAVE HOPE, YOU HAVE EVERYTHING.

      MC President, Rochlan “Rock” North finally has everything he’s ever wanted. Hope as his ol’ lady and his MC earning money while staying out of trouble. The only thing left is to make Hope his wife. But as their wedding day nears, an old adversary threatens Rock’s freedom, the wedding, and throws the Lost Kings MC into chaos.

      LOVE MAKES THE RIDE WORTHWHILE.

      While the club waits for Rock's fate to be decided, Wrath has to balance solidifying his new relationship with Trinity and fulfilling his president's orders.

      LOYALTY GIVES AN OUTLAW STRENGTH.

      Threats from unexpected places will challenge every member, but in the Lost Kings MC, brotherhood isn’t about the blood you share. It’s about those who are willing to bleed for you.

      
        
        BETWEEN EMBERS (LOST KINGS MC #5.5)

      

      

      A companion to White Heat. Three short stories featuring Murphy, Teller, and Zero.

      
        
        MORE THAN MILES (LOST KINGS MC #6)

      

      

      Forbidden love is the hardest to forget...

      Blake “Murphy” O'Callaghan, Road Captain of the Lost Kings MC, has the world by the balls. Money. Women. The wide-open road. It’s all his, everything he wants…except the one girl he loves, the one girl who’s off limits. His best friend’s little sister, Heidi.

      Abandoned by her mother when she was little, Heidi Whelan’s familiar with heartbreak. Especially the heartbreak of falling in love with her big brother’s best friend. When Murphy pushed her away, it broke her heart. Now, on her eighteenth birthday, he claims he loves her? Growing up around the Lost Kings MC, Heidi’s witnessed his manwhoring ways. He’ll never give that up for her. Besides, he’s too late: Heidi’s in love with her high-school boyfriend Axel.

      Axel Ryan loves two things—motorcycles and Heidi. He signed up to be a prospect for the Lost Kings MC because it seemed like a fun way to get closer to her. Now that he’s gotten a taste of MC life, he’s not so sure this is where he belongs. He’s confident Heidi shares his dreams for the future, so even if he chooses another road, their relationship will survive the detour.

      With more than miles between them, will the deceptions they’ve lived with for so long be too much to overcome? Can Murphy convince Heidi that the hard roads they’ve traveled will lead to the most beautiful destination of all, or is he destined to ride the open road alone?

      
        
        WHITE KNUCKLES (LOST KINGS MC #7)

      

      

      TWO TATTERED SOULS

      After countless detours, Wrath and Trinity’s wedding is only ten days away. Together they’ve battled their demons and are ready to declare their commitment to each other in front of their entire Lost Kings MC family.

      ONE BITTER ENEMY

      No one is prepared for the threat that crawls out of the shadows and issues an evil ultimatum. One that places Trinity’s future in danger and jeopardizes the entire club. Trinity’s more than ready to put her life on the line to save the club. For her it’s not a question.

      AN IMPOSSIBLE CHOICE

      Wrath’s role as protector of the club forces him to choose between the safety of his angel or the future of the Lost Kings MC and all they’ve built together. But Trinity won’t relent. A queen always fights for her king. She’ll risk everything to hold on to the peace she shares with Wrath.

      FAITH IS STRONGER THAN FEAR

      When evil takes her for a ride, will Trinity’s faith in Wrath and her faith in the Lost Kings MC be stronger than her fear?

      
        
        BEYOND RECKLESS: TELLER’S STORY, PART ONE (LOST KINGS MC #8)

      

      

      Blood doesn’t make you family, loyalty does.

      Marcel “Teller” Whelan, Treasurer of the Lost Kings MC, has always been two things—honest and responsible. At ten years old, he was already taking care of his baby sister. At eighteen, he patched into the Lost Kings MC and took a major role in shaping the club’s future.

      Three years ago, he thought he’d met the perfect woman, only to have her reject everything he is—a Lost King.

      One bullet is a lifetime supply.

      Now, after an accident that left a girl dead and Teller almost crippled, he’s struggling through the darkest time in his life. His niece, sister, and Lost Kings MC family are the only things holding him together, but his reckless actions are bound to drive everyone away.

      Then, in the most unlikely place, he crosses paths with her again. The woman he once thought might be his perfect match.

      Love soothes our inner demons.

      Sparks fly for both of them. She’s the ride-or-die woman he needs, able to calm his many demons, and bring the light back into his life. But she has a secret—one that forces him to lie to his brothers.

      In chaos we trust.

      When Teller’s brothers find out who he’s falling in love with, it will create a storm of chaos for the Lost Kings MC. But if there’s one thing Teller’s turbulent life has taught him, it’s that sometimes love is worth the chaos.

      
        
        BEYOND REASON: TELLER’S STORY, PART TWO (LOST KINGS MC #9)

      

      

      
        
        When the most toxic people come disguised as family, who can you trust?

      

      

      Betrayal by blood cuts the deepest.

      Teller’s found his ride or die girl. The light Charlotte brings to his life has touched the darkest parts of his soul. But a devastating secret from her past resurfaces to threaten their future.

      Every truth can be erased with one lie.

      When a sinister truth is exposed, it forces Charlotte to question everything about herself. Even whether she’s worthy of Teller’s love.

      The darkest betrayals never come from your enemies.

      With Teller’s love roaring louder than the lies, Charlotte can finally put her demons to rest. But has too much damage been done for her to prove her loyalty to the Lost Kings?

      
        
        One Empire Night (Lost Kings MC #9.5)

      

      

      Holiday novella featuring your favorite Lost Kings MC couples.

      
        
        AFTER BURN (LOST KINGS MC #10)

      

      

      The lure of the open road never fades.

      Bumpy, cracked, and full of obstacles.

      In the end, it’s the cure for life's complications.

      My brothers behind me and our future in front of us.

      Loyalty above all else.

      A vow made to my brothers.’

      ’Til death do us part.

      A vow made to my wife.

      Together we'll race the rain, chase the sun, and ride the wind.

      Leave no road untaken.

      An unexpected truth no one ever saw coming.

      Are we strong enough to survive it, or will it incinerate everything we’ve built?

      
        
        AFTER GLOW (LOST KINGS MC #11)

      

      

      With her by my side, my reign is complete.

      Until one uncovered truth shines a light on the throne of lies I’ve been sitting on for years.

      A revelation with the power to test the bonds of brotherhood like never before.

      My ruthless obsession to protect what’s mine burns hotter than ever.

      Promises I’ve made to my brothers I burn to keep.

      Vows made to my wife I swear to honor.

      Through the web of tangled loyalties, one thing remains clear.

      Hope is embedded in my soul.

      A love so rare I’ve spilled blood to protect it.

      Together, we’ve built something beautiful, significant, and ours.

      A bond that can not be destroyed. No matter how hard the ghosts from my past try.

      
        
        Zero Hour (Lost Kings MC #11.5)

      

      

      The night we met, I only tagged along to support my best friend. Then I saw Lilly. There’s no harm in picking up a girl for myself, right?

      One time. A few hours with her underneath me. No longer than a night. That’s all I ever need with a woman.  I’m the Vice President of the Lost Kings MC. There’s no shortage of women waiting to warm my bed.

      Lilly’s appetite matches my own and one night suits her fine.

      But it’s not enough. I can’t get her out of my head, even though she makes it clear she’s not available. Suddenly, I find myself seeking Lilly out on holidays and special occasions, using any excuse to be near her.

      That’s when I realize she’s the only one I want to spend all my nights with.

      Now if I can convince her what we have amounts to more than a few lust-filled hours.

      This is how it all begins…

      
        
        Zero Tolerance (Lost Kings MC #12)

      

      

      As Vice President of the Lost Kings Motorcycle Club, I’ve spent a lot of years as a hit-it-and-quit-it player only seeking a good time. Willing women are never in short supply.

      I never needed any of them for more than one night.

      Until I met her.

      My perfect woman. Like a damn mermaid, she was beautiful, smart, sexy, and slippery as fuck.

      I thought I’d convinced her we’d be good together long-term, but then she disappeared without a word.

      Two years.

      That’s how long it’s been since I saw her.

      Just as I finally moved on, my mythical woman resurfaces.

      She forgot to mention one little thing before she vanished.

      One small secret growing up into a big lie.

      It’s a betrayal too deep to overcome.

      I should hate her.

      Even though she’s heartbreak wrapped in a seductive package.

      I want her more than ever.

      
        
        Zero Regret (Lost Kings MC #13)

      

      

      Love happens when you least expect it. So does heartbreak.

      I thought we were finally done with the lies.

      Secrets? Sure, Lilly’s still holding on to plenty of those.

      My perfect woman is secrets buried under beautiful layers of deception.

      She’s the seductive siren bent on destroying my heart.

      It doesn’t make me want her any less.

      Just like before, she’s an addiction I can’t break.

      I’ll never learn my lesson when it comes to her.

      But I refuse to ever let her go.

      One by one I’ll unlock all her secrets.

      I love a challenge. And I’ve never followed the rules.

      Now that she’s back in my life, she’s mine forever.

      And anyone who hurts or threatens her better prepare to die.

      
        
        Zero Apologies (Lost Kings MC #14)

      

      

      
        
        One by one, the lies have been unraveled.

        I’ve shed blood to protect Lilly. To protect our family.

        I’d do it again and again as long as it means she’s safe.

        It’s time to marry her, cherish her, and spend the rest of our lives together.

        We were so close to our happy ending.

        Then chaos swept it away.

        The road ahead remains unknown.

        Loyalty, honor, brotherhood.

        Kings forever, forever Kings.

        I’ll never betray my club.

        Even if it means losing everything.

      

      

      
        
        White Lies (Lost Kings MC #15)

      

      

      
        
        Sometimes we lie to protect the ones we love the most.

        And the most dangerous lies are the one we tell ourselves.

        Nothing worth having is ever an easy ride.

        Even a few small white lies might cost us everything.

        And half the truth is still a lie.

      

      

      
        
        STANDALONES

      

      

      
        
        BULLETS & BONFIRES

        Set in the same world as the Lost Kings MC

        Teller and Murphy appear here.

      

      

      The one man she's always wanted is now the sexy sheriff of their hometown.

      Battered but not broken, grad student Brianna Avery returns to the childhood home she abandoned four years ago. With her abusive ex behind bars, Bree needs the summer to relax and recover before returning to school. But her overprotective brother decides she needs someone to babysit her in his absence, and he picks the one person guaranteed to drive her nuts.

      She's the one woman he can't have.

      Telling Bree no has never been easy. Four years ago, Liam Hollister did it to preserve his friendship with his best friend--Brianna's brother. Now, no matter how she tempts him, he's determined to do the right thing. As deputy sheriff of their rural area, Liam is torn between protecting Brianna and wanting her for himself.

      Take a risk or lose the chance.

      Spending so much time alone together challenges them both. Old feelings and hurts resurface immediately. With each hot, sweaty day, it's harder to deny their attraction.

      It's going to be a long, hot summer.

      
        
        WARNINGS & WILDFIRES

        Wrath and Murphy appear here.

      

      

      It’s a hot summer morning and I’m already running late.

      I’m no one’s white knight, but when I see a damsel in distress, I have to rescue her.

      I didn’t know it would be Aubrey Dorado, the girl I swore was off-limits.

      Now she’s under my skin and I can’t get her out of my head.

      So, I did the worst thing possible and hired her to work in my gym.

      Lusting after my new employee breaks my number one rule.

      But each day she tempts me with her sweet personality and clever mind.

      I’ve been burned by love before.

      Romance is a risk I can’t afford.

      But how much longer can I resist the attraction simmering between us?

      
        
        Cards of Love: Knight of Swords

        Dex and Murphy appear here.

        This is the story of Vapor and Juliet, who you briefly met in After Burn.

      

      

      
        
        Protect.

        From the minute I met her, I wanted to offer my protection.

        Desire.

        I wanted her to be mine, but didn’t have anything of value to offer. Just my jaded heart, broken soul, and undying love.

        Sacrifice.

        I gave up my pride, my hostility, and my heart to make her happy.

        Justice.

        Fuck the consequences, I would’ve given up anything, even my life, to keep her safe.

      

        

      
        Tragic.

        Both our lives were soaked in tragedy from day one.

        Reckless.

        I ignored the people who warned me he was dead inside.

        Truth.

        He was as broken as I was.

        Strength.

        Together, we’d heal our hearts and stitch together our souls.
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      Dear Reader,

      If you loved Zero Apologies (or any of my books!) please consider returning to your favorite retailer and leaving a review. Reviews at Goodreads and BookBub also help me out a lot!

      Your review doesn’t have to be long or poetic. Just a few quick words about how Zero Regret made you feel or if you’d recommend it is plenty.

      Leaving a review is the BEST way you can help an author. It also lets other people know this book is worth reading (or making into a movie, or audio books, or anything really!)

      Thank you so much!

      Autumn
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