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About Beyond Reckless

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 him almost crippled, he’s struggling through the darkest time in his life. Lashing out at everyone he loves most is how he copes. 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.

Love soothes our inner demons.

The spark’s still there—for both of them, even with Teller’s many demons still chasing him down.

She’s not who he thought she was.

But she is the true ride or die girl he needs by his side.

Love is worth the chaos.

As their relationship continues, he stops lashing out at his brothers and starts lying to them. When they 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.
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THE LOST KINGS MC SERIES READING ORDER


Although Teller’s story can be read as a stand-alone or first in the series, I think you get the most enjoyment from reading the series in order.
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More Than Miles (Lost Kings MC #6)

White Knuckles (Lost Kings MC #7)

Beyond Reckless: Teller’s Story, Part One (Lost Kings MC #8)

Beyond Reason: Teller’s Story, Part Two (Lost Kings MC #9)
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GLOSSARY


If you’re new to the Lost Kings MC series, this might be a good place to start…If you’re familiar with the world of the Lost Kings MC—welcome back!—I’ve made a few changes to this glossary since White Knuckles. You may find some of the information useful if it’s been a while since you visited the Lost Kings.

THE LOST KINGS MC ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE
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President: Rochlan “Rock” North. Leader of the Upstate NY charter of the Lost Kings MC. His word is law within the club. He takes advice from senior club members. He is the public “face” of the MC. Much to his annoyance, Rock is seen as the “father figure” in the club, especially by the younger members.

Sergeant-at-Arms: Wyatt “Wrath” Ramsey. Responsible for the security of the club. Keeps order at club events. Responsible for the safety and protection of the president, the club, its members and its women. Disciplines club members who violate the rules. Keeps track of club by-laws. In charge of the club’s weapons and weapons training. Will challenge Rock when he deems it necessary. Outside of the MC, Wrath owns a gym, Furious Fitness. He is experienced in underground MMA-style fighting.

Vice President: Angus “Zero” or “Z” Frazier. In most clubs, I think the VP would be considered the second-in-command. In mine, I see the VP and SAA as being on equal footing within the club. Carries out the orders of the President. Communicates with other chapters of the club. Assumes the responsibilities of the President in his absence. Keeps records of club patches and colors issued. Z also co-manages the MC’s strip club, Crystal Ball.

Treasurer: Marcel “Teller” Whelan. Keeps records of income, expenses and investments.

Road Captain: Blake “Murphy” O’Callaghan. Responsible for researching, planning and organizing club runs. Responsible for obtaining and maintaining club vehicles.

Prospect: A prospect is someone who has stated a clear intention of being a full patch member of the Lost Kings MC. The Lost Kings vet their prospects for two or more years. To vote a prospect in as a full patch member, the vote must be unanimous. Not all prospects will become full patch members. Some will realize the club is not for them. For others, the club will realize that the prospect is not a good fit for the club. Prospects are expected to show respect to all full patch members and do whatever is asked of them. The Lost Kings MC currently has no prospects.

Other members

Cronin “Sparky” Petek: Sparky is the mad genius behind the Lost Kings MC’s pot-growing business. He is rarely seen outside of the basement, as he prefers the company of his plants.

Elias “Bricks” Serrano: We saw Bricks and his girlfriend throughout the series. One of the few members who does not live at the clubhouse, he performs a lot of general tasks for the club.

Dixon “Dex” Watts: We’ve also seen Dex throughout the series. He co-manages Crystal Ball with Z.

Sam “Stash” Black: Lives in the basement with Sparky and helps with the plants. He came out of the basement to help out in White Knuckles. Other than that, we’re not really sure what he’s up to downstairs.

Thomas “Ravage” Kane: We got to know Rav and his snarky humor a little bit better in each book. Ravage is a general member who helps out wherever he is needed.

THE LADIES OF THE LOST KINGS MC

Hope Kendall, Esq.: Nick-named First Lady by Murphy in Corrupting Cinderella (Lost Kings MC #2), Hope is the object of Rock’s love and obsession. Their epic love story spans four books: Slow Burn, Corrupting Cinderella, Strength From Loyalty, and White Heat.

Trinity Hurst: She was the caretaker of the Lost Kings MC clubhouse and the brothers. She and Wrath have a long, tattered love story full of lust, fury, and forgiveness in Tattered on My Sleeve (Lost Kings MC #4). She and Wrath are also featured in White Heat (Lost Kings MC #5). They finally tie the knot in White Knuckles (Lost Kings MC #7).

Heidi Whelan: Teller’s little sister. Heidi is a recurring character in each of the books from Corrupting Cinderella (Lost Kings MC #2) on. She also has short stories in Three Kings, One Night (Lost Kings MC #2.5) and Between Embers (Lost Kings MC #5.5) she is a major character in More Than Miles (Lost Kings MC #6).

Swan: Lost Kings MC club girl and dancer at Crystal Ball.

Willow: Bartender at Crystal Ball.

Lilly: One of Hope’s best friends and frequent “booty call” of Z. While she sent Trinity a wedding present in White Knuckles (Lost Kings MC #7), we haven’t seen Lilly since Between Embers (Lost Kings MC #5.5)

Sophie: Hope’s former best friend. We haven’t seen her since White Heat (Lost Kings MC #5).

Mara Oak: Friend of Hope. Also an attorney. She’s appeared in Slow Burn, Corrupting Cinderella, Strength From Loyalty, Tattered on My Sleeve, White Heat, and White Knuckles. She’s married to Empire city court judge, Damon Oak. Their story, Objection, will be available one day.

LOST KINGS MC TERMINOLOGY

Crystal Ball – The strip club owned by the Lost Kings MC and one of their legitimate businesses. They often refer to it as “CB.”

“Conference Center” – The clubhouse of the Lost Kings MC. It was previously used as a high-end religious retreat and is sometimes still jokingly referred to as the “Conference Center” or “Hippie Compound.”

Empire – The fictional city in Upstate NY, run by the Lost Kings.

Furious Fitness—The gym Wrath owns. Often just referred to as “Furious.”

Green Street Crew – Street gang the Lost Kings do business with. Often referred to as “GSC.” “Loco” is their leader and frequent nuisance to Rock.

LOKI – Short for Lost Kings.

Vipers MC – Rival and frequent enemy MC. Runs Ironworks which borders the Lost Kings’ territory. Their president, Ransom, and his SAA, Killa, appeared in Tattered on My Sleeve and White Heat. Ransom had a major role in White Knuckles.

Wolf Knights MC – Rival and sometimes ally of the Lost Kings. Their president, Ulfric, appeared in Slow Burn and stepped down in Between Embers (Lost Kings MC #5.5.) Merlin took over as President of the Wolf Knights. Their SAA, Whisper, was a partner in Wrath’s gym. Actions taken by the Wolf Knights have had a serious impact on the Lost Kings in recent times and their relationship is tenuous at the moment.

OTHER MC TERMINOLOGY

Most terminology was obtained through research. However, I have also used some artistic license in applying these terms to my romanticized, fictional version of an Outlaw Motorcycle Club.

Cage – A car, truck, van, basically anything other than a motorcycle.

Church – Club meetings all full patch members must attend. Led by the president of the club, but officers will update the members on the areas they oversee.

Citizen – Anyone not a hardcore biker or belonging to an outlaw club. “Citizen Wife” would refer to a spouse kept entirely separate from the club.

Cut – Leather vest worn by outlaw bikers. Adorned with patches and artwork displaying the club’s unique colors. The Lost Kings’ colors are blue and gray. Their logo is a skull with a crown.

Colors – The “uniform” of an outlaw motorcycle gang. A leather vest, with the three-piece club patch on the back, and various other patches relating to their role in the club. Colors belong to the club and are held sacred by all members.

Dressers – Slang for a motorcycle “dressed up” with hard saddle bags and other accessories. It’s designed for long-distance riding.

Fly Colors – To ride on a motorcycle wearing colors.

Mother Chapter – First chapter of the club.

Muffler Bunny – Club girl, who hangs around to provide sexual favors to members.

Nomad – A club member who does not belong to any specific charter, yet has privileges in all charters. Nomads go anywhere to take care of business, usually at the request of the club president.

Old Lady/Ol’ Lady – Wife or steady girlfriend of a club member. Has nothing to do with her age.

Out Bad –T he shorthand way of saying a club member has been kicked out of the club for some kind of betrayal. Someone who is “out bad” might be in hiding from the club.

Patched In – When a new member is approved for full membership.

Patch Holder – A member who has been vetted through performing duties for the club as a prospect or probate and has earned his three-piece patch.

Property Patch – When a member takes a woman as his Old Lady (wife status), he gives her a vest with a property patch. In my series, the vest has a “Property of Lost Kings MC” patch and the member’s road name on the back. The officers also place their patches on the ol’ lady’s vest as a sign they have agreed to always have her back. Her man’s patch or club symbol is placed over the heart.

Road Name – Nickname. Usually given by the other members.

RUB – Slang for Rich Urban Biker. A term generally used by real bikers to describe a person who rides an expensive motorcycle on weekends and never very far. A poser.

Run – A club sanctioned outing sometimes with other chapters and/or clubs. Can also refer to a club business run.


DEDICATION


It’s okay if you’re broken. That’s how the light gets in.


CHAPTER ONE
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Three years earlier…

“Your honor, we’ve reached a resolution and wish to put it on the record,” Hope said, smoothing down her skirt and taking her seat.

I still wasn’t happy about the arrangement, but I hated putting my little sister through all the legal bullshit. And even though I knew the old bitch hated me, a long, drawn-out legal battle couldn’t be good for my grandmother’s health. The judge strongly suggested we settle on our own and I got the feeling if he was forced to make the decision, it wouldn’t be in my favor. So that was how I ended up sharing joint-physical custody of my almost-seventeen-year-old sister.

Afterward, Hope gave me a big hug. “Listen,” she said, pulling away and lowering her voice. “If she gives you any trouble picking Heidi up, allowing you to see her, or talk to her on the phone. Any interference, let me know right away.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Hope stepped away to talk to Charlotte, the attorney assigned to represent my sister.

The sexy-as-sin woman who wouldn’t give me the time of day unless she was grilling me about my ability to care for my sister.

“Marcel?” My sister’s quivering voice strangled my heart. I turned and she threw herself at me, holding onto me tight. “Thank you for trying,” she whispered.

“Hey.” I squeezed her just as hard. “It’s okay, lil’ sis. I’ll pick you up from school on Friday.”

“Heidi,” my grandmother barked. “It’s time to go.”

Reluctantly, Heidi pulled away, and I faced my grandmother. The woman who kicked me out of her house when I was a teenager.

Not ready to say goodbye to Heidi yet, I made a snap decision. “Grams, why don’t we all go out to dinner?” I had plenty of reasons to hate the woman, but for my sister’s sake, maybe we could start fresh and put all the ugliness behind us.

My sister bounced up and down. “Yeah, Grams, please?”

“No.” My grandmother looked revolted at the suggestion. She wrapped her hand around Heidi’s arm and tugged. “It’s a school night.”

“Grams—”

“Let’s go, Heidi.”

My grandmother shot one last glare at me. “You can pick her up Friday. That’s the agreement.”

“I know, I—”

Too late. She was off, dragging my sister with her. And there wasn’t a fuckin’ thing I could do about it.

Hope watched them leave and shook her head. “That was nice of you to try. You did the right thing.”

“I hate this.”

“We can try again after her seventeenth birthday,” she hesitated, biting her lip. “This was unusual. For her age, usually the judge—”

I snorted. “My grandmother went to high school with the judge.”

She reared back. “What?”

“That’s how stuff works.”

“I wish you’d told me. We should have filed with a different judge. At least you would have had a fair shot.”

“It wouldn’t have made a difference.” I grabbed her hand. “Thank you, Hope. I know Rock talked you into representing me.”

“That’s not true.” She squeezed my hand. “I care about Heidi and want what’s best for her.” A second later she added, “You too.”

“Thanks.”

“Are you headed to the clubhouse now?”

“Nah, I think I’ll hang here.”

Her mouth turned down. My president’s ol’ lady knew dick about motorcycle clubs, but she’d fallen into a mothering role for the club.

In my pocket, my phone buzzed, and I pulled it out to find a text from my best friend.

Murphy: How’d it go? Heidi okay?

I wasn’t even sure how to answer Blake. He’d been pissed he couldn’t be in court. But Hope and I agreed to keep my association with the club out of the courtroom as much as possible. No cut. No motorcycle, which was why I’d driven my truck to every appearance so far. No support from my club brothers. Nothing that could give my grandmother ammunition to use against me. It worked. Although my grandmother tried to claim I was a criminal at one point, the Lost Kings MC was never brought up during the case.

Not that it did me much good.

Maybe I should’ve acted like the criminal she accused me of being and put a bullet in her head.

I finally tapped out an answer to Blake.

Me: I think so.

“Murphy?” Hope asked.

My mouth quirked up. “Who else?”

She chuckled. The court officer motioned us out of the room, so I walked Hope out to her car.

After tossing her stuff in the backseat, she gently touched my arm. “Are you sure you don’t want to—”

“I’ll be fine, Hope. Thank you for everything.”

After she left, I tapped out a quick text to Rock to let him know Hope was on her way home. Unsure of what to do with myself next, I stared down the sidewalk. I could head back to the apartment I rented not too far from my grandmother’s to show the court I had an acceptable home for Heidi.

I wasn’t ready to do that, and I didn’t feel like being alone. I should’ve gone up to the clubhouse, but I didn’t want the company of my brothers either.

Walking around the town I spent my youth in felt odd. Even weirder because I wasn’t wearing my Lost Kings MC cut.

Any of the restaurants close to the courthouse would be filled with lawyers, judges or whatever, so I avoided them.

A few blocks down, Oscar’s Place, was more my scene. Although the sign said “Diner,” dive bar was more fitting. Complete with bad lighting and even worse live music. I didn’t bother driving, figuring the walk would clear my head.

The heavy wooden door was sticky to the touch as I pushed it open. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the darkness and I surveyed the place for any familiar faces. Not that I wanted to see anyone. I planned to sit in the corner booth and be left alone for the night.

I never expected to find Charlotte sitting at the bar.

Lawyers usually hung at the other end of the road, down at Partners Pub where they kissed each others’ asses all evening long.

What the hell was she doing?

Oscar’s wasn’t the sort of place a woman as sexy as Charlotte should be hanging out by herself. Already a number of men in the room were eyeing her. It was only a matter of time before one made a move. And I’d be damned if I’d allow anyone to hassle her.

At least if I were with her, no one would be stupid enough to approach her. I swear, at least some of my intentions were noble. I wasn’t thinking about how much I wanted to take her in the bathroom, shove her up against the sink, pull her skirt up over her hips and fuck her. Not too much anyway.

I walked up behind her, watching as she tried to get Oscar’s attention. She seemed relaxed if not a bit weary.

“Hello, Miss Clark,” I said. She jumped and turned her head a fraction.

She stared at me for a minute, a little frown forming on her forehead. Her bottom lip trembled slightly, the first sign of vulnerability I’d ever seen her display. “Did you follow me?”

What the fuck kind of question was that? Yeah, I tried to ask her out a few times, and she’d turned me down in a cool but professional way that I actually respected. But I wasn’t hurting for pussy. I certainly didn’t need to stalk women. If anything, they stalked me.

“No. I’m hungry.” I gestured to the empty bar stool beside her. “You waiting for someone?”

“No, but—”

I leaned in closer. “You’re not representing my sister anymore,” I reminded her, blocking her favorite excuse for dodging me.

“Yes, but technically—”

“It’s not a date if we just ran into each other,” I said as I took the seat.

She gives me an exasperated snort. “Fine.”

Cute that she thought I’d take no for an answer.
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Custody disputes were dangerous business.

All legal practice involved some level of risk, but especially custody issues.

Nothing soured you on marriage more than working with families who are falling apart. Love turning to hate was a nasty, ugly business.

During our court case, Marcel put on a good front as the caring stable, older brother.

I knew his type, though. A player, maybe something even more sinister. I didn’t dig into it because that wasn’t my job.

No doubt because he also turned me on almost as much as he scared me.

Marcel finding me at the bar—the last place anyone should have been able to find me—rattled me right down to my heels.

The whole time I represented his sister, he made his interest in me obvious. While Heidi clearly adored and idolized her big brother, she held the rather mature opinion that her brother was a “dirty manwhore” as she lovingly put it.

With his good looks that skirted the line between wholesome farm boy and rugged bad boy, her assessment didn’t surprise me. It dampened any interest I might have had in him though. Never mind the whole he’s-the-brother-of-a-client-it’s-totally-unethical part.

When he focused his bright blue eyes on me that night, I knew I was in trouble.

Reminding me that I didn’t represent Heidi anymore knocked down some of my resistance. Against my better judgment, I allowed him to join me.

Not that he would’ve taken no for an answer.

He slipped off his leather jacket, draping it on the chair behind him and rolled up the long sleeves of his T-shirt. I couldn’t miss his heavily inked arms. Not that I hadn’t gotten glimpses here and there over the last few months. Or heard his grandmother bitch about what a tattooed menace her grandson was.

Everything about him taunted me with the bad choices I’d made in the past.

He’d barely taken his seat when a woman at least a couple years younger than me intruded.

“Hi, Marcel.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Hey, little Bree. How you been?” He reached over and gave her a one-armed hug. I’m embarrassed to admit the small gesture made me jealous as hell. Who was she? How did they know each other?

As if he sensed my irritation, Marcel glanced at me. “Charlotte, this is Brianna Avery, she lived across the street from my grandmother’s. Used to babysit Heidi…after I moved out.”

It clicked in my brain that I’d heard about her before. “Oh. Yes. Heidi said such nice things about you.”

The girl smiled even wider. “I’m not in town for long, but I should stop by your grandmother’s and say hello.”

They chatted for a few more seconds before Bree moved away to meet friends. Dirty manwhore or not, Marcel’s gaze didn’t linger on the girl. No, it swung right back to me.

No, not me. My legs. Heat traveled over my skin as he swept his gaze up my body. He didn’t leer or linger on my chest like I expected. Instead he met my eyes and flashed a quick, unapologetic smile for the visual grope.

“Sorry about the interruption.”

“It’s okay. She seems nice. You, uh, don’t have to stay with me if—”

“You tryin’ to get rid of me?”

“No.”

“Don’t lie, counselor.”

Our drinks arrived, saving me from having to whip up some witty response.

More and more people came into the bar, increasing the noise level. Just what I’d been looking for when I walked in. Someplace to drown out all the doubts and second-guessing I did after a particularly tiring afternoon. Even when I “won” someone still lost, and it weighed on me every time.

Since one of my more troublesome cases involved my new dinner companion, it didn’t seem like an appropriate topic of conversation.

Marcel used every opportunity to lean in close so we could hear each other.

Each brush of his shoulder against mine. His warm breath on the side of my cheek. I have to admit, slowly he charmed his way under my skin.

My gaze traveled over his body—trying not to gawk, but failing miserably. I kept returning to his arms. He was physical perfection, everywhere. But my favorite part of a well-sculpted man had always been his arms. Throw in full-sleeve tattoos, and I was a goner. He wasn’t overly jacked up, but he obviously spent some of his time at Furious Fitness lifting weights.

It made me wonder what other treasures were hidden behind his soft blue shirt.

We were interrupted by the owner himself coming over to take our dinner orders.

Why was I fatally attracted to guys who are so obviously wrong for me? I didn’t need the warning from his sister to know a guy like him could and would pick up any woman he wanted. Probably thought it would be funny to nail what he assumed is a square chick like me so he could go back and brag to all his caveman buddies about boning some uptight lawyer.

I’m ashamed to admit I didn’t care.
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We placed our orders with Oscar and after he left, Charlotte turned to me. “I’m sorry it didn’t go the way you wanted.” Her low-spoken words were almost drowned out by the music.

A heavy sigh I didn’t expect eased out of me. “I just want my sister to be safe and happy. And do well in school.”

“She’s a lovely girl.”

My mouth turned up, proud of my sister. She could be mouthy when she wanted to be, but she had good reasons. Underneath it, she also happened to be sweet and sensitive. I’d never be able to make up for our shitty parents abandoning us, but I’d never stop trying either.

All I answered Charlotte with was a simple, “Yeah.”

“I haven’t done this for long, but this was my first case where a sibling fought for custody.”

I guess that was her way of saying she thought I was a nice guy.

If only she knew—I was most definitely not a nice guy.

“I’ve been taking care of her since she was a baby.” When my mother brought Heidi home from the hospital, dumped the tiny pink bundle in my lap and told me to “deal with it.” I left the last part out though because it was depressing as hell.

“She told me. What were you, ten?” she asked.

Uncomfortable, I lifted my shoulder as an answer. What was I supposed to do, let an infant take care of herself?

Charlotte seemed to accept that the topic of my shitty family history was off-limits and moved on. “Tell me, what do you do at Furious Fitness?”

“Whatever needs to be done.”

“That’s evasive,” she teased. I found myself liking the friendlier side of Charlotte. Still, I ignored her question. I only worked at Wrath’s gym on paper so I could show the court I had legitimate income that did not come from the MC or the strip club our MC owned. In the back of my head, I supposed Wrath needed to keep me on Furious’s payroll. At least until Heidi turned eighteen or my grandmother kicked off. Whichever came first.

Charlotte’s hand settled over mine. Warm and soft. So small against my larger one. I barely resisted the urge to wrap my fingers around hers and brush my thumb over her smooth skin. “I heard you trying to extend the olive branch after court.”

“Stupid idea. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to Heidi yet, you know?”

She blinked a few times, then nodded. Christ, I probably sounded like one sappy motherfucker. When it came to my sister, though, I really didn’t care what anyone thought. Not even a chick I wanted to nail.

“You’ll see her Friday,” Charlotte said in a gentle way I could imagine must help put kids at ease when she worked with them. “I know how much your visits mean to her.”

I couldn’t answer right away and Charlotte turned to fiddle with her napkin. “She loves you a lot.”

I still couldn’t find any words. Maybe I wasn’t perfect, but even before our useless mother took off, I always tried to put Heidi first and do what was best for her. No one else was going to.

“Thanks,” I finally answered.

“A lot of kids in her shoes would ask to live with their brother so they could party or have no rules.”

“I bet.”

“I think Heidi just likes being with you because you listen to her.”

“Well, she’s a talker.”

Charlotte snorted. “Please, it was like pulling teeth to get her to tell me anything.”

That didn’t surprise me. Heidi held secrets well. A necessary skill when you’re exposed to an outlaw MC from the age of four.
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Marcel was not what I expected. He was easy to talk to, kind, and judging by the interest sparkling in his keen blue eyes, determined.

His sister was almost seventeen. Unless something major happened, it was unlikely I’d represent her again. I could always claim a conflict of interest had come up if the court tried to assign her to me in the future, but that was a shitty thing to do.

“Do you want to go somewhere a little quieter, Charlotte?” he asked after our plates were taken away. Somehow his fingers ended up tracing down my arm and goosebumps followed.

“Where?” My voice came out as a whisper, but he read the question on my lips.

“For a walk,” he suggested.

Not what I expected. From court records, I knew he didn’t live far. But he didn’t invite me to come home with him.

Yet.

He paid both our tabs, even though I protested, then held his hand out to help me off the bar stool.

So polite for such a rough-looking guy.

On the outside he may have seemed rough, but he held the door open for me and helped me slip into my coat once we were on the sidewalk.

Outside, he stopped and stared at the sky. We were downtown. Rows of buildings and trees lined the street, blocking most of the view.

Street lamps illuminated his face so I couldn’t miss the way he tipped his head and allowed his gaze to slowly drag over my body. His expression didn’t reveal a single thought. It bothered me that I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. It bothered me more how much I wanted him to want me.

But he held his cards well.

“Which way?” he finally asked.

“You tell me.” Was that the equivalent of dropping a hint that I was open to going home with him?

He nodded as if that was the answer he expected. I didn’t have it in me to be offended, especially since I would have followed him to his apartment right that second if he’d asked.

For a second, it seemed he was about to offer me one of his hands, but instead he jammed them in his pockets. We turned left, away from the bar. Away from the courthouse where my car was still parked.

“Where’s your car?” he asked as if he’d read my mind.

“In the courthouse lot.”

“You didn’t drive down here?”

“No. I needed the air.”

Something about my answer made him stop. “Why?”

“Rough day.”

“Tell me about it.”

I couldn’t tell if he was commiserating or he genuinely wanted to hear about it.

What was I supposed to say? Part of my bad day was directly related to him.

“I…I can’t always do what’s best for my clients and it gets to me after a while,” I explained when we started walking again. I wanted him to understand that settling the case hadn’t been my first choice, that I’d been ready to fight. But I was bound by all sorts of rules that forced my mouth to stay shut.

“I can imagine.” His voice seemed to penetrate past my ears. Outside away from the bar noise, it was easier to appreciate his deep, confident tone. He didn’t press me for details or nose around for information about my conversations with his sister, which made my respect for him grow.

“How long have you been doing this?”

“Not long. Too long. I don’t know.”

My jumbled answer didn’t seem to faze him. “Not what you thought it would be?”

“Not at all.” We passed a few shops. Nothing was open at that hour. “I originally wanted to be a criminal attorney.”

Why did I tell him that? The starry-eyed dreams I had of being a criminal defense attorney had died a long time ago.

“Yeah? Why didn’t you?”

“Decided I’d rather help kids instead of criminals.”

That was close enough to the truth. As much as I dared to tell this man who was practically a stranger.

He smothered a laugh. “Yeah, can’t blame you there.” We walked a little farther before he spoke again. “Hope’s said it’s not what she thought too.”

Hope? His attorney? How close were they? Why was I so jealous all of a sudden?

“You know her well?”

Marcel’s demeanor shifted to something more guarded. “She’s dating one of my…best friends.”

“So she gave you the friends and family rate then?” I teased.

“Something like that.”

That made sense. He didn’t strike me as the type of guy to hire a female attorney. Something that made my attraction to him even stranger.

A man I recognized as the parent of one of my clients approached us, crazy eyes focused on me. My heart kicked up. This jerk had threatened me several times over the last few months for not recommending to the court that he have full custody of his daughter. Never mind I thought he was a terrible parent, it wasn’t what his daughter wanted. Since she was my client, his wishes weren’t my concern. I’d tried reaching out to the man’s attorney a bunch of times, but he couldn’t seem to rein in his client either.

“Bitch, you better stop ignoring my phone calls,” he said as he weaved in front of me, completely ignoring Marcel.

Marcel moved fast. Before I could even open my mouth, Marcel placed himself in front of me.

“Back off,” he warned in a low, menacing voice.

The man stumbled back a few steps but kept his eyes trained on me. “You’re not keeping me from my daughter, bitch.”

One of Marcel’s hands reached behind him and patted my side. To reassure me or ascertain my location, I wasn’t sure, but I appreciated the gesture.

I also noticed the way he’d adopted a fighting stance, prepared to defend me without even knowing the situation.

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Marcel growled. “Stay away from her.” He didn’t follow it up with threats. Didn’t need to, honestly. His tone and posture said it all.

My client’s father turned and ran.

It wasn’t until I settled my hand on Marcel’s shoulder that I realized I was shaking. “Thank you.”

He turned quickly, fierce expression still in place and took my hand. “That kind of thing happen to you a lot?”

“Once or twice,” I admitted.

His face softened and he brushed the back of his hand over my cheek. “Is that why you were freaked out when I came up to you in the bar?” he asked gently.

“A little. Yes.”

“Sorry about that.”

The apology surprised me. Reassured me.

His face darkened, and he turned, searching the street again. His body stayed tense, ready to hunt down anyone who bothered me. Finally, he turned my way again. “Anyone ever hassles you, let me know, and I’ll handle it.”

The intensity in his voice, in his eyes, made me hot all over.

Marcel brought out primal urges I didn’t even know I had. I wanted him to fire off some orders, push me up against the wall, dig his big hands into my ass as he took what he wanted—

“Charlotte?”

“What? Sorry.” My cheeks must have been a hundred shades of red. He cocked his head, studied me as if he knew he’d caught me fantasizing about him. About us.

He slipped an arm around my waist, turning us in the opposite direction. I didn’t ask where we were going and he didn’t offer.

Finally, we ended up in a parking lot behind a small apartment complex. “My place,” he explained.

I turned and faced him. “Kind of big for one guy.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “My apartment’s on the top floor.”

Both arousal and fear spiked inside of me.

I was crazy for considering this. Sure, technically I didn’t represent his sister any longer. But I could in the future. Getting involved with him was such a bad idea.

“Do you want to come up?” he asked.

I couldn’t deny I’d been interested in him since the day we met.

Bad decision or not, I answered, “Lead the way.”


CHAPTER TWO
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He wasn’t kidding about living on the top floor. Since he was so fit and in shape, I was embarrassed to be a little out of breath as I trailed behind him. He seemed not to notice. At his front door, he smiled.

A hungry smile, but still somehow sweet. Charming even.

I bet he charmed lots of women.

But in that moment he wanted me. His gaze traveled over my body in a much more intimate way than he’d done all evening. Clearly he was picturing us fucking and the thought shook me in the best possible way.

Our arms brushed, a brief second of electricity while he opened the front door. He waited for me to walk in first. Almost like a dare.

I should have left. Gone home.

Instead, I stepped over the threshold.

The soft thunk of the door closing behind us seemed so loud.

We were alone.

He could do whatever he wanted to me.

After a few seconds, I turned. He still hadn’t moved from the door. His big body stood between me and escape.

As if he sensed my thoughts, he stepped aside, giving me the chance to run if I wanted it. At least I think that was his intention.

“You good, Charlotte?”

“I’m good.”

He circled me slowly. “Do you want something to drink?”

“Sure. Water?”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “Good choice. That’s about all I have at the moment.”

I followed him across the apartment. The kitchen was small. A counter separated it from the living room, and he had three bar stools set up on one side. I leaned against one, watching while he poured water from a jug he removed from the refrigerator.

He slid the glass across the counter and watched as I took a sip. Too nervous to meet his eyes, I glanced around the apartment. It was sparsely furnished. Everything seemed new, clean, and neat. One of the bay windows had a little nook area with a small table and two chairs.

“Heidi likes doing her homework at the table,” he explained when my gaze lingered.

Right. His sister. My client.

Fuck.

He stepped closer almost pushing my back against the counter with his body. “Are you comfortable, Charlotte?”

“Comfortable?”

“You seem nervous.”

“Oh, maybe a little.”

“I don’t bite.” He grinned, slow and full of heat. “Unless you want me to.”

“Uh.” Brilliant. He’d reduced me to noises instead of full words. His muscular body was within reach, but I kept still. Yes, I was nervous. Scared and a lot turned on.

I dodged to the right and walked through the living room. One door was open, and I pushed it wider. A twin bed took up one wall, a desk and bookcase filled the rest of the space. Everything was bare though.

“Heidi’s. I was planning to take her shopping to furnish it this weekend,” Marcel explained from right behind me. Startled, I whipped around, finding him a lot closer than I expected.

My heart clenched. The idea of this ultra-manly, rough, tattooed guy spending an afternoon taking his sister shopping for bedroom furnishings was too sweet to contemplate. “She’ll probably love that.”

He shrugged and peeked in the room. His gaze fell on me again and he opened his mouth, seemed to think better of whatever he wanted to say and shook his head. Taking my hand, he tugged me away, closing the door behind him.

I followed him to the couch and when I didn’t sit close enough, he slid over and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Still okay, Charlotte?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He placed two fingers on my cheek, turning me to face him. I stared into his eyes, swimming in the almost teal color.

“Are those contacts?” I blurted out.

“What?”

“Your eyes. They’re such a pretty color.”

He pulled back, laughter making his body and the couch shake. “Pretty? I don’t think anyone’s ever said anything about me was pretty.”

“Well they are,” I huffed. He made me feel so damn foolish.

“Thank you. No. I don’t wear contacts.”

His hand cupped my cheek this time and before anything else stupid came out of my mouth, he pressed his lips against mine. One soft, gentle perfect kiss.

I reached up and ran my fingers through his thick hair, pulling him closer. Sinking into the warmth of his mouth and body.

The kisses started off soft and gentle, but with each nip and lick, he demanded more.

He leaned into me, the force of his body pushing me back into the couch where I stared up at him. He traced a finger over my cheek then lowered his mouth to mine again.

My heart pounded.

He was a good kisser. So good. Too good.

I moaned against his lips as his tongue softly stroked mine.

His hands held my face as he kept kissing me. I kissed him back just as hard.

“Charlotte.” He broke away long enough to stare down at me with heavy-lidded desire.

I grabbed him by the back of his neck and pulled his mouth to mine, answering his unspoken question.

One of his hands dropped to my waist and I realized he was untucking my blouse. Once it was free of my skirt, he went to work on the buttons.

“Lot of buttons,” he muttered.

I sat up and pulled the blouse up over my head, draping it over the back of the couch. It seemed to surprise Marcel. Hell, the action surprised me too. It proved just how much I wanted him.

He traced his finger over the tops of my breasts, skimming the lace of my bra, but didn’t try to remove it. His mouth followed the path of his fingers before kissing his way up my neck.

“Good?” he whispered against my ear.

I’m not sure what it was, but every time he checked in to see if I still wanted this, desire rushed through me in waves. The question wasn’t a boy asking permission. It was a man who wanted to protect me.

I answered by reaching between us and running my hand along his length where it strained against his jeans.

He groaned against my lips. “Not yet, Charlotte.”

God, I loved the way he said my name.

His eyes squeezed shut as I explored him through the rough fabric. Long, thick, and so hard.

He brought his lips to my skin, sucking and kissing my neck. “Keep it up and this will be over real quick,” he warned. His hands moved to the back of my skirt, quickly tugging the zipper down. I lifted up so he could drag the skirt over my hips and down my legs. He tossed it next to my blouse.

“Are you with me?” he growled, shoving his hand between my legs and stroking the satin of my underwear. “Answer me with words this time,” he demanded as he kept grazing the fabric covering my pussy.

I shivered with desire. “Yes.”

He knew how much I wanted him. The evidence was on his fingers. But the little reminders that I had control here made me want him even more.
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I wanted to devour this woman.

She’d been on my mind for months.

In my head, I’d already fucked her in a hundred different positions.

The nervous way she entered my apartment had me rethinking my plan to pin her up against the door as soon as we stepped inside.

No, this was much better.

Kissing her rocked me.

I’d fucked my fair share of club girls, but I rarely spent time kissing them. It seemed too intimate. Not that I was mean to the girls or treated them badly. It just wasn’t necessary when you were both in need of a quick, easy release, and nothing more.

But I wanted to kiss Charlotte for-fucking-ever.

I couldn’t think far beyond that.

“Marcel?” she whispered. I liked the way my name sounded on her lips. I’d like it even better if she called me the name everyone knew me by in my world.

I needed her in my bed.

I sat back and ran my gaze over her pale skin. Her chest and neck were flushed pink with arousal.

“You want this?”

“Yes.”

“You want me?”

She lowered her eyes. “I do.”

Given the conservative suit she wore to court, the sapphire-blue bra and underwear with gold lace at the edges was real fuckin’ sexy.

“You’re all girly-girl under those suits, aren’t you?” I reached out and teased my fingers over her breasts.

“Sometimes.”

She blinked up at me when I stood, but as soon as I held out my hand, she took it. I pulled her off the couch into my body, running my hands over her exposed skin before lifting her off the floor and carrying her into my room.

Her sharp squeal and laughter turned my own mouth up. As I set her down, she turned and took in my room.

“You’re so neat for a single guy.”

“Thanks, I think.”

I rented the apartment so I could share custody of Heidi with my grandmother. I certainly never intended to have it be some hook-up pad. I wouldn’t subject my sister to that.

Charlotte was the first woman I’d brought into the apartment.

While she had her back to me, I took the opportunity to unhook her bra. She glanced over her shoulder. “You’re still dressed and I’m almost naked.”

“Observant. I like that.” I teased the straps down her shoulders, but she hugged the material to her chest. “Still good?”

“Yes.”

The bra fell to the floor.

“Get on my bed.”

She took her time and slowly crawled into the middle of the bed, hips and ass swaying in the most seductive way.

“I already like everything you got goin’ on, Charlotte. Lie down.”

I reached down to adjust myself as she did what I asked, then stalked closer.

Standing at the foot of the bed, I met her questioning gaze. “Feet flat on the bed,” I directed in a low voice, waiting until she did what I asked before continuing. “Spread your legs.”

She teased me for a few seconds but finally moved her knees wide apart.

“Nice.” My hand stroked over my chin as I took her in. “Touch yourself.”

Her hand slid down, under her panties and I sucked in a deep breath. I placed one knee on the bed and slipped my shirt off. Her eyes widened and she rubbed herself harder.

I wrapped one of my hands around hers, removing it from her pussy. “Mine now.”

My fingers hooked into her underwear and she watched as I slowly peeled them off. I wished I’d bothered to turn on the overhead light. I wanted to memorize every single inch of her. Instead, I kissed behind her knee.

“That tickles.”

“Yeah? How ’bout this?” I ran my tongue up the inside of her thigh and she let out a sound somewhere between a gasp and a giggle. “Still tickle?”

“No.”

I placed a kiss on her lower stomach then slowly worked my way down.

Most girls closed their eyes or stared at the ceiling. Not Charlotte. She was one hundred percent with me. Rising up on her elbows to watch everything I did to her. I wrapped my hands around her ankles, spreading her wider. She gasped when I brushed an open mouthed kiss over her pussy. Dug her fingers through my hair when I dragged my tongue over her lips.

I needed her closer, so I slid my hands under ass and held her the way I wanted.

“Oh.”

“More?”

“Please.” She was so close to begging me. Cool, calm, collected Charlotte was coming undone in my bed.

My fingers glided through her slit. Slick and hot. I dragged my tongue up her wet center, stopped to suck and kiss where I wanted. The steady rhythm I settled into seemed to please her because she rocked her hips in time with each lick. Slowly, I made my way to her clit, sucking gently.

Under me she twisted and moaned, let out a scream when I wiggled my tongue over it.

“Keep going. Please, keep going.”

She didn’t need to say it, I had no plans to stop.

Each cry sounded more desperate than the last.

“I…I’m…”

“That’s it.”

She came beautifully for me.

I placed both hands on her hips. “We’re fucking now.”

She pushed up on her elbows to meet my gaze, eyes still hazy from the orgasm I’d given her. A total beat-on-my chest moment.

I kneeled up over her and she stared at me with a soft, dazed expression. “Damn, you’re talented with that tongue.”

“I’m even better with my dick.”

“Prove it,” she challenged.

I stood at the side of the bed and slowly worked my jeans off, letting her have a good look.

“Impressive.” She reached out, wrapping her fingers around me and I let out a hiss of air as she slowly stroked up and down.

I let her explore while I leaned over and grabbed a condom out of my pocket. Since I hadn’t planned on bringing women here, the place happened to be condom-free.

That might be a problem.

One fuck wouldn’t be enough.

“I only have the one,” I informed her, shaking the packet in front of her face.

“I have some in my purse.”

“Oh, really?”

“Does that bother you?”

“Nope.” I’d happily pretend she was carrying them around because she’d been planning to fuck me tonight.

“Good. Because if you did, I wouldn’t do this.” She leaned in and closed her mouth around my cock.

“Oh, fuuuck,” I groaned. “Definitely no problem.”

She chuckled and the sound vibrated up my dick. I gathered her hair in my fist and when I was close, tugged on it. Her big blue eyes stared up at me. I swore she looked annoyed I’d stopped her fun.

“You’re pretty good with your tongue too.”

Her mouth twisted into a wry smile and she watched me suit up.

I fucking dove at her, tackling her to the mattress. She let out nervous laughter and hooked her arms around my neck. “Eager?” she teased.

“Fuck yes.” I slipped my hand under her leg, opening her wider and settled between her legs. “Been wanting to do this for a while now.”

Her face lost some of the playfulness, so I kissed her to keep her in the moment.

“Think you can take it?”

“We’ll find out.”

Shit, she made me laugh.

I lowered my weight onto her and dipped my head to take another kiss. She spread her legs wider and I pushed my way inside her slick pussy.

“Oh, fuck,” she murmured against my mouth. “Harder.”

It felt so fucking good sliding inch after inch of my cock in her wet heat. I bottomed out and ground myself into her. Waited a second for her to adjust and when she met my eyes again, my hips pumped into her. Our wet flesh smacked together in time with her soft moans. I slipped my hand down between us and found her clit, rubbing with two fingers while I kept fucking her.

“Hold me down.” She practically panted the words in my ear.

“What?”

“Hold me down,” she repeated. A hot shock of surprise shot straight to my dick.

To demonstrate, she lifted her arms above her head, knocking my pillows to the side.

“Please?” she begged.

Wrapping my hands around her forearms, I gripped her tight. Pinned to the mattress. The way her breathing hitched fired up all my natural impulses.

Gathering her wrists in one hand, I kept them restrained above her head and used my other hand to cup her breast, rolling her nipple between my fingers.

A low moan escaped her throat.

“Harder.” She licked her lip. The blazing desire shining in her eyes was clear—the harder I held her, harder I fucked her, the more it turned her on.

The more it turned me on.

I brought my lips to hers for another kiss and she flinched, turning away.

She wanted the rough stuff, but shied away from any sweetness when she was getting it?

Fuck that shit.

I ground into her harder. Long and slow, until I wrung a loud moan from her throat. “I’m coming,” she whispered.

“Do it,” I encouraged.

“Harder.”

“Sweetheart, I fuck you any harder, I’ll split you in two.”

“I can take it.”

I pounded into her harder, then let out a frustrated growl.

“Get those fucking legs up around me,” I ordered.

Her feet landed above my ass.

“That’s better.”

Her eyes rolled back when I drove into her at the different angle.

Without thinking, I wrapped my hand around her neck. Perfect fit. Her pulse fluttered under my palm, wild and so out of control, I almost lost it. Her lips parted and her breath came out in quick pants. I took advantage, kissing her deeply, holding her so she couldn’t pull away again.

She blinked up at me and moaned into my mouth.

I’d never looked into someone’s eyes with so much intensity.

I’d never felt that sort of connection with anyone before. More than a fuck. Intimate. Something I didn’t usually have any interest in. It shook me and I liked it. A lot.
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In more ways than one, I was royally fucked. Thinking I could spend one night with Marcel had been a huge mistake.

I had always suspected that deep down, under the law school education and sophistication I tried to project, I’m slightly unbalanced.

Here was my proof.

I barely knew this guy, but I let him manhandle me. Encouraged it. Begged for it.

Spikes of excitement shot through me in a way they never had before.

Something about him.

He was big. Taller than me. Lean, muscular. Cut in the right places. Strong. He could easily hurt me.

But I knew he wouldn’t. It made it so easy to ask him for something I’d always craved.

After the second orgasm, I still couldn’t get enough. He unwrapped his hand from my throat, bringing it to my hip.

“Harder,” I begged.

A glint of meanness entered his eyes. “Not good enough?”

It was good. So, so good, I was spiraling out of control.

Rough, but protective. Sinful and still sweet.

He pulled out, gripped my hips and flipped me over, lining himself up and sinking back inside before I had a chance to protest any of it.

Not that I would have anyway.

“Brace yourself against that fucking wall, Charlotte,” he ground out behind me.

I did my best, but he pounded into me so hard, my arms gave out and I ended up in a heap on the bed, ass in the air. He slapped my ass once, twice, before slowing his pace.

“Get on top,” he demanded.

“What?”

“Get. On. Top.”

“What? Why?”

He threw himself down on the bed next to me. “Because you’re fucking gorgeous and I want to see you. All of you.” He patted my thigh. “Come on. Up. Don’t be shy.”

“Well, I guess you have been working pretty hard.” I tilted my head and pinned him with what I hoped was a sultry look. “You’ve earned a break.”

“Oh, I’m not tapping out yet, sweetheart.” His hand clamped over my hip, urging me to straddle him. “Now, stop fucking around.”

He offered his other hand and I took it so he could guide me to his cock.

“Come on.” His voice was a harsh whisper. “Take it.” He groaned as I slid all the way down.

If I thought he was handing me control, I was mistaken. His hands gripped my hips, fingers digging into my ass. “Move.”

I slowly rocked my hips up and down, but not fast enough to satisfy him. He pushed me with one hand pressed to my lower belly and one gripping my hip. Back and forth. Harder. Faster. My body tightened, ready to go off.

Was it even possible to have another orgasm?

“You coming for me again, already?”

Yes, yes, it is.

A bunch more uh, ah, oh, noises burst out of me, but no words.

“That’s it,” he said in a low voice. “Ride it out.”

His hands gripped my hips and ass, lifting me off him, and tossing me to the mattress.

“Oh my God.”

He covered my body with his and slipped back inside before I fully processed what had happened.

“Holy shit,” I breathed out and laughed at the same time.

He pressed his palms against my cheeks, staring into my eyes. “You’re so fucking hot.”

I didn’t have a chance to respond because he took my mouth in a passionate kiss that went on and on.

His hands gripped my hips, then slid under my ass, holding me in place while he hammered into me.

“Shit.” I wrapped my hands around his forearms, feeling the taut muscles straining. My breasts wobbled and bounced everywhere, and he bent down to suck one nipple into his mouth. The extra friction sent me over the edge again and I think it triggered him. He let out a long, guttural groan and dropped his forehead against mine.

Our sweat-soaked bodies clung together. Our hearts racing.

He rolled off me, falling against the bed with a satisfied grunt.

“Hey?” His rough voice infiltrated my haze.

I blinked, opening my eyes. He slipped a hand behind my neck, pulling me closer. “I don’t want to skip this part,” he said against my lips. The need behind his words stunned me for a minute, while his lips met mine. Sweet. Not quite gentle. No, his kisses were hungry and demanding. But still tender. Intimate.

After a minute, he released me and I rolled to my back, our bodies still touching. He took my hand, bringing it up to his mouth to kiss my fingers. He might have stolen a little bit of my heart in that moment.

Not that I expected him to kick me out right away. But this sweet, tender stuff? No, I hadn’t expected that.

But I can’t lie and say I didn’t like it.

Even though it scared me and I knew it couldn’t last.
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A clipped buzzing noise woke me a few hours later. I recognized it as my cell phone. Probably alerting me I had a new email. I tried ignoring it, but the sun was peeking through the shades, demanding I wake up.

I glanced over at Marcel. Flat on his back. One arm over his chest, the other flung out to the side. I barely resisted the urge to trace my fingers over his lips, brush the hair off his forehead.

Bathroom.

Fondling sleepy, sexy hookup later.

Quietly, I slipped out of bed. Picked up my bra, slipped into my panties. Found the bathroom. I ran some water and used my fingers to brush the morning yuck from my mouth. In the living room, I searched for my clothes. I found my cell phone and idly flicked it on to check my messages. An email to my law firm account piqued my interest and I opened it.

Charlotte,

Thank you for everything. Even though I’m disappointed Marcel didn’t get full custody, I’m so happy I get to spend weekends with him and Grams can’t do anything about it.

If anything else comes up, am I still allowed to contact you?

Heidi

Shit.

The guilt set in quicker than I expected.

Since I mostly represented children, thank you notes were rare. Honestly, appreciation of any sort from my clients was rare. Sometimes I received a quick email or a string of curses on my office voicemail. Once or twice a handmade card made out of construction paper and glitter. This was such an adult thank you with hints of teenage vulnerability intertwined in the words, it hit me hard. I staggered to the couch and sat down, re-reading the message.

I’d be this choked up if I’d gotten this message at home, right?

My eyes searched the darkened apartment. This was so wrong.

I slipped on my skirt, fastened my bra and buttoned up my blouse before looking for a pen and piece of paper.

I have to be in my office early. Thanks for dinner. I scrawled on a piece of notebook paper.

That had to be the dumbest thing I’d ever written, but Thanks for a good fuck, seemed a little forward.

My gaze darted to the bedroom. Quiet.

Where could a relationship between us really go?

Relationship. Yeah, right.

This was a huge mistake.

A really satisfying mistake.

I ignored that thought and snatched my blazer off the couch. I grabbed the rest of my things and opened the front door an inch at a time until I was sure it wouldn’t make any noise, then stepped outside.

At the bottom of the stairs, I slipped into my shoes, listening for any sounds of Marcel following.

As if.

He’d probably be relieved to have me disappear. Nothing more awkward than a one-night stand overstaying her welcome, right?

My mind batted the options around like a ping pong ball the entire way to my car. Stay and have an awkward morning breakfast or leave and save dignity?

Since I was still walking toward my car, I guess I chose dignity. Although I didn’t feel very dignified sneaking away like a hooker who’d stayed past her allotted hour.

My car sat all by itself in the courthouse parking lot. As if announcing that its owner was a harlot.

I tossed my briefcase on the passenger seat and slid behind the wheel. That’s when I realized I was still clutching my phone.

The sun was brighter now, searing my eyeballs. I fumbled around for my sunglasses before tapping out a quick response.

Heidi,

You’re very welcome. Yes, you can contact me anytime.

Charlotte

It was a lame response, but it was all I could come up with.
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I knew I was alone before I was even fully awake.

It never failed. The girls I wanted to wake up with were always gone before morning.

Charlotte was no exception.

This time bugged me more than any time before.

Yeah, I’d wanted a morning repeat of last night. To see if the sex was really that hot or I imagined it.

But she was gone.

I padded through my apartment to be sure.

Yup.

All her things were gone. Like she’d never even been here.

On the counter, I found a note.

Thanks for dinner.

Jesus Christ.

She couldn’t at least thank me for a good dicking before she snuck off?

I had her number. Considered calling her.

But I didn’t chase girls. Didn’t need to. I gave them what they needed, they gave me what I needed, and we called it good.

Charlotte was no different.

No matter how much I wanted her to be.


CHAPTER THREE
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Present day…

I knew I should have stayed upstairs.

But how could I avoid Wrath and Trinity’s after-wedding breakfast and not seem like a dick?

I can’t.

Instead, I’ll sit here and try to smile in the right places, even if I’m not feeling it.

Since they took off right after the wedding for their honeymoon, this celebration is a little late.

“Welcome home, newlyweds!”

I don’t have to turn around to know that’s my sister. A little of the irritation tightening my chest loosens.

Until I turn and find my best friend’s arm wrapped around her.

Yeah, I’m trying to accept the two of them as a couple. Doesn’t mean I love it. Or love seeing them all over each other all day, every damn day.

Who I do love without reservation, is my niece and I happily accept her into my hands as Heidi drops into the chair next to me. “She missed you,” Heidi says breathlessly.

Fair enough. I sure missed her.

“How was Belize?” Hope asks.

“Fucking amazing,” Wrath answers.

“She didn’t ask what you did, she asked how it was,” Z cracks.

“That would be amazing fucking,” Sparky corrects with a straight face.

“That too,” Wrath agrees.

Trinity laughs and leans against him, staring up at him like she worships him.

“Maybe that’s where we should go next,” Hope says, poking her elbow into Rock’s side.

He gives the predictable answer. “Whatever you want, baby doll.” Because there really isn’t a single thing in this world my prez won’t do for his wife.

All this lovey-dovey shit in the air has me in a foul fucking mood. A mood I don’t even want to be in, but can’t seem to shake off.

While all the happy couples have spoiled my appetite, Swan went to a lot of trouble to set up a big breakfast buffet for everyone. I accept the plate of food Heidi sets in front of me a few minutes later without complaining.

She rests her hand on my shoulder and softly asks, “Do you need anything else?”

Man, do I hate having my little sister baby me. It’s one of the reasons I keep pushing myself so hard at physical therapy.

“I’m fine.” I reach back and squeeze her arm. “Thank you.”

On my lap, Alexa squirms and loudly lets me know I’m not paying enough attention to her. “Sorry, baby. You hungry?” I kiss the top of her forehead, taking an extra second to breathe in her calming scent.

She coos and giggles when I turn my attention on her, clapping her little hands together.

“I fed her when she woke up,” Heidi says, digging through her bag. “Here. Try these.” She passes over a small container of blueberries and some kind of baby-biscuit-cookie things that look like they taste like cardboard.

After I shake a few blueberries into my hand, Alexa settles down and plucks the berries out of my hand one by one. Roughly seventy-five percent of them actually make it into her mouth. The rest bounce onto the floor where Z’s dogs are happy to scoop them up. Alexa’s happy and that’s what matters.

“Thanks for helping me balance their diet,” Z says with an eye-roll.

“What? Blueberries are good for them.”

Dex leans over, watching Ziggy and Zipper. Their loud slurping noises make everyone groan. Every now and then one of them bumps into our legs and let’s just say these two aren’t puppies anymore. “Well, at least they’re good floor-cleaners.”

“Hope?” Heidi says. Her voice quiet, as if she doesn’t want the rest of us to hear this conversation, draws my gaze up and away from the dogs.

“I meant to ask you earlier.” Her gaze darts around the table. “Have you ever done an adoption?” she asks when she has Hope’s full attention.

Hope cocks her head, studying Heidi. Her gaze slides to Murphy, then back to Heidi, and a brief smile flickers over her lips before she answers. “No, honey. Why?”

Murphy clears his throat and leans forward. “I want to formally adopt Alexa. We thought you could—”

God damn does that fuck me up. In a good way. He’s officially been with my sister not even a couple months. Barely engaged and he’s already planning to take Alexa on as his own forever.

By now, everyone’s staring at them. Heidi twitches from having all of our attention on what she somehow thought would be a private conversation. But honestly, she should’ve expected this reaction. We’re always in each others’ business.

Murphy and Hope are more practical about our interest, they ignore us.

“I haven’t,” Hope answers. “And I might not be a good choice because of our relationship.” She’s quiet for a minute. Thoughtful. “You know who could probably do it, Heidi? Your former law guardian, Charlotte.”

Charlotte.

“Oh. Wow. She’ll probably be disappointed—”

“Hey,” Murphy says, beating me to it.

Hope seems to know exactly what Heidi was going to say, and flashes a sympathetic smile. “Charlotte’s not judgmental like that, Heidi.”

Oh, how I’d love to call bullshit on that one.

“And you have nothing to be embarrassed about,” Hope finishes.

Heidi glances at Alexa. “I know.”

“I thought it would make things easier, you know, when she starts school and stuff, for her to have my last name,” Murphy says.

“You’re right.” Hope hesitates, running her gaze over both of them before continuing. “You might need to wait until after you’re married. Like I said, I haven’t worked on any adoption cases, but from doing other family law work, I think that might be required. Give Charlotte a call.”

I sit back against my chair, hugging Alexa to my chest. Haven’t seen Charlotte in almost three years. Not since my grandmother’s funeral.

That whole scene has bugged me ever since. My own damn fault. She’s another in a long line of women-I-had-no-business-getting-involved-with.

Shit, what if she won’t help Heidi because of me?

“What if she doesn’t even practice law anymore?” I blurt out.

Hope glances over, a slight frown on her face. “I just spoke to her last week about a former client of mine she’s now representing.”

“Oh.”

Murphy narrows his eyes and studies me. Not even he knows about my night with Charlotte. I glance at Hope, who’s gone back to discussing things with Heidi. Now she’s sharp. She suspected something more was going on but didn’t say a whole lot at the time.

“I’ll call her. Thanks, Hope,” Heidi says.

Hope reaches over and squeezes Heidi’s hand then turns to Wrath and Trinity.

I tune them out and go back to feeding Alexa her blueberries. Fed up or tired, I’m not sure, she slaps the container away, sending it into Heidi’s lap.

“Someone’s cranky today,” I say, making a pouty face at my niece.

“She might need her diaper changed. Here, let me have her,” Heidi says.

“You all right, bro?” Murphy asks after she leaves.

“Yeah, why?”

He lifts his shoulder. Fuck, it’s bad enough having my sister babying me since the accident. Everyone does. Except Rock, who has no problem choking some sense into me. Wrath too. Cane or not, he’s happy to kick my ass and tell me when I’m being a dick. Today, he’s too wrapped up in his new bride to notice my mood.

I swallow hard and meet my best friend’s concerned gaze. “I’m fine.”

He’s watching me like he expects me to say something. It finally occurs to me he’s waiting for me to comment on him adopting Alexa.

“When’d she talk you into that?” I jerk my head toward the dining room doors where Heidi and Alexa disappeared a few seconds ago.

His jaw drops and the conversation at the table dies down. “She didn’t talk me into anything. Why you being a dick today?”

“Aren’t I a dick every day?”

“Yes,” Wrath says without taking his eyes off Trinity.

Probably to diffuse what she thinks is a situation, Hope reaches over and grasps Murphy’s arm. “If Charlotte can’t help, she can give you a good referral.”

Charlotte.

I both love and hate that name.


CHAPTER FOUR
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Two Years, Six Months Earlier…

My grandmother’s death wasn’t shocking.

She was old as fuck and bitter as hell.

The shocking part was my baby sister being the one to find her. Heidi kept it together enough to call an ambulance. After that, it was too much for a seventeen-year old to handle and I took over. Rock let me bring her to the clubhouse so she could be surrounded by family. The only one my sister would talk to, oddly, was Rock’s girlfriend, Hope.

They’d seemed to form some sort of mother-daughter bond. I was both relieved and concerned. I loved Hope for always being so good to Heidi. I loved that she made my president happy. But I didn’t trust her. I worried that like all women, she’d eventually run off, leaving everyone who’d learned to depend on her in a state of chaos. Including my sister, who desperately needed a positive mothering influence.

No matter how much money I earned with the club, that was one thing I couldn’t buy Heidi.

Trinity was a huge help in planning all the stuff around the funeral. What the fuck did I know about any of it? She took over my grandmother’s kitchen and organized a menu to feed everyone after the funeral without me even asking or knowing it was something I should do.

Rock helped me make the actual funeral arrangements. In one way or another, the whole club helped, even though, except for Murphy, none of them really knew my grandmother. The club was, and always had been, my true family.

All of my brothers came to the funeral. To support me. To support Heidi. That’s what we did for each other.

I spotted Charlotte right away.

She was fucking beautiful.

Beautiful enough to make me forget how much her disappearing act had pissed me off.

Concentrating on the service was impossible. I wanted to make sure I spoke to her before she left.

Her scared gaze jackrabbited around the place.

Would she make trouble for me?

My sister had nowhere else to go. No one else to take care of her.

After the funeral, I planned to move Heidi’s belongings from my grandmother’s house into my apartment. There was a bunch of legal stuff I needed to tie up and I planned to ask Hope to help me with that.

The scheming fucker in me considered asking for Charlotte’s help instead.
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What the hell had I walked into?

Heidi called me the day after her grandmother died, completely panic-stricken. Terrified she’d end up in foster care. After reassuring her, we spoke a little longer. Once we hung up, I thanked my good sense I didn’t get involved with Marcel any more than the one night.

I went to the funeral to support Heidi.

Not to see her brother.

What I never expected was the sheer number of bikers in attendance. Not just bikers. Outlaw bikers. Lost Kings MC bikers. Black leather, blue and gray skull and crown patches, and motorcycles filled the area.

They surrounded Heidi like an impenetrable, protective wall.

Icy fear dripped down my spine, swirled through my gut as I took in the scene in front of me.

Marcel’s lawyer, Hope, stayed the closest to Heidi.

I shouldn’t have come.

But I promised Heidi. And I didn’t want to be another adult on the long list who’d let this girl down in her life.

I straightened up, my gaze roaming the crowd until it landed on Marcel.

In his Lost Kings MC cut.

I almost died.

His patch read Treasurer.

When I fucked up, I fucked up huge.

I couldn’t have slept with a regular member? Had to be an officer of this MC?

Are you fucking kidding me?

He was deeply tied to the motorcycle club that had run Empire County for as long as I could remember.

Hope—she’s a lawyer for fuck’s sake—she had to know Teller was in the life, but the sneaky bitch had presented him as some sort of good guy the whole time.

I lost a lot of respect for her then and there.

“Charlotte, thank you so much for coming,” Hope said, taking my hand. She was so sweet and kind, I wanted to punch her in her perfectly pretty face.

Or take her hand and haul her ass away, because she clearly had no clue what she was mixed up in.

A giant of a man—who could’ve been Marcel’s older, jacked up brother—slipped his arms around Hope’s waist and leaned down to whisper in her ear. She nodded, then introduced me to her fiancé, Rock.

President.

Lost Kings MC.

Jesus Christ, she was the president’s ol’ lady?

Rock gave me a perfunctory once-over. Not the perverted eye-fondling I was accustomed to bikers using on me.

I had to get out of there.

“Thank you for coming, Miss Clarke,” Heidi said in a tearful voice, breaking me out of my internal freak-out.

“Of course. How are you?”

She glanced at her brother and a big, red-headed guy before stepping closer. In a lower voice, she said, “I wanted to live with my brother. But not like this. I feel so bad. But also finally free.”

My heart broke for her. I’d always suspected the grandmother didn’t treat Heidi very kindly, but I could never get her to confide anything more than a few verbal arguments. The scant medical records of hers I’d been able to get my hands on didn’t reveal enough to prove my hunch without her cooperation.

I tried to find a few reassuring words. I wanted to take her with me and get her away from these guys. But obviously, she had to know something about her brother’s affiliation. To be an officer, he would’ve had to have been with the club for quite a while. The danger she was dealing with probably seemed perfectly normal to Heidi.

Torn, I didn’t know what to do.

Marcel’s eyes locked on me and he spoke a few words to his club brother before swaggering my way. My breath caught. How could I have been so stupid to get involved with him?

An association with his outlaw MC would bring me a world of trouble. It was the last damn thing I needed in my life.

[image: Teller]

I was practically jumping out of my skin while Hope and Charlotte made small talk after the service. Then she embraced Heidi and spoke some reassuring words to her. Seeing them together made something in my chest shift.

Once I got Heidi settled and figured out the complicated trust my grandmother had set up, part of me wanted to seriously pursue Charlotte.

“I’ll walk you to your car,” I offered when it finally seemed she was ready to leave. She stared at me as if we were strangers.

That pissed me the fuck off.

If we’d been anywhere else, I would have given her a graphic verbal recap of all the ways we knew each other.

That second of hesitation while I pictured her coming apart underneath me, gave her a head start to the parking lot. I mumbled something at Hope, who watched me with narrowed eyes.

I wasn’t concerned with what Hope thought.

No, the hunt was on.

Charlotte moved fast.

I was quicker.

Catching up to her was easy, but I waited until I cleared most of my brothers. I didn’t want any of them to witness me chasing some chick down.

“Charlotte, wait.” I pushed harder, easily pumping my legs over the uneven ground. She must have heard me because she sped up, practically running to her car as if a fucking lion were pursuing her instead of a one-night stand she wanted to forget.

“Charlotte, wait,” I called out. Louder this time.

She turned, flattening her back against her car. Fear danced in her eyes. Her breath came in quick harsh pants. Harder than a jog across the parking lot could explain.

I came to a stop in front of her, my mouth kicking into a grin. “Why you running, darlin’? I wanted to talk to you.”

“You didn’t tell me you were involved with—” she jerked her chin in the direction of the grave site where people were still milling around.

“What?”

“A biker gang!” she shouted. The unnatural way the words leapt off her tongue stopped me from correcting her. I sensed she was using the word gang instead of club to bait me and I couldn’t figure out why.

“What does my club have to do with anything?”

The fear in her eyes undid me. She had no reason to be afraid of me. She should’ve known that.

The sex had been rough, yeah. But she was the one who kept amping it up. Kept pushing me to the brink.

The memory had me ready for a repeat.

I sucked in a deep breath to calm myself. To show her I wasn’t a threat. That whatever she thought about MCs didn’t apply to this situation. “They’re my family, Charlotte. Been part of the club since I was a kid,” I explained.

Her hand went to her hip. “How did that not come up during the custody dispute?”

“It wasn’t relevant. Club’s got nothing to do with my ability to take care of my sister.” Technically that was a lie. The only reason I’d been able to provide for my sister since she was practically a baby was because of the club.

She shook her head and turned to get into her car. “I have to go. Tell Heidi to call me if she needs anything.”

I wrapped my hand around her arm and spun her to face me, pressing her back against the cold metal of her car. “You’re not going to make trouble for her, are you? I’m all she has.”

That fear entered her eyes again. “No. No. Just let me go.”

I brushed my knuckles over her cheek. “What’s your hurry?” I asked softly.

She shied away from my touch and that stung. I hadn’t stopped thinking about this woman in months. I released my hold on her arm. “Thank you for coming. I’m sure it meant a lot to my sister.”

“I need to go,” she said without looking at me.

What was I supposed to do, beg her to stick around? Christ, I still had so much shit to do, I didn’t have time to play games with this woman.

“I’d still like to talk to you sometime.”

Her gaze darted around, landing on everything but me. “About what?”

“How’ve you been?”

She puffed out an exasperated breath which only ended up exciting me more. “Fine. Look, sorry if I hurt your ego by not sticking around, but I figured we were done.”

I was on the edge of telling her to fuck off and leave. Or ask why she even bothered coming if I disgusted her so much.

The next words out of her mouth stopped me cold. “I never would have slept with you if I’d known you were part of a criminal organization. The treasurer, for fucks’ sake,” she muttered.

That was the last thing I expected out of her mouth.

“Criminal organization?” I repeated the words back slowly. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

She gestured to my cut, making sure not to actually touch me and then waved her hand toward the cemetery. “And Hope, she knows all about it, doesn’t she? She’s one of you. She must be out of her fucking mind.”

My head spun as I tried to keep up with her words. The dig at my president’s ol’ lady surprised and annoyed me. Whatever reservations I had about Hope, I sure as fuck wouldn’t tolerate an outsider disrespecting her.

“She doesn’t even know how much danger she’s in, does she?” Charlotte muttered.

Her hatred of everything I am came through loud and clear.

“Are you mental?” I sneered. “What are you talking about? What danger?”

She shook her head, clearly coming unglued. “How could you drag your sister into this dirty life? She’s just a kid.”

Irrational fear and anguish colored her words.

Irrational people were capable of reckless actions.

I set aside my ego, my feelings, my curiosity.

None of that mattered.

I only had one concern.

Heidi.

The primal need to protect my little sister at all costs kicked in.

I’d been protecting her since I was a kid. It was second nature. Instinct. I loved my sister more than anything. Even the club.

Heidi had already suffered enough turmoil in her life. I wasn’t about to cause her any more grief because some woman I stuck my dick in had a vendetta against every biker in the world.

My vision blurred around the edges. Absolute fury at the thought of this woman fucking with my life because she had some stupid notion about who I was.

I leaned over Charlotte and she arched her body to keep her face away from mine, thrusting her breasts up. The position made me want to slide my hands under her skirt, yank her underwear around her ankles and hate-fuck her against her car. In broad daylight, where everyone in the area could watch the filthy biker claim her body.

Because in that moment I really fucking hated her for what she was forcing me to do.

“I’m all my sister has.” Each word slid out low and laced with enough menace to drain the color from her cheeks. “If you make trouble for us, you will regret it.”

Afraid or not, she had enough moxie to glare back. “You’re threatening me while trying to convince me you’re not a criminal? Seriously?”

I pulled back a few inches. “It’s not a threat.”

Her lower lip trembled and I felt lower than scum, but this wasn’t about me and it was too important to be distracted now.

Anyway, she’s the one who pushed me to this.

“It’s…there’s nothing I can do,” she finally said. “I was her attorney. I’d have to argue for what she wanted. And she always wanted to live with you.”

“That’s right. Forget about us. Otherwise, I’m sure there’s some ethics board who’d love to hear about a female attorney spreading her legs for her client’s brother.”

Saying it in the crudest way possible had the intended effect.

Her bright blue eyes snapped with anger. “Fuck you,” she spit out.

Brave woman.

“Would’ve been happy to, darlin’.” I slipped the keys out of her hand and opened her car door. She avoided looking at me as she slid into the seat without our bodies touching.

She held out her hand for the keys, but I kept them just out of reach for an extra few seconds. “What are you going to do, Charlotte?”

The glare she sent me could’ve melted ice. “Nothing, Marcel. I won’t do a damn thing.”

“Good girl.”

She flipped me off.

I tossed the keys in her lap and walked away before I added another stupid move to my long list.


CHAPTER FIVE
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“Why don’t you come over for dinner later?” Heidi asks. “Rock and Hope are going out. It’ll be fun for the three of us—”

“You and fuckface don’t want to be alone?” I ask.

She cocks her head and slips her little-sister-disapproves face on. “He’s your best friend.”

I slap a hand over my chest, pretending to be offended. “I said it with love.”

“You’re terrible. Do you want to come over or not?”

“Sure.”

“Goodie!” Heidi squeals and claps her hands together, reminding me very much of when she was a kid. How the fuck did she turn into an adult so fast? No, not an adult. A mother. A widow. Engaged to my best friend.

Jesus Christ.

“Wait a minute, what are you making?” I’m teasing but my serious tone makes her hesitate.

“Honey-garlic pork chops. Is that okay?”

Her wide-eyed expression, as if I won’t come over if I don’t approve of what’s on the menu, makes me feel a little shitty for messing with her.

“Sounds good. I’ll be there.”

Adult or not, I pull her in for a quick hug and kiss the top of her head. “Thanks, kid. You want me to bring anything?”

“Nope. Just you.”

I end up wandering out to the garage. To stare at my bike.

Not the one I destroyed in the crash that killed Mariella. An older one I keep more for sentimental reasons than anything else.

“It runs,” Murphy says from behind me.

Of course, along with everything else he’s done for me since the accident, he’d also make sure it was still functioning.

“Thanks,” I answer without turning around.

“Think you’ll be—”

I cut off that line of questioning quick. “No.”

He sighs but doesn’t venture further. “Come out to the construction site with me?” He gestures to the club’s UTV. “We can take that.”

I’d be annoyed about his consideration, except I don’t think my leg can take the hike through the woods right now.

Since he can probably sense I’m feeling like a pussy about not walking out there, he lets me drive to the freshly excavated house pad.

“Jesus, how big you making this place?”

“Big enough.”

“For what?” I ask as I shut down the UTV.

“For my family. Do you need me to elaborate?”

“Please don’t,” I grumble. I’m actually impressed though. He’s managed to accomplish a lot in a short amount of time. “It looks good.”

“Z’s guy works fast. But, shit, this is going to take so fucking long.”

“No kidding. You saw how long Wrath’s place took.”

“Yeah, but he had a lot of complicated shit he wanted done. This isn’t that elaborate, but still.”

“How can I help?”

He shakes his head. “You got enough going on.”

“Bro, I’m down to three times a week for physical therapy. I have the time. Tell me what you need.”

“Give me a ride to a fight I’m in, couple weeks from now. And don’t tell your sister.”

Keeping Heidi out of club business is nothing new. This is a slightly different situation. “You want me to lie to my sister?”

“Not telling isn’t the same as lying.”

I swear I’m gonna choke him. “Seriously? Rock know you’re doing this?”

“He knows.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“I have a family to support now.”

“You’ve been earning with the club almost as long as me.”

“Yeah, and this,” he gestures toward where the house will stand, “will take about everything I got.”

“Fuck my fucking grandmother and her stupid conditions. That trust Heidi has coming would help, but she can’t touch it til she’s twenty-five.”

“I wouldn’t use that money anyway.” He seems almost offended by my suggestion. “That’s hers.”

“Axel’s life insurance come through yet?”

“No, they’re still dicking her around. But I won’t touch that money. We’re setting it aside for Alexa.”

“So getting the shit beaten out of you is the answer?”

“I’m good at it.”

“Yeah, I know you are. But how you plannin’ to support your family if you get hurt?”

“Thanks for having faith in me.”

“Blake, I have faith in you, but you need to think this through.” I raise my eyebrows. “You get hurt, you really want my sister being your caretaker?”

He snorts, then full-out laughs. “She’s already warned me that if I get hurt doing something stupid, I’m SOL.”

“Figures,” I mutter.

“Hey.” His sharp tone takes all teasing out of our conversation. “That grandmother of yours already ran Heidi down enough, so ease up.”

Interesting he brought up my grandmother because there’s something I’ve been meaning to share with him for a long time. “That’s the other thing we need to talk about.”

“What?”

“My mother. Make sure Heidi stays away from her.”

He crosses his arms over his chest and widens his stance. “Marcel, how long have we known each other?”

“Forever.”

“Right. There anyone else you’ve ever talked about this with?” He taps his chest, indicating all the bad stuff we both hold inside.

“No.”

“Then knock your cryptic bullshit off and spit it out.”

“Remember how close an eye I kept on Heidi?”

He nods because for the first couple years of her life, Heidi was rarely out of my sight. I couldn’t trust my mother to take care of Heidi. As she got older, neglect wasn’t my only concern. It was the boyfriends my mother had sniffing around that worried me. Especially after I found one of them trying to lure Heidi into her bedroom to “play.”

“You remember all the guys my mom used to have hanging around the house?”

He snorts. “Yeah.”

“One of them always gave me the creeps. He was too interested in Heidi.”

Blake’s face turns red with rage. “Go on,” he urges in a low voice tight with anger.

“I don’t think anything happened. I had a talk with her about not being alone with anyone but you or me.”

“That when you started sleeping on her bedroom floor?”

“No way was one of those creeps gettin’ near her.” I don’t know how to voice the worst part. The part that made me do something I now regret.

“Jesus Christ. All these years…how could you not tell me something like that?”

Blake’s been my little brother since the day I unofficially adopted him on the school playground. Yeah, he helped me take care of Heidi and I introduced him to the club and lots of other things, but I also always tried to protect him in my own way. “You were a kid. I didn’t want you involved.”

“Didn’t want me involved? Marcel, I’ve been ‘involved’ pretty much her entire life. You knew how much I cared about her. Now, she’s going to be my wife—”

A wave of irritation rolls through me, but I push it away. “I’m aware. I don’t want her to know this. Ever.”

“She’s stronger than you think.”

“It’s not about that.” Christ, the guilt threatens to overwhelm me, but I can’t lie to Blake. I need him to understand how important it is that Heidi stays away from our mother.

“I tried to warn my mother. Figured she probably didn’t realize what was happening since she was bombed most of the time.” Even all these years later, anger burns through my veins remembering that conversation.

“Yeah?” Murphy prompts.

“She…almost…I got the most fucked-up feeling. Like she didn’t care what he did to her daughter as long as he kept giving her money. Like…maybe she knew what the guy wanted and didn’t see what the big deal was.”

Blake just stares at me. “She was a little girl.”

“Yeah. So, I came home from school one day and caught this fucker alone with Heidi. I didn’t like what I saw and heard. Got her the fuck out of there and brought her down to the clubhouse.”

“Okay,” he says slowly. “That’s where we went when shit was bad at home.”

“Well, this time, I told Grinder. He and Lucky had a chat with the guy and my mother. She dumped us at Gram’s not long after.”

“Did you tell Rock?”

“No.” I couldn’t stand the idea of Rock looking at me or my sister differently. Knowing what kind of mother we came from. My fists open and close. “My grandmother was vicious. Hated me because she always thought I was a bastard. Used to claim I looked nothing like either of my parents. I couldn’t stay there. But at least I knew Heidi was safe.” My throat’s so tight I can barely get any words out. “Thought she was safe.”

All at once, Blake gets what’s bothering me. “Bro, whatever that witch did to Heidi is not on you.”

“Yes, it is. I’m the reason my mother split. I moved out of my grandmother’s and left Heidi all alone there.” Pain rips through me just thinking about it.

“She threw you out. Didn’t give you much of a choice,” Blake reminds me.

“Because I was an angry asshole. I should’ve kept my mouth shut and looked out for Heidi better.”

“Jesus Christ, Marcel. We were fucking kids. Each option shittier than the next. What were your choices? Foster care? Letting her get molested by your mother’s fuck-buddies, or—”

“Or lettin’ her get abused by my grandmother.”

He steps closer, practically in my face, but his voice is all brotherly concern. “That’s not your fault. You were a kid trying to do the best you could.”

“My best was shit because she got hurt anyway. I was earning enough a couple years later. Could have afforded to have her living with me. I didn’t want to give up all the partying and bullshit we were into. I thought she needed a female and as much of a bitch as my grandmother was, I never thought she’d hurt her.”

His gaze strays to the freshly dug earth. “I was there too, Marcel. I knew she was unhappy. I thought she missed her mom…missed us…or you know, your grandmother was strict. Normal shit. I never thought she was being hurt either.” He lowers his voice. “I’m just as much to blame. I should have seen it too. Should have asked her more questions.”

“Wasn’t your job. It was mine. I failed her.”

“Bro, Heidi loves you so much.” He stops and clenches his fists. “That motherfucker,” he says under his breath. “Axel was a dick for telling us the way he did. He only did it to hurt you. Heidi never wanted you to know because she didn’t want you blaming yourself.”

“How fucked up is that? My baby sister tryin’ to protect me?”

“Because she loves you.” Blake’s fierce green eyes drill into me like he wants to permanently stamp the words on my forehead. “That’s what you do for people you love.”

“You don’t get it.”

He takes a few steps closer, pushing right into my space. “I fucking get it, you asshole. You’re the one not getting it. She was right too.”

“I don’t want her living in some fantasyland where she thinks even though our mother couldn’t handle being a mom, she’ll be a good grandmother to Alexa or some shit.”

He stares at me for a few minutes, and boy is it fucking chapping my ass to ask Blake about shit that concerns my sister. But she’s his responsibility now. His to take care of. Not mine. Not anymore.

“I hear what you’re saying. They haven’t been in contact again.”

“Thank you.”

Heavy discussion over, Blake slaps my arm. “Let’s clean up for dinner. Heidi’s excited to have you over. And I don’t want to be late.”
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An hour later I’m knocking on Rock’s front door and it’s fucking weird when my sister answers.

I shove the flowers I ran down to Ward’s to pick up at her and she squeals. “Thank you!”

Murphy’s on the floor with Alexa and glances up. “Long time no see, bro.”

I snort and wave at Alexa. “Whatcha doing down there?”

“Tummy time. I think she’s going to start crawling soon,” Heidi explains.

After taking off my boots, I crouch down a few feet away from Alexa. She reaches for me and lets out a frustrated baby whine.

Murphy laughs. “You’re belly bait. Watch.”

Alexa rocks back and forth until she finally rolls once. She stops and raises herself on her little arms looking around before repeating the motion. When she’s close enough, I scoop her up and pepper her cheeks with kisses.

“Good job, baby.” I drop down onto the couch and set her back on the floor next to Murphy. “You did the same thing, Heidi. Around the same age too.”

“Crazy, right?” she yells from the kitchen.

“Yeah, except I never knew what she’d be crawling on in Mom’s house,” I mutter.

Murphy snorts. “It’s amazing any of us made it out of childhood alive.”

“I think it’s why we don’t have any allergies,” Heidi says, coming out of the kitchen to hand me a can of seltzer. “Who knew Mom’s filthy house would be a blessing.”

“Should we toss Alexa outside and let her roll around in the dirt? Is that what you’re saying?” I tease.

“No,” she answers in a stern tone I’m not familiar with my sister using.

Alexa shows off her rolling skills a few more times before Heidi calls us to the table. She pops Alexa in a high chair next to me and sets a bowl with a small amount of mush and a brightly colored baby spoon in front of her. “If you don’t want to help her, switch places with me.”

“It’s fine. What am I doing?”

Heidi waits until Alexa grasps the spoon, then gently puts her hand over Alexa’s and guides her through scooping the food and putting it in her mouth.

“I can do that.” I motion for her to hand over the spoon.

“Watch out or you’ll end up wearing it,” she warns me.

“What is it?” My lip curls at the bowl of mush.

“Carrots and chicken.”

Murphy gives me a warning look. Like if I tease my sister about specially preparing baby food, he’s going to kick my ass.

Once Heidi’s convinced everyone has enough food, she finally takes the chair next to Murphy.

“We set up our appointment with Charlotte,” Heidi informs me.

Alexa screeches and something wet lands on the side of my neck. “Did you just throw your dinner at me?” I ask, grabbing a napkin and wiping it over me. Alexa giggle-gurgles in response. “Silly girl.”

I turn and take the spoon out of her hand. Feeding her gives me time to think over Heidi’s announcement.

“I didn’t really have a chance to tell her what we needed to see her for, but at least she could squeeze us in tomorrow.”

“That’s good,” I answer, hoping I sound disinterested. “I’ll go with you and watch Alexa if you want.”

She cocks her head, but doesn’t ask me the obvious question, which is “Why not just watch Alexa here?”

I gesture to my bad leg. “It’ll be good for me to get out.”

Her bottom lip trembles and I deserve a punch in the neck for pulling on my sister’s pity-strings.

“Thanks.”

After dinner, I help Murphy clear the table while Heidi puts Alexa to bed. He slaps my arm. “Why you wanna go with us tomorrow?”

“I told you why.”

“Bullshit.” He narrows his eyes. “This isn’t some fucked-up way to try to get between us is it?”

Annoyed he’d even ask that, I snap. “No.”

“Then why go all the way downtown—” I can practically hear him putting the pieces together. “Hold up. Didn’t you try to get in her pants when she represented Heidi?”

“What makes you say that?”

“She’s an attractive woman under thirty, so I just assumed.” He smirks at me.

“Shut up.”

“You struck out?”

“Shut. The. Fuck. Up.”

“Ohhh, she blew you off? Didn’t fall for the Teller Charm?”

No one knows how to piss me off quite like Blake.

I gut-punch him and he grunts.

“Gettin’ soft there, buddy.”

“Fuck you,” he grumbles. “I can take you down with one hand.”

“Don’t you dare,” Heidi says from the doorway. Arms crossed over her chest. Wearing her stern face, she seems a lot older than nineteen.

“He started it.” Murphy jerks his thumb in my direction.

She shakes her head and lets out a huge yawn.

“I’m going to head out. What time do you need me here?” I ask.

“Our appointment is at eleven-thirty.”

We make arrangements to meet by the garage at eleven. The entire walk back to the clubhouse, Charlotte’s on my mind. I’m eager to see her even though I shouldn’t be.

I have no business even thinking about getting involved with someone. Not when I barely remember who I was before the accident.

Besides, she didn’t want to know me then. What makes me think she’ll want to now?


CHAPTER SIX
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Fear and curiosity swirl in my belly as I prepare for my first appointment of the day. I never know what to think when a former client calls me. Usually it’s not for good reasons. I’d always hoped Heidi would end up doing well, so I’m curious about why she needs my services again. I’d been late for court, and she’d been vague on the phone.

I guess I’ll find out soon.

I hate myself for wondering how her brother’s doing.

Or if he’ll come with her.

That day at the cemetery still haunts me.

Does he still hate me for the shitty things I said to him?

I’m sitting at the reception desk, filling in some notes on my calendar, when the door opens and Heidi walks in. She’s with a giant red-headed guy I remember from her grandmother’s funeral. He has his arm wrapped around her in that caveman-protective way that’s both sweet and scary.

“Hello, Heidi,” I greet her, standing and walking around to the front of the desk.

“Hi, Miss Clarke.”

She’s suddenly shy and nods at her boyfriend. “This is my fiancé, Blake, I don’t know if you ever met.”

I hold out my hand and Blake grips it quickly. “Heidi’s said a lot of nice things about you, Miss Clarke.”

“Thank you.” That’s nice to hear since Heidi’s case was one that has always stuck with me. And not just because I slept with her brother.

My front door opens again and even though I’d secretly hoped he might show up, I’m not at all prepared for Marcel to walk in. Heidi turns, smiling at her big brother and holding her arms out for the baby he’s carrying.

His?

White hot jealousy flares inside me, which is ludicrous, because the last time we spoke I told him to fuck himself, and he threatened to turn me in to the ethics board.

I should not want him so much.

“I got her,” Marcel says, brushing Heidi off. “Do your thing. We’ll be fine.”

My gaze strays from the baby to Marcel. Our eyes lock and for a second I can’t break away. “Uh, have a seat. I wasn’t quite sure what you wanted to discuss, Heidi, so I prepared a general retainer agreement for each of you. There’s also a client’s bill of rights. Review it and sign one copy. The other is yours.” I hand the forms to Heidi and Blake. They each take a chair, but Marcel remains standing in the doorway.

“Do you need me to take her?” Heidi asks. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he answers in a low voice. It’s then that I notice he’s using a cane. I almost blurt out, “What happened?” but stop myself at the last moment. Marcel’s stare intensifies as if he heard the unspoken question and didn’t care for it.

“I—I’ll be right back. If you have any questions about the form, just let me know.” I need a minute. Hurrying into my office, I close the door, leaning against it to catch my breath. No one has ever affected me the way he does. After my heart rate slows back to normal, I return to the waiting room.

“Heidi, if you’re ready, you can follow me.” I didn’t get her boyfriend’s last name and I feel weird calling him Blake. While I’m thinking it through, he stands and places his hand on Heidi’s lower back.

My gaze strays to Marcel, who’s watching both of them with a tight jaw.

Heidi turns and leans over to kiss the little girl he’s holding. “Mommy will be right back,” Heidi says. Blake reaches out and runs his fingers over the baby’s arm, making her giggle.

“Oh, this is my daughter, Alexa,” Heidi says. Her tone is cautious and she doesn’t meet my eyes.

Unsure of how to respond, I just nod. Not Marcel’s daughter. I’m mentally trying to add up how old Heidi is and I’m not getting far beyond nineteen. My gaze darts to Blake who ducks his head, but doesn’t say anything.

“She’s beautiful, Heidi.” I stutter over the last word, because, well if I’m being honest, I’m relieved to know Marcel’s still single.

Stupid.

Just because she’s his niece and not his daughter doesn’t mean he’s not with anyone. Hot, young biker, he’s probably with lots of someones. All the time.

How unprofessional. Three years later and this guy has me worrying about his sexual conquests instead of oh, I don’t know, doing my job.

Shaking it off, I paste on a smile and gesture to the hallway leading to my office. “Follow me.”

Once I’m behind my door, I’m able to slip into lawyer-mode and forget all about Mr. Best-Sex-I’ve-Ever-Had currently sitting in my waiting room. “So, what brought you in today?” I ask in my most professional voice, trying to forget that I know Marcel and his friend are part of an MC. Neither of them are sporting their MC colors, so it’s easier to pretend I’m having a normal consultation with normal clients instead of an outlaw and his old lady.

Blake leans back, resting his ankle on the opposite knee. Heidi drops her gaze to where she’s holding on tight to his hand. “We wanted to talk to you about…well, um, Alexa.”

“I want to adopt Alexa. Make it official,” Blake finally says.

“She’s not yours?” I blurt out.

Heidi blushes and shakes her head, but she seems more relaxed now that the reason for their visit is out. “No. My uh, husband…her father passed away.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Heidi nods. I ask her a few more questions and take some notes while she spills her story. I’m saddened to hear everything she’s been through in the last few years. Although, she’s doing a lot better than some of my former child clients who only contact me when they need representation in a criminal matter. So at least there’s that.

When she wraps it up, I turn to Blake. “You’re sure about this?”

His face hardens. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

Heidi grips his hand tighter.

“A judge will ask the same question. In fact, this might be difficult unless you’re married.”

“We’re getting married,” Blake says.

“When?”

“We haven’t set a date yet.”

I don’t comment on how soon it is after her husband’s death. It’s none of my business really.

“Are the grandparents in the picture?” I ask Heidi.

“No, they never wanted anything to do with Alexa.”

“I think we need to show the judge a little time. That you two are stable and that you,” I nod at Blake, “recognize raising a child is a lifelong commitment.”

Blake snorts. “I know that. She’s mine by choice.”

It’s an odd comment, but I think I get his meaning. “It’s wonderful that you feel that way. I see a lot of families at all different stages. Biologically, anyone can be a father. But a real dad loves and provides for a child as his own. It’s rare in my line of work.”

Finally, I think we’ve connected, although he still seems tense. Maybe people have given him grief about getting involved with a single mother. Who knows.

“Blake and I have known each other a long, long time. He and my brother have been best friends forever,” Heidi explains. “We’re as committed as it gets.”

The corners of his mouth lift and his hostile posture softens as his gaze lands on her.

Our time is almost up, so I promise them I’ll research a few issues and they promise to keep me up-to-date about their marriage. “There’s no rush. She won’t start school for a while,” I assure them.

Blake shrugs. “I know. But doctors or whatever—” He nods at Heidi without finishing his sentence.

“You think once we’re married, though, it won’t be an issue?” Heidi asks.

“I don’t see why it would be. Even if the grandparents objected, it’s unlikely they could block an adoption. They might be granted limited visitation but that’s it.”

“I can’t have that, Miss Clark.”

“I think you can call me Charlotte now.”

She flashes a quick smile. “Axel’s parents aren’t very nice and they never approved of me. I don’t want that negativity around my daughter,” she explains as I open my door to walk them back to the waiting room.

“I don’t blame you.”

Blake turns and I back up a step. “They’re my girls.” He smiles which doesn’t make him that much less intimidating. “I want to make sure they’re always taken care of, Miss Clark. I don’t ever want Alexa to feel like she doesn’t belong.”

My heart squeezes and my mouth opens. How do I respond to such heartfelt words?

“I understand.” My answer seems to satisfy him and he follows Heidi out the door.

The sullen, grouchy guy we left in the waiting room is smiling at his niece as he lifts her in the air, making her squeal and giggle. Heidi stops and blinks rapidly. She swallows hard before whispering, “She’s the only one who can get him to smile since his accident.”

I don’t have a chance to ask any follow-up questions. Alexa shouts for her mom as soon as she spots her and Heidi takes her from her brother. “She’s such a happy baby,” I say.

Heidi smiles and brings the baby closer to me. “Do you want to hold her?”

“Sure,” I answer, automatically holding out my arms.

I can’t help grinning when she hands over her warm, squirmy bundle. “Do you have kids, Charlotte?” Heidi asks.

“Not yet,” I answer. “I have a lot of younger clients though. When you’re assigned a case, even when they’re this little you’re supposed to meet with them.”

“That must be difficult when they can’t tell you all their problems.”

I open my mouth to respond, then hesitate. A clear picture of my first appointment with Heidi as a teenager returns to me. It was difficult to convince her to open up. “Nah, not much harder than a recalcitrant teenager.”

Heidi gets my insinuation and laughs. “I wasn’t that bad.”

“No, actually you weren’t.” For some reason a lump forms in my throat. “I’m sorry things have been rough, but I’m happy to know you’re doing well.”

She blinks rapidly before answering. “Thank you, Charlotte.”
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Now that I’m in Charlotte’s office, I can’t come up with a single reason why I thought it was a good idea to tag along this morning.

She’s still beautiful.

And I’m a fucking mess.

I stare after her for a long time after she disappears with Heidi and Murphy into her office.

On the way here, I thought of a dozen ways to apologize for the way things went down the last time I saw her. None seemed adequate.

Alexa finally draws me out of my Charlotte-induced stupor. Entertaining her for the next forty-five minutes keeps all my dark thoughts at bay. Only when I hear Charlotte’s voice in the hallway do I get distracted.

“Christ,” I mutter, disgusted with myself for my reaction to her.

Alexa wiggles her fingers at me and makes one of her happy gurgling noises. “Are you laughing at me, baby?” I tease, lifting her in the air, making her laugh even louder. I bring her in closer and press kisses to her chubby little cheeks. “You making fun of your uncle?”

“Eeee!” she squeals and waves her hands.

Murphy appears first, Charlotte and Heidi behind him. He’s hard to read, so I don’t know if things went well or not. I raise an eyebrow at him and he lifts his shoulder, still giving me nothing.

Alexa notices her mom and yells for her. I hand her to Heidi, who turns around and asks Charlotte if she has any kids of her own.

The question stops me cold.

Why didn’t that occur to me?

Charlotte’s a beautiful, smart, successful woman. She’s probably married by now. My gaze strays to her fingers which are bare, but that doesn’t mean anything these days.

I let out a breath when she answers “not yet” although that could mean she and her husband just haven’t gotten around to it. Heidi hands Alexa over and Charlotte takes her in an easy, natural way, as if she’s used to kids. Doesn’t even fuss about getting her pretty suit messed up or seem to mind when Alexa immediately yanks on her hair and tries to stuff it in her mouth.

“Sorry,” Heidi says, holding her arms out.

“I’m fine.” Charlotte waves her off.

Alexa’s a good baby and loves pretty much everyone she meets. Seeing Charlotte hold my niece in her arms isn’t some moment where I’m thinking “Alexa likes her, so she must be the one” or something stupid like that. No, it hits me on a primal level. A deeper level than I even knew I had.

Would our kids end up with her red hair?

Christ, am I full of shit. I’m skipping right over that whole she’s the one thing and already making babies with her in my head.

Besides the caveman urges springing forward, Heidi and Alexa are the two most important girls in my world. The easy way Charlotte gets along with them only intensifies the ache that’s been lurking in my chest since my accident.

The bell over Charlotte’s front door jingles.

Some suit-wearing motherfucker, wearing one of those giant watches that announces I’m a tiny-dicked douchebag, strolls into the office as if he owns the place. Ignoring Murphy and me, he settles his entitled gaze on Charlotte.

“You ready for lunch, Char? I only have an hour.”

“Oh, sure.” She hands Alexa back to Heidi and they wrap up their goodbyes.

Douchebag glances at us like we’re shit no one bothered to scrape off their boots before walking into the office. Charlotte’s eyes meet mine for a second. Apologetic or embarrassed. I can’t tell.

Doesn’t matter. All I’m picturing is planting my fist in the intruder’s throat. Or tossing Heidi and Murphy out on the sidewalk and bending Charlotte over her desk. Douchebag can watch if he wants.

“Marcel?” Heidi calls.

I realize I’ve been staring at Charlotte a little too long. “Good to see you again, Charlotte.”

Her eyes widen. “Yes, you too.”

Outside, Heidi glances back at the building. “I hope that’s not her boyfriend, he seems like a dick.”

Murphy snorts. “That’s probably her type.”

“You didn’t like her?” Heidi asks.

“No, I liked her fine,” he says, helping her into the back seat and buckling Alexa into her car seat. He throws Heidi a cocky wink. “Smart, pretty girls always date assholes.”

Alexa squees in agreement and Murphy leans in to kiss her cheek. “Except you. You’re never dating anyone.”

Heidi chuckles and grips the back of my seat to pull herself forward. “Were you two okay?”

“Yes. How’d it go?”

“Fine. Kind of like Hope said. It will be easier after we’re married. Show the judge we’re stable. Stuff like that.”

This is going way too fast for me, but I plaster on a smile. “Guess you two better set a date then.”

Murphy gives me the side eye as he starts the truck. “Sure you can handle that?”

“Fuck off.”

“Oh my God. Would you watch your mouth?” Heidi throws herself against the back seat.

I turn and grin at her. “Put your seatbelt on.”

She rolls her eyes at me but buckles herself in. “What are you so smiley about, grouchy-pants?”

“Nothing. I’m not.”

“You should’ve asked Charlotte out,” Heidi says like it’s the best idea she’s had all day.

Hell, maybe it is.

Murphy chuckles but doesn’t comment.

“She’s not really my type.” I almost choke on the words.

“That’s the point,” Heidi says, drawing each word out as if she’s talking to a moron. “Branch out. You can always go back to banging brainless bunnies later.”

The truck stops abruptly at a red light and I glance over to find Murphy silently laughing.

Smacking my hand against his arm only makes him laugh harder. “What’s so funny, dick?”

He jerks his thumb toward the backseat. “Heidi giving you dating tips. Love it,” he squeezes the words out before another fit of laughter overtakes him.

“Dick,” I grumble.

Heidi leans forward and slaps both our shoulders. “I’m serious.”

“Oh, I know you are.” He gasps and chuckles again. “I can picture Wrath’s head exploding when your brother brings another lawyer into the club.”

Heidi sits back. I don’t think she considered that angle. “Did he really give Hope a hard time?”

I turn and raise my eyebrows at her.

“Yeah, yeah. Club business,” she grumbles.

Because I feel bad for hassling her, and because I’m seriously considering her suggestion, I throw her a bone. “Maybe when I’m back to normal, Heidi.” Because fuck, now that I’ve seen Charlotte again, I want to make things right between us. Maybe once I get my shit together, I’ll do something normal, like ask her out.

She sits forward again. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” I say, rubbing my hand over my leg. “I’m kind of a mess right now.”

Her mouth turns down. Yeah, leave it to me to suck whatever fun we were having out of the afternoon. “You’re not a mess.” She rests her hand against my shoulder and squeezes. “Besides, any woman who doesn’t want you when you’re a little banged up, doesn’t deserve you when you’re at your best.”

Only my sister could come up with something so profound it leaves me speechless.
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“You finding your clients through White Trash Want Ads now?” David asks after Heidi and her family leave.

My hearing must be failing. He did not just say that. “What?”

He nods at the door. “The tattoos and shit-kickers. Since when do you represent thugs?”

“They’re not thugs.” Okay, probably a lie. “And they’re not trash. When did you turn into such a disgusting snob?”

Why are David and I still friends? I had a stupid crush on him in law school, but it never turned into anything more than study-buddies. Now we’re colleagues who lunch once or twice a week. He dates an endless stream of airheads and I get to hear all the details. He went to work at a law firm uptown, while I barely scrape by representing children in family court matters out of a sparsely-furnished office downtown.

“Char, when are you going to come work with me? You could have your pick of private-pay clients.”

Because so many children qualified for representation paid by the state, there was more work than attorneys. I labor under the delusion I’m doing something meaningful.

“I’m fine right where I am.” The last thing I want to do is owe David a favor.

He rolls his eyes but holds out his arm. “518 Prime?”

“For lunch?” A meal there can cost more than my damn car payment.

“I’m buying. I hear Judge Oak lunches there and I want to run into him to discuss a CLE the firm’s organizing.”

Barf, I can’t think of anything I want to do less than go judge-hunting. Even if it is the hottest, yet most terrifying judge in Empire County.

I flash a tight smile. “Sounds good.”

All I can think about is how I wish I’d said more to Marcel.

And wonder if I’ll have another chance.
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More and more people show up at our clubhouse as afternoon turns to evening.

Tonight, most of our visitors are from downstate—Sway’s club. Some from one of our other charters. All Lost Kings, but somehow not the same. Rock, Wrath, and Murphy are absent. Z and Dex just look irritated. The rest of my brothers are up to the usual antics.

Lots of muffler bunnies followed the guys up here. Not an ol’ lady in sight.

The chaos around me matches the chaos in my head. I’m numb but haven’t had anything to drink yet.

I consider asking Murphy to come over, but he won’t want to leave Heidi. For the first time in my life, I don’t blame him.

If Mariella hadn’t died, would I be upstairs with her now? Watching a movie with her curled up by my side?

Would I prefer that?

I’m not sure.

I wish she had the chance though.

As I’m considering all of this, another name keeps repeating at the back of all my other thoughts. I’m a mess and have no business even thinking of getting involved with a woman right now.

The more I try to push it away, the louder it is.

Charlotte.

What’s she doing tonight?

Who’s she doing it with?


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Recently, Rock’s insisted that at least once a week, the whole club—old ladies and any of our regular girls included—sit down to dinner together. Especially since Rock, Wrath, and Murphy have moved out of the clubhouse.

Even Sparky and Stash find their way out of the basement to the dinner table after Swan went downstairs to remind them what day it was.

Z strolls in last and bear hugs me from behind.

“Get off me, fucker.”

He plants a sloppy kiss on my cheek. “How you been, little brother?”

“I was fine until you slobbered all over me.”

Fucker just laughs and turns to Heidi. “Let me see the princess.”

Heidi laughs softly while she hands Alexa to him.

“Who’s your favorite uncle?” he asks, pressing kisses to her cheeks.

She squeals and tries to lunge out of his hold toward me.

“I guess that’s her answer,” I say, holding out my arms. “She’s already smart like her mom.”

Next to me, Heidi snorts.

“We’ll see,” Z says, sitting next to me and holding out his palms for Alexa to slap.

“It’s not a competition,” Heidi scolds.

“Not a close one,” I mutter and Heidi smacks my arm.

“She loves everyone equally.”

Across the table, Trinity snickers, but doesn’t add to the discussion. Z catches her eye. “When are you two going to get on the baby thing?”

“Never,” she and Wrath answer at the same time.

Hope chuckles and Rock gives Z a look that clearly says “don’t even bring that bullshit my way.”

Dinner’s not fancy. Just our little club family catching up with each other. It’s not something I’d say out loud, but I look forward to these nights. Being surrounded by family means I’m not drowning in the sucking blackness that seems to pull me under every day. I suspect Rock’s weekly dinner ritual was more about luring me out of my room on a regular basis than catching up with everyone.

After dinner, Sparky’s eager to get back downstairs to his plants. He practically begs Hope to come with him so he can show her one of his new crops. Wrath and Trinity end up leaving with them.

Heidi’s busy cleaning Alexa’s face when Murphy stands and stretches. Rock eyes the three of us thoughtfully. “Hold up,” he says. His gaze strays to me, keeping me in my chair.

“Need you two to do a favor for the club.” As usual, Rock gets right to the point.

Heidi pushes her chair back. “I’ll go—”

“No. Stay, I want you to hear this.” Rock glances at me again, then back to Murphy. “Wolf Knights invited us to their clubhouse tomorrow night. Supposed to be a family event. Wrath and Trin are going, Ravage, Dex, some of the others. I can’t make it.” He focuses on Murphy. “I want you to take Heidi—”

“No fucking way,” I interrupt.

All three of them glare my way.

Christ, now I have no say over anything?

“What do you need me to do, Uncle Rock?” Heidi asks with too much enthusiasm for my liking.

The corners of Rock’s mouth twitch into a hint of fatherly pride. “Nothing major. Listen to the conversations around you. See what you can find out from the other old ladies. Any mention of Wolf Knights in Iron Works or working with other clubs.”

“Any specific names you want me to listen for?” she asks.

“If you hear another club name, make a note of it.” He pins her with a this is serious stare. “You’re not asking questions. Just listening.”

She nods once. “I can do that.”

“I know you can.”

“Rock,” I protest. “I really don’t think she should be—”

“Marcel, I’m fine.” She swings her gaze back to Rock. “Most likely, they’ll assume I’m young and dumb.”

Rock’s mouth curls into a smirk. “You’re anything but, which is why I trust you to do this.”

Heidi’s beaming from ear to ear by now. “Thank you.”

“What about me, Prez?” Murphy asks.

“Make sure Wrath doesn’t kill anyone.” Rock doesn’t laugh. “You know Whisper pretty well, feel him out.” Rock glances my way next. “I assume you want to go too?” he asks, nodding at my sister.

I smother the sarcastic “ya think?” forming on my tongue and answer my president with respect. “Yes.”

“Good. Once the ol’ ladies head home, find yourself a half-way smart bunny to butter up. Family event or not, they’ll show up eventually.”

Heidi wrinkles her nose which makes me laugh. “Not so much fun now, is it, little sister?” I ask.

“Are you sure Hope’s okay watching Alexa all night?” Heidi asks Rock, ignoring me.

He waves the question off. “We’re fine, Heidi.”

Not that anyone asked me, but if Alexa’s staying anywhere, I’m glad it’s with Hope.

“Meet with Wrath, see when he wants to leave. Follow his lead.” Are the last instructions we get from Rock before he heads out. In search of Hope no doubt.

Still irritated about my sister being brought into club business, I glare at Murphy.

“What?”

Heidi’s gaze darts between us. “I’m going to clean Alexa up,” she says.

Murphy watches her leave, then swings his gaze my way. I open my mouth and he holds up a hand, stopping me. “Listen, I get that you’re not cool with Heidi going to a Wolf Knight’s party, but she’ll be fine.”

“You realize you’re taking responsibility for her in front of their whole crew? She fucks up, we all look bad.”

He looks at me as if I’m stupid—which is exactly what I’m being. My sister’s smarter than that. I’m not sure why the hell I’m so pissed off. It’s more than just bringing her with us.

“No shit. What the hell’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing. You’re right. It’s a small gathering. Better to test her there instead of after you’re even more tangled up with her.”

Anger pinches his face. I definitely struck a nerve. “Tangled up with her?” He drops the question in a low voice. The one Blake uses right before he snaps and beats the shit out of someone.

“Why aren’t you more pissed with her?”

He glares at me and shakes his head.

Blake’s not stupid. He knows exactly what I’m referring to. “Why are you bringing this up now?”

Fuck it, I’m probably as confused as he is. Even though I’ve tried to be okay with them as a couple, there are a few things I can’t wrap my head around.

When I don’t answer, he pushes into my space and lowers his voice. “What would you like me to do, Marcel? Punish her for a mistake she made when she was eighteen and scared out of her damn mind? Make her life miserable? Is that what you want for Heidi? Is that the kind of man you think I am?”

No. That’s not what I want at all. And I know he’d never do anything to make her unhappy.

Still, I can’t seem to stop myself from twisting my knife of half-truth into my best friend’s chest. “Come on, man. We both know if Axel were still alive, she wouldn’t be with you. You’re okay with that?” Unlike Blake, I don’t bother keeping my voice down.

My words might have finally earned me the punch I deserve from him, but just in time to hear the last shitty bit of it, Heidi marches into the room. The shock and hurt on her face guts me. But I still don’t expect her hand to come flying at my face. The blow she lands on my cheek actually knocks me off balance.

“How dare you. That is not true,” she spits out.

Stunned stupid, I can’t come up with much of a reply that doesn’t make me sound like a ten-year-old. “You weren’t invited into this conversation, little sister.”

“Sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong is my invitation.” She jabs a finger in my chest. “And you don’t know shit.”

I can’t think of a time when I’ve seen my sister this angry. Not at me.

“No? When his year in Alaska was up, you and Axel would have come home.” I stop and point at Murphy. “And made his life miserable again.”

Murphy moves in closer, but Heidi steps between us, getting right in my face. “You’re such an asshole,” she hisses. “You want the fucking truth, big brother?” She all but screams the words in my face. “Axel wasn’t planning to come home. He wanted to take another job even farther away. Our marriage was over. We were done.” In a softer voice, she adds, “I loved him, but marrying him was a huge mistake.”

“Yeah, but you went ahead and did it anyway, didn’t you?” I yell back, because, fuck am I still pissed with her.

“I was trying to do the right thing for my daughter!” she shouts. Murphy wraps his hands around her waist and pulls her against him, but she doesn’t even seem to notice.

She’s silent for a few seconds, then blows out a breath and swipes a few tears off her cheeks. Shit, I hate that I made her cry. “Did you know he kept trying to talk me into an abortion even after we got married?” she whispers. “Did you know he’d ignore Alexa when she cried?” she asks a little louder. “That he rarely lifted a finger to help me out with her? That up in Alaska, he wanted to hang with his buddies more than us?”

“No, I—”

“After your accident, I went home and tried to make things work with him. But it was never going to work because he lied to me the entire time. He had no intention of ever coming home. The last time I saw him alive, we fought.” She lets out a harsh sob and I can almost feel the guilt weighing her down. “I knew we were done then,” she finishes miserably.

All the pain and grief of everything my sister’s been through ripples over her face, leaving me raw and uncertain. So, of course, I continue to needle her.

“That was your choice. You married him when you shouldn’t have. You didn’t tell anyone it was that bad. Everyone in this clubhouse would have come up there and helped you move back home. But you didn’t tell anyone!”

“You’re right, I didn’t,” she answers calmly. “I’m not blaming anyone else. It’s my fault.”

I’m so torqued it takes me until now to notice Alexa isn’t with my sister. “Where’s Alexa?”

She glares back. “With Hope. I wanted to come back here and talk to you about tomorrow night.”

“Oh,” I say stupidly.

“I’m glad she’s not here. I hate that you forced me to talk about my daughter’s father that way. I don’t ever want her to know she wasn’t anything other than one-hundred percent wanted and loved by both her parents.”

Shit.

“She is loved.” I jab a finger in Murphy’s direction and then at her. “Her parents do love her. I love her. Everyone here loves that girl. You should’ve said something,” I insist, like the asshole she accused me of being. I should apologize to my little sister, who I love more than anyone, but I can’t form the words.

“I love you, Marcel. You’re the one person—until today—who’s never let me down.” She glares at me. “Whether you can handle it or not, I’ve loved Blake for as long as I can remember.” She lowers her voice. “If you ever question how I feel about him again—you and I are done.” She chokes on the last word.

Murphy tries to comfort her, but she only accepts a quick hug. He kisses her cheek and whispers something in her ear, keeping his eyes on me the entire time.

As soon as she clears the room, all softness vanishes from my best friend’s face. “Was that necessary?”

“Did you know all of that?”

He shakes his head. “Unless she wants to talk about it, I don’t bring it up. I don’t see the point in hurting her.”

Once again, my best friend’s capable of more maturity than I am. Why’d I even get out of bed this morning? To hurt the people I care about the most?

I need a fucking do-over.

Unwilling to admit how much of an asshole I’ve been, I grin and shrug. “Well, at least you know how she feels about you now.”

He sucks in a deep breath and takes a step closer. “We’re not kids anymore. I don’t need you fighting my battles.”

“I’m—”

“I don’t need your help.” He slaps one hand over his chest. Over his heart. “I know how she feels about me. You need to back the fuck off. Stop trying to help me or protect me or whatever the fuck you think you’re doing. Enough is enough. Stay out of our relationship.”

“I don’t want—”

He sighs and gives me a look full of impatience. “I love you. You’re my brother. Family. For most of my life.”

“I can’t stand—” I try again.

The calm expression he’s wearing vanishes. Something much more pissed-off takes its place. “I’m a big boy. I can take it.” He glances down at his hands, flexing his fingers for a few seconds before finally looking up at me. “I’m done asking your permission to be with your sister. She’s mine. My ol’ lady. Soon, my wife. The mother of my children. Whatever you need to do to wrap your head around it, do it quick. Because if you ever upset her like that again, I’ll take your fucking head off. Don’t test me on this. Not with her.”

We stand there glaring at each other.

“Are we clear?” Murphy growls.

“Everything all right in here?” Rock asks, striding into the room, wearing his whose ass do I need to kick face.

Murphy doesn’t take his eyes off me. “I think we’re cool, Prez.”

Shame slides over my skin for the way I acted, but I keep my face neutral. I turn and find Hope holding Alexa and Heidi watching the three of us.

Rock jerks his head toward the door, giving Murphy the signal to leave.

Once we’re in the dining room alone, I face Rock.

“I take it you heard all that?”

Rock nods. “Hard not to.” He slaps a hand on my shoulder and steers me down the hallway and into the War Room, closing the door behind us. He all but shoves me into Wrath’s chair and takes his usual seat. “What’s going on with you?”

I open my mouth even though I’m not sure what excuse will roll off my tongue. Rock holds his hand up, cutting me off.

“Think on it a minute.”

“But—”

“No. Seriously, for once in your life, take a second and actually use the gray matter taking up space between your ears before you open that big mouth.”

That’s a much longer warning than I’d normally get before Rock wraps his hands around my neck.

I keep my mouth shut.

“You voted yes,” he says after a minute where I don’t come up with anything.

“I was thinking about the club. Not myself.”

“Right. Which is what you’re supposed to do.” He cocks his head to the side. “She suddenly bad for the club now?”

“No.”

“So you think antagonizing your brother is good for the club?”

“No.”

Christ, I sound as petulant and whiny as I did when I first met Rock.

“I hate that I didn’t protect her better,” I finally blurt out.

He heaves out a sigh as if he’s relieved I got it on the first try.

“That was some tough shit to hear, Marcel,” he says gently. “I get it.” He looks me in the eye. “I really do.”

“Now she says things with Axel were worse than I even thought.”

“You were in the hospital recovering, she didn’t want to upset you.”

“So she talked to you?”

He glances away and nods. “Really she talked to Hope.”

“Oh.” A twinge of guilt pricks me.

Rock taps the table to get my attention. “You mad I want her to go to this party?”

“I guess.”

“How long have I known you, Marcel?”

“I don’t know. Since I was twelve.”

“You trust me?”

“Of course I do.”

“You trust Murphy?”

“With Heidi? Yeah,” I admit grudgingly. Murphy did just threaten to beat the shit out of me if I ever made her cry again.

He nods slowly and sits back. “You’ve carried a big burden for a long time.”

“I never minded.”

“Didn’t say that. But you never got to be a kid. Shit, at that age I was busy trying to seduce my babysitter. You were taking care of your baby sister and your buddy, remember?”

“I remember.” How could I forget?

Rock doesn’t laugh. Instead, he sighs. “I’ve been hard on you sometimes, yeah?”

My mouth quirks into a you’re kidding smirk.

“Even when you were a kid, you took things so seriously. I think I was hard on you because I wanted you to see the bigger picture.”

“And I’m an asshole.”

“Sometimes,” he agrees. He circles a finger in the air, indicating the clubhouse. “We all are sometimes. It’s how you fix your mistakes and learn from them that matters.”


CHAPTER EIGHT
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“Your uncle wants to see you, Char. You haven’t been over there in forever.”

Yeah, no thanks.

My mother interprets my silence correctly. “It’s his birthday. You have to go. We’ll all go together,” she insists.

“Uh, I have plans.”

“Charlotte!” My mother can be as demanding and whiny as a child when she wants her way. “Your uncle put you through that fancy-ass law school. The least you can do is spend five minutes at his birthday party.”

Birthday party my ass.

Drunken orgy is more like it.

Put me through law school is also a stretch.

He paid for my first year, and in addition to my massive student loan payments, uncle dearest also receives a check from me every month. Because fuck him and fuck owing him anything.

That fucker cashes every check too.

“Ma, you know why—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Charlotte. It’s been years. Get over it.”

Her words are a painful punch in the gut. She’s never been there for me. Never taken my side in anything.

I’m almost thirty frickin’ years old. Why do I still care?

“I’ll go with you, sis,” Carter says from behind me. I turn and find him glaring at our mother. “I’ll make sure no one bothers you.”

Thank God for Carter. There’s no way I’d set foot in that place again by myself.

Mom’s lips curl into a sneer. “You’re just gonna piss Chuck off, but whatever, Carter. You think your sister needs a babysitter, by all means. Just make sure you get your ass to that party.”

“Wait, aren’t you coming?” I mean if it’s a family event and she’s forcing me to go, why isn’t she going?

“I’ll swing by later.”

Meaning, she’ll get shitfaced and pass out. Fantastic.

“I need to run home and change.”

My mother runs her gaze over me in one quick and dismissive movement. “Something less nerdy would be good.”

“God forbid I don’t run around with my tits hanging out,” I grumble.

Carter chuckles and takes my arm. “I have a T-shirt you can borrow.” He leads me down to his room and closes the door.

“You really need to get your own place.”

“I know,” he says quietly as he plows through his dresser drawers. “I’m just worried if no one’s here she’ll drown in her own puke or something one night.”

“Jesus, Carter. That’s her problem. Not yours. I have room. Come stay with me.”

His mouth quirks to the side. “I think that would be awkward for both of us.”

“More awkward than bringing girls home for the drunken inquisition?”

He snorts softly. “There haven’t been any girls to worry about lately.”

“Well, maybe Uncle Chucky can hook you up tonight.”

He throws a disgusted glare at me. “No thanks.”

Damn do I love my little brother. He towers over me by quite a bit these days, but he’ll always be my little brother. Even if he thinks it’s his job to be my protector.

“We’ll take my car. Let me know when you’re ready to go,” he says.

“What if you want to stick around?”

He tosses that glare at me again.

“No, seriously. What if you want to hook up?”

“Sis, I love you, but it’s really creeping me out that you’re so damned worried about my dick right now.”

“Fuck you, you little shit.”

“You talk like that when you go to court?”

“All the time.”
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As soon as we’re in my brother’s car, I’m praying the old clunker breaks down. Is that too much to ask for?

“Should we bring him something?” I ask Carter.

“Fuck him.”

I could’ve predicted that answer. I’m inclined to agree, but I don’t feel like being bitched out by mother later if she deems we weren’t respectful.

“Come on, stop at the liquor store, I’ll at least bring a bottle of something he likes.”

“Whatever. Like his place isn’t stocked.”

He swings into the parking lot and waits in the car.

When I return, Carter inspects my purchase with a bland expression. “Whatever. Just don’t drink anything there.”

“No kidding.” I pull the bottle of seltzer I brought out of my bag. “Why do you think I brought my own.”

“I hate this,” he grumbles, pulling out of the parking lot. “Let’s get it over with. I can’t believe mom bitched at us about going and then isn’t even here.”

“We’ll go, pay our respects. Sing happy birthday, grab some cake and get the fuck out.”

He holds out his fist and I tap my own against it. “Deal.”

The parking lot’s packed when we arrive.

“Fuck,” Carter mumbles.

“Park out there, so we don’t get boxed in,” I direct.

“You got it.”

He finds a spot suitable for his baby. Once he shuts the car off, he leans over and flicks the glove box open, pulling out a small revolver.

“Carter, are you nuts?”

“I’m not messing around, sis.” He flashes a cheeky grin at me. “It’s not loaded.”

“You’re an idiot. You pull that on someone, you’re going to get your ass kicked or worse.”

He rolls his eyes. “Come on, you know Uncle Chuck expects everyone to carry.”

“Uncle Chuck is also a lunatic,” I point out. “Apparently it runs in the family,” I mutter as he gets out of the car.

“I heard that!” he yells, making me laugh.

My family is insane.
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Of course before we leave, Wrath wants all of us to meet up in the front yard. I’m extra antsy because Heidi’s still joining us tonight. It’s awkward for a lot of reasons.

“Heidi, they run their club different than ours. You’re going to see some shit,” Wrath warns. “Mouth shut. No judgmental faces.”

Heidi nods. She’d never mouth off to Wrath and I find his instructions to her fucking hilarious.

“No one should bother you.” He nods to her property patch. “But stick with your man.” He glances at Trinity. “If we need to discuss business, I want you two to stick together.”

“No problem,” Trinity says.

It finally seems to sink in that this might not be the fun party Heidi expected. She gives Murphy an uncertain look and he squeezes her hip in response.

Wrath nods at me. “I assume you’ll be watching over Heidi, so stick with them.” His gaze moves to Ravage. “Eyes on Trinity.”

“You got it.”

As newer patched members, Hoot and Birch still get a lot of shit work. Wrath tasks them with keeping an eye on the girls. They don’t get to tap ass tonight. I almost wish I could trade with them.

Before everyone moves to the garage, I take Heidi aside.

“Hey, you all right?”

She gives me an uncertain look that kills me. It’s not nerves from going to this party. It’s hurt. She flicks her gaze to Murphy and gives me a half-smile. “I am a little nervous.”

I attempt a teasing tone. “Why? You used to beg to go to these kinds of things and see what we were up to.”

“Yeah, now I’m afraid to find out.”

“You’ll be fine.” I nod to her property patch. “You’re Murphy’s ol’ lady, anyone fucks with you, they die.”

She thumps her hand against her chest. “That’s so comforting.”

I hook an arm around her and kiss the top of her head. “That’s the spirit.”

Murphy gives me a fist-bump before they leave.

Wrath stops me from following with a hand to the chest. “You good?”

“I’m fine. Kind of wish Rock was going.”

“Me too.”

He glances at the others and in a lower voice informs me, “I need to have a talk with Whisper. Need to find out where he stands on the rebuild of Furious.”

Surprised he’s sharing information with me about the gym, I answer with the only thing I can think of. “Is it gonna get ugly?”

“It shouldn’t.” He gestures toward my truck. “Riding or driving?”

“Fuck, you know I still can’t ride.”

He runs his gaze over me quickly before meeting my eyes again. “You’re gonna ride again, brother. You’ve come a long way in a short amount of time. This’ll be good for you.”

“Why? You don’t seem too thrilled.”

“That’s because I’m old and anti-social.” He pats my cheek and flashes a wide grin. “You’re still a pretty party boy.”

If he didn’t have so much seniority over me in the club and I didn’t love him like a big brother, I’d probably punch him. “Startin’ to feel like an old man.”

“I hear that. Hey,” he says, cutting his laughter short. “Heidi will be fine. She knows how to handle herself.”

“We’ll see, won’t we? Besides, she’s Murphy’s problem. Isn’t that what you keep saying?”

“Gee, and here I thought you weren’t paying attention.”


CHAPTER NINE
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“Jesus, this is way more than a simple birthday party,” I grumble at Carter as I meet him in front of his car.

He surveys the parking lot. “You want to leave?”

“No.” I glance at the brown paper bag in my hand. “Let’s drop this off. I don’t want to listen to Mom’s bitching if we don’t show up.”

People are scattered throughout the parking lot, which is really more of a backyard with a lot of gravel strewn around. The occasional moan and groan reaches us as we weave through parked cars and motorcycles. Carter stays close behind me.

My own personal bodyguard.

I have to be out of my mind to set foot in this place again.

“You okay, sis?” Carter asks in a low voice, touching my back.

“I’m fine.”

A few dark figures are clustered around the back door. I don’t recognize any of them, but the shirt Carter insisted I wear, is enough to get us through the door.

Throbbing music vibrates through my shoes and a haze of smoke hangs in the air. “Just as I remember,” I mutter. A cold shiver of revulsion works turns my stomach.

“You sure you’re all right?” Carter asks. “You look green.”

“Shitty lighting.”

“There’s my favorite niece!” Uncle Chuck shouts.

Turning, I peer into one of the rooms on my right. It’s a small office and Chuck’s behind the desk with one of his buddies hanging out on the other side. “Hi, Uncle Chuck. We made it.”

“Char!” He stands and circles the desk, embracing me in a rib-crushing hug. “So happy you’re here, sweetie.”

While his words sound nice, his tone, eyes, face, all of it are completely flat, cold, and lifeless. I can’t tell if he’s drunk or his soul slithered out of his body for good.

Either way, I force a smile on my face and remember to wish him a happy birthday. “We brought this for you.” I hand over the brown bag and his grin widens when he pulls the bottle of whiskey out.

“That was very nice of ya, Char. Thanks.”

“Happy birthday, Uncle Chuck,” Carter says in a respectful tone, even though I know he’d be happier telling our uncle to fuck off.

He barely glances at Carter, giving him a perfunctory nod as if I’d brought some random guy with me instead of his nephew. After circling his desk, he drops into his chair and opens the bottle. “Your momma stopping by, Char?” he asks, pouring the whiskey into a mug.

“She said she’d be here a little later.”

“Good. That’s good. She needs to get out of the house more.”

If by “out of the house” he means “drag her ass to an AA meeting” then yes, she should get out more. I force out a sound of agreement.

“I worry about her,” he says more seriously.

“You should stop by more often.” Carter’s voice comes out free of sarcasm, but our uncle still throws a scowl at him.

Ignoring my brother, Uncle Chuck focuses on me. “She get those repairs done?”

“As far as I know, yes. Carter really knows more about it since he lives there.”

“Your guy did good work.” Carter steps up next to me. “Mom tipped him in her own special way.”

I elbow my brother in the ribs and he backs off.

“I’ll have a talk with him,” Chuck says, waving his hand in the air. He takes a healthy sip from his chipped mug and nods at the open door. “Got a lot of folks visiting tonight.” His face cracks into a creepy smile and he points at my chest. “Keep your shirt on.”

The smile tightens on my face. “Will do, Uncle Chuck.”

“Keeper’s daughter is here. She was looking forward to seeing you,” he adds. If he’s trying to make me feel guilty for avoiding this place for so long, he’s out of luck. Although, I am excited to see my old friend.

“Great, I’ll go look for her.”

“Good girl,” he says and I barely stop myself from flipping him off.

“What’s wrong with you?” I hiss at my brother once we’re out of Chuck’s office. “You probably got the guy who helped Mom out killed.”

His shoulders lift as his eyes scan the room, giving me the impression he’s not listening. “If he doesn’t want Mom sleeping with every guy who gives her a peek of plumber’s crack, he shoulda claimed her ass years ago.”

Now there’s a mental image I’ll never be able to scrub from my brain. “Gross. It’s bad enough having him for an uncle. You really want him as a step-father?”

He pretends to consider the question before shaking his head.

“Come on,” I urge, dragging him into the room. “Help me find Liberty. She’s the only one in this dump I’m actually excited to see.”

“Think she turned out as hot as her mom?”

“You’re twisted.”

He flashes a grin but doesn’t disagree. His gaze scans the room. “I’ll be in a dark corner watching out for you.”

“If you weren’t my brother that would be totally creepy.”

He chuckles. “I always got your back, sis.”

My anxiety eases for the first time tonight. I glance at my wrist as if I’m wearing a watch and he does the same. “Let’s sync our watches. One hour until departure.”

He grins at me. “Deal.”


CHAPTER TEN


[image: Teller]

Even if inviting us here was meant to be a friendly gesture, I’m not willing to risk getting shitfaced on a rival club’s turf, so I chose seltzer tonight. Murphy would never risk drinking and riding, so he’s been nursing a Coke.

Bless my sister, but she seems to be taking her role here seriously. She hasn’t opened her mouth once unless asked something directly.

Merlin stumbled out of his office and flopped into the chair across from us a few minutes ago. While I’m trying to pay attention to his plans for “restructuring” their Slater County turf, I’m also doing my best to ignore Murphy’s hand up the back of my sister’s shirt. He’s just brushing his thumb over her skin. It’s a casual gesture. Like he has the right to touch her so intimately. Like he does it all the time.

Which is why it’s so fucking annoying.

She must sense the impending explosion of my head. Heidi circles her fingers around his wrist and pries his hand off her before turning to me. She doesn’t ask if I’m okay, she knows better in this setting, but her eyes are full of concern. She gave me shit when I explained there was no fucking way I’d bring my cane into this clubhouse tonight.

Jesus, I love her. And I hate that we brought her here. I never wanted her to be part of this stuff.

Just because I chose this life doesn’t mean I wanted it for her.

I’m still rattled from the stuff she admitted to me yesterday. The stuff she screamed at me. I always knew something wasn’t right between her and Axel, but in the back of my head, part of me was also relieved he’d get her away from club life.

Now that I know how bad things were, fuck that he tried to talk her into an abortion, not once but multiple times?

Pissed isn’t adequate.

Even though less than twenty-four hours ago she was spitting mad and screaming at me—rightfully so—she gives me a soft smile. “Do you need a refill?” she asks, nodding at my glass.

She stands and braces herself on Murphy’s legs, leaning in to kiss him before taking our glasses.

“How bad did he kick your ass for hooking up with his sister?” Merlin asks, laughing like a moron at his own question.

A slow smile spreads over Murphy’s face. “Worth it.”

Merlin opens his mouth, and I sit forward, nailing him with a warning glare. “She’s young to already have patched her, no?” Merlin asks instead of whatever dirty question he was considering.

Murphy shrugs. Neither of us are going to say she’s been around the club her whole life. No need to give either of them the idea that she’s here as anything other than Murphy’s pretty little lap decoration tonight.

When she returns, she hands Murphy his glass first, then hands me my seltzer.

“Come here, sweetheart,” Merlin says. She glances at Murphy and gets a nod before taking a step closer to the Wolf Knights’ prez.

He reaches out, running his fingers over the patches on the side of her vest.

The back of the vest announces she’s “Property of Murphy” and the name of our MC. The side holds the smaller patch of each Lost Kings MC officer in our chapter.

Technically he’s not touching Heidi. His fingers barely graze the patches. Doesn’t matter. Next to me, Murphy coils tight. I set my seltzer down and sit up in case things get ugly.

Merlin’s fingers stop on the black and blue nautical star patch that indicates Wrath voted Heidi in as an ol’ lady. “You guys take a vote on the old ladies, right? Not do it some other way?”

Since we’re talking about my sister, the suggestion that she earned her patches by providing the club with sexual favors pisses me the fuck off.

“We vote,” Murphy says, reaching out, and pulling Heidi into his lap. He wraps his arms around her, fully staking his claim.

Merlin seems to ignore the death glare coming from Murphy. “Wrath must be a tough one to convince.”

I snort because if Wrath was going to block an old lady, it would have been Hope. Even though he busted Rock’s balls over her, she got his yes on the first try. Wrath might have thought my sister was a brat when she was younger, but he also knows how much she loves the club. He never would’ve voted Heidi down.

That’s how little the Wolf Knights know about how we operate.

“Where is that big, scary bastard anyway?” Merlin asks.

“He’s around here somewhere.”

Murphy whispers something in Heidi’s ear and gives her a nudge. She pats my shoulder on her way past me.

By the bar, I notice Trinity walk up and put her arm around my sister. Together, they chat up a few Wolf Knight ol’ ladies.

Someone’s hand lands on my shoulder and I don’t need to look up to know it’s Wrath. He drops down into the chair next to me and raises an eyebrow. I give him a subtle nod and he turns his attention to Merlin.

“You and Whisper make up?” Merlin asks, like the bumbling moron he’s known to be.

“We’re cool,” Wrath says in a tone that conveys nothing. He could be cool with Whisper or Whisper’s mangled body could be in a dumpster out back. Hard to tell with Wrath.

This entire night is giving me a headache. Why am I even here?

Because Rock asked me to do it for the club.

Now, to find a halfway smart bunny in this dump. Preferably one who spends most of her time tending to the guys in this clubhouse on a regular basis.

Christ, the thought already has my skin crawling.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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My gaze strays to my sister as she flits from club girls to old ladies. Making friends with everyone.

Murphy catches my eye and the corner of his mouth lifts. I don’t have to read his mind to know he’s proud of her.

I scan the crowded clubhouse, disgusted by how many sexual acts are taking place right out in the open. Not that the same things haven’t gone on in our clubhouse, but at least it’s usually behind a door of some sort. Something about this clubhouse feels seedy and makes me want to take a shower.

Who knew I was so uptight?

Ulfric fucked up toward the end of his presidency, but at least he never ran the Wolf Knights this way. They’ve gone downhill under Merlin’s “leadership.”

Ignoring the conversation around me, I scan the room again. Trying to find a bunny with a brain who hasn’t already fucked half the guys in the room tonight might be a challenge.

A flash of pale skin and red hair catches my eye.

No way.

Impossible.

It can’t be. She hates bikers. No way she’d be here.

I’m seeing things.

My struggle to pull myself off the ancient couch goes unnoticed at first. After my first attempt, Wrath glances over with a raised brow.

“I’ll be right back,” I mumble. Behind me, Merlin’s fake-concerned voice asks one of the guys if I’m doing okay.

No. I’m not okay at all.

I lose sight of my prey, but then pick her up turning a corner.

It’s not her. It looks like her, but this is the last place she’d ever be.

She stops to talk to another girl. Now this girl looks like she belongs here. She also knows the one I’m pursuing and uses her name.

Son of a bitch.

When the other girl leaves, we’re alone in the hallway. She still hasn’t noticed me behind her, so I make my move.

Sneaking up as fast as my bad leg allows, I wrap my arm around her waist and lean down to whisper in her ear, “You dirty little hypocrite.”

She struggles out of my hold and turns. Her jaw drops but no sounds come out of her mouth.

“What are you doing here, Charlotte?” I growl at her, taking her by the elbow and steering her up against the wall.

“Get your hands off me,” she snarls back, slapping my hands away. This is a whole different side of Charlotte. Not the cool, calm professional I saw a few days ago. Almost makes me wonder if she has some evil twin sister in the universe and I just ran into her at a rival MC’s party.

She straightens up and pokes her finger in my chest. “My uncle is a member. You keep manhandling me, you’re going to get your ass kicked.”

Once the information sinks in, I drop my hold on her and stagger back a step. Not because I’m worried about an ass-kicking from one of these old fucks, though. “You’re family to the Wolf Knights?”

Her face scrunches into a scowl and she taps her chest. “Yes.”

Distracted by her tits—from what I remember, they were fucking beautiful. A nice overflowing handful that I really want to put my mouth on—I don’t notice what she’s actually pointing out. Her Wolf Knights MC T-shirt.

“How the fuck did you become a lawyer?”

“None of your business.”

Something worse occurs to me. “You use my sister to get information on my club?”

“What? No!” She shoves her hands against my chest, pushing me back. “No, you asshole. I didn’t even know you were a King until your grandmother’s funeral.”

Of course she didn’t. Heidi’s tighter-lipped about the club than I am. The anger inside me dials down a bit. Remembering my night with Charlotte, a slow smile spreads over my face. “How is that even possible?” I turn, lifting my shirt to show her the Lost Kings MC tattoo that takes up almost my entire back. Got it on the two-year anniversary of patching into the club.

When I face her again, my meaning sinks in and her cheeks turn rosy pink. “It’s not like I pegged you.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” She smacks me in the chest. I’m really starting to enjoy her hands on me, even if she is totally pissed off. “I never saw it.”

I step into her again, basically pinning her to the wall. Her hands flutter between us, probably to push me away, so I take them and pin them to her sides. Her breath hitches. That’s right, I haven’t forgotten the way she likes it. “So, what do we do about this?”

She stares at me, eyes widening, chest heaving. “Do about what?”

“This. Us.”

“There’s no us.”

The distinctive click of a gun cocking next to my head freezes me in place.

“Take your fucking hands off her.” The low-spoken words come from my left.

“Carter, knock it off,” Charlotte says, wriggling free of my hold.

Careful, in case this crazy fuck has a slippery trigger finger, I raise my hands and take a step back.

Turning slowly, I almost laugh when I see the punk holding the gun. This can’t be her ol’ man. No way. He can’t be older than twenty-two or three. “Easy,” I say, hoping to calm him down.

“Chill, bro. It’s not even loaded,” he says, dropping the hand holding the gun and laughing.

Quicker than the kid can track, I rip the gun out of his hand and flip open the chamber to confirm it’s empty.

“Marcel, don’t,” Charlotte begs.

Tucking the gun in my waistband, I move in and throw a punch right in the kid’s smug face. He lands on his ass, grinning like an idiot.

“Never point an unloaded gun at someone, asshole. Good way to get yourself killed.”

The little punk actually laughs. “Oh, I like him, sis. Big improvement over—”

“Shut up, Carter.”

The kid—Carter, I guess—holds his hand out and I lean over to help him up. He’s not wearing a Wolf Knights MC cut. A T-shirt, similar to Charlotte’s, identifies him as family. He’s still laughing and brushing dirt off his pants when I glance at Charlotte. “He all there?”

She sighs. “Some days I’m not so sure.”

I raise an eyebrow, hoping she’ll explain. She blows out a frustrated breath. “This is my brother, Carter.”

All traces of humor vanish from Carter’s face. He pokes a finger in my chest, over my Lost Kings MC patch. “Listen, King. You hurt my sister, and next time the gun will be loaded.”

I laugh because this is probably some sort of big brother karma biting my ass. “Understood. It’s Teller, by the way.”

The kid lifts his shoulders like he doesn’t care what I want him to call me. “Your crew bring any chicks with ’em?” he asks. Damn, this kid is one brazen little shit.

“Yeah, my SAA’s ol’ lady and my little sister, so stay the fuck away from both of ’em.”

“Text me,” he yells to Charlotte before darting away.

“You brought Heidi here?”

“She’s with Murphy. She’s fine. Good for her to get out of the house once in a while.” The lie rolls off my tongue easily. Not like I’m going to explain that my president was hoping Heidi might overhear some dirt.

“Murphy will watch her?”

“Fuck yeah. Never takes his damn eyes off her.” Part of me is amused and touched that she’s so concerned about my sister.

Part of me also wonders what the fuck she’s worried will happen in her uncle’s clubhouse.

Jesus Christ, she’s related to a Wolf Knight.

Our clubs get along. Sort of.

Lately though, we’ve had issues with them. Getting involved with Charlotte could either be a good way to gather intel or my most reckless act yet.

Getting involved. For fuck’s sake.

I brush back a few loose strands of her fiery hair and tuck them behind her ear. “So this is the reason why you were so scared at my grandmother’s funeral?”

She blinks a few times and turns her head. “Yes.”

“I wish you’d told me.” I lower my voice. “I’m sorry I threatened you.”

Her head turns so quick, she almost hits my nose. “You’re what?”

“I felt like an asshole. But the stuff you said about my club…about us being a gang…I was worried you’d make trouble for my sister and I couldn’t—”

“I never would have—” She shakes her head. “I’m not crazy.”

“Hey.” I brush the back of my hand over her cheek. “It was a really bad day for me.”

“I shouldn’t have said what I did.” Her expression softens and her body relaxes. “I overreacted and I felt terrible afterwards.” Finally, she meets my eyes. “It rattled me.”

Goddamn. This woman excites the hell out of me. Feisty and fighting me one minute. Soft and sweet the next.

My leg’s starting to burn like a bitch, but no way am I letting Charlotte leave or showing any weakness in this clubhouse. Instead, I brace my hands against the wall, caging her in. “Now, what are we going to do about this?” She opens her mouth, probably to tell me off again. The thought fires me up. For some reason, I want to give her all kinds of honesty. “I think about you a lot, Charlotte.”

Her face locks back into her fierce expression. “Oh, please.”

I grit my teeth as her gaze darts down the hallway. No one else better interrupt us.

“I’m shocked you even remembered who I was.”

“You’re impossible to forget.” No, I’ve had lots of thoughts about Charlotte since the last time I saw her. Regret for threatening her. Never figured we could work because we were too fucking different. This? Tonight changes everything. “Haven’t stopped thinking about you since the other day.”

“Bullshit.”

I’m not used to being challenged so damn much. From Charlotte, I kind of like it. “We ran into each other tonight for a reason.”

“Are you serious? What kind of biker says shit like that?”

Fuck, she’s hot when she’s all pissed off. I lean down, pressing her tighter against the wall. “This one.”

Her hands land on my chest. To push me away I think, at first. Instead, her hands slide up and over my shoulders. Bracing myself with my elbows against the wall, I brush my lips against hers.

She pulls back as much as she can with me right up in her face. “We shouldn’t do this…This is a bad idea.”

“I’m full of bad ideas.”

“I bet you are.” She flattens her palms against my chest, pushing me back a fraction of an inch. “If you came to hook up with some muffler bunny, I’m sorry to disappoint you.” She tilts her head toward the main room where the party’s in full swing. “I’m sure you can find someone else for entertainment.”

I brush my lips against her ear and enjoy her shiver. “I’m not interested in being entertained. I’m interested in you.”

“Bullshit,” she whispers.

“Tell me you never think about me and I’ll go back to the party right now.”
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This can’t be happening.

Marcel—Teller—in front of me.

Claiming he still thinks about me.

That he’s sorry for the way he acted at his grandmother’s funeral.

When I’m the one who should’ve apologized for being such a rotten bitch that day.

I can’t deny that in the back of my head I’d wondered, maybe hoped a little that he’d be here tonight. I didn’t let myself think it because I know damn well it would be a disaster.

This is a disaster.

“Charlotte?” he prompts with an edge of exasperation.

This needs to end before one of us gets hurt.

Besides, all these guys are the same. He’s only excited to see me because he probably wants some dirt on my uncle’s club to bring back to his president and thinks he can fuck the info out of me. While I may not have any warm fuzzy loyalty to my uncle’s club, the idea of being used in some idiotic turf war between the two clubs holds no appeal.

I poke him in the ribs. “It’s a good thing you have that big dick to make up for your annoying personality.”

His expression shifts. If I didn’t know better, I might think I hit a nerve. Hurt his feelings. He rebounds quickly though, whispering against my ear, “Yeah, if I remember right, you liked that big dick a whole lot.”

What a stupid invitation. Did I really think mentioning his dick was going to cool him off? What’s wrong with me?

“Now, stop fucking around and tell me what I want to know,” he demands with the full authority of a man who’s certain of the answer he’s about to receive.

My lips part. To tell him to fuck off, that I barely even remember his name. But that’s a whopper of a lie and if there’s one thing I pride myself on, it’s honesty.

Even when that honesty will be my undoing.

I meet his haunted blue eyes and my entire body screams to give him the truth.

Before I have a chance to get the words out, he swoops in, pressing his lips against mine. His kiss is so hard and hungry, he steals my breath. My hands clutch his shoulders, pulling him closer, my fingers twist in his hair. Everything in me begs to get closer. My body remembers him well.

“I think about you.” My whispered admission falls out of my mouth the second we part.

“That’s good,” he says in a low voice. “Even if you lied and told me to fuck off, I don’t think I could walk away.”

Jesus.

The corners of his mouth curl up and he’s the devilish country boy I remember. “Now.” He dips down closer, stopping to suck at a spot right below my ear. “What do you think about?”

“Uh.” My mind blanks. I can’t think of anything except the amazing body hidden under denim and black leather. How sweet he was even when he was rough. How demanding, but tender.

His lips kiss and nip at my neck and jaw. “Do you think about how thoroughly I fucked you? How hard I made you come?”

Yes, yes, yes. My body’s alive and tingling with every memory.

It doesn’t feel like defeat to admit it. “All of that.” I keep my arms looped around his neck and he drops his forehead to mine, giving me the feeling that we’re the only two people in the universe.

Right now, I wish we were.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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The longer we stand here, the more danger we’re both in. Any second now, Murphy or Heidi could decide to come check on me. Having either of them find us together will ruin my plan to get Charlotte alone.

“Is there somewhere else we can go talk?” I ask.

She slicks her tongue over her top lip and I groan. I want that tongue on my cock, my mouth, and everywhere in between.

Her gaze darts down the hall and back to me. “Did you bring your bike?”

Isn’t that a bucket of ice water over my dick?

“No.”

“What do you want to talk about?” she asks.

“You. Me. I—” Fuck, I might as well lay it all out. “After the other day, I was planning to call you or come see you. When I…” My voice trails off and I gesture at my leg. Christ, I feel like a pussy.

She narrows her eyes, taking me in more carefully. “You’re not using your cane today?”

I cock my head but don’t respond.

“Rival club. Got it,” she mutters. “We should probably get out of here, don’t you think?”

Wary, in case it’s a trap, I nod. Inside, I’m both excited and cautious.

I want to fuck her.

But I don’t trust her one hundred percent.

Her uncle’s a Wolf Knight for fuck’s sake.

“My truck’s in the parking lot.”

She presses herself tighter against my body, then reaches around me and jams her hand in my back pocket, pulling out a gold foil square.

“What’s this? You came prepared to fuck the first muffler bunny you saw?”

“Yeah,” I answer honestly. “But I’m glad I ran into you instead.”

“Ugh.” She curls her lip in disgust and I pluck the condom out of her hand, tucking it back in my pocket. “I’m not fucking you in your truck like some—”

I place my hand over her mouth. “I didn’t say you were. That’s not what I want either.”

She tries to shake me off. But I’m not finished.

“I’m guessing you’d rather not have my sister see you here?”

She nods once.

“So let’s get you out of here nice and quick, okay?”

Her tongue darts out, licking my hand, making me laugh.

“Easy, sweetheart, I’ll let you use that tongue wherever you want once we leave.”

Her eyes widen, and this time, she tries to bite me, gently nipping the palm of my hand with sharp little teeth.

“Careful.” I take my hand away and lean in close. “I bite back, you know.”

“I’m counting on it.” She hooks her fingers into my belt loops and drags me closer. Fuck it, I need another taste of her. My hands go to her hips, holding her tight while I lean in and take her mouth.

All the noise of the party fades away. It’s just the sounds of the two of us breathing hard, licking and nipping at each other. “You sure you don’t want to just find a room here?” I ask, even though this is the last place I want to fuck her.

She recoils, smacking her elbow into the wall. “Hell, no.” Her bottom lip trembles, almost as if she’s scared. Of me?

Or something else?

“Hey.” I run the back of my hand over her cheek. “What’s going on in your head?”

“Nothing. I’m just uncomfortable here.”

“Well, let’s go then.”
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Get it together, Charlotte.

Marcel takes my hand, leading us back toward the party. I feel utterly safe with him, which is ridiculous since being together here only puts both of us in danger.

“I need to let my brother know I’m leaving,” I explain when we’re almost to the doorway. “I came with him.”

“Yeah, okay.”

He seems reluctant to let my hand go and I raise an eyebrow.

His gaze drops to our entwined fingers. “Feel like I just found you and don’t want to let you out of my sight,” he explains.

Holy shit. He’s too much. Marcel Whelan is either the sweetest biker I’ve ever met, no the sweetest man I’ve ever known, or the biggest bullshitter on the planet.

Against my body’s wishes, I try to jerk my hand out of his hold. “Not sure how my uncle will—”

“Yeah. Right. Good call.”

He releases my hand but places his at the small of my back instead. It’s like he needs to touch me in some way. Needs that connection.

And I need it too.

I’ve been scared out of my mind all night.

The warmth of his hand pressing against me provides the jolt of courage I need to step back into the main room.

I groan and roll my eyes as we re-enter the party. One big drunken, drug-fueled orgy. I don’t remember it being this bad when I was younger. No, back then all the really dirty stuff went on behind closed doors.

I glance at Marcel—Teller—to gauge whether he’d rather join in than be with me. It’s impossible to get a read on him. His jaw’s set in a hard line as he scans the room. “I need to let my SAA know I’m leaving,” he says without looking at me.

“Will you be in trouble?” I tease.

A brief smile flickers over his lips. “Nah.”

“Will he be proud his bro’s getting laid?”

He raises an eyebrow. “Am I?”

“Oh.” My cheeks burn. “Well, I assumed.”

He laughs. Almost nervous laughter and in the few times I’ve met Marcel in the past, I’ve never seen him anything other than confident and in control. Almost cocky. I don’t know if it’s trouble brewing between his club and my uncle’s or something else bothering him.

“Meet you in the parking lot?” I ask.

He nods once, but his gaze drops to my lips as if he’s considering kissing me. Then he slips on a mask of indifference and slides back into the party.

I don’t have a second to miss him though.

Someone bumps into me, splashing drops of beer on my shirt. “Sorry, honey,” he says. I duck my head, hoping to avoid being recognized by anyone else tonight. When I reach the shadows provided by the edge of the room, I scan the space for Carter.

Not finding him, I pull out my phone and send him a text.

Where are you?

I stare at my screen for a second, waiting for a response, but nothing shows up.

Slowly, with my back to the wall, I slide my way along the fringe of the crowd.

“Char-Char!” my uncle calls.

Damn. So much for a clean getaway.

“Char-Char!” he yells even louder. He must be hammered.

Groaning, I push away from the wall and duck through the crowd to meet my uncle next to the bar. “Hey, Uncle Chuck, I was—”

He cuts me off by pulling my body against his and giving me a sloppy kiss. I think he’s aiming for my cheek, but his lips land a little too close to mine for my mental health.

Trying not to vomit, I pull away and paste on a big smile. “Having a happy birthday, Uncle Chuck?”

“Sure am, Princess. You having fun?”

Oh, yeah, I’m having a blast.

“It’s a nice gathering.” There, that answers his question without expressing my disgust, right?

“Teller!” he shouts, ignoring me completely.

I follow my uncle’s line of sight and yes, he is indeed yelling to what I hope is my fuck-buddy for the night.

Fantastic.

A tremble of fear snakes through my belly and into my chest.

Does he suspect? My uncle’s never been the sharpest knife in the drawer. Even so, I find myself uneasy as Teller ambles over. His wary gaze darts between my uncle and me while I work to keep my face completely neutral.

“What’s up, Merlin?”

“Teller, I want you to meet my favorite niece.” He cackles and slaps me on the back, almost knocking me into Teller. “Well, my only niece, unless you count her pansy of a brother.”

Sick and tired of the shitty way he treats my brother, I open my mouth to defend him. Chuck waves his hand in front of my face. “Calm yourself. I’m kidding.”

He slaps Teller’s chest like they’re pals. “She’s so serious.” His let’s-humor-the-little-lady tone sets my teeth on edge. The absolute lack of respect for women in this world is the reason I normally steer clear of bikers in general and my uncle’s club in particular.

What makes Marcel so damn irresistible?

I wish I had an answer. Involving myself with him is probably a huge mistake.

I steal a glance at Marcel, expecting him to be laughing it up with my uncle. But he’s not. His jaw’s tight as if he wants to knock my uncle out. For talking shitty about me or my brother, I’m not sure.

Maybe he’s worth the potential trouble?

I shouldn’t bother getting my hopes up. All these guys are the same. Trying to impress each other any way they can.

“She’s too smart for bikers though. She’s a lawyer,” Chuck says.

Teller glances at me. “I know.”

Uncle Chuck raises an eyebrow.

“She represented a friend of mine in a custody thing.” The lie rolls off his tongue with practiced ease.

My uncle grunts, done with this conversation. He wanted to trot me out like a show pony. Or offer me up as a party favor. Who knows with him.

Teller’s less-than-impressed act seems to bore my uncle.

Or so I think.

“Teller here, walked away from a hell of an accident,” he says nodding at Teller’s legs. “Well, technically you didn’t walk away, right? Almost crippled you.”

That’s my uncle, making inappropriate jokes.

Teller works his jaw, glares at my uncle and shifts on his feet, but doesn’t answer.

“Whisper says you’ve been working your ass off at gettin’ better. Well, before the gym burned down.”

For some reason, Chuck seems to be goading Teller into a fight and I don’t understand why. Teller’s easily got a couple inches and quite a few pounds of muscle on my uncle. Not to mention he’s younger and in much better shape. Yes, I noticed his limp and how he favors one leg, but I’d put my money on him in a fight every day of the week.

“You back on your bike?” Chuck asks, oblivious to the shift in Teller’s mood.

“Not yet.”

“How long will Rock let that slide?”

Jesus, that’s a hell of an invasive question for a member of another club to ask. Teller answers by lifting his shoulders.

“Well, you’ll ride again, bro.” He nods toward the middle of the room. “Your RC will make sure of it, I bet.”

Teller answers with a non-committal, “Yeah.”

“Well, it was nice seeing you again, Mar-Teller.” I wave my hand in the air even though I’m standing just a few feet away from him. “I need to find my brother.”

“You leaving already, sweetheart?” Chuck asks in a babyish voice that’s really creepy when talking to anyone over the age of oh, I don’t know, five.

I swallow my pride and give the expected answer. “Unless you need me to help out here, I was going to head home.”

“Nah. Go ahead.” He waves his hand at the room. “Too much goin’ on here my princess shouldn’t be exposed to.”

Barf.

Busy chatting up one of the girls behind the bar, Teller ignores my departure. I can’t tell if it’s because he’s changed his mind or because he wants my uncle to think he has no interest in me.

Either way, it’s irritating. I don’t want to compete with the club whores who live to serve the members of this club and their guests. Most likely I’ll lose. Normally, that’d be fine with me. But if the butterflies that took up residence in my belly the minute Teller laid his hands on me are any indication, I really like him.

Well, one way or another, I want to get the hell out of here and I bet Carter’s itching to go as well.

If I know my brother, he found the quietest corner and tucked himself into it hoping to be ignored for the night. I prowl to the outer edge of the room. I’m uncomfortable knowing Heidi’s somewhere in the clubhouse. I’ve always preferred to keep my professional life and my family life far, far away from one another.

I don’t stop to ponder all the ways taking Teller home with me violates this preference.

Minutes later, half of my theory is proved correct. Carter’s in a booth tucked in the corner, head bent down, staring at his phone. Two muffler bunnies are crowded into the booth. One on either side of him, running their hands up his arms and whispering in his ear. One looks like she’s in high school and the other isn’t much older.

Or maybe I’m just getting old.

“Carter?”

The look of relief on his face stabs a bit of guilt into my chest. He only came tonight to keep me safe. He’s probably miserable. “I was just texting you back. Ready to leave?” he asks.

“Yup.”

The girls make disappointed duck faces at Carter and try to convince him to stay. Neither of them bother acknowledging my presence, which suits me fine. I’ve never spoken fluent muffler bunny and I’m not about to start now.

He bumps one girl out of the way with a quick apologetic smile and follows me to the back door.

“Thank fuck,” he mutters once we’re outside. “They kept dropping hints about a three-way and all I could think about is that they’ve both probably banged Uncle Chuck.”

I snort, then push his shoulder. “Don’t be so judgmental.” Am I really sticking up for two club whores?

“Hey.” He holds up his hands. “They can fuck whoever they want, I just don’t want to stick my junk anywhere near where Uncle Chucky’s been.”

This whole conversation, hell this whole night, illustrates just how inappropriate my relationship with my brother is, because I snort and burst out laughing. “Gross.”

“Can’t blame the kid,” someone says behind us. By the fluttering in my belly, my body recognizes Teller’s voice before my brain does.

All humor drains from Carter’s face and he positions himself between Teller and me. “Way to be creepy, dude,” he says when Teller steps out of the shadows, hands in the air as if to assure my brother he’s not a threat.

Teller sweeps his amused gaze over my brother and raises an eyebrow at me. Silently asking if I still want him to come home with me.

My heart thump-thumps a little faster.

“Uh, Teller and I were going to go grab something to eat.” No, I’m not going to tell my brother that I plan to get my brains fucked out tonight.

By the wry smile on his lips, it seems Teller’s thinking the same thing.

Carter narrows his eyes. “You riding with him?”

“Yes.”

He turns Teller’s way again. “Where’s your bike?”

“Don’t have it. Brought my truck,” he says, pointing toward the back of the parking lot to an absurdly large pickup.

Carter nods. “Good.” He eyes Teller up and down. “You don’t mind if I grab your plate number, do you?”

“Carter!”

Marcel ducks his head and chuckles. “No, I don’t mind. Have at it, kid.”

“Anything happens to my sister, you won’t have to worry about the Wolf Knights, I’ll kill you myself.”

“Carter, stop being so rude,” I scold.

Marcel stops laughing, but there’s still amusement shining in his eyes. “Duly noted.” He holds out his hand as if telling my brother to lead the way. Carter marches ahead of us. Marcel tucks his hands in his pockets and juts his elbow out, inviting me to take his arm.

“I’m sorry about him,” I mutter.

“It’s fine. I’m glad he looks out for you.”

That catches me in the ribs and I take in a shuddery breath. “He’s a good brother.”

“Sick whip, man,” my brother shouts, running around Marcel’s truck, checking out all the modifications. As little as I know about vehicles, even I can tell he’s put a lot of money and time into his truck.

Carter asks him a bunch of questions about the size of the lift and tires. It all sounds like gibberish to me. I’m touched that Marcel indulges my brother’s curiosity though. He’s patient and answers every question thrown at him in an intelligent way. As if he respects Carter.

Of course Carter has to push too far. As they’re wrapping up their debate on front bumpers, Carter yanks out his cell phone and snaps a picture of Marcel’s license plate. “A precaution,” he informs Marcel. “If my sister goes missing, I’m handing this over to the cops.”

Christ, any second now Marcel’s going to throat-punch my brother for being so damn disrespectful.

But again, he only chuckles. “Fair enough.” He holds out his fist and after a second, my brother taps knuckles with him.

Carter hugs me. “Be careful,” he says against my ear.

“Thanks. Get home safe.”

My brother backs up a few steps and points to Marcel. “Go easy on her, she’s had a long dry spell.”

“Get out of here, you little shit,” I snap at him. He takes off running into the night toward his car.

Marcel’s still laughing as he comes around to my side to open the door for me.

“By the way, you might’ve mentioned your uncle was the president. Not just a member,” he says in a low voice.

Shit. “Sorry. I don’t really give a lot of thought to what he does.”

He tilts his head as if he’d like more information, but doesn’t want to ask.

When I don’t elaborate, he opens the door for me.

Lights shine down on the gravel and a step silently lowers from underneath the truck. “That’s cool, I was wondering how the hell I was going to climb into this thing.”

“Heidi bitched so much when I had the lift installed, I added the steps for her.” He runs his hand over his leg in an unconscious sort of gesture. “They’ve been useful.”

The thought of him modifying his truck to accommodate his sister is so sweet, before placing my foot on the step, I turn and lean up to kiss his cheek.

His eyes widen. “What was that for?”

“I like you.”

The first genuine, non-flirty, non-cocky smile of the night transforms his entire face. “I like you too, Charlotte.”
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I don’t consider myself vain. And I can’t remember the last time I was nervous with a woman. Yet, suddenly I’m very aware I haven’t been with anyone since the accident. While I’m confident all my equipment works just fine, I’m scarred up in a lot of places. Not to mention the weakness in my left leg.

It could be worse. I could be dead.

Or still paralyzed from the waist down. Those few weeks where no one could tell me if I’d ever walk again were terrifying.

So, I’m not complaining.

Charlotte knew me before the accident, though. Part of me feels comfortable with her for that reason and part of me is unsettled by the idea of her comparing me to who I was three years ago.

Oddly, even with my reservations, there’s no doubt in my mind we’re going to fuck. I’m so hard for her it’s a miracle I was able to walk through the parking lot. Not even her pesky brother dimmed my dick’s enthusiasm. I wasn’t lying back at the clubhouse. I’ve thought about her nonstop since we saw each other the other day.

As soon as I steer us out of the parking lot, she asks, “Was your sergeant-at-arms upset you were leaving with Merlin’s niece?”

“I didn’t tell him.”

“Oh.” She turns and I feel the weight of her gaze settle over me. “Were you worried he’d ask you to pry information out of me?”

“No.” Wrath wouldn’t ask. He’d expect.

“I don’t have any. Information, I mean. Just so you know.”

I highly doubt that, but I have a more immediate concern at the moment, so I ignore the comment. “Why didn’t you tell me he was your uncle at my grandmother’s funeral?”

She sighs and out of the corner of my eye, I notice her staring out the window.

“By the way, where am I going?” I ask once we’re on the highway.

“Lark Street.”

Inwardly I groan. It’s a bitch to find a parking spot in that area. Let alone a spot I can fit my truck in. My options are limited, though. I can’t bring Charlotte to the clubhouse and taking her to a hotel sends a message I’d rather not deal with.

“I panicked.” Her soft voice leaves no doubt what question she’s answering.

I guess I can accept that. I definitely sensed some weirdness between her and her uncle. Not that I held much respect for Merlin before tonight anyway. “I can’t believe you’re related to him.”

“Yeah, me either,” she answers dryly. “Turn here.”

“It’s an alleyway.”

“I have a parking spot back there.”

I navigate the tight turn and move slowly over the narrow strip of pavement. I hit the button to slide my window down and pull my side mirror in. To my surprise, Charlotte does the same on her side. “Thanks.”

“You’re like a country boy in the big, bad city,” she teases. “Right there,” she says, pointing to a patch concrete on the left.

“Can I take up the whole thing?”

“Yup. The upstairs neighbors don’t own a car. They bicycle everywhere. My car’s at my mother’s.”

“You need to go pick it up?”

“Nah, Carter will come pick me up tomorrow. I don’t need it until Monday.”

“I can take you over there tomorrow if you want.”

The offer seems to surprise her because she’s quiet again.

I shut off the truck and turn to face her. “Did you want to go somewhere else first? Are you hungry?”

Again, she seems surprised. Do I really give off such dickish vibes that taking her out to eat seems like a stretch?

“I had dinner earlier. At my mother’s.”

“Was she at the party?”

She snorts. “No. She guilted me into going and then skipped out herself. She and Chuck have a complicated relationship.”

I’m not sure what to say, so I open my door and ease down out of the truck slowly. On my way to her side, I examine the area.

She leads us through a narrow sidewalk between two old brick buildings and takes a right. Her building is an old brownstone with a jacked up set of front steps someone probably should’ve fixed in the eighties.

“I’m surprised you don’t live in Slater County,” I blurt out.

She snorts in response. “Why? Because my uncle would make sure I was protected if I lived in his territory instead of yours?”

Well, yeah.

Not that my club would ever bother her.

Unlike the Vipers MC who used to run Ironworks until we drove them out, we don’t involve women in our disputes. So no, Charlotte wouldn’t have anything to fear from my club.

I’m not even sure why I asked. We’re not exactly on a date here.

Except, I actually like her.

And last time, she ran out on me.

This time, she’s not getting away.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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At first, I’m confused about Teller’s interest in my life. I guess it makes sense, though. He found out I’m related to the president of a rival club. I’m sure it rattled him the same way it freaked me out when I realized he was a Lost King. Thankfully, he’s more polite about it than I was.

“Watch your step,” I warn as he follows me up the front stairs.

It’s never occurred to me to be embarrassed about my apartment. The place is small. Some people might consider it shabby. I prefer to think of it as eclectic and lived-in. It’s nothing fancy, but at least I’m not living with my mother. Still, I find myself nervous as I slide my key in the front door. I’m not in the habit of having guests over. My brother, my best friend, a few law school friends who are just as broke as I am, the occasional date, and that’s about it. I work too many hours to be concerned with entertaining people.

What the fuck am I thinking? Marcel isn’t here to evaluate my living conditions.

He’s here for sex.

Well, at least I hope he is.

I could’ve strangled my brother for opening his big mouth, but the dry spell he blabbed about, unfortunately, was not a lie.

Remembering the rough way Marcel handled me the last time has me ready to toss my panties and bend over the end of my couch the second I cross the threshold.

Except, when he closes the door behind us, he puts his back to it and stares at me. Not in the commanding you’re-mine-now way he did three years ago. More of an uncertain gesture.

“Do you want something to drink?” I ask.

“Sure.”

I slip off my shoes and pad into the kitchen, expecting him to follow. When I turn to ask what he wants, I realize he’s still in the living room. “Water?” I shout.

“That’s fine.”

He’s still standing with his back to the door when I return.

Is he having second thoughts? I know the party was full of hotter girls, but I remember us having pretty good chemistry. Or maybe that’s my version of events. Maybe his recollection of our last encounter is completely different.

“Is everything okay?” I ask as I hand him the water.

He takes the glass and downs half of it before answering. “I’m fine.”

“Do you want something to eat?”

“No.”

His hungry eyes roam over my body. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was a starving man eyeballing a ham sandwich. Yet, he doesn’t move a muscle. The intense, penetrating stare unnerves me given how calm and disinterested he seems.

I take a few cautious steps closer. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes.”

He’s coiled so tight. I don’t know what to make of his behavior. Last time he took the lead.

I’ll be damned if I’m going to force some guy to spend the night if he’d rather be elsewhere. I’m not that pathetic.

“Do you want to go?” I ask.

“No,” he answers in a rigid voice.

Closing the distance between us, I press my body up against him, lean up on my tiptoes and kiss his cheek. “I’m glad you’re here,” I whisper against his ear.

He tilts his head, brushing his lips over my ear. “Me too.”

At least that’s more encouraging.

I slide my hands under his leather cut, over the soft fabric of his T-shirt and his muscles tense underneath my fingers.

“What’s…” the question dies on my lips as our eyes meet. They’re full of pain, sorrow, and desire.

Does his hesitation have something to do with his accident? I’m not sure how or even what questions to ask. Which is unusual since I make my living crafting questions and dragging information out of people.

My hand slides down along his belt to the fly of his jeans.

Definitely interested.

“Charlotte,” he cautions.

I slick my tongue over my bottom lip and watch his eyes follow the movement. “What?” I lean up and press another kiss to his cheek, then his neck, slowly working my way down and lowering myself to my knees.

“What’re you doing?” he asks in a low, gravelly voice.

My hands go to his belt working it loose. “You need to ask?”

One of his hands closes over mine. “Wait.”

I glance up, patiently anticipating his next words.

“I’m all fucked up.”

I squeeze and run my hand over his cock gently through his jeans. “You feel good to me.”

Finally he lets out a soft laugh. “Yeah, that works fine. I mean, I’ve got a lot of scars from my accident.”

I’m not used to men like him sharing their vulnerability with me.

I’m used to them acting like defensive assholes.

Marcel’s so different.

“Everyone has scars.” My gaze collides with his intense stare. “They just mean you were stronger than whatever tried to hurt you.”

His eyes widen and he traces his fingers along my jaw. “Get up.”

“But I haven’t even started,” I protest.

That edge of ferocity that I remember from our first encounter enters his eyes. He grabs me by my arms and hauls me to my feet. Then to my utter shock, he drops his shoulder and throws me over it. I yip and squeal, kicking my legs. “What the hell are you doing?”

He pops me on the ass once. “Quiet down. Where’s your bedroom?”

“Put me down.”

“I’ll find it on my own.”

I keep still, afraid he’ll drop me, but a few seconds later, he’s tossing me on my bed. I’m so glad I took five minutes to fix my sheets and blankets this morning. At least I won’t give off the impression I’m a complete slob.

He reaches over and flicks on the small lamp sitting on my nightstand. Without taking his eyes off me, he shrugs out of his cut and drapes it over the back of my desk chair.

His gaze lands on my T-shirt. The one proclaiming me family of the Wolf Knights MC. Before he has the opportunity to make the request, I whip off the shirt and toss it as far from us as possible.

While I might have been smart enough to make my bed earlier, I didn’t go to my uncle’s clubhouse with the intention of getting laid. The exact opposite, actually.

Therefore I’m wearing my most unsexy black cotton bra. It’s seriously hideous, even faded in spots from multiple washings. But it’s soft and comfortable and does the job keeping me fully covered and contained.

Marcel doesn’t seem to notice. He threads his fingers into my hair, tilting my head back and presses a hungry kiss against my lips. “You’re even sexier than I remembered and I didn’t think that was possible.”

“Thank you.” I slide my hands over his chest. “Can I take this off?”

He nods and pulls back. I run my fingers under his shirt, brushing hot, smooth skin as I kneel up, pulling the shirt with me. He helps by grabbing it and tossing it. “This is new,” I whisper, tracing my fingers over the Lost Kings MC emblem covering his left pec.

“Anniversary,” he mumbles.

I run my gaze over his torso and arms. He’s harder and more muscled than I remember. Inked heavier too. The Lost Kings tattoo only one of many new additions. The full sleeves covering his arms are darker and more filled in. I don’t have time to absorb all the details though.

While Marcel might have had a few moments of hesitation before, he’s shaken it off. His hands are already at my jeans, working the button loose and trying to tug them over my hips. “Down boy,” I tease, slapping his hands away.

He growls and attacks my pants even harder and I shove my palms against his chest. “I’m not finished.”

That seems to amuse him. My hand cups his crotch, slightly rubbing his growing bulge. “Let’s get you out of these. I don’t want that monster cock of yours to suffocate.”

“Jesus.” He chokes on his laughter. After a minute, he reaches out, gripping my hair and holding it in a rough ponytail. I take it as a sign he wants me to continue.

Blow jobs aren’t exactly my favorite thing, but for some reason, I’m eager to get my mouth on him. From what I remember, he’s pretty selfless and will return the favor tenfold. My mouth waters and I lick my lip as my hands work his belt loose, slide down the zipper and release his cock.

He’s thick and hard, just as I remember. I glance up and find him watching me with expectant eyes. No reservations this time. His chest rises and falls rapidly as he waits for me to continue.

I open my mouth and take a gentle lick. He lets out a hiss and a curse. His free hand palms the side of my head while his other one tightens in my hair. Holding his gaze, I grasp him firmly around the base of his erection and open my mouth.

“Fuck, Charlotte,” he whispers in a worshipful way that creates a red-hot desire to please him.

I close my mouth over him and he lets out a harsh breath. “That’s it. Suck my cock.”

My answering hum makes his head fall back, but he keeps his hands on my head and in my hair. I’m throbbing with my own need, but focus on pleasing him, taking him deeper into my mouth. Working my lips, tongue, and hands up and down.

Our eyes meet, and he nods. “Keep going.” He flashes a smile that borders on affection, making me feel completely safe.

Reaching up, I grip his hips, pulling him closer.

“Oh, fuck. Yeah,” he praises.

I move faster up and down his shaft.

He releases his hold on me and shoves his jeans and underwear down over his hips allowing me to move in closer. His hands go back to my head, holding me tight while he thrusts into my mouth. Each stroke takes him further until he’s in my throat. I gasp and gag, and he slows down.

“Get in the middle of the bed,” he rasps, pulling himself free from my lips with a popping sound.

My lips push into a pout. “I’m not finished.”

A low growl eases out of him as he reaches around to unclasp my bra. “You keep going and I’ll be finished. Now get in the bed.”

I fall back against my pillows laughing and he shucks his pants off and lands over me. “You’re really fucking beautiful,” he says, grabbing my breasts and sucking one nipple into his mouth.

“Oh!” The sensation of his tongue against me arches my back and I rotate my hips.

“Mmm, let’s get these off.” He tugs my jeans down my legs and stares at my black cotton panties. They match my bra perfectly in the ugly department. I don’t think he cares though. His fingers slip between my legs, gently rubbing over the thin cotton crotch, tracing my lips through the material. “Nice and wet,” he murmurs, sucking my other nipple into his mouth and lashing it with his tongue.

“Shit. Oh, fuck.”

“Like that?”

“God, yes. Please don’t stop.”

“I’m nowhere near finished with you, Charlotte.” His low voice sends shivers over my skin. “I’ve been waiting three years to get back inside you.”

I let out a soft snort. “Oh, please.”

“You’re the one who ran from my bed, sweetheart,” he points out. His fingers slow their movement, and I grunt in frustration.

“As if you have relationships with your conquests.”

He pulls back, serious eyes drilling into me. “Fair enough. But you didn’t even give me a chance.”

Is he actually hurt? I study his unrelenting stare, and yes, I think he’s hurt.

The heat or whatever this is between us ratchets up another notch and then he glances away from me. Maybe he regrets the brief display of vulnerability. I don’t have a chance to ponder it, because he slides down my body, kissing and licking as he goes.

He teases his fingers under the edge of my underwear and smiles up at me. “You weren’t planning to hook up tonight, were you?” he asks. Not in an insulting-my-choice-of-underwear way. Just a statement of fact.

“Hell no.”

He chuckles and curls his fingers into the material, dragging it down my legs. I help by picking up my feet and he wraps his hands around my ankles, spreading me wide. Gently he places my feet on the mattress where he wants them.

A low groan works out of him and he traces his fingers through my wetness. He places his palm over my mound, running it over the neat little patch of hair I keep there. He raises an eyebrow. “I always liked this. Never got to tell you that before.”

His thumb works over my lips and up to my clit for a few seconds dialing up my need for him even more.

“Please.”

“Shh.”

He stretches out on his belly, legs bent with his feet in the air, making himself comfortable between my legs.

Like he plans to be there for a while.

Butterfly-light, he traces his tongue over my skin over and over, dipping inside briefly.

“Oh my God, please don’t stop.” My fingers grip his hair tight and he glances up from between my legs, slowly licking his upper lip.

“Tell me this isn’t a one-night thing,” he growls.

The question throws me. “What? Why?”

“You’re not running out on me this time.” He glances at my bed. “And you’re sure as fuck not getting rid of me easily.”

“I—” my words skip out of my brain when he dips his head and flicks that magical tongue over me again.

“Say it,” he demands with a quiet intensity. “Say it, and I’ll make you come so fucking hard, Charlotte.”

That’s just cruel. I remember exactly what his tongue is capable of. “Where do you think this can go?”

And why? Why would he want to see me again?

He pulls at my skin, exposing my clit and gently flicks his tongue over it.

“Like that?” he mumbles.

“Oh!” I squirm, trying to shove my pussy in his face to shut him up.

His hands grip my hips, holding me still. “You want more? You know what to do.”

He moves one hand off my hip and slides a finger inside me, turning and rubbing gently. Enough to make my legs quiver, but not enough to get me off.

My fists pound the mattress. “Fine! This isn’t our only night.”

A devilish smile curves his lips. “Now, was that so hard?”

“You know why it’s a bad idea,” I say a little calmer.

A more serious expression settles over his face. “Let me worry about that.” He slips another finger in me, slowly drawing them in and out. “You worry about coming on my face.”

I pick up my head and meet his eyes. “You better get your face in there if you want me to do that.”

The bed shakes with his laughter, and he uses both hands to spread my thighs and bury his face against me. After that, there’s no more laughter. Just the sounds of his tongue licking against my skin, lapping at me. Devouring me with long, slow open-mouth kisses and leisurely licks.

The bed squeaks underneath us as I arch my back and struggle against his hold. My fingers twist in his hair again and he murmurs an encouraging sound but doesn’t let up.

“Fuck. Right there.”

He glances up. “Play with your nipples for me.”

I release a huff of frustration. “Why’d you stop?”

“One, you’re ripping out my hair. Two, I’m having fun.”

I grumble as I bring my hands to my breasts, slowly pinching my nipples. “Very pretty,” he murmurs before continuing.

That tongue of his is something else. He knows exactly how to lick and flutter it against me. Instead of using a sloppy-dog-lapping method like some guys, he uses the perfect bit of pressure against my clit.

I can’t say how long he’s down there before my body tightens, ready to go off.

If he stops again I might kill him. That’s how wound up I am.

But he doesn’t stop. He speeds up, alternating between licking and sucking. I tilt my hips up, seeking more and he gives it to me, raising the intensity of the flicks of his tongue.

A sharp snap of pleasure breaks over me.

I howl through the orgasm. The exquisite pulses of bliss leaving me breathless and my heart pounding.

Slowly he eases back, trailing soft kisses over my thighs.

“Now, that’s what I wanted, Charlotte.” His husky voice is almost reverent.

Can he really be this sweet? I don’t completely buy it. I want to.

He prowls up my body, settling himself between my legs. His head dips, and he closes his mouth around one of my nipples, sucking hard.

“Oh my God.” My back arches, pushing my breasts in his face. He wraps his hands around them and teases his tongue over the stiff peaks.

“These are fucking perfect,” he mumbles.

He leans over the side of the bed, fiddling with something and returns with a gold foil square. “Magnums, huh?”

“Yeah, anything else cuts off the circulation to my dick.”

I slap my hand over my mouth and giggle, a girlish sound that doesn’t come out of me often.

When’s the last time I giggled like some high school airhead? In bed or anywhere else for that matter.

“Open for me.”

I press my thighs together. A weak protest. We both know I’m two seconds from spreading wide and begging him to fuck me.

“Open.” He bites down on one nipple. “This pussy’s mine tonight and I’m not done with it.” He runs his teeth over my nipple again, this time applying more pressure as he shakes his head. “Give it up.”

He could force me. Easily, but he’s patient. Keen teal eyes watching me closely. Considering every one of my reactions.

“My cock’s going to feel so good buried inside you,” he says, trying to entice me. “You know it will.”

A moan escapes me and I turn my head.

“I’ll work myself so slow and deep in that pussy. You won’t want me to leave,” he says so low I barely hear the words.

My thighs edge apart and he’s quick to seize the invitation, shoving his hands behind my knees and spreading me wider. Impossibly, obscenely wide. “Thatta girl,” he says, dipping his cock against my wetness. Teasing the hell out of me.

He kisses along my collarbones up to my ear. “You still like it rough?”

A shiver of excitement rolls over me along with the sting of a full body blush. I haven’t asked anyone to manhandle me since him. The few who tried to take charge in the bedroom were nothing like Marcel and they sure as hell didn’t have the skills to back it up.

Marcel definitely has the skills.

“I’m surprised you remember.” I mean, good God only knows how many girls he’s been with since.

Well, that dampens my excitement a little.

As if he senses the shift in my mood, he loses the cocky smile. “I remember everything about you, Charlotte.”

I respond by wrapping my legs around his waist.

His eyes close briefly, and when he opens them, the cocksure smile is back in place. “Good girl. Here’s your reward.”

“Cocky bastard.” I gasp as he drags his cock against my slit.

“Damn right.” He peers into my eyes again. “Ready for me?”
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When I ask her if she’s ready, I’m also asking myself. Shit, I’ve gotten sappy.

I graze my teeth over her earlobe. “Tell me what you want.”

We’re both aware I’m stalling, but she doesn’t call me out.

To thank her for her patience, I lean down and press my lips against hers. She opens for me, stroking her tongue against mine. I slide one arm under her ass, lifting her to just the right angle. Our kiss goes on and on while I line myself up and slowly sink inside her until I’m impossibly deep.

I have to stop and take a breath. “Fuuuck,” I groan the word against her throat.

I drag my lips over her jaw and she tightens around me.

“That’s so good,” she whispers.

It really is.

I take my time thrusting into her slow and deep. This has been worth the wait. Worth the last few months of hell. I thrust into her harder and harder until I’m pounding her into the mattress. The frame of the bed slams against the wall creating music for her screams. Her hands curl around my forearms, hanging on tight.

Remembering what she likes, I shake off her grip on my arms and pin her wrists above her head with one hand. My other hand grips her hip, holding her still. Our eyes lock and she lets out a breathy cry every time I bury myself to the hilt.

“You like that cock in your pussy, don’t you?”

She makes a sound in the back of her throat, but can’t form a full word.

I drag my hand from her hip, working it between us to find her clit. She lifts her hips, seeking more pressure and I give it to her.

“Oh.” Her eyes close as she contracts around my dick. Her sweet cries and her wet pussy as I slam into her are the best sounds in the world.

More broken words and breathy noises fall from her lips. I can’t tell if she’s still coming or coming again. Either way, I love it.

I won’t last much longer.

I had so many other ways I wanted to fuck her.

My leg starts protesting the abuse it’s been taking but I fuck right through the pain as my orgasm shoots down my spine. Convinced I’ve taken care of her, I let go of my control, spilling into her for so long my vision blurs.

I fall forward, covering her with my body. I unwrap my hand from her wrists and throw myself down next to her.

Maybe it’s because it’s been a while, but I don’t remember ever having such an intense and satisfying fuck.

She turns her head and smiles.

As I stare into her eyes, I think it’s about to get even better.
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I’m worn out. Worn down. Ready to let him stick around all damn night if he asks.

He rolls to his back, pulling me with him so I’m draped over his chest.

“I didn’t peg you as a snuggler.”

He picks his head up and regards me with a lazy smile. “I’m full of surprises.”

“Yes, you are.”

“So are you.”

I roll over to my side of the bed. “I was wondering when you’d bring that up again.”

“That’s not what I was talking about. Only thing I’m talking about in this bed right now, is you and me.”

“Oh.”

“You got off easy. Need you on top of me next time.”

“Next time, huh?”

“Definitely a next time.” He closes his eyes and I can’t help reaching over to trace my fingers over his lazy smile. Without opening his eyes, he kisses my fingertips.

Slowly he seems to come back to himself. He opens his eyes and grabs my arm, examining my wrists. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“No. It was perfect.”

He entwines his fingers with mine and we lay there, shoulders touching, holding hands. I don’t miss him reaching down to rub his hand over his leg. I want to ask if he’s okay, but don’t think he’ll appreciate the question.

“Shower?” he asks.

Unable to move, I point toward my bedroom door. “Straight that way.”

“Want to join me?”

I open one eye. “Are you implying that I’m dirty?”

He laughs. “No, I just want to be near you, but I gotta get rid of this,” he points to the condom.

Wants to be near me? Jesus, if I don’t watch myself, I’m going to end up falling in love with this man.
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Nothing short of a gun blast could tear me away from Charlotte.

She brings me a glass of water, which I’m in desperate need of. “I think you fucked me dry,” I say, handing the glass back after swallowing it in two gulps.

“No kidding. I might need an IV,” she teases, throwing herself down on the bed next to me. My hand lands on her ass, kneading and squeezing.

“Love your ass.”

“Thanks.”

“I might have to shoot your neighbor. That last time fucked with my concentration.”

She grins. “You concentrated just fine.” Her gaze strays to the ceiling. “I don’t think anyone’s rattled my bed frame since they moved in upstairs.”

My inner caveman likes that a lot. Maybe because she’s the first woman I’ve been with since before my accident. Or maybe because I really like her.

For me, sex has always been more of a meaningless physical release to quiet the raging beast inside me. Years of joyless hookups at our clubhouse. Plenty of one-nighters with girls when I went on a run with the club. Girls whose names I never remembered in the morning.

The one or two times I actually felt something more for a girl, I ended up blowing it.

I don’t want to fuck things up with Charlotte. Her relationship to Merlin will make it tricky. I have to be out of my mind thinking we have a future together. Fuck, in one way or another, I’ve failed every single female in my life. I don’t want to be responsible for hurting another woman I care about.

Yeah, I have to admit, I already care about her way more than I should and that’s a problem.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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The next morning, I wake up alone.

This shit is beyond old.

What’d she do, leave her own damn apartment to get away from me?

I reach down and snatch my jeans off the floor.

Noises from the other side of the wall lead me into the kitchen where she’s stirring granola into a cup of yogurt.

“Morning,” she says, glancing up. Her gaze lingers on my body as I finish buckling my belt. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“I wanted you to wake me up.” I stare her down until her cheeks turn pink. “In a different way.”

“Oh.” The corner of her mouth turns down. “Are you…Am I…Will I see you again?”

Closing the distance between us, I take her by the hips and pull her into my body. The spoon falls from her fingers, hitting the counter with a clang.

“You’re not done seeing me now,” I say, leaning down to taste her lips.

When I pull away, she blinks up at me. Her mouth’s still open, lips shiny and red from our kiss.

“I didn’t expect to wake up alone.”

She cocks her head. “That bothers you?”

Fuck it. “Yeah.”

I expect her to laugh it off, but she just keeps staring at me.

“I meant what I said last night,” I say, trying to force some sort of reaction out of her.

“What was that?” she asks, turning back to the counter.

“Charlotte, look at me.”

She faces me but seems afraid to meet my eyes. “This wasn’t a one and done. Not for me.”

“But—”

“No.” I cut her off, stepping closer. “I tried to warn you last night.”

“W-warn me?” she stammers. For such a wordy woman, it’s nice to see her struggle to come up with some for a change.

I fit my hands into the curve of her waist and boost her onto the counter, shoving my body between her legs. My hands land above her knees, sliding up her smooth thighs and under her sleep shorts.

“Yeah. I tried to tell ya last night. One time wouldn’t be enough. So get used to it.”

A wrinkle forms between her eyes and I press a kiss to the spot. I know what she’s going to say and I don’t want to hear it right now. My only goal is to is convince her that my dick needs to find its way into her pussy on a regular basis. The rest doesn’t matter.

“Marcel,” she says, placing her palm against my chest. “How does this work?”

I haven’t done a fucking thing in my life to deserve this woman. It doesn’t matter, though, I want her so fucking bad I’m willing to take the risk.

Not too far down the road, the two of us together will cause a chaotic shitstorm of trouble.

And I still don’t want to let her go.

If she feels the same way, I’ll fight like hell for her.

“You like me?” I ask.

She tilts her head and peeks at me through her lashes. “Yeah, I like you.”

I’ve taken on bigger challenges and come out the other side. Maybe a little battle worn but still breathing.

“You want to see me again?”

Her fingers curl into the waistband of my jeans and she tugs me forward. “Yes.”

“You want to fuck me again?”

She drops her gaze. “God, yes.”

I like that answer a lot and place another kiss on her cheek.

I need to explore this. See if she’s worth the chaos.

“You want to do some other things with me?”

Her curious gaze collides with mine. “Like what?”

I lift my shoulders. Not like I have a lot of experience dating. For her, I’ll figure it out. “I don’t know. Let’s find out together.”

Someone bangs on her front door, and I growl in frustration.

“Shit.” Her gaze strays to the living room, but she doesn’t move away from me.

“Is it the floor pounder?” I ask, glancing up at the ceiling.

She snorts. “No, I don’t think so.”

The knocking starts up again, and Charlotte slides off the counter. I’m a dick, so I keep my feet planted where they are, forcing her to press her body against mine. A flash of annoyance crosses her face and I slide my hand into her hair and tug her backward. She gasps in surprise and I kiss her. Long and slow. When I pull away she’s breathing hard.

I step back. “Go on.”

She squints and twists her mouth as if she’s considering telling me off. But her visitor rattles the doorknob this time.

I follow her to the living room and move in front of her to open the door. “What are you doing?” she asks.

“There’s an impatient asshole at your front door. You don’t even have a peephole to see who the fuck it is.”

I twist the knob and a tall, dark-haired woman on the other side recoils in surprise.

“Where’s Charlotte?” she asks as she rakes her gaze over me.

“Mercy!” Charlotte bumps me out of the way and flings the door open wider. “I’m so sorry. We were supposed to meet for brunch weren’t we?”

“Uh, yeah. I waited for like half an hour.” The girl sweeps into the living room and throws her arms around Charlotte. “But I see you’re busy.” She lifts an eyebrow, waiting for Charlotte to introduce us.

Charlotte steps back waves her hands between us. “Marcel, this is my bestie, Mercy Concord. Mercy, this is my, uh, friend, Marcel.”

Friend. Not sure how I feel about that. Boyfriend, best-sex-she’s-ever-had, her old man. Would have preferred any of those to friend.

I hold out my hand and Mercy takes it, slowly allowing her gaze to roam over me again. “Friend. Hmm. Overnight guest type of friend, I take it?”

“Shut up,” Charlotte mutters.

Now’s probably a good time to find my shirt and put it on.

“Excuse me, ladies. Nice to meet you, Mercy.”

“Oh, you too.”

I’m not even out of the room before her friend bursts into giggles and Charlotte shushes her.

Amused, I glance back and find them both watching me. I wink and flash a cocky smile that makes Mercy crack up again.

My phone’s on the bedroom floor. I pick it up and check my texts, finding about a hundred from Murphy.

Where are you?

We left after midnight. Tell you about it later.

Where the fuck are you?

Answer your phone, dick.

Your sister’s worried about you. I’m going to kick your ass.

Church at one.

I also find one from Wrath. He’s much more direct.

Big day. Get your ass to the clubhouse.

I send a quick text back to Murphy: On my way.

He responds with: Finally, asshole.

I send another text to Wrath, then shove the phone in my pocket. I slip into my shirt and throw my cut on over it.

Charlotte’s standing in the doorway, twisting her hands in front of her and biting her lip. “I’m so sorry.”

I give her a reassuring smile. “It’s cool. I need to get to the clubhouse anyway.”

“Oh.”

I prowl over and grab her by the hips, pulling her against me. “That bother you?”

“No. I understand.”

“I meant what I said before.” I jerk my head toward the living room. “Besides, it looks like you have plans today.”

She rolls her eyes. “I usually don’t forget plans with my best friend.”

“You trying to blame me?”

A hesitant smile flickers over her lips. “Sort of. She’s going to grill me about you all afternoon.”

Well, that just makes me want to give her something to talk about and something to remember me by. Wrapping my arms around her, I lift her and pin her against the wall. She throws her arms around my neck, laughter spilling from her lips. “What are you doing?”

“Giving you a good story for your friend.”

“I already have a lot.”

“Yeah, but those are X-rated.” I close the distance, pressing my lips against hers. She sighs and wraps her legs around my hips holding on tight. After a few seconds, I release her and she leans against me.

“I need to see you again,” I say, deciding it’s better to put it all out there. “Soon.”

“Am I being needy if I say you can come over tonight?”

“Nope.”

Shit, I’m pretty sure we have a drop tonight and Rock’s going to insist I’m there. “I might be real late, though. That okay?”

“Yeah, that’s okay.”
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Mercy’s eyes widen as Marcel strides out of my bedroom, then linger on his Lost Kings MC cut.

I sense the inquisition forming in her brain from here.

“Good meeting you, Mercy,” he says.

Shifting his gaze to me, he crooks his finger. I meet him at the door where he doesn’t waste time pulling me to him for a quick kiss. He tucks my hair behind my ear, then his lips are there, whispering, “Thank you for last night. I’ll see you later.”

Everything inside me melts and my knees wobble.

He holds onto me for another second as if he doesn’t want to leave, then shoulders his way through the door.

“Sweet baby Jesus, I think my panties burst into flames from watching you two,” Mercy says from behind me.

Rolling my eyes toward the ceiling, I turn and face her. “I need coffee if you’re going to start firing off questions,” I announce, marching toward the kitchen with her right behind me.

“Oh, so many, many questions.” She sounds positively giddy. “Starting with, I thought you didn’t date bikers.”

“We’re not…It’s complicated.”

She tilts her head and fixes her don’t-bullshit-me stare on me. “Will your uncle be mad?”

“That’s why it’s complicated.” I use my best “duh” voice. While Mercy and I have known each other since grade school, we drifted apart in college and law school. She has some knowledge about my biker family, but not much. Since her family is full of stuffy politicians, the biker thing has always intrigued her.

“He’s hot.”

I busy myself with making coffee. Except, I can’t stop thinking about Marcel. About seeing him later. I’ve never suffered such an acute sense of loss when a guy left. Maybe it’s because of the abrupt way he had to leave.

Sure, that’s it.

Mercy accepts the coffee I hand her and knowing where everything is in my kitchen, helps herself to cream and sugar.

“What are you up to?” I ask, hoping to take the attention off me.

Knowing full well what I’m up to, she gives me a sly smile. “Dad asked me to head up his reelection campaign. He thinks I can secure the firefighter vote by flashing some leg.”

I’ve always thought Mercy’s dad was a bit of a sleaze, and considering my family ties, that’s saying something.

“Are you going to do it?”

“Sure. Then next cycle, I’ll go work for his opponent.”

“I don’t think it works that way.”

She chuckles and finishes her coffee. “Come on. I appreciate the coffee, but I’m starving. We’ll never get into Gray Gates this late, so let’s run over to Ironworks and go to Nibbles. We have to hurry though or they’ll run out of French toast donuts.”

My mouth starts watering at the thought of a breakfast pocket from there. “Only if you promise to share an egg and cheese pocket with me.”

“Sure. You can tell me all about hottie-biker.”

I roll my eyes and follow her out the door.

Thirty minutes later, we’re stuffing our faces with what can only be described as heaven in fried-dough form. Warm, sweet and salty donut with a scrambled egg, bacon, and cheddar filling.

The two tables inside the tiny kitchen/restaurant were taken, so we’re sitting outside on a bench, balancing our goodies on our laps while we eat and gossip.

“I’m not even kidding. He delivers the orgasms on pure oral skills alone,” I say in a lowered voice.

Mercy huffs and throws a piece of donut at me. “Liar.”

I pluck the dough off my sleeve and pop it in my mouth. “Nope. And he’s just as talented with his giant cock.” I’m being overly ridiculous. Mercy and I go way back. She knows I usually don’t get so graphic.

She slips her hand over her mouth, laughing into her palm. “I’m so damn jealous because I know you’re telling the truth. You’re not usually so detailed,” she says, echoing my thoughts.

We both laugh.

“So what’s the catch?” she asks. “If he knows how to fuck, then he’s probably broke or emotionally stunted. Something.”

Before answering, I glance around the small space. A mother with a toddler glares at us from across the way. “I haven’t figured that out yet.”

“Well, there’s the club thing. And your uncle. How much say does he have in your life?”

“None.” I sigh. “He still helps my mother out. But that’s more out of obligation to my dad. I don’t think he’d cut her off to spite me.”

“Then fuck whatever he thinks. You’re a grown ass woman. You want to date some hottie-biker-stud with an amazing tongue, then you should do so.”

“Thanks.”

We spend the afternoon meandering through the farmer’s market that takes up at least three streets of downtown Ironworks every Saturday.

As I’m picking through heirloom tomatoes and wondering what Marcel likes to eat, my phone buzzes. A check of the screen shows it’s my brother.

“What’s up, bro?”

“What’s up is I’m worried about you. You didn’t answer any of my texts. I stopped by your place and you’re not there. I was worried that joker killed you and left you on the side of the highway.”

Shit. The last thing I wanted to do was make him worry. “I’m fine. I’m at the farmer’s market with Mercy.”

He’s silent.

“I’ll make it up to you. Come over for dinner.”

“None of that farmer’s market frou-frou crap, though. Good old-fashioned greasy pizza.”

“Deal.”

We agree on a time and hang up.

“Aw, was little brother worried about you?”

“Yeah, he wasn’t thrilled I took Marcel home with me from the party.”

“You picked up a guy while you were with your brother? How traumatizing.” She snickers and I smack her arm. “Poor kid.”

“You mind heading back?”

“Nope. I’m supposed to have a strategy session with my dad tonight.”

“Lucky you. Is making you work on Saturday nights his way of keeping you single forever?”

“No. I think he’s trying to set me up with the deputy mayor.”

“Gross.”

“Right? He’s as old as my dad.”

Carter’s already sitting on my front steps when Mercy double-parks in front of my apartment. She reaches over and gives me a quick hug. “Tell him I said hi. I want to get out of here before a CDTA bus rams into me from behind.”

“Sounds kinky.”

“Get out of here.” She playfully pushes me out the door.

Carter walks down the steps to meet me and waves as Mercy drives away. “Get over here,” he says, pulling me up into a hug. “You made me worry.”

I hug him back just as tight. “I’m fine.”

“Well, at least you were out with Mercy and didn’t run away to Vegas or somewhere with the outlaw.”

“You think I’d get married and not invite you?”

“Christ, you’re not protesting the marrying the outlaw part? That’s just great,” he mutters as he follows me up the front steps.

Shit, that never occurred to me.

“I’m not marrying anyone,” I assure him.

“Good.” He shuts the door behind us and drops down onto my couch, covering his face with his hands. “Mom was on my case all night about where you were and how you behaved, blah, blah, blah. I told her I dropped you off early.”

“I’m surprised she cares so much.”

“Ten bucks says Uncle Chuck called and asked her.”

My nose wrinkles at the thought of my uncle in my business. Did he somehow see me leave with Marcel? Did someone see us together in the parking lot and report back to him?

“How’s Mercy?” Carter asks.

“Good. We had fun. We went to Nibbles—”

“Damn. You two went there without me?”

“Sorry. Next weekend.”

“Right. You’ll probably be too busy with what’s-his-face.”

There’s no way I want to admit to my brother that I hope his prediction is right. “I doubt that.”

“So are you seeing him again?”

“I think so. I like him.” I’m not explaining that Marcel said he’d be over later. One, Carter might run screaming from my apartment. Two, what if Marcel changes his mind and doesn’t show up?

“Really, Charlotte?”

Someone knocks on my door, saving me from answering my brother.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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I make it back to the clubhouse forty-five minutes later. The war room door’s open and I poke my head inside to find Rock, Wrath, Murphy, and Z.

“What’s up, brother? Get some she-wolf tail?” Z taunts.

“Fuck you. Why wasn’t your horndog ass there?”

“Prez needed me elsewhere.”

“Everything all right?” Rock asks.

Yeah, Rock’s gonna expect information of some kind about last night. Unfortunately, I got nothing. Nothing except wanting the same woman under me again tonight and the next. “I’m working on something.”

I jerk my chin at Murphy. “Can I talk to you?”

Without answering, he stands and follows me into the living room. “What’s up?”

“Heidi okay?”

“Bro, she’s fine. Made friends with Tiki’s ol’ lady. She’s Heidi’s age.”

“Fuck, seriously? That dude’s old enough to be my grandfather.”

“No shit.”

“Heidi give you hell?”

“As soon as we got home.” He snickers and shakes his head. There’s not a damn thing my sister does that he doesn’t love. “She’s not a fan of the Wolf Knights.”

I snort. “Who would be?”

The humor drains from his expression and he fixes me with a serious stare. “You had her fucking worried last night.” He cocks his head and runs his gaze over me. “And this morning. Where the fuck were you?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

He crosses his arms over his chest and raises an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Complicated?”

I get his confusion. Blake and I don’t have many secrets between us. At least, we never used to. The Wolf Knights are a good motivator not to say anything about Charlotte yet, but it’s more than that. She’s something outside the club that’s completely mine and I want to keep it that way for as long as possible. “Can you drop it?”

He pins me with an uncertain look and I feel bad for throwing up a wall between us. “I guess,” he finally says. “Come on.” He gestures toward the war room. “Rock wanted to meet with the officers before everyone else gets here.”

“Shit. I don’t have my numbers.”

Murphy has the nerve to roll his eyes. “Hurry the fuck up. I’ll let Rock know you’re coming.” He stops and places his hand on my arm. “You had me worried too, you know.”

“Sorry.” His admission makes me want to come clean with him, but it’s not the right time. “I had a good night.”

He swallows hard and nods once. “Good.”

Christ, I can’t stand my best friend getting emotional because I finally got laid. I punch his shoulder. “You look like you’re gonna cry.”

“Fuck you,” he says without hitting back. Very unlike Murphy. I move to throw another punch and he easily blocks me by grabbing my wrist mid-air. “One. That’s all you get. Hit me again and I’m gonna drop you,” he warns.

I nod and back away. “I’ll be right down.”

The first step makes me groan, my body reminding me that I heaped a lot of abuse on it last night. I take a long look at the stairs and seriously consider attending church without my numbers for probably the first time ever.

Thankfully, no one’s around to witness my hesitation. Or how slow I make it up the stairs.

At least I’m walking.

When I first left the hospital, they wanted to fit me with one of those damn chair lift things. No way was I going to move between floors like the old biddy in Gremlins.

I’m practically limping by the time I slip the key into my lock and open the door to my room. It’s stuffy, so I slide open the window, then throw myself on my bed and stare up at the ceiling.

A lot of images go through my head. All of them connected to Charlotte. How much I liked hearing her admit she wanted to see me later tonight. Because even if she hadn’t, there’s a good chance I would’ve shown up on her doorstep anyway.

However, that nagging feeling about her relationship to Merlin won’t stop bothering me.

Maybe I should come clean at the table today.

No.

If I’m not ready to tell Murphy, I definitely don’t want to share with the entire club.

Not yet.

I need to have her to myself for a little longer.

One of two things will happen when I tell the club. Either my brothers will freak out and question me seeing her again—and let’s face it, there’s not a damn thing right now that could keep me away from her.

Or there’ll be some demands for me to pry information about her uncle’s club out of her.

I don’t want to do that either.

For one thing, I have a feeling she doesn’t know much about Merlin’s activities. For another, she’s way too smart. She’ll know what I’m up to and it will ruin whatever she and I might have started last night.

Now that I have that straight in my head, I log on to my computer, pull up the numbers I need and print them out. Before leaving my room, I grab the papers, a notebook, and grudgingly, my cane.

Rock’s wearing his impatient president face when I walk in. He’s not big on us being late to church. His gaze drops to the cane I’m using and his expression relaxes, something I both hate and appreciate.

He doesn’t comment on the cane or ask if I’m all right. It’s not something he’d do in front of everyone else.

“Where we at on the Wolf Knights?” he asks as soon as I take my seat.

Skipping right over me, Rock lifts his chin at Murphy.

“Heidi did okay, Prez.”

Rock’s gaze lands on me. “How about you?”

“I’m working on something.” Even though I already decided I wasn’t ready to share, I hate like hell lying to Rock, to my brothers. Strangely, I also feel like I’m betraying Charlotte with my words.

Rock accepts my words without question and nods at the papers in my hand. “Anything exciting to report?”

Here’s where I’ll alleviate some guilt for my omission. “Actually, yes. The start-up social networking site we invested in is about to go public.”

“That little punk in Cali?” Z asks.

“Yup.”

“Okay, save that for the general meeting,” Rock instructs. He turns to Wrath. “You good taking the vote today?”

Wrath nods then opens the door and motions for the others to join us at the table.

The first order of business is Crystal Ball, the MC’s strip club. Since Z manages it, he speaks first. “There’s been a lull in business, but nothing we haven’t seen before.” He lifts his chin in Dex’s direction. “We’re looking into a few things to spice it up.”

“What’s spicier than naked chicks?” Ravage asks.

Rock raises an eyebrow at Dex, silently asking if he has anything to add. When Dex shakes his head, Rock turns his attention to me. “All club accounts are flush. Recently paid our dues to National. There’s some talk that they’re going to ask for an additional percentage to cover some legal fees, but nothing official yet.”

Rock nods as if he already knows this, which he probably does.

Everyone groans at the idea of kicking more money up the chain. It comes out of our general club fund, not our own pockets, but still, no one likes giving money away. I pass a spreadsheet around for everyone to look at and prepare myself for the next part.

Some of my brothers gave me shit when I wanted to invest in this kid’s business idea a few years ago. I knew back then it had the potential to be huge, and now that I’m about to be proven right, I want to savor this moment. Ignoring the smile twitching at the corners of my mouth, I shuffle through the papers in front of me, pretending to study them. “Well, Evan is about to go public, so our investment is about to pay off huge.”

Sparky shouts, “Yes! I knew that was a good one, Teller.” He’s not lying, he’d been supportive of the hefty cash investment.

“So, can we finally call ourselves the Billionaire Bikers Club?” Ravage snarks. I give him the side-eye because he definitely gave me shit for that investment.

“Not quite but it’ll be close,” I answer with a straight face.

Low whistles echo in the room. “Shit, bro,” Bricks says. He’d also questioned me at the time.

Ravage raises his arms in the air, and bends forward, bowing and pressing his forehead to the table. “I’m not worthy, bro. I’ll never question you again.”

Murphy cracks up and Stash slaps Ravage on the shoulder.

Bricks nods at me. “All right.”

I turn and meet Rock’s eyes and he gives me a subtle, proud nod. “Good job.”

I swallow hard. “Thanks.” Rock’s put a lot of faith and trust in me since I was a kid and his opinion matters the most to me.

Across the table, Wrath grins at me. “Knew you’d be perfect for that Treasurer’s patch.”

Wrath’s opinion is a close second and I nod at him once.

Sparky dances in his seat, waving his hand in the air, even though he’s maybe five feet away from Rock. “Boss! Boss! This seems like a good time to remind everyone we need to upgrade the solar panels.” He points to the roof with both hands as if we’re not aware of where the clubhouse’s solar panels rest. “And some of the equipment downstairs. And we should add another windmill—”

“Easy, brother,” Z says. “We also need to replenish the club’s legal fund and look into some tech upgrades to the property.”

Rock raises both hands in an “ease up” sort of gesture. “Let’s get the money in the club’s account before we go spending it.” He glances at me. “You good?” he asks.

“Yup. I have an LLC set up and in place. I should have hard numbers in a few weeks. And we’ll need to decide what we’re selling and what we’re keeping.”

“Keep us posted.” Rock’s gaze settles on Murphy. “What’d you learn last night?”

Murphy sits up, placing his elbows on the table and lacing his fingers together. “Well, Heidi made friends with Tiki’s old lady, who’s quite loose-lipped.”

“I’m sure that’s not all that’s loose on her,” Ravage quips.

No one laughs.

“She says they’ve made a lot of trips to Vermont lately to party with another club out there.”

“Really?” Rock smirks.

“Weird since Merlin made a point to say how he’s only focused on what’s going on in Slater lately,” I say, so at least it looks like I paid attention last night.

“Merlin’s stupid and a liar. Not shocking,” Dex says.

Mentioning Merlin makes me shift in my seat. Of all the people for Charlotte to be related to, it has to be that clown.

“All right. It’s that time again.” Rock slaps his palms on the table and stands. “I’m going to leave you for a bit.” He nods to Wrath and Z before stepping out.

As soon as the door shuts behind Rock, Wrath stands. “We’ll leave too if anyone wants to discuss it without us here,” he says, pointing across the table to Z. Honestly, if they leave, Murphy and I should go as well. But I wait to see what the consensus is before making the offer.

Bricks answers first. “That’s not necessary. Sit your ass down.”

Wrath smirks and takes his seat.

Not surprisingly, Sparky raises his hand. “I won’t work as well for anyone but the boss. Rock’s the boss.”

Having said his piece, he settles back in his chair. Sparky could royally fuck the club any time he wanted. Never even jokes or mentions it. Until it’s time to vote. Then he drops the subtle reminder that our grow operation would be shit without him.

“I think we all feel that way,” Dex says, glancing around the table. “Love all you, but no one can run things as well as Rock.” Around the table everyone nods in agreement without hesitation.

All of us turn our attention to Wrath and Z. “Figured,” Z says with a barely concealed smile.

Wrath’s wearing a more severe expression. “You plannin’ to challenge him?” I ask before thinking over the question.

I can’t imagine what that would do to the club.

“Fuck no,” Wrath answers, not bothering to hide his irritation. He shifts and sits forward, placing both hands on the table. He looks each one of us in the eye one more time before speaking. “However, he’s been carrying a lot on his shoulders for a long time now.”

He holds up a hand as if he thinks we’re going to disagree. “I’m not saying everyone doesn’t do their part.” He nods to Z and Dex. “You two handling Crystal Ball was a big help.” His gaze slides to Bricks. “I know you’re busting ass at the shop.”

Bricks takes that as an opportunity to speak up. “I could really use Murphy’s help if we can spare him.” Bricks leaves out the now that there’s no gym for him to work at because no one needs the reminder that Wrath’s gym is a pile of rubble and ash.

“Whatever you need, brother.” Wrath moves to Murphy. “You good with that?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure my skill level—”

“Bro, you know how to do a basic paint job. I got faith in ya,” Bricks assures him.

“Murphy,” Wrath says to get his attention again. “How’s Rock?”

The question seems to startle him. “He’s fine…why?”

“You’re living there. You’re in the best position to tell us. He and Hope okay?”

Murphy scowls. “I’m not there to spy on him. We try to give them as much space as possible.”

Wrath’s face says he’s waiting for a better answer.

“I don’t know. They fuck like rabbits and never seem to argue. You’re closer to them than anyone.”

Dex sits forward. “Hold up. He say something to you, Wrath? You think he wants to step down?”

“No. Nothing like that. Think about all the shit we’ve been through in the last few years. The Vipers, his incarceration, one thing after another. We all know Rock’s not gonna ask for help.”

“Probably wouldn’t occur to him,” Ravage agrees.

“Operating as the club’s public face is a full-time job on its own.” Wrath says.

“Dealing with all those shady politicians ain’t easy,” Z adds.

Wrath nods before continuing. “He wanted to step away from Loco, but after that bullshit with his cousin, he can’t.” His gaze flicks to me. “I know you still got a lot going on, but I’m gonna ask you to step up there.”

Next to me, Z laughs. “Loco’s scared to death of you, bro.”

“What about the Demons?” Wrath asks.

“Murphy and I can handle any stuff that comes up with the Demon crew. Stump’s gotten comfortable with us,” Z says.

Murphy nods in agreement.

“Dex and Murphy got the Iron Bulls covered too,” Z says.

This time, Murphy shakes his head. “Not to be a dick, but I’m not going back to Arizona again anytime soon.”

One of the guys—probably Stash—makes a whip-crack sound. Without looking down the table, Murphy throws up his middle finger. “Z, you know Romeo as well as I do.”

“Yeah, no problem. I don’t mind visiting their place.”

“They got a girl over twenty hanging out in their clubhouse?” Ravage asks.

Z snorts. “Nope.”

“Finally,” Wrath says, tapping the table to get Z’s attention before he starts waxing poetic about barely legal pussy. “Grinder’s getting out soon.” He lifts his chin at me. “Gonna need your help there too.”

Surprised, all I manage to get out is an, “Okay.”

“He’s gonna be so happy to be free, he’s not gonna challenge Rock,” Murphy says.

“Probably not.” Wrath takes a few seconds before continuing. “But Grinder was one hard motherfucker. I doubt prison softened him up. Who knows how much resentment he’s been storing since Rock got out and he’s been sitting there all these years.”

Murphy shakes his head. “I know you and Z ain’t been out to see him as often, but Teller and I see him pretty regularly. He’s never even hinted at that.”

“Long as we keep sending those checks to Rose, I think he’s cool,” I add, uncomfortable talking about Grinder.

Wrath claps his hands, both silencing us and changing the subject. “Rock’s our president for the next four years?”

He goes around the table and gets everyone’s yes before jerking his thumb at the door and asking Z to go get Rock and let him know he’s stuck leading us for another four years.

A few hours later Rock, Wrath, Z, Murphy, Bricks, and I meet in front of the clubhouse. The guys already have our van packed for the meet with Loco when I hobble over.

“You all right, brother?” Murphy asks.

One hard stare and he takes his concern elsewhere. Not before he flips me off though.

“I’ll ride with you,” Rock says to me.

“That’s okay, Prez. I’m going to head somewhere afterward.” Just because I can’t ride doesn’t mean I’m going to stop him. He stares at me for a minute before nodding. As long as we pull our weight, Rock’s not one to pry, so he doesn’t ask about my plans.

Rock and Wrath take off first. Bricks and Z take the van, and Murphy and I follow behind them. Instead of the park where we used to meet Loco’s crew, we’ve been meeting at this diner he bought on the outskirts of the Empire City limits. Couple bikes and a van at a restaurant calls less attention than a bunch of vehicles hanging out at the riverside park after dark.

Rock and Wrath park in the front, while the van goes around the back of the building. I back into a spot next to Rock. Murphy pulls in a few minutes later and backs in next to my truck.

“Let’s get this over with,” Rock grumbles, slipping off his gloves and stuffing them in his pockets. Loco drives Rock nuts, but as Wrath’s fond of pointing out, Loco seems to idolize Rock. Before Wrath joins us, I pull Rock aside. “Prez, do you mind if I take off after we’re done with the hand off?”

“Go ahead.” He rolls his eyes. “One of us should avoid gangster night dinner.”

I force myself not to laugh. “Thanks, Prez.”

Wrath smacks my shoulder. “Come on killer. Put your mean face on. Let’s see if we can make Loco piss his pants.”

“Knock it off,” Rock growls.

The four of us entering the diner turns heads. Something we ignore. Rock scans the room for Loco and lifts his chin toward the back hallway. As soon as Loco spots me, he stops in his tracks.

Okay, it’s a little funny.

Next to me, Wrath cough-laughs.

Loco pastes on his gangster smile, opens his arms and swaggers over. “Rock and crew. Always a pleasure to have you in my establishment.”

He shakes Rock’s hand and then leads us to the hallway and out the back door.

Z and Bricks are waiting outside the van, both of them studying the back parking lot and surrounding area.

“Only you tonight, Loco?” Wrath asks as he also takes a look around.

“Yes. I’m being a lot more…cautious with who I bring into certain activities.”

“Good plan,” Rock says which seems to please Loco.

Every now and then his gaze strays to me, then darts away.

None of Loco’s crew here means we have to unload the van ourselves. To be fair, Loco helps. We deposit the crates downstairs in a section of the basement clearly reserved for breaking down the large quantities of marijuana we brought into smaller amounts that are ready for distribution.

“Some of my girls are going to help with the packaging,” Loco explains, waving his hand at the set-up. “They can be trusted.”

Rock goes over the list of different strains we brought tonight. Sparky’s crops range from comfortable high to seeing-Satan-in-your-hot-tub-fucked-out-of-your-skull high. Loco makes a few notes and leaves them on the counter before handing Rock a thick envelope of cash.

Loco hands over a second envelope. “This is to cover some of the fuckery with my cousin.” His gaze flicks between Rock and Wrath.

Rock inclines his head in Wrath’s direction and Loco hands over the envelope.

Cash and blood. How debts are paid in our world.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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It’s been a long time since I looked forward to anything as much as I’m looking forward to seeing Charlotte.

Surprisingly, not just for the sex.

I take a chance that she never picked up her car and park behind her apartment building. After a brisk walk through the alleyway, I’m at the front door to the brownstone. There’re two mail slots and buzzers to my left. Since neither are labeled, I’m not sure which one belongs to Charlotte. In my haze last night, I didn’t notice whether she used a key for this door. I turn the knob and find it unlocked. Shit, that bugs me. So, anyone can show up on her doorstep at any time?

Charlotte answers and her eyes widen.

“You need a lock for that front door. Any psycho could show up on your doorstep.”

She doesn’t laugh. “What are you doing here?”

I brush a kiss on her cheek. “Is that any way to greet the man who gave you multiple orgasms last night?”

Her cheeks turn pink and given the many ways I made her come not twenty-four hours ago, I’m confused by her reaction.

She opens the door wider, revealing the reason for her discomfort.

“I could’ve lived the rest of my life never knowing that,” Carter says without looking at me.

My gaze swings back to Charlotte and I mouth, “Sorry,” to her.

The corners of her mouth turn up and she gives me a quick kiss on the lips. “I didn’t expect you until later.”

“Close to hurling over here,” Carter mumbles.

Ignoring him for now, I take Charlotte’s hands in mine. I’m dying to touch her, to have her close. “I ducked out early,” I say against her ear. “Needed to see you.”

Yeah, I’m probably over-sharing this early in our whatever-we’re-doing, but, fuck it. I’ve never been one to play games. I’m told my honesty is both my best and most annoying quality.

She nuzzles her forehead against my chin briefly and whispers. “I’m glad.” Before inviting me inside.

Carter sweeps his insolent gaze over me. “You’re back, huh?”

“Yup.”

He grunts at me and doesn’t make any effort to stand or offer his hand or even move over. I take the hint and lean against the mantel. Charlotte already means enough to me that I don’t want to disrespect her by kicking her brother’s ass in her living room.

“Carter and I were going to go down the street for pizza,” Charlotte explains. She rolls her bottom lip, worrying it with her teeth. I doubt she meant the gesture to be sexy, but it is. Even with her brother a few feet away glaring at me like he’s hoping he can set me on fire with the power of his eyes.

“Care if I join you?” I ask, directing the question to Carter.

He lifts an eyebrow. “What do you care what I think?”

“I don’t want to intrude if it’s family time.”

He cocks his head, trying to determine if I’m mocking him I think. I keep my expression neutral. I meant what I said. It doesn’t take a genius to see how tight these two are and I respect that, even if he annoys me, and even if I want Charlotte all to myself right now.

“That’d be great, Marcel,” Charlotte answers.

Carter narrows his eyes at me. “You sure you two don’t want to be alone?”

Yeah, I want to be alone with Charlotte, but not to go out for pizza.

“Knock it off, Carter,” Charlotte grumbles, waving her hand at him. He pushes off the couch and marches out the front door.

“You want me to come back later?” I ask Charlotte.

“No. Are you sure you don’t mind?” She jerks her thumb in the direction her brother went.

“Not at all.”

She drops her gaze and bites her lower lip again. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

“Hey.” I step closer and run my thumb over her cheek, inviting her to meet my eyes. “Thought about you all day.”

She meets my eyes, but I don’t find what I’m looking for. “You mean that?”

“Why do you think I busted my ass to get back here as soon as possible?”

Her lips part, but then she shakes her head, reaching up to press a quick kiss to my cheek. “Come on. I’m starving.”

Unsettled, I take her hand and let her lead me out the door.

Carter’s waiting for us on the sidewalk, staring down the street. “Angela’s or I Love NY?” he asks without looking at us.

“I’m fine with either one.”

The two pizza places are at opposite ends of the street, so I start walking in the direction Carter’s facing, figuring that’s where he wants to go.

It’s still early so the place is jammed. “I’ll grab a table,” Charlotte says. She nods at Carter. “He knows what I’ll eat.”

Carter glares at me after she leaves. “So, what are you, dating my sister now?”

I’m not sure how to answer since Charlotte and I haven’t even discussed it long enough to slap a label on it. “That’s between me and your sister.”

“Fabulous,” he mutters. “Just what she needs.”

He’s saved from a throat-punch by the clerk calling us up to the counter to place our order. His annoyance with me doesn’t get under my skin because I totally understand where it’s coming from. It actually makes me like him more. Well, like might be a little strong. It helps me respect him and not knock his teeth down his throat.

I bump him out of the way to pay for the meals and smother a laugh when Carter mumbles, “I guess it’s the least you could do.”

“You’re welcome.”

Charlotte tips her head up when I approach the table. The corners of her mouth turn up in a soft smile when I take the seat across from her.

“How was your day?” I ask Charlotte.

“Good.”

“You give your friend all the info she wanted?” I wiggle my eyebrows at the same time Carter looks up.

After a healthy eye-roll, he asks, “You met Mercy?”

“Was that her name?” Shit, I’m usually good with names. That’s how messed up Charlotte has me.

Charlotte nods. “Yes.”

“You forgot her hot friend’s name?” Carter chuckles and takes a sip of his beer. “Maybe you’re not a dick after all.”

“Carter,” Charlotte spits out through clenched teeth.

But Carter’s not deterred. He jerks his thumb in Charlotte’s direction. “Her ex tried to hook up with Mercy at Charlotte’s twenty-eighth birthday party.”

“Shut up,” Charlotte snaps.

“Mercy kneed him in the groin. It was epic.”

The counter girl drops our orders at our table, giving me a chance to come up with a response.

I lift my chin at Carter. “Surprised you didn’t kick his ass.”

“She wouldn’t let me. My sister’s a fight-my-own-battles type of woman. You’ll learn.” Under his breath, he adds, “If you stick around.”

Charlotte elbows him in the side.

“Ignore him.”

“Someone pulled that shit with my sister, I’d definitely kick his ass.”

“Even your club brother?” Charlotte challenges.

“Murphy wouldn’t do that.”

“Your sister’s dating one of your bros?” Carter asks.

“Engaged.” The easy way the word rolls out of my mouth isn’t as weird as I expected.

Carter finishes his dinner and stands.

“What’s wrong?” Charlotte asks.

“Nothing. I want to give you lovebirds some alone time.”

Charlotte shakes her head but accepts the kiss he plants on her cheek. This time he actually holds his hand out and I take it. “Thanks for dinner, Teller.”

“Anytime, kid.”

Charlotte watches him go and when the door jingles shut, she turns her attention back to me. “I’m sorry,” she says. “He’s—”

“Your brother. I get it.”

She lets out a breath like she’s relieved I can tolerate her brother. “Thanks.”

“You forget, I have a little sister.”

“How could I forget? We probably wouldn’t have met otherwise.”

Tilting my head to the side, I study her for a second. “I doubt that.”

An incredulous laugh works out of her throat. “You’re not suggesting fate would have brought us together some other way, are you?”

“Why not?”

“A little soft for a biker, no?”

“Sweetheart, I think you know by now, nothing on me is soft.” I stare at her until she blushes. “You seem to have a really narrow opinion of bikers.”

She opens her mouth. Hesitates for a second. “You’re right. Uncle Chuck doesn’t leave one with a favorable impression.” A smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. “I wouldn’t want you to judge me by some ambulance chaser.”

“There’s a difference. Lawyer is what you do. Biker is what I am.”

“Maybe.”

“Are you bothered that he called us lovebirds?”

She tilts her head in an adorable way that makes me want to lean over the table and kiss her.

“What are we, Marcel? Are we friends?”

Can I be friends with girls?

Hope doesn’t count, she’s more like a big sister. Family.

Trinity? Not going there.

I swallow past the lump in my throat. Mariella was the closest I’d had to a platonic friend. We shared a lot of dark secrets.

“I like to think we’re more than friends, Charlotte.”

“Fuck buddies?” she suggests.

I don’t like the sound of that. At all. “No.”

“Then what?”

I’ve been warned about this “talk” that girls inevitably want to have and I don’t find it as troubling as I always thought I would. “What do you want?”

Her gaze darts away. “I don’t know.”

“Where do you want to be?”

She meets my eyes and slides her hands over mine. “Right here with you.”

Now, that answer I like. “You ready to go somewhere else with me?”

“Sure.” She wads up her napkin and tosses it on the plate. While I clear the table and toss everything in the garbage can, she pulls out a small mirror and slicks on some gloss.

When I walk up behind her, she’s busy smiling at her reflection. I lean down and whisper against her ear. “Why bother when it’s going to come off in a few minutes anyway?”

Startled, she jumps and clicks her compact closed. “I was checking my teeth for spinach.” Her eyes narrow. “What’s coming off?”

I cup her cheek and run my thumb over her bottom lip, smearing the sticky gloss. “This.”
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If anyone else had the nerve to smudge the gloss I’d so carefully applied, they’d be on the receiving end of a serious bitchfest.

Marcel? I’m too eager to find out how else he wants to remove it to be pissed. We’re in a crowded pizza parlor and I’m desperate to have this man do all sorts of dirty things to me.

It’s almost dark when we step out onto the sidewalk. This early in the summer, the street is jam-packed with locals enjoying the warm city night. Marcel slings his arm over my shoulder, pulling me close in a casual “she’s mine” pose that leaves me uncertain.

“Are you sure you want to be seen with me?”

Marcel’s slow head turn and wide-eyes clearly say, huh?

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that question, miss ‘I can’t associate with outlaws?’” he says with a wry twist to his lips.

“I said I was sorry.”

“I’m not mad. Seems pretty damn funny now.”

“I’m thrilled you find me amusing. But seriously. What if one of your brothers sees you with Merlin’s niece?”

“How are they going to know who you are?”

“Oh. True.”

“If you don’t want to be seen in public with me, just say so.” The words are cocky, but there’s also a hard undertone that gives me pause. Did I hurt his feelings? After he so sweetly told me he thinks we’re more than friends or fuck-buddies.

“No.” I slide my arm under his cut around his waist and snuggle into his side, inhaling his summer-forest scent. “I was just worried about you,” I mumble.

“Let’s go back to your place.”

“You’re planning to stick around?”

He focuses his intense stare on me. “Good luck getting rid of me.”

“Causing trouble, Teller?” A deep voice asks from behind us.

Everything about Marcel tenses up. He turns but drops the hostile glare when he comes face to face with the Empire Police officer standing in front of us. “Still getting your kicks from hassling people, Deputy Hollister?”

The cop rolls his eyes. “It’s officer now. What are you up to?” he asks, holding out his hand.

After a second where he lets the officer’s hand hang in the air, he takes it. “How’s Bree?”

The cop’s gaze slides my way. “My fiancée is fine.”

Marcel’s arm tightens around my waist. “Charlotte, Deputy Hollister here was the finest sheriff in my hometown.”

I hold out my hand. “Nice to meet you, Officer.” Clearly Marcel enjoys calling him Deputy to be annoying and I’m not getting involved in that.

“Likewise.” His gaze darts between us for a few seconds. “Well, you two have a good night.”

“I didn’t know you were friends with the other side,” I joke after the officer’s out of earshot.

“Friends is probably stretching it. We have a healthy respect for each other.”

“You didn’t behave very respectfully.”

He touches his hand to his chest. “That hurts, Charlotte.”

“Bullshit.”

Before I know what he’s doing, he leans down and presses a kiss to my lips. “I love when you call me out.”

Being with Marcel is so simple. It shouldn’t be, but somehow it is.

“Come on, let’s go.”

He takes my hand and we hurry across the street. At the bottom of the stairs, he hesitates, his face screwed into a mask of pain.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he answers quickly.

He finally follows me up the stairs and into my apartment. “How badly were you hurt?” I’m a little ashamed it’s taken me this long to ask about his accident.

“Bad enough.” He cups my cheeks in both hands and presses me back against the door, staring into my eyes. “That’s the last thing I want to talk about with you.”

At first, I’m insulted and I think he senses that because he sighs and steps back. “Being with you, I’m able to forget about it for a little while.”

“Oh.”

His lips meet mine and I sink into the sweet sensation. I breathe him in and hook my fingers in his belt loops, drawing him closer, enjoying every inch of this powerful man against my body.

My heart beats a crazy rhythm as his hands slide down my back to cup my butt. Whatever he wants from me, I want to give him tonight.
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Charlotte’s fingers thread through my hair, nails lightly grazing my scalp sending pleasurable tingles through my body. Just like last night, the heat of her touch ignites a fire inside me that I thought I’d lost.

She strokes her tongue against mine, kisses my jaw, my neck. Her hands slide under my shirt, pushing it up so she can press kisses to my chest.

My entire body vibrates with the need to be closer to her.

To be inside her.

I put her back against the door, pinning her, rocking my hips against her.

“Marcel, please.”

Pulling away, I take in her dazed expression. I run my thumb over her bottom lip, still red and wet from our kisses. “Told you that stuff was coming off.”

She laughs and gently pushes me backward. Sidestepping me, she darts down the hall. Pulling off her shirt and tossing it behind her. At her bedroom door, she stops and turns. “Come and get me, or I’ll start without you.”

Fuck if she doesn’t know exactly what to say to fire me up even more.

Our eyes lock and I move to the couch, shrugging out of my cut and setting it down. I pull my T-shirt over my head next and when I drop it on the end of the couch she’s gone.

It’s like this woman’s somehow tapped into the most primal part of me. I’m harder than fucking steel as I hunt her down.

Her place isn’t that big, so I don’t have to go far. I stop in her doorway and find her standing next to her bed in her bra and underwear.

“Gotcha.” I close the door and a jolt of satisfaction hits me when she trembles. “What if I wanted to undress you slowly?”

She hooks her thumbs under her bra straps, teasing them down her shoulders. “I left something for you.”

As soon as I’m close enough, she hooks her fingers in the waistband of my jeans and pulls me forward. Her hands toy with my belt. “Why is this so hard?”

“Because you’re half-naked in front of me.”

“Not your dick. The belt.”

Brushing her hands away, I undo the buckle. She steps back and bites her lower lip, watching my hands.

“You want something?”

“Your cock. I’m just not sure I can take it again.”

I snort and push her back against the bed. “You’ll take it.” She lands on her butt and stretches out, rolling to her side and propping her head on her hand.

“Make me.”

I glance up, meeting her eyes. “Careful, Charlotte.”

She chuckles and slips her hand down the front of her panties.

“Mine.”

She ignores the warning.

Done messing around, I shove my pants off the rest of the way, kicking them and my shoes to the side. I grab her hand, yanking it away from her pussy. “What’d I tell you? Mine.”

“Just getting ready to take that massive dick again.”

“I’ll get you ready.”

To prove my point, I yank her underwear down her legs. There’s no soft, gentle exploring tonight. I have my mouth on her pussy so fast, she shrieks.

“Quiet.”

“Shit. I can’t.” She moans and tosses her head from side to side. “That’s good.”

She’s still speaking actual words, so she’s not ready yet. I tongue and lick her slick lips and tease her clit until she’s writhing under me. She makes these sexy-as-fuck throaty moaning noises while arching her back off the mattress.

There’s nothing gentle about the way I suck and lap at her clit. It’s rough and desperate. I’m starving and she’s the only thing that can satisfy me.

I slip two fingers inside her, pushing in and out. She moans something close to my name and bucks her hips against me. A few seconds later she comes hard and loud.

“That’s it. Ride my fingers. Told you that was my pussy.”

She blinks and stares at me with a soft, unfocused gaze.

I reach over and grab a condom and throw myself on the bed next to her. “Up.”

She doesn’t bother arguing. She does brush my hands away and leans over to take my cock in her mouth.

“Fuck, Charlotte.”

Kneeling next to me on the bed, she takes me all the way to the back of her throat then slides back up, teasing her tongue over the head of my cock. I bury my hand in her hair, gripping tight, helping her, holding her in place while I thrust up into her hot wet mouth. She sputters but keeps taking it.

“Fuck. I need you on top of me.” I grunt as I pull her away from my dick. Her eyes sear me with heat and need.

I squeeze myself into the condom in record time, urging her up and over me.

“Come on. Get that tight pussy around my cock.”
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We both groan as I slide down. “Marcel.”

He grips my hips and my hands curl around his forearms.

“That’s it, Charlotte. Take all of me.”

Still holding me with one hand, he reaches over the side of the bed. I’m enjoying myself too much to pay attention to what he’s fiddling with.

Turns out, it’s his belt. The simple wide strip of black leather with the heavy silver buckle I couldn’t figure out before. I’d been more interested in what was behind the belt to examine it more closely. Maybe I should have.

Another spike of adrenaline bursts through me.

He folds the belt in half and taps my leg. “Get up.”

“I just got on,” I protest.

He flashes his sexy half-smirk. “Ride me in reverse, cowgirl.”

My gaze strays to the belt, anticipating how he plans to use it.

Excited about the possibilities.

I ease up slowly, shivering when he groans. “Stand up. That’s it. Right over top of me.” He taps my ass with the belt. “Come on back down. Get that dick in you.”

I peer at him over my shoulder. “You have a filthy mouth.”

“You seem to enjoy it.” He cracks the belt against my ass and I inhale sharply.

“Come on,” he encourages, grabbing my hip with one hand and guiding me down over his cock. “There you go. Nice and slow.”

This position feels like trying to write with my left hand.

At first.

When I finally figure it out, my breath catches. It’s a unique sensation, hitting me in a different, but still pleasurable way.

“Careful, sweetheart. My dick doesn’t bend that way,” he cautions when I get a little carried away. His hands grip my hips, guiding me where he wants. “There you go.”

“Oh, shit!” I gasp and brace my hands on his shins, working myself up and down.

“Hands on your thighs,” he says, leaving no room for questions or quibbling.

Black leather loops around my middle, pulling tight until my arms are pinned to my side.

Holy shit.

I don’t even know how to process it other than my heart jackhammering and heat racing over my skin.

He makes a sexy sound somewhere between a growl and a grunt, and keeps the belt tight while he pistons up. Whether it’s the new angle or the gentle restraint, the pressure inside me builds fast.

So close.

Sweet relief is just out of my reach. I grind down on him harder. My hands grasp the belt, lifting it and placing it around my neck. For a second the belt tightens.

Marcel stops moving under me.

“Charlotte?”

The belt loosens and whistles through the air, hitting the floor with a clink and a thud.

Easily he bucks me off, throwing me to the mattress. He shoves my legs apart and slips back inside me before I even realize what happened. One of his large hands wraps around my throat, gently squeezing at the sides.

“Fuck.” My eyes close. “Yes.”

“This what you need, Charlotte?” he asks, his voice full of protectiveness and desire. “What you want?”

My answering groan makes him apply more pressure. “Look at me.”

My eyes pop open. He’s staring down with so much intensity. But also so much affection, my heart skips. “You want this?”

“Please.”

He lowers himself, kissing me softly. “Then, it’s my way. So I can watch your face. My hand. So I can feel you,” he whispers against my lips. “Understand?”

“Yes.”

I’m not sure what I’m agreeing to because I’ve never wanted a man’s hand around my neck before. My actions actually scare me.

But Marcel’s in control and I trust him to keep me safe while giving me pleasure.

He loosens his grip on my neck but keeps his hand there in a comforting way as if he knows I’m afraid and he wants to reassure me. He thrusts into me slowly, grinding his pelvis into my clit until my body’s boiling under the pressure of needing to come.

“I—”

“I got you.” He picks up his pace, pumping into me with short, precise strokes, while his fingers slowly tighten around my neck. I fixate on his eyes and slowly come undone. My vision blurring around the edges and intense pleasure pulsing through every part of me.

“Oh, God. Oh, Marcel.”

“Right there with you.” He grunts out each word and his thrusts become wild and frantic. He releases my neck and grabs my waist, holding me the way he needs me. I reach up, curling my hands over his shoulders to hang on tight.

He stills above me. Breathing hard. Eyes squeezed shut. Beautiful in his release.

After a few seconds, he kisses my cheek. “Jesus, woman. I don’t think I’ve ever come so hard in my life.” He throws himself down on the bed next to me and hooks one arm under me to pull my body closer.

“I can’t catch my breath,” I mumble against his skin.

That pulls him out of his languid post-sex posture. He sits up, brushing his fingers over my neck. “Did I hurt you?”

“No. I’m breathless from orgasm aftershocks.”

He chuckles and rolls away. “I’ll be right back.”

I flop onto my back, staring at the ceiling. Not really thinking of anything except how good I feel. Content.

It’s just the sex, right?

“You look so serious, Sunshine.” Marcel strides into my room in nothing but boxer briefs.

“Who said you could put those on?” I tease.

He flashes a grin and tickles his fingers over the top of my foot.

“Are you leaving?” I ask.

“Fuck no.” He lands in the bed next to me. “Told you I’d be difficult to get rid of.”

I roll over to face him and he slips one arm behind his head.

“Did I wear you out, stud?”

“Long day. Didn’t get a lot of sleep. This hot girl I know kept me up all night.” His lips quirk as his eyes close.

I’m still wound up so I watch him drift off. My gaze travels over his body. His hard and sculpted arms and torso. There’s enough light for me to explore his ink and without him watching, I take my time. The design on his left arm starts as a black forest and mountain scene with pops of color here and there. Blue sky, green leaves, a black raven with a red rose. I’m more curious about the smaller pieces on the inside of his arm. It almost looks as if the larger design was skillfully drawn around these smaller ones instead of covering them up like some people do with old tattoos.

The first one I’m drawn to is a four-leaf clover with a small crown and a date in the center. “Blake” is written below. I assume the date is either when the two of them met or has something to do with the club. I recognize the dollar sign as the same one on his cut and I guess that has to do with his role as treasurer. There’s a red and black ladybug with a date that I’m pretty sure is his sister’s birthday. Then a red heart with a date that must be his niece’s birthday. Further up there’s a four-leaf clover with a ladybug nestled on one of the leaves. No magical interpretation skills needed to decipher that one. My gaze lands on a set of angel wings and the name Mariella. Another family member? An ex-girlfriend he still pines for?

If he were awake, would I have the courage to ask?

My gaze strays to his face.

Besides his physical beauty and crudeness, there’s something so good and sweet in him. At least I think so. I’m afraid to let my guard down and find out that I’m wrong.

I already like him way too much. And I’m terrified that being with this man could break me.

Our relationship could also slice through the final ties to my uncle and mother. I have no doubt that if my uncle disowns me, my mother will side with him.

I can’t say I’d be sad about it. But I’m too old to do the dating-the-wrong-guy-to-piss-off-my-parents thing. So being with him has to be about what I want. What I need.

And I want him.

Deep down, part of me thinks I need him.

And maybe he needs me too.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Warm and soft, Charlotte smells so sweet nestled up next to me. Even in sleep, my arm’s locked tight around her middle, keeping her close. At some point, it’s not enough and I come fully awake.

“Charlotte,” I whisper against her ear, brushing the sheet off her body and sliding my hand under her shirt. “Didn’t have enough of you last night.”

She murmurs and twists her shoulders, exposing her neck. I take it as an invitation and bury my face there, alternating between soft kisses and gentle sucking.

“Hmmm,” she sighs and I roll her to her side, pulling her body against mine. Her back to my chest, giving me the opportunity to slip my hand down her underwear. Her whole body trembles and she stretches, spreading her legs wider.

“Good girl. I need to feel you,” I whisper, finding her clit and sliding my middle finger over it.

Fully awake now, she wraps her fingers around my forearm. I gather her wrists in one hand, keeping her still.

“Marcel,” she pleads and twists against me, bumping her ass against my groin.

“Be patient.” I press my finger against her harder, circling her clit in earnest now.

She moans and shudders against me as I work to find the right rhythm. To figure out exactly what she needs.

My cock’s aching with the need to fuck her, but making her come first matters to me more at the moment.

“Oh,” she moans louder this time.

“That’s it.” I nip at her earlobe and stay focused on pleasuring her, allowing her to feel the full strength of my body behind her, holding her tight. “I want you to come for me. Just like this. Then I’m going to fuck you hard. You want that?”

“Yes. Please,” she begs, drawing out the word until it’s a high-pitched cry.

She’s so close. I rub faster, harder until she’s panting and writhing against me.

The first shudder of her orgasm hits and I swear I almost come in my shorts.

Focus. It’s about her.

“Come on. Thatta girl,” I encourage.

“Marcel, Marcel,” she chants, a desperate note coloring her voice. Her hands struggle against mine, reaching.

“What do you need?”

She thrashes her head and bucks her hips, still so close and not quite there.

Releasing her hands, I readjust my position and grip her neck, gently squeezing both sides.

“That what you need?” I ask, releasing for a few seconds, then applying more pressure.

“Uh.” She struggles, clenching her fists tight and bucking against me. “Fuck.”

“Come for me first.”

She shudders and trembles, finally falling over the edge. I let go of her neck and she grabs my hand, bringing it to her mouth and running her lips over my fingers. “Oh my God. Oh my God,” she whispers.

I’m done in. Hearing her. Feeling her. Holding her while she writhes in pleasure from my touch.

“Gonna fuck you now,” I inform her in a hoarse voice. I hate dragging my hand away from her but I need to find a condom and get inside her now.

She’s breathing hard and still moaning when I return. Yanking her underwear down, but not off, I push her forward and lift her leg up enough to nudge my cock against her slick pussy.

“Was that good, Sunshine? You came so fucking hard you’re soaked.”

“Yes!” she shrieks as I push all the way inside. “Fuck, yes.”

“That’s right.”

She stretches her arms over her head, bracing herself against the wall while I ride her hard.

No matter how much effort she puts into stopping it, the bedframe still slams into the wall. I pull her up to her knees, pressing my palm to the small of her back and use my other hand to stroke her clit.

“Think you can come for me again this morning?”

“I, uh, I don’t know.”

“I have faith in you.”

Whoever’s upstairs pounds on the floor and yells, “Shut up! For fuck’s sake!”

Charlotte covers her mouth with both hands, laughing.

Covering her with my body, I gently nip her earlobe. “I’m going to kill your neighbors,” I growl.

“Power through it.”

Now I’m the one laughing.

Buried deep inside her. Our sweaty bodies clinging to one another and she has me laughing.

I pull out and flop down next to her. “Ride me.”

She doesn’t question it, just mounts me like a pro. “Fuck, I love you up there.” My hands slide under her tank top lifting it off and tossing it aside. Then I’m filling my palms with her breasts, flicking my thumbs over her nipples, while she leans back, bracing herself on my thighs.

“Right there, Charlotte. Don’t stop.”

She grinds down on me harder and harder, moaning and breathing fast. Finally her eyes roll back and she slows down. That’s when I grip her hips and keep her in place while I hammer up into her.

Doesn’t take long until I’m coming like a fucking rocket.

She falls down over me, covering me with her soft, vanilla-scented hair. Her mouth and tongue slide over my pec and she lightly bites my nipple. “You’re fucking amazing.”

“Same, Sunshine.”

I drag her into the shower with me and clean us both up. When we’re back in her bedroom toweling off, I ask, “What do you want to do today?”

“Whatever you want.”

“What if I want you back in that bed?”

A shy smile curves her lips. “I’m okay with that.”

Today would be the perfect day to take her for a ride on my bike and the thought stops me cold.

How can I ache for something that almost destroyed me?

How can I even consider risking someone else I care about again?

The few memories I have of the crash come back in suffocating waves and I stagger over to the bed, sitting on the edge.

“Marcel?”

I can’t breathe.

“Marcel?” Charlotte’s soft, concerned voice breaks through my fog and I open my eyes. Air rushes into my lungs.

She’s kneeling on the floor next to me, hands on my legs. “Are you okay?”

I force a smile and run my hand over her hair, making sure she’s real. Shit. It’s not in me to admit or show weakness. I’ve already had enough people see me weak and helpless over the last few months. Having Charlotte witness it is unacceptable. “Must be dehydrated from you fucking me dry the last twenty-four hours.”

She’s too smart to buy that line of bullshit but too kind to contradict me. Her hand wraps around mine and squeezes. “I’m a terrible hostess, huh? Offering you my pussy but no food or drink?”

My free hand strays to her breast, barely contained by her flimsy tank top. “I could live off your pussy.”

I get a soft snort in return and she carefully lifts herself from the floor. “Come on. I’ll feed you.”
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I keep my eye on Marcel as I make breakfast. All I have is a half loaf of semi-stale bread, a few eggs, and an unopened package of bacon. At least it’s breakfast food.

He’s quiet while I make the French toast. I don’t have the nerve to ask him what happened in the bedroom. I’ve known enough men like him in my life to know he won’t want his momentary weakness pointed out or dissected.

I wish he trusted me enough to tell me, but we barely know each other.

“How do you like your eggs?” I ask.

“However you want to do them is fine.”

“I only have apple juice or water. And coffee.”

“Coffee.”

My hands shake while I scoop out the coffee. Why the hell does he make me nervous in my own damn kitchen? I’ve cooked for boyfriends before.

He’s so not your boyfriend.

“I’ve eaten so bad all weekend,” I mutter as I set the stack of French toast and a plate of bacon on the table.

The corners of his mouth twist up. “I’ll help you work it off.”

“I think you already did. I’m starving.”

We eat in silence for a while.

“Thank you,” he says.

I glance up, unsure of what he’s thanking me for.

“Breakfast.”

“It’s the least I could do after all the orgasms.”

He chuckles. “What’s your week look like?”

“Hmmm.” I drum my fingers against the table while I think about my schedule. I’ve had such a good time with him this weekend, I forgot about stuff like real life. “Busy week. I have a couple trials scheduled. Not sure they’ll all proceed, but I still need to be prepared.”

“Am I stopping you?”

The truth is, I would’ve gone down to my office for a few hours today. Like I do every Sunday.

“How about you? What does a Lost King do while the rest of us citizens are toiling away at our nine-to-fives?”

He stares at me for a few seconds. “Physical therapy. Watching Alexa. Couple things at Crystal Ball.” He stops to let that one sink in.

“The strip club?”

“We own it. I do the books.”

“Oh. So, you order the body glitter and pasties?”

He huffs out a laugh. “No.”

“You play down the amount of cash that goes through the business so it looks like it barely turns a profit?”

“Now you’re getting warmer.”

“No judgment.” I hold up my hands. “I don’t think I’ve ever reported a cash retainer on my taxes.”

He slaps his hand over his chest and lets out a fake gasp. “I’m shocked, Charlotte. What a bad girl.”

I lift my shoulders not embarrassed I told him about something all my colleagues do but none would ever admit. “The government takes enough of my money.”

He runs a finger over my hand. “Some outlaw blood running through those veins?”

More than you know.

“Little bit.”

He opens his mouth, seems to think better of what he wanted to say and closes it. I’m impressed he hasn’t tried to get information about my uncle’s club out of me once this weekend. In fact, he’s hardly mentioned it.

“So you don’t work at the gym anymore?”

“It burned down.”

“Oh, shit. That was thoughtless of me, I actually read about that when it happened.”

“Wrath’s rebuilding. Or he will when the insurance company stops dicking around. Murphy worked there more than I did, so it’s hit him harder. Fucker won’t let anyone help him out of course,” he mutters. The concern he shows for his best friend makes me like him even more.

[image: Teller]

Even though we don’t do a whole lot, the day goes by way too fast. Since I pretty much emptied her fridge, I drive her down to the grocery store. It’s a weird, normal, couple-y thing to do with someone I barely know, but it feels easy.

Everything with Charlotte feels easy.

After dinner, she opens the back door that leads to an enclosed porch and pushes through another screen door taking us to her tiny, walled-in, overgrown back yard. “Jesus, you could have jungle cats living back here.”

“The landlord mows it maybe once a month and I hardly ever get to sit out here, so…” she shrugs and turns to go back inside on the enclosed porch.

I halt on the top step.

“How’d I miss the hammock before?” The mass of twisted rope takes up one entire side of the porch.

“And here I thought you were so observant,” she teases.

“You’ve had me a little distracted.”

Her sly smile and rich, throaty laugh seeps inside my chest.

“Do you use it?”

She pulls out one of the two chairs at the small plastic table set up on the porch. “Not as a sex swing, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“That’s not what I was thinking.” I tap my finger against my chin a few times, pretending I’m manufacturing all sorts of dirty scenarios in my head. “Now that you mention it, though…”

She laughs. “You’ll make fun of me if I tell you.”

I drop the teasing act and take the chair across from her. “No, I won’t.”

After a deep breath, she squares her shoulders and her cautious eyes meet mine. “It’s where I like to sit and think about my ideal life. Write in my journal. Stuff like that.”

That’s so not what I expected her to say. Yet, I can picture her doing it perfectly. “What’s your ideal life look like?”

“I don’t know.” She stares out at the back yard. “A house in the country.”

“Thought you liked the city?”

“For now.”

“Go on.”

She blushes and drops her gaze to her wine glass. Her fingers nervously play with the stem of the glass, spinning it in circles over the table. “Blue sky. Green grass. Enough money to pay my bills. Feeling like I actually help people and make a difference.”

I swallow hard. “Anyone else you’re sharing that green grass with?”

She lifts her gaze and narrows her eyes. “Why? You want to be that someone?”

Contemplating something as abstract as my ideal life never occurred to me until this moment.

“Is that so hard to believe?”

For a few minutes, neither of us speak. She studies my face. Trying to determine if I’m serious. “I figured you already lived your ideal life. Muffler bunnies dropping their panties for you whenever you walk into a room. Willing to tend to your every need.” Her tone is teasing, but there’s a harsh edge to it that slices into me.

I don’t bother denying her version of my life. “Maybe that’s not ideal anymore.” As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I know they’re true. And I think I can even pinpoint when the shift inside me occurred.

When Mariella died.

The crushing weight of guilt lands on my chest and I have to stand up, move away from Charlotte. No, stay away from Charlotte. Before I do something to hurt her too. I shouldn’t even be here.

I push through the back door and stand on a strip of concrete that serves as a patio, staring out at the overgrown jungle in her backyard.

“Marcel?”

The door screeches behind me then softly thumps closed. I barely hear her footsteps whisper over the wooden steps. Her arms wrap around my waist and her body molds to my back, her cheek resting between my shoulder blades.

My shoulders drop. Just her touch chases the tension out of my body.

“I’m sorry,” she says.

“Don’t be.” My strained voice comes out rough and unrecognizable. “You’re right. I should go anyway. It’s late. You need to get up early and go to work tomorrow.”

“I don’t know what I’m…what we’re doing here.”

Grasping her hands, I turn and face her. “We were talking.”

“You know what I mean.”

“No, explain it to me.”

“Goddamnit, Marcel.” She yanks her hands out of my hold. “You know damn well what I mean. I already admitted I like you.”

“And?”

She blows out a frustrated breath. “How can I trust you? I don’t want to be a pawn between my uncle’s club and yours.”

Finally, we’re getting this out in the open.

I move closer until she’s forced to take a step back. She turns and takes shelter on the porch.

“I don’t give a fuck about Merlin or his club.” I follow her, closing the door behind me. Not that I give a shit if her neighbors hear us arguing. They’ve already had ringside seats to us fucking.

“Bullshit. Tell me you wouldn’t love some information about something they’re up to.”

“No, that’s the problem. I should care about stuff like that, but when I’m with you, I don’t.”

She backs up a few more steps, placing her hand on the door leading into the kitchen. “Why? Because I’m just that great in bed?”

That flips my switch to pissed off. I stalk a few steps closer, backing her against the low glass window. “You’re a fantastic fuck.” Each word comes out low and even. “But not even the power of your pussy could make me sit through dinner with your brother like we did last night. You think I want to hang around and go grocery shopping with every chick who offers to spread her legs for me?”

“You want a medal?” She reaches back and turns the knob, stumbling into the kitchen with me right behind her.

“You’re the one accusing me of having ulterior motives.” I shrug, a casual gesture meant to disguise that I’m approaching my boiling point. “I’m being honest.”

“So, what? I’m special? And my uncle’s club has nothing to do with that?”

I close my eyes, searching for the right words to make her understand. Except, I don’t even understand it myself.

“Charlotte, I felt this way before I even knew who your uncle was.”

She opens her mouth, probably to throw another snarky comment at me. So, I place my finger against her lips. “Don’t you dare say I’m full of shit. You know it’s true.”

She shakes off my finger and sidesteps me. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“Do what?”

“Get involved with you. Fall for you. I know what guys like you do. You roll into women’s lives, turn them upside down, take what you want, and leave. Move on to the next.”

“You think you could fall for me?”

Her jaw drops and her eyes widen. “That’s what you took from what I said?”

“I’m ignoring everything else because it’s bullshit.”

She tugs on her bottom lip with her teeth.

“You ever think maybe I’m worried about getting involved with you, because I’m no good for you, Charlotte? Not for the bullshit reasons you’re thinking, but because I’m a fuck up who fails everyone I care about. So maybe I’m scared too.”

The defiant way she juts out her chin tells me I struck a nerve. “I didn’t say I was scared.”

“Please, you’re so fucking scared you’re trying to shove me out the door as fast as you can.”

“You just said you didn’t want to stay.”

“Do you have a hearing problem?” I snarl out the words and push her up against the kitchen counter. “That’s not what I said at all.”

She places her palms against my chest but doesn’t push me back.
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I place my hands against his chest. At first to push him back, but I don’t have it in me. My right hand rests over his heart, the thrumming under my palm indicating how serious he is. Whatever’s going on in his head isn’t easy to share.

“What did you mean then?”

He runs his hands through his hair and takes a step back. “Nothing. Forget it.”

“Marcel, please. I want to trust you. I already like you so much.”

His palm slides down over his leg, something I don’t even think he’s conscious of and it triggers a question from me.

“Tell me about your accident.”

He slides his gaze—now wary—my way. “What about it?”

“What happened?”

His jaw tightens.

“Was anyone with you?”

He swallows hard and turns away, leaning over and gripping the back of one of my kitchen chairs. “I can’t. Not right now.”

My lips part, but I stop myself. He’s not a witness I need to finesse and pry information from. “I shouldn’t—”

He waves off my attempt at an apology and strides into the living room. When he returns, he’s wearing his boots.

Waves of disappointment and frustration wash over me, but I can’t open my mouth.

“I have to go, Charlotte.” He takes my hand and pulls me close. I don’t even have a chance to let it sink in that he’s leaving before his lips are on mine. Hard and insistent. Driven by all the words he can’t seem to express. It’s one short, incinerating kiss that leaves me breathless when he drags his mouth from mine. “We both need time to cool off. But,” he squeezes my hand, forcing me to meet his troubled gaze, “I’m not walking away from you. This isn’t over.”

He turns on his heel and walks away without another word. He doesn’t slam my front door, but he might as well have the way I jump at the sound.

My heart aches. From hurting him for no reason. For all the hurt I could cause him if we keep seeing each other.

He told you he wasn’t walking away. We’re involved.

I shouldn’t have let him leave. Not like that.

I’m not sure how long I stand there in my kitchen. Darkness falls and I’m still leaning against the counter, wondering what the fuck happened.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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As if there’s some cosmic joke the universe wants to play on me, the first person I run into at court the next morning is attorney Hope Kendall.

The wife of the president of the Lost Kings MC.

I bet she knows something about Teller’s accident.

Last night, I decided that was the key and I was determined to figure it out. An internet search gave me next to nothing. There have been hundreds of accidents in the Capital Region over the last year.

It’s just the two of us in the attorney waiting room.

“How are you, Charlotte?” She flashes a bright smile as she throws her briefcase on the table.

“Good.” Realizing I have the perfect segue to ask about Marcel, I lean forward. “Thanks for sending Heidi and her fiancé my way. You don’t do adoption work?”

She seems startled for a second but shakes it off quick. “No. And given my personal relationship to both of them, I didn’t think it was appropriate.”

Personal relationship? That’s one way of putting it, I guess.

“You know,” I say, sitting up and flipping open a notebook like I’m just the nerdiest little attorney ever. “I can’t seem to find her mother’s name in my file. Do you happen to know it?”

She narrows her eyes. “If I’ve heard it, I can’t remember.”

“Was it…Mariella?”

Her face pales and she sits back. “No. Where’d you…No. Definitely not.”

Hmm…she’s going to be a tougher nut to crack than I expected.

“Her brother, Marcel, came to the appointment with them to watch Alexa.” I paste on a fake smile. “Wasn’t that sweet?”

“He did?”

“Heidi mentioned an accident and I noticed he was using a cane, but thought it would be rude to ask. Do you know what happened?”

She swallows and her gaze darts away. “A car ran into him when he was on his bike.”

“Oh, that’s horrible. Was he alone?”

“I think so.”

For such a good lawyer, she’s a terrible liar.

My gaze strays to her ring finger. The massive wedding set she’s wearing nearly blinds me. “Did you get married?”

For the first time since I started badgering her with questions, she relaxes and smiles. “Yes.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

I have so many other questions I want to ask, but she’s already suspicious. The option is taken away from me when another attorney joins us. Hope puts her head down, pretending to study her file, but from time to time I catch her watching me with an enigmatic expression.
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After the shitty way I left things with Charlotte, I’m in an even more foul mood than usual.

Something Murphy comments on almost as soon as he sees me.

“You look like shit. Where you been all weekend?”

“I just saw you Saturday, dick.”

“Yeah, and then you took off.”

“What are you, my keeper, now?”

He rolls his eyes and opens the door wider so I can enter Rock’s house. “Thanks for doing this.”

“What? Watch my niece? Anytime.”

Alexa’s on the floor in front of the couch, busy playing with a pile of large plastic blocks in different shapes and sizes. There’s a bigger box to put the blocks in according to size. She alternates between banging them together and trying to place them in the correct holes.

“Don’t you have some dolls for her?” I ask.

The corner of his mouth quirks. “Don’t let your sister hear that. She’s down on gender stereotyping toys,” he nods at the blocks, “according to her, those are supposed teach spatial awareness and physical confidence.”

Yup, that sounds like Heidi, and damn do I love her for always trying so hard to do what’s best for Alexa. Lord, knows our own parents never bothered.

“What the hell is on her head?” I ask, staring at the stretchy-headband-with-giant-bow thing holding Alexa’s minuscule amount of hair back.

Murphy snorts. “Hope bought it for her. It’s a whole outfit.”

“Jesus,” I mutter, taking in the rest of the pink, green, blue, and yellow pants and shirt. The pants are all ruffles from the knees down. “She looks like something out of the Easter Bunny’s basket.”

“Your sister’s all about the ruffles lately, so keep that to yourself.”

“So, no girl toys, but girly outfits?” I ask to be a jerk.

“Exactly. Just go with it.”

I bend over to pick Alexa up, lightly tossing her in the air. She squeals and slobbers all over my cheek. “What’d your mommy and aunt do to you, Alexa?”

She chortles and makes a bunch of ba, ba, ba noises.

“Does she want something?”

“I think she’s trying to say badass.”

I can’t help laughing, which makes Alexa giggle some more.

This is exactly what I needed.

Murphy picks up a small stack of square picture books. “Alexa loves these, so if you need her to sit still and chill for a few minutes try ’em. She likes turning the pages.”

“Okay.”

“You good?” Murphy asks.

“I’ll be fine.”

“I shouldn’t be gone more than a couple hours.”

After he leaves, I flick on the television and sit on the floor with Alexa. The blocks keep her busy for a while, but then she starts yawning and touching her face. “Tired?”

She shakes her head no but lets me pick her up and cuddle her. A few seconds later, she’s snoozing against me. “You seem awfully comfortable sleeping upright. I bet your dad lets you do this all the time,” I whisper, stroking my hand over her back.

The front door opens and Hope rushes in. “Hey, Teller.” She doesn’t even seem surprised to find me in her living room.

“Murphy had to run out,” I explain.

“I know. He called me.”

“You’re home early.”

“Rock’s supposed to be here soon.”

“Oh, God, were you two planning to have a quickie? Should I take Alexa and run?”

She blushes and laughs. “No.”

I manage to pull myself and Alexa off the floor without waking her and settle into the couch.

Hope takes the chair next to me and crosses her legs. The skirt suit she’s wearing reminds me of Charlotte. Who am I kidding. I haven’t stopped thinking about Charlotte. “Were you in court this morning?”

“Yes.” She taps her finger against her lips for a second as if she’s considering something. “I ran into Heidi’s attorney, Charlotte.”

“You did, huh. That’s nice,” I answer in what I hope is a disinterested tone.

Suddenly she leans over and pushes up the sleeve of my shirt, staring at the tattoo with Mariella’s name on my arm. “This is pretty. When’d you get it?” she asks gently.

“After I got out of rehab.”

She nods and takes her hand away. “I guess you guys are always getting so much ink, I didn’t notice.”

I flash a cocky grin, even though I’m feeling anything but right now. “Rock probably doesn’t want you noticing.”

A soft snort of laughter comes out of her. “I think Rock knows he has nothing to worry about.”

“Ouch. That’s harsh.”

“Stop. You know what I mean.” Hope’s expression turns more serious. “How are you? Seeing anyone?”

I’ve known Hope for a couple years now and can’t ever remember her asking me about my dating habits. I think she prefers not to know what we do and who we do it with. Especially since she’s befriended most of the bunnies associated with the club.

I’m also uneasy since the first thing she did was mention Charlotte. “Not all of us need to settle down.”

“True,” she agrees.

Rock opens the door, and I swear I breathe a sigh of relief. Having Hope’s penetrating gaze trained on me almost has me ready to confess my weekend with Charlotte and ask her what the hell to do next.

Hope hurries to meet him by the door and the two of them engage in an intimate greeting that has me averting my gaze.

“Hey, Teller,” Rock calls out. He takes Hope’s hand and they join me in the living room. “How’s our girl?”

“Sleepy.” The headband’s sitting cockeyed on Alexa’s head now and I slip it off, setting it on the end table. “What’s with the getup?” I ask Hope.

She chuckles. “It was so cute.”

“I can take her over to the clubhouse if you guys want to be alone.”

“You’re fine. Let her sleep,” Hope says. Rock gives her a look like he had a completely different answer in mind.

That’s Alexa’s cue to wake up. She blinks a few times and looks around as if she’s surprised she’s not on the floor anymore.

“Hey, baby. Have a good nap?” Rock says, holding out his hand.

She grasps his fingers and squeals, kicking her feet. A lump forms in my throat. “Thanks for taking such good care of them, Prez.”

I don’t know where the hell Heidi and Alexa would’ve ended up if Rock and Hope hadn’t welcomed them into their home after Axel died.

Well, that’s not true. I would’ve found them a place, but it wouldn’t have been at the clubhouse and I really love having them close by.

Rock takes her from me so I can pull myself off the couch. “I’m going to change her, then take her over to visit Sparky. You know he says she’s good energy for the plants.”

He snorts and hands her back to me. “Keep her upstairs. She doesn’t need the contact high.”

“I will.”

“Any other plans?” Hope asks. I swear she’s still suspicious.

“Physical therapy later.”

“Do you need someone to go with you?” Rock asks.

“Nah, I got it.” In the beginning, I needed someone to go with me because I’d be so drained I couldn’t drive home. Now, I can handle it.

If I can just figure out how to handle my feelings for Charlotte, life would be perfect.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Prying information out of Hope didn’t go my way. But a couple days later I’m in my office when I’m handed another opportunity.

Or rather another opportunity barges into my office uninvited and unexpected. I hurry to the reception area and almost fall out of my heels when I find my uncle snooping around.

“Uncle Chuck?”

“Char-char!” He embraces me longer than seems necessary, considering this is the first time he’s ever visited me at my office. “How you been, girlie?”

“Fine. What brings you here?” I have a pretty good guess, but I’m curious about his answer.

“Well, princess, I heard something kind of disturbing and wanted to talk to you about it.”

I cross my arms over my chest and sit my butt on the edge of the reception desk. “Do tell.”

He ignores my sarcasm. “Did you go home with that kid I introduced you to at my birthday party?”

Teller’s all man, not a kid in any way, but I don’t think that’s the right answer. “What kid?”

“Don’t fuck with me, Charlotte. I’m serious.”

“I’m not a mind-reader, Uncle Chuck.”

“The Lost King. Teller. You fuck him? That direct enough, girlie?”

My jaw clenches. “I don’t think my personal life is your business.”

“You kiddin’ me?” He attempts a softer, more fatherly approach. “You’re my only brother’s daughter. Of course everything you do is my business.”

“That would be a lot more believable if you actually gave a shit about what happened to me.”

We stare at each other for a long time. Neither of us speaking. Both of us knowing exactly what I’m talking about.

“That’s ancient history.”

“For you maybe.”

“I didn’t come here to argue about things I can’t fix.”

“Then tell me why you’re here.”

“You seeing this guy?”

“Who?”

“Teller,” he spits out.

I’m not ashamed to admit I’m enjoying his exasperation.

“I think we already covered how I feel about you prying into my personal life.”

He steps closer, trying to intimidate me. My heart thumps, but outside I remain calm and hold my ground, even when he leans closer, running his nose over my hair, breathing in my scent in the creepiest way possible. “You want to know how I know?” he says in a low voice against my ear.

“Know what?” I answer in as steady of a tone as I’m capable of.

“You smelled like him the other night.”

I don’t have time to contemplate how disturbing that is because he has more to say.

“So either you fucked him in my clubhouse, which would really piss me off. Or you got real cozy with him.”

Finally, he stands back, crossing his arms over his chest. “You think you’re special? You have any idea how many sluts he fucks around with? You think what was going on in my clubhouse the other night doesn’t happen in his?”

I meet his challenging gaze. “I don’t know why you think I care.”

“Don’t think for a second I don’t know every move you make, girlie.”

“Why would you bother?”

“You’re my niece. That’s why. I don’t want some arrogant prick treating you like a whore.”

“I’ve dated a lot of arrogant pricks. Why are you worried about this one in particular?”

“Christ, you’re a difficult little bitch.”

“Yes, I know how much women with opinions and thoughts bother you.”

He throws his arms in the air. “Don’t start spouting your femifascist-college bullshit at me. This is serious. What would your dad say if he knew you were fucking the enemy?”

Bringing up my dad is a low blow, but not unexpected. Still, it hurts. “If he’s the enemy why’d you let him into your clubhouse?”

“Keep your enemies closer and all that shit.”

A predictable answer.

“What have they done that’s so awful? Isn’t Uncle Whisper in business with one of them?”

He sneers. “Yeah, ’cause Ulfric was soft and couldn’t rein in his crew. That shit ends soon.”

I struggle to hide my surprise that he’d share so much information with me and thankfully he’s too worked up to notice.

“You want to keep seeing him, then do your uncle a favor and find out what they’re doing in Ironworks.”

“Isn’t that Vipers MC territory?”

“Not anymore. Ask your boyfriend why. He had a hand in it. Paid dearly too.”

“I’m not asking him anything because I don’t care.”

“You better fucking care. He’s dangerous, Charlotte. You don’t understand what you’re dealing with.”

I uncross my arms, and push away from the desk, sidestepping him. The desk gives me enough distance to face my uncle. “I’m a grown woman, Uncle Chuck. I’m not going to be told who I can and can’t spend time with. And I’m not going to be dragged into your club nonsense. Now, if you don’t mind, I have to be in court in a few minutes.”

He leans over the desk. “For a woman who thinks she’s so fucking smart, you’re stupid as fuck if you don’t think he’s with you for anything other than to get at me.”

“Get over yourself.”

The wicked smile he flashes sends fear trembling through my belly.

“Besides gettin’ in your pussy as a fuck you to me, all he wants is information about my club, sweetheart.”

Ignoring the gross comment, I lean forward, meeting him halfway. “Then it’s a good thing I never wanted anything to do with your club, isn’t it?”
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By Thursday I can’t stand it anymore. Mid-week, I realized Charlotte and I never exchanged numbers. I suppose I could ask Heidi for Charlotte’s office number, but then I wouldn’t have an excuse to see her.

I show up at her office close to noon, figuring she’ll be free for lunch or something. Not going to lie, I have two extra Magnums stashed in my pocket.

Joke’s on me. She’s headed out with that douchewad-guy who was here the last time.

“Marcel! Hey. Hi,” she greets.

Her flustered gaze darts between douchebag and me. After a few seconds of panic, she seems to collect herself and come to a decision. “I’m so sorry, David. I forgot about this appointment.”

Caveman triumph boils up inside me.

David, or D for Douchebag as I’ve named him in my head, runs his gaze over me, a slight sneer forming at the corner of his mouth. “I’ll wait for you, Charlotte.”

Her mouth twists in frustration and I almost laugh. Instead, I cross my arms over my chest and stare D down.

“It’s fine, David. This might take a little while. Mr. Whelan if you want to wait in my office, it’s the first door on the right,” she says, gesturing to the hallway. Obviously she wants me to get lost so she can deal with this prick.

“I’m fine right here, Miss Clark.”

She grinds her teeth.

“If you’re sure you’re okay?” D says, inching toward the door.

What kind of asshole leaves a woman all alone with a guy like me?

When he finally leaves, Charlotte locks the door behind him and marches down to her office. I follow a few feet behind, enjoying the way her ass moves and her sexy fucking legs in her heels.

Shit, I missed her.

And now I’m hard as fucking steel.

She shuts the door behind us. In a quick move, I wrap my arm around her waist, spinning her around so her back’s to me and press her against the door. My hands travel everywhere. At her waist, pulling her blouse loose so I can get her smooth skin under my fingertips.

A soft moan falls from her lips. “What are you doing?”

“I missed the fuck out of you.” I work the top buttons of her blouse loose, pulling it sideways to expose her neck. I press my lips to her skin and enjoy the way she shivers.

She laughs softly. “Feeling territorial?”

That pulls a dark chuckle out of me and I slowly turn her around.

I push her hair back behind her ear and stare into those hypnotic blue eyes that hold the power to make me forget my own fucking name.

“It didn’t seem like much of a contest.”

“Just so you know. I’m normally not the kind of woman who ditches her friends for a guy.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“I could tell,” she chews her bottom lip, “that it bothered you.”

She respects me enough that she didn’t want to make me jealous. Isn’t that a jolt? There’s no point denying what’s obvious as fuck, so I don’t bother.

“I expected you to pull some caveman act, but…you didn’t,” she continues.

Who knew keeping my cool instead of running my mouth would actually pay off? I would’ve loved to knock that guy’s teeth down his throat, but that would be disrespectful to Charlotte, so I kept it in check.

“This is your office, Charlotte. Besides, if that’s the kind of guy you’d rather be with, go ahead. You don’t need to explain it to me.” The words almost stick in my throat.

“Do you really mean that?”

My jaw works from side to side.

“Be honest.”

Fuck me, but she’s a damn current sucking me under.

Her eyes never leave my face. Waiting. Challenging me to admit what I feel.

“Why’d you act like I was a client instead of the guy you spent all last weekend fucking?”

She doesn’t react to my crudeness. “I haven’t heard from you all week. I didn’t know where we stood. Or what you wanted me to say.”

“Fair enough.”

“Why are you here today, Marcel?”

“I told you. I missed you. Wanted to see you.”

“Muffler bunnies not cutting it?”

I snort and shake my head. “No bunnies. I’ve been busy watching my niece and going to physical therapy all week.”

She softens at the mention of Alexa. I take a step closer, backing her up against the door. “Are we going to talk about us now?”

“What about us?”

“Where do we stand?”

“Is that really why you came? To have a relationship talk? Seemed like you had something else on your mind.”

Fuck if I don’t love every smart-ass remark that comes out of this woman’s mouth. Especially when she’s basically challenging me to fuck her.

I ease my hands up under her skirt. Shoving it up around her waist. A wicked smile curves my lips. “Those stockings are getting shredded.”

She turns her head. “I wasn’t exactly expecting anyone to inspect my undergarments today.”

I cup her pussy, forcing her legs apart, and lean in to whisper in her ear. “I like how well you keep my pussy hidden.”

Her body trembles as I stroke her slit. “Oh, are we at the claiming-each-other’s-genitals stage of our relationship?”

I snort. “You bet your hot fucking ass we are.”

Even with her eyes half-closed and moans falling from her lips, she reaches out and squeezes my cock. “That better be a two-way street.”

“It’s all yours, Sunshine.”

She gives me a wry smile in return—as if she thinks I’m full of shit. I’m too worked up to correct her right now.

Instead, I spin her to face the door. She slaps her hands against the wood and arches her back, sticking her beautiful heart-shaped ass in my crotch.

“Change of plans.” Slowly, I work my fingers under the waistband of her stockings and underwear, dragging them down her legs. “Don’t want you spending the rest of the afternoon naked under that hot little skirt.”

She turns her head slightly. “How considerate.”

My fingers grip her chin, turning her so I can take her mouth. With my other hand, I rub and stroke her hip, thigh, pussy, ass. Basically every part of her I can reach.

“You ever fucked in your office?”

“No.”

“Good.”

At the sound of my belt coming undone, she wiggles her ass. “Hurry up.”

“Needy today?” I ask as I rip into one of the Magnums.

I grab her hips, pulling her backward and she moves to step out of her shoes. “No. Leave those on. They put you at the right height.”

She stops fidgeting with the shoes and unbuttons her blouse the rest of the way, tossing it away from us.

“Put those palms against the door and stick your ass out.”

No protests or sassy comebacks this time. She does what I ask and gasps when I slide into her.

Even though I’m worked up, I take things slow. Enjoying the feel of her. The soft noises she makes. The thunk of her forehead as she rests it against the door. The way she arches her back, begging for more.

“I missed you too,” she says.

I slip one of my arms around her waist and the other one over her chest. The shoes help, but the angle’s still a bit off for me.

She moans when I pull out and spin her around. I pick her up and shuffle us over to her desk. Her arms lace around my neck, clinging to me. Trusting me. My heart kicks. Like it’s been gathering dust for the last few months and being with Charlotte is the only thing that makes it work properly.

“How sturdy is that chair?” I jerk my chin toward the large leather office chair behind her desk.

She eyes me warily. “It’s okay.”

“Good.” I throw myself into it and stroke my hand up and down my dick a few times. “Get over here.”

Pretending to be annoyed, she huffs and kicks her shoes off, then wriggles out of her stockings, throwing them on her desk and hiking up her skirt. “You’re awfully demanding, you know.”

“Mmm. Put your tits in my face.”

It’s awkward, but she manages to straddle me in the chair. I push the cups of her bra down so I can get my mouth on her nipples. One of my arms bands around her waist, holding her, while she balances her hands on my shoulders and rides me.

“Fuck. Marcel.” Those are the last full words she speaks, the rest is soft moaning and breathy cries as she comes.

She wraps her arms around my neck, resting her head on my shoulder while I thrust up. I’m not as quiet. Can’t be.

I’m so fucking lost in the blinding-white pleasure shooting down my spine, I miss the first creak. As I’m shouting through my release, the chair cracks. By some miracle, we end up against the wall instead of on the floor.

“Oh my God.” Charlotte covers her mouth and gently extracts herself. She stands in front of me holding out her hand. “Get up before you end up on the floor.”

Still stunned from the loss of her body against mine, it takes a second to react. But then I grasp her hand and she gives me a gentle tug.

The rest of the chair goes clattering to the floor.

I swipe my hand over the back of my neck and laugh. “Sorry about that.”

She kisses my cheek. “Worth it.”

“I’ll buy you a new one.”

“Yes, you will,” she says in a teasing voice as she extracts her underwear from the pile on her desk. She slides them up, then smooths her skirt into place. How can she even be sexy putting clothes on?

“I’m not wriggling back into my pantyhose. You’re lucky I bothered to shave my legs today.”

I finish fixing myself up then hold my hand out. “Get over here. That’s not why I came to see you.”

“And yet, you magically had Magnums in your pocket.”

I place my palms on her cheeks and pull her in for a kiss. “Figured I should always be prepared around you.”

She snorts as she kisses me back.

Her phone rings and she groans. “Let me grab that. I’m supposed to be in court at one-thirty.”

While she answers the phone, I take my time admiring her disheveled appearance. Her hair’s mussed, lipstick smeared, breasts still spilling out of her bra. Fucking beautiful. She glances at me and winks.

I’m a goner.

From the clipped way she’s speaking, I can’t tell who’s on the other end. A client? Someone hassling her? That David guy?

When she finally hangs up, her demeanor has completely changed. “I have to go.”

“Who was that?”

She bites her lip and glances away. “I can’t discuss that with you.”

“Okay. What time are you done?”

“Late.”

“What about this weekend.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea?”

What the fuck?

“Seemed like a good idea five minutes ago when you were coming on my dick and moaning in my ear.”

Her eyes widen at my crude description. I don’t get it. She’s never struck me as the type who got girl-guilt over a hookup.

“It was good. I’m not denying that,” she says in a cool tone. “I don’t think we should keep doing this. Aren’t you worried your club will be pissed?”

“No.”

She grabs her blouse off the floor, slipping it on and buttoning it quickly.

“Charlotte.”

“I’m late.” She points to the door. “Please. I need to compose myself.”

I leave without another word.

But I’ll be back.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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Another Friday night, another clubhouse party.

Two girls next to me bump my arm. I recognize both of them.

The blonde runs her hand up my arm and squeezes my shoulder. For some reason, her touch bothers me. I reach up and gently remove her hand.

“Where’s your partner in crime?” the brunette asks. “Haven’t seen him in forever.”

She means Murphy because the two of us have definitely fucked her and her friend before. Probably more than once.

Charlotte’s the only woman I want touching me that way. Like she has some sort of claim on me. And both these girls are a poor substitute for what I actually want. Even though Charlotte all but shoved me out the door yesterday, I don’t have a speck of desire in entertaining either one of them tonight.

“Is Murphy okay? He’s still in the club, right?” the brunette asks.

“He’s over there with his ol’ lady.” I nod my head toward the couch. “I wouldn’t bother him if I were you.”

They both ooo and ahh and generally act as if they’re happy for Murphy instead of jealous. Maybe they are. I don’t know or care.

“Fuck that ginger,” Sway says, stumbling closer and wrapping his arms around the girls’ shoulders. “His lil’ ol’ lady keeps his balls locked up tight.”

Sway’s drunk and since there’s some truth to his statement, he isn’t exactly disrespecting Murphy or Heidi, so I let the comment slide.

The blonde squints up at him. “Aren’t you married?”

He puffs out his chest. “Yeah, but we have an understanding.”

The motto of cheating assholes everywhere.

Not long ago, I would’ve laughed it up right alongside Sway. Mocked my brothers who had settled down with one girl and one girl only. Wouldn’t have thought twice about bending the blonde—or the brunette, I’ve never been picky—over the couch and fucking her. Or taking her upstairs if she was the shy type.

Now, the whole thing seems sad.

Did Charlotte break me?

If I’m honest, probably not, because this numbness has been spreading inside of me for a long time. Or maybe it’s always been there and the methods I used to chase it away don’t work for me anymore.

Murphy motions me over.

“What’s wrong?” I ask as I sit next to him.

“Nothing. You look so miserable you’re going to scare the bunnies away.”

“Good,” Heidi mumbles, glaring at the room.

“What’s wrong, sis? You’ve been dying to come to these parties for years.”

Heidi’s gaze swings my way. “Yeah, I’m not sure what I was thinking.” Murphy squeezes her and she seems to relax.

“Why are you here instead of Rock?” I ask Murphy.

“We drew the short straw. Winning couple got to stay and watch Alexa,” Murphy jokes.

Actually, he’s probably not joking.

Z drops down next to me, reeking of pot and whiskey. “Were you rolling around in Sparky’s garden?”

He glances over with a dazed expression. “No. Were you?” Then cracks up laughing.

“Christ,” I mutter.

He sits back and closes his eyes. “Full house,” he mutters.

“No shit. Maybe you should be sober.”

Without opening his eyes, he thrusts his middle finger in my face.

“Whoever thought there’d be a day when we were the responsible adults left in charge,” Murphy says, shaking with laughter.

Even Heidi chuckles.

“Is that Willow?” I ask, pointing to a blonde coming in the front door.

“Don’t even think about it,” Z mutters. “Sparky will light you on fire.”

“I wasn’t thinking about it. Just surprised to see her here. Is she still bartending at CB?”

“When she’s not modeling for Trinity, yes,” Z answers.

Huh?

Heidi waves to Willow and she makes her way to us, sitting down next to Heidi.

Z seems to come to his senses and slowly sits up. “Who let you up here?”

Willow tilts her head toward the front door. “Dex said it was okay.”

I can’t tell if Z’s annoyed or messing with her. Doesn’t matter. A few seconds later, Sparky pops out of the basement and she runs off.

“Hey,” Hoot says, stopping in front of us. “There’s a kid outside asking for Murphy.”

While Hoot and his buddy Birch earned their full patches a while ago, we still consider them new patch members and shovel all our shit work on them. Things like watching the front gate of the property to make sure no one questionable gets in.

“So let him up,” Z says.

“Well, uh. He’s got a girl with him.”

Now Z shows more interest. “Then definitely let him up.”

“No, uh. I think she’s underage.”

“Jesus Christ,” Murphy grumbles as he stands. “You get his name?”

Hoot ducks his head. “No. Says he knows you from the ring.”

Murphy gives Hoot a subtle head-shake, not that it matters. My sister’s not listening to their conversation.

“Go with him, Heidi, please,” Z says. “In case the girl really is underage.”

“Sure. No problem.” She takes Murphy’s hand and they follow Birch outside.

“Look at your sister. Already the perfect ol’ lady,” Z snickers.

“Yeah, who thought Murphy would settle down before either of us?”

Z stops laughing.

“Your prez stopping by tonight?” Sway asks, taking the place Murphy vacated.

“Probably not,” Z answers. “You got business you need to discuss with him?”

“Yeah.”

“Stick around for church tomorrow.”

The blonde and brunette from earlier circle the couch. Sway pats the spaces on either side of him and they settle down. I’m pretty sure the blonde cringes when he throws his arm around her shoulder. Poor thing, if Sway’s wife were here she’d have ripped her a new one by now.

Murphy returns a few minutes later. He nods at Sway and flings himself down next to me, pulling Heidi into his lap. “Shit, you know who the girl was?” he asks.

“Christ, should we be expecting a visit from the cops next?” Z mutters.

Murphy shakes his head. “Remy Holt’s little sister.”

“How the fuck did she wind up here?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Came with her boyfriend. He wants to prospect.”

“That’s a hell fucking no,” Z says. “Obviously he has bad judgment.”

Heidi shakes her head. “He was probably trying to impress her and Murphy just scared the crap out of both of them.”

Murphy grins and doesn’t deny it. He leans in close to her. “Are we impressive, beautiful?” he murmurs.

“You are,” she answers in a low voice.

“Knock it off. I’m sitting right next to you for fuck’s sake.”

“Someone’s cranky tonight,” Z says. “Past your bedtime?”

“I’m past something.”

Charlotte said we shouldn’t see each other.

Is that why I want to see her so damn bad?

Shouldn’t. As if what she wants doesn’t matter.

I was too testosterone-jacked yesterday not to connect the dots. Merlin must have paid her a visit.

Or is that wishful thinking on my part?

I guess we’ll find out. “You all right if I take off for a bit?” I ask Z, ignoring Sway’s “more for me” comments.

Z, surprisingly doesn’t razz me. He doesn’t even crack a smile. “Yeah, go ahead. It’s all good.”

“You’re leaving?” Heidi asks, touching my arm.

“Just going for a drive.”

Her concerned gaze darts to Murphy who gives her a subtle headshake.

“You want company?” he asks after she continues staring at him for a few seconds.

I huff out a laugh. “No. I’m good. Thanks, though.” I give Heidi a quick kiss on the cheek and slap Murphy’s hand before standing. “Catch you tomorrow, Sway.”

“Night, brother,” he answers, barely looking away from the brunette at his side.

The blonde wriggles away from Sway and intercepts me in the middle of the room. “Are you leaving?”

I don’t want to be a jerk, but I really don’t want her touching me either, so I duck my shoulder when she attempts to latch on. “Yeah, I have to be somewhere.”

She makes a pouty face—which isn’t as cute as she thinks it is—and strokes my arm. “Are you sure Sheila and I can’t convince you to stay?”

“Not tonight, darlin’.” I lift my chin toward the couch where Sway and the brunette are watching us. “Show Sway a good time.”

Her nose crinkles. “He’s old enough to be my dad.” She flicks her gaze over my shoulder. “I guess he’s pretty hot for an old dude, though.”

“Don’t say that to him,” I warn her, half-laughing.

“He’s a president, right?”

Typical patchwhore. “Yup. Their club’s downstate.”

“Next time?” she asks.

I don’t bother answering because she’s already strutting her way back to Sway.

Doesn’t surprise me.

Doesn’t bother me either. Only confirms that I made the right decision. Muffler bunnies don’t care who they fuck, as long as they can go back to their sad lives and brag to their friends about fucking a biker over the weekend.

If I suggested Charlotte go entertain another guy, she’d probably throat punch me.

The idea almost makes me laugh.

If I’d said something like that to Mariella, she probably would have cried.

It’s a sobering thought.

I pass Swan on my way to the door, and because she’s not just another bunny to me, I actually stop to talk to her. “How are you, sweetheart?”

Her eyes widen as if she’s surprised I’m being nice. I guess I’ve been foul to everyone around me lately.

“Okay,” she answers. “Are you leaving?”

“Need to clear my head.”

She nods as if she understands what’s bothering me. “Too much?”

“I guess.” I glance at the mess that’s being made in the living room. “Hopefully they don’t wreck it too bad.”

A brief smile flickers over her lips. “I hope not.” She nods to the staircase. “I’ll be up early to take care of it.”

I wrap an arm around her shoulder and turn her to face the hallway where Dex is watching us with a blank face. “He’s been waiting for you all night.”

“I doubt that.” She steps away, putting some distance between us. “I was over at Wrath and Trinity’s, helping her with something,” she explains, not that I care or would judge her for whatever she was up to.

“That’s good.”

“Be careful.” She gives my arm a gentle pat before squeezing in behind the bar.

Part of me must have known I’d want to escape the clubhouse tonight because I left my truck down the driveway to avoid getting boxed in. I don’t allow myself to even glance at the garage where my bike’s stored.

The uneven ground aggravates my leg and by the time I reach my truck, I’m hurting.

Is showing up at her house uninvited tonight a good idea?

What if she’s with someone?

Unthinkable.

What if she’s with that douche she said is just a friend?

I doubt it because I don’t peg Charlotte for a liar.

What if she tells me not tonight?

When has something like that ever stopped me?

To cut down on time, I contemplate all the ways this could go down while I’m driving to Charlotte’s.

I don’t relish the idea of leaving my truck parked on the street, there’s no guarantee what condition I’ll find it in tomorrow.

I really must like this chick.

Tonight, I’m lucky and slip into a space only a couple doors down from her. On the way to her front steps, I do a quick scan of the street.

Her apartment windows are dark and no one answers the door. I check out her spot in the back of the building but it’s empty.

She must not be home yet.

Or she could be out with someone else.

I shut that thought down.

I’m hurting, so I go back out to wait on her front steps. To entertain myself, I whip out my phone and scan a few texts from Murphy. As I’m about to reply, he calls.

“What?” I answer.

“You all right?” he asks.

“Yeah, why?”

He snorts. “Because you jetted out of here pretty fast.”

“Why you so concerned?”

His sigh comes through loud and clear. Then sounds of him moving and in a lower voice, he says, “Because I worry about you.”

All my irritation disappears. I’m aware of what a miserable fuck I’ve been and that my best friend’s worried about me.

“I needed some air that didn’t reek of strippers and pot.”

He chuckles. “Yeah, okay.”

Clicking on the sidewalk draws my attention up. “I gotta go,” I mumble.

“Hey, if you need anything, I’m around.”

“Thanks, brother.”

I stuff my phone in my pocket and stand.
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What a shitty day. The longest. No, they’ve all been long this week. And I’ll probably end up in my office Sunday to prepare for a custody case on Monday.

I’m still pissed at myself for leaving things so weird with Marcel, again.

I should’ve told him the truth.

My uncle calling right after Marcel and I finished having chair-breaking sex, freaked me the fuck out. But then I would have had to explain my uncle’s visit and veiled threats the day before.

And I wasn’t ready to get into that with Marcel yet. Because a guy like him would insist on doing something about it.

I jolt to a stop on the sidewalk when a dark form on my front steps rises. A bolt of fear cracks through my chest.

I’m mentally calculating whether my pepper spray is in my briefcase and if I can turn and run back to my car without tripping over my heels.

And then I realize it’s Marcel.

What’s he doing here?

Friday night. I figured he’d be at his clubhouse with a handful of strippers filling each palm. Or whatever it is they do on the weekends.

My feet hurry over the uneven sidewalk before my head decides if it’s a good idea to let Marcel know I’m excited to see him.

“What are you doing here?” I ask and realize I’m smiling. I’m a little disgusted with myself for being so happy to see him.

The sidewalk in front of my front steps is sunken in, dipping low. The usual six inches Marcel has over me feel like six feet as I stare up at him.

Then he smiles and walks down the three steps, landing on the sidewalk next to me. “You always get home this late?”

“Usually.”

“It’s Friday,” he says, slipping my briefcase off my shoulder and hefting my lonesome bag of groceries into his arm. It’s a sweet, unexpected, nice gesture. I’m left staring up at him. Blinking. Speechless.

“Charlotte?”

“What?”

“It’s Friday. You always work late on Fridays?”

“Not always.” I find my voice and grip the handrail, pulling myself up the stairs. My body’s very aware of him following behind me. “Uh, my apartment’s probably a mess…”

“I don’t care.”

Like an idiot, I drop my keys while trying to shove them in the lock. Marcel leans down and picks them up, completely unruffled.

I manage to get us inside the apartment without any more fumbling. “Can you give me a minute?”

He sets my briefcase on the end of my couch and glances around.

“You know where the kitchen is. Just leave the bag on the counter.”

“Sure.”

The door to my bedroom is difficult to close all the way. Always has been. I shut it as much as possible before peeling off my sensible suit.

A few minutes later, there’s a sharp intake of air behind me.

Aware it’s Marcel, I turn slowly to face him. “What are you doing?”

“Fuck me,” he says, running his hand over his chin. “You weren’t wearing sexy shit like this under your work clothes yesterday.”

I was feeling good this morning. Sexy even. Because of our encounter. Even though I’d been a bitch to him, maybe I was hoping for another one.

Now, I feel silly. “Why? Are you planning to order me to only wear sexy stuff for you?”

He flicks his gaze up and meets my eyes. I have the impression he’s considering several different answers and is trying to figure out which one will offend me the least. Or the most. Marcel does have a troublemaker vibe about him.

Before answering he takes a few steps closer. Close enough that his body heat warms me all over. He doesn’t reach out and touch me though.

God, he smells amazing. Why can’t I stop noticing that about him? I don’t even think he wears cologne. Woods, wind, something wild. Maybe faint traces of soap. Whatever it is, I want to rub him all over my sheets so I can wake up with that scent every morning.

Or I could do the easier thing and ask him to stay the night. Wake up with my nose buried in the crook of his neck.

My gaze travels down the length of him, stopping at his bare feet. “You took your shoes off?”

“Believe it or not, I’m housetrained.”

“No, I—” My gaze travels up, taking in his loose jeans and fitted T-shirt. Remembering how sculpted and hard everything underneath is. “Thank God you’re not one of those guys who wears skinny jeans,” I mutter.

He lets out a surprised huff of laughter. “Okay. That was random.”

Yes, it was. And I’m not one to normally blurt out nonsense. Something about Marcel rattles me every damn time I see him.

I wave my hand in the air in an attempt to sound less stupid. “You know what I mean. The pants that are so tight you can tell what religion the guy is.”

So much for less stupid.

He laughs for a solid minute. And swipes at his eyes to drive home the point that I’m an idiot. “I hope you’re not mad that I came over tonight,” he finally says.

“Not at all. Why would you say that?”

“Because you seemed eager to get rid of me yesterday.”

Yeah, Marcel’s nothing if not blunt and to the point.

“And yet you came back.”

We end up staring at each other and he takes a step back, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck. “I’ll go start dinner.” He gestures toward my kitchen.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Would you rather go out?”

“Not really. But you don’t have to—”

“I want to. It seems like you had a long day.” He meets my eyes again and this time his are full of heat and promise. “Do me a favor.” He traces his finger in the air as if he was running it over my skin. “Keep that on.”

Keep that on? After he leaves, I stare down at the black push-up bra, garter-belt and stockings. I’ve been dying to get this contraption off all day.

I unclip the garter belt and roll the stockings off, but leave everything else in place, the whole time wondering how he’ll react.
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Somehow I managed not to rip Charlotte’s lacy bits off and bury myself in her.

It wasn’t easy.

I don’t want her thinking I only showed up to fuck her.

Again.

I mean, I plan to later. But that’s not the main reason I’m here. Shaking my head doesn’t erase the image of Charlotte in all that black lace, though. She didn’t strike a pose or try to entice me the way most of the women I’ve known would’ve done.

Somehow that’s hotter.

She wasn’t shy and didn’t try to hide herself either.

I liked that.

There was the whole awkward skinny-jean comment. I haven’t laughed that hard in a while.

I’m eager to find out if she leaves the stockings and stuff on like I asked.

“I can take over,” she says from behind me. Turning around, I find her in a pair of soft, loose pants and a tight little T-shirt. She’s wearing slippers, so I can’t tell if she left the stockings on or not. The mystery will keep me occupied through dinner.

“I’m fine.”

She inspects the way I have everything laid out on the counter with an amused smile.

“This,” I say, waving one of the sturdy knives I took from the massive block on the counter. “Is serious equipment. Are you a professional chef in your off hours?”

She laughs and toys with one of the knife handles, pulling it in and out of its slot. “No. Carter bought them for me when I moved in here. Part housewarming gift, part home defense.”

“Smart.” I gesture to one of the kitchen chairs. “Have a seat. Tell me about your day.”

“This is weird,” she mutters as she drops into one of the chairs. “I’m not used to men in my kitchen.” She squints at me. “Do you even know how to cook?”

“Wow, look at Miss Equality with the gender-stereotyping.”

She snorts. “Where’d you come up with that?”

Chuckling, I turn back to the stove and work on finishing dinner. Let her wonder. She doesn’t need to know about my sister lecturing me on how not to offend the modern, non-MC female in the hope I’d start dating one.

“Who taught you to cook?”

“Television.”

“What?”

“Heidi liked to watch cooking shows when she was little.”

“Not cartoons?”

“Nope. Someone needed to feed her. So, she’d pick out something and I’d make it.”

Charlotte’s quiet and when I glance over, she’s staring at me. “What?”

“I think that’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. Your grandmother didn’t cook?”

“Nah, this was before my mom left us there. We used to jack the neighbor’s cable so we had access to all the cooking shows.”

“Criminal and sweet. You’re the perfect man.”

I snort.

“He’s better at it than I am now, but when he was little, I cooked for Carter all the time too.”

“Yeah? Who takes care of him now?”

She chuckles and stands, walking over to lean against the counter. “No one. He still lives with our mom. He’s pretty much taking care of her.”

“That sucks.”

“Yeah, it does. When things are bad at home he’ll come stay here. I keep trying to get him to move in with me.”

I raise an eyebrow and glance around her tiny kitchen. “Really? Where?”

She flicks her fingers toward the back porch. “That’s supposed to be a second bedroom. I could take the hammock down.” Her shoulders lift. “Or get a bigger place.”

“He’d rather stay at Mommy’s?”

Whoops. Wrong way to put it. She throws a glare at me. “No. She’s a drunk and he’s afraid if she’s alone she’ll drink herself to death.”

“Oh, shit. I’m sorry. Come here.” I reach out and pull her into my arms. At first, she resists, but then she melts against me, wrapping her arms around my waist and laying her cheek against my chest. “I get it. Believe me,” I say against her hair.

For a few seconds, I just hold her, running my hands over her back. She sniffles once, then pulls away. “I moved out. Went to college. Did the whole tough-love-she’s-responsible-for-her-own-actions thing. Carter’s not quite there yet.”

“There’s nothing wrong with either approach. You can’t help someone who doesn’t want to help themselves. And it’s not a bad thing for a guy to want to take care of his mom.”

“Yeah, well, she never bothered taking care of us, so I don’t know why he’s so—”

“He’s still hoping she gets better.”

“You talk like you have experience.”

“Watched one of my brothers go through it with his mom for years.”

“Murphy?”

I cock my head and study her closely before answering. “What makes you think I’m talking about him?”

“The way he’s so devoted to your sister and niece.”

“Observant,” I mutter, turning back to the stove. “I’m pretty sure most of us come from fucked-up families.”

“True. But some people repeat the pattern. Others seem to have the ability to recognize it and break it.”

I know which one I want to be.

“Real men get over it,” I say over my shoulder. “They don’t sit around whining about how their mommies were mean to them for the rest of their lives.”

“Real men.” She snorts. “You mean the ones that grow up to take out their mommy-anger on every woman they meet?”

“No. Real men don’t hurt women.” This time, I turn and I wink at her. “Unless she asks, of course.”

I enjoy the pink blush that creeps over her cheeks. A little reminder that after this whole domestic scene we have going on, I plan to get dirty with her.

She seems to shake off the moment quickly. “Everyone’s different degrees of fucked-up. Some darker than others.”

“I bet you see a lot of that.”

“I do. I hate it. Because I can only do or say so much. Sometimes I want to pound some sense into my clients. With a hammer.”

“They probably don’t have a lot of options. Or good role models.”

Her fists uncurl and she stares at her toes. “You’re right. That’s why I usually don’t.”

“Usually?”

She meets my eyes briefly and then looks away. “I received an assignment I’m not sure what to do with today.”

“I thought you can’t turn them down?”

“I can’t…I just…I feel bad for the kid. It’s his dad who should be facing charges, not him. It just…never seems fair.” She lifts her gaze and shrugs her shoulders. “Enough about me. Why are you here making me dinner instead of, I don’t know, entertaining strippers or something?”

A flicker of irritation flares to life inside me, but I will it away because it’s a legit question.

“For a young woman, you have terrible hearing.”

“How’s that?”

“We talked about this yesterday. Not even your bitchy little attempt to get rid of me changes things.”

“Did you just call me a bitch?”

“There’s that hearing problem again. You should have that checked.”

She laughs. “God, you’re dangerous. All those good looks, muscles, and you’re funny.”

“Why, thank you.”

While I cook, she takes out plates, utensils, glasses, and two bottles of seltzer that we bought last weekend. The plates she leaves on the counter next to the stove. Everything else, she places on the table.

A few minutes later I set our plates on the table.

“You’re good. This turned out better than if I’d made it.”

“I doubt that.”

She glances over. “Two days in a row, huh? I must be special.”

“Yup. Hearing problem and all.”

She sets her fork down. “I’m sorry about yesterday. I was running late and flustered.” She narrows her eyes at me. “Post-orgasmic.”

“Thought that was supposed to make you happier.” I’m definitely getting worked up thinking about yesterday. “Your new chair should arrive Monday, by the way.”

Her hand lands on my arm and I meet her gaze expecting her to smile or thank me or something. “My uncle came to visit me the day before yesterday,” she admits.

I fucking knew it.

All my pent-up lust drains out of me. “Why?”

“Why do you think?” She crosses her arms over her chest and sits back. “I probably should mention he’s never been to my office before.”

“He came to your office?”

“He wasn’t wearing colors if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Merlin wearing his colors in my club’s territory isn’t what I’m worried about. “Are you okay?”

She drops the defensive posture and sits forward. “I’m fine.” She doesn’t bother denying the danger her uncle poses. “I wanted to warn you.”

“But we hadn’t exchanged numbers.”

“Right.”

“Then, I was flustered when you showed up. With David being there. Then…getting distracted.” She raises an eyebrow.

“Why did you think you needed to warn me?”

“Come on, Marcel. Don’t play dumb pretty-boy with me.”

“Did he threaten you?”

“That’s not really his style.”

Like fuck it’s not. “Our clubs are on good terms right now.”

“Yeah,” she says, drawing out the word to add some extra sarcasm. “So good, he’d like some info about your business dealings in Ironworks.”

“Motherfucker.”

“I told him I didn’t know anything and I wasn’t going to use you to get information for him.”

Now there’s always the possibility that Charlotte’s confession is bullshit and she’s telling me all of this to gain my trust. It’d certainly be a smart move on her part.

But I believe Charlotte. Every word.

“How’d he take that?”

“Predictably.”

“I need you to be more specific.”

“I don’t want this getting out of hand.”

“The only thing that will escalate this is if he hurt you or threatened you.”

“He tried scaring me by telling me how dangerous you are.”

I snort. “I’m flattered he thinks so.”

She bites her lip and I wonder what she’s holding back because she’s afraid I’ll get pissed and go after her uncle.

“Listen, I’m not a hothead who’s gonna burst into his clubhouse and beat the crap out of him. You can tell me everything.” No, my methods are a lot more methodical and planned out.

She picks up her fork and stabs it into a piece of broccoli. “That’s it.”

“What do you want me to do?” She knows I’m asking if she wants me to have a talk with Merlin.

Or are the two of us done?

“I don’t need you to do anything. I told him I’m a grown-ass woman and I’ll see who I want to see.”

I doubt Merlin heard one word of that. “If he visits again, tell me and I’ll talk to him.”

She casts a suspicious look my way. “I can guess what you mean by that and it’s not necessary.”

“I’m not going to kill him.” Probably.

The fact that I said that with a straight face makes her pause.

“Have you told your club about me?”

“No.”

“Not even Murphy?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

We stare at each other for a few long seconds. “You want the truth, Charlotte? I haven’t said anything because the club’s been my whole life since I was a kid and you’re something apart from that and I like it.”

Her face falls and she glances away. “Oh.”

“I mean it in a good way.” I reach across the table and take her hand. “You want more honesty? There’s a chance they’d ask me to see what I can find out about Merlin through you and that’s not what this is about for me.”

“Jesus. I can’t believe you actually admitted that to me.”

“Life’s too short for lying to people you care about.”

As soon as I say it, I realize what a lying fucking hypocrite I am. While I may not be lying to her at the moment, it means I’m lying to everyone else.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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We had so much heavy conversation over dinner that I try for lighter talk once we move to the living room under the guise of watching a movie.

“I’m sure you’re able to get into any pair of panties you want. Whenever you want. So why’d you come here tonight? Besides to show off your awesome cooking skills.”

He runs his hands through is hair, his frustration heavy between us. “I wanted to see you. What I’m feeling for you is very real, Charlotte.”

I want to understand how Marcel is so sweet with me, sweet to his sister and baby niece and still be part of an MC. The little I’ve been able to glean about his reputation is rather distasteful and seems at odds with what I’ve witnessed personally. Not that it should surprise me, my uncle isn’t known for having the most reliable relationship with the truth.

“Why?” I ask.

The sharp stare he gives me softens and he reaches out to run the back of his hand over my cheek. “I like you. I like being with you. I like being around you. I want to know you. Is that so hard to believe?”

“You already know me quite well.” I wiggle my eyebrows to ease the rising tension, but it doesn’t work.

“Not like that. Don’t do that. I mean I want to know everything about you.”

“But why?” I’m pushing him. Even if I believe him about the friction between his club and my uncle’s has nothing to do with us, before we get more involved I want some assurance I’m more than a fun puzzle for him. That I’m not some momentary relief from club life and once he’s had a good time he’ll be on to the next.

“Why? You want a reason why I like you?” He shakes his head. “Jesus. Why.” He rests his chin on his hand as if he’s trying to come up with a serious answer. “It feels nice.” He taps his chest and then his temple. “In here. It feels easy.”

“Easy, huh? Even though I’m kind of a bitch to you all the time?”

He swivels his head my way and a ferocious grin lights up his face. If I didn’t already trust him, it would be terrifying. In a smooth move, he maneuvers his big body onto the couch, pushing me down into the pillows piled at the end. “That’s my favorite part.”

His fingers tease up underneath my shirt, then dip down under my pants, running over my underwear. Inspecting. “For example,” he whispers. “I asked you to keep that sexy shit on for me and I’ve been excited all night to find out whether you did it or not.”

I gasp when his fingers graze the tops of my thighs. “You’re not disappointed that I took the stockings off?” I’m annoyed with myself for caring so much about the answer.

“Nope.” He hooks his fingers into the waistband and drags my pants down my legs, tossing them on the floor. “Either way I win.”

“Really?” I clear my throat, hoping to stop the quivering in my voice. “I thought all cavemen liked their women obedient.”

He shakes with laughter as he slides his hands under my shirt and works it up over my head. “You’re obedient where it counts.” He uses my own word to tease me and probably to piss me off, unfortunately for both of us it only turns me on.

“No fair. I’m mostly naked and you’re not,” I protest while sliding my hands up under his shirt.

He sits up and strips off the shirt. “Better?”

“Oh, yes.” I reach out and trace my fingers over the Lost Kings MC on his chest. “You love your club a lot.”

“Yes. That’s my family. But we’re talking about you right now.”

“We are?”

His fingers skim up my sides, stopping to cup my breasts. He lowers himself over me, teasing my nipples through the black lace. Gentle at first. Slow enough to drive me mad, he trails his lips down my body. Stopping to lick and kiss lots of spots along the way. “What are you doing?” I whisper.

He tips his head up, a wicked smile curving his lips. “Whatever I want.”

“Staring at my problem areas isn’t a big turn on for me.”

His brow wrinkles. “Problem areas? What the fuck does that mean?”

“I could probably stand to work out a bit more,” I say, poking a finger into my leg.

Why the hell did I say that? I’m not usually one to focus on my flaws. Or put myself down to fish for compliments. Then again, I don’t usually have men who look like Marcel study me so closely.

He shakes his head and presses a kiss to my thigh. “I’m the only workout you need.”

“Oh, really? How’s that?”

“Riding my dick counts as cardio.”

“Is that what you used to tell your clients at Furious?”

He nuzzles my inner thigh and bites at the strip of satin between his face and my body, pulling it away from my skin then letting it go. “No. That’s what I’m telling you,” he answers, his voice gruff with desire.

While I’m busy laughing he drags my underwear down my legs. “Hey, I need those.”

“No, you don’t.” He tucks my underwear in his back pocket. “In a few seconds, I’m burying my tongue in your pussy.”

“What makes you think I’ll let you do that?”

“Because you want it as much as I do. Any more questions?”

By the tone of his voice, I think question time is actually over. He nudges my thighs apart and my leg drops to the floor.

“That’s nice,” he murmurs. He reaches up and slips a throw pillow from the pile underneath my head. “Lift up,” he urges, wedging the pillow under my hips. His palm lands on my inner thigh, opening me wider.

I hold my breath, waiting for what he plans to do next.

My eyes close the second the hot, wet velvet of his tongue slides over my sensitive skin.

“Fuck!” My back arches, practically shoving my pussy in his face. Begging for more of his wicked tongue. Gripping my thighs tight, he holds me where he wants me, tastes me slowly, licking and taunting me. “Please, please.” I’m not even sure what I’m begging for. Everything feels good, but I still need more.

His lips circle my throbbing clit.

“Oh my…” I can’t finish the thought and the words trail off into a moan.

The flat of his tongue teases over the sensitive little pleasure point and my breath catches. His grip on my legs is tight but he feathers the lightest touches to my most sensitive places.

My hands. I don’t know what to do with them. I cover my face, moaning against my fingers. He makes a humming, encouraging sound then licks lower, pushing his tongue into me.

I draw in another shuddering breath. Never. No one has ever given me this much pleasure or focused so intently on me before. And every. Damn. Time. He does it.

My entire body tenses, so close to exploding. Except, I’m greedy and don’t want it to end too soon.

Behind my head, there’s a scratching, rattling sound, but I’m too far gone for it to register.

Marcel’s so into what he’s doing to me he doesn’t notice either.

“Char? Oh, fuck!” The door slams shut and Marcel jumps off the couch, pulling a gun from his waistband and pointing it at the floor. “You expecting someone?”

My brain’s spinning, trying to make sense of things. One second I was close to a really fantastic orgasm the next—

“Do you always carry a gun?”

“Yes.” He jerks his head toward the door. “You always have people breaking into your apartment?”

“No.” I struggle to sit up, ignoring the wetness between my thighs.

“It’s me, Char,” someone calls from the other side of the door.

“It’s Carter,” I explain, struggling to wiggle into my sweatpants and T-shirt.

“Fuck,” Teller mutters.

My eyes land on the bulge behind his fly but he snaps his fingers, drawing my attention to his face. He nods at the hallway. “I’ll…” his voice trails off as he leaves the room.

Running a shaky hand over my clothes, I take a few steps to the front door and open it. “Hey, bro. What’s up?” I ask a little too brightly.

He peeks at me from between his fingers. “I need a lobotomy.”

“Can’t help you there.” I stand back and open the door wider.

Like the little jerk my brother can be, he makes a big show of poking his head inside my apartment and looking around before stepping over the threshold.

“Don’t you have a bedroom?” he asks, nodding at the couch.

“Don’t you knock? Or you know, call?”

He waves his cell phone in my face. “I did call.”

“Oh.” I glance around not sure where my cell phone is. “I was—”

“Getting serviced. I know. I saw.”

“Shut up.”

Carter glances around, his gaze landing on the television. He fidgets and I can tell something is weighing on him. He wouldn’t have come over for no reason. Before we get into whatever it is, I want to check on Marcel. “Give me a minute, Carter.”

I hurry down the hall and tap on the bathroom door. “You didn’t come down here to rub one out did you?” I ask when he pokes his head out.

The look on Marcel’s face is priceless, but he recovers quickly. “No. I wanted to wash up. Thought it would be rude to say hello to a guy while his sister’s pussy juice is all over me.”

“You’re disgusting.”

He grips my arm and pulls me closer. “Yeah, but you like it,” he whispers against my ear.

Feeling brave, I press my fingertips to his chest and rise up on my tiptoes. “You’re definitely going to use that talented tongue on me some more. I didn’t quite get there.”

He growls. A low sound I can only describe as animalistic, and squeezes my ass. “Can’t fucking wait.” He slaps my ass and nudges me out of the bathroom. “Go see what your brother needs. I’ll be there in a second.”

Christ, if any other guy talked, touched, or bossed me around the way he does, I’d probably slice his balls off.

Carter’s still standing by the door when I return to the living room.

“You two didn’t just do it did you?” he asks, nodding in the direction of the bathroom.

“No, we didn’t do it.”

Marcel chooses that moment to saunter into the room. Shirtless. “I don’t know about you kid, but a real man needs more than two seconds to take care of his woman.”

Did he just refer to me as his woman?

Carter, my sweet, brave, stupid brother, crosses his arms over his chest and glares while Marcel plucks his T-shirt off the back of the couch and slips it on.

A slight smirk tugs the corners of his mouth up as he takes in my brother’s expression. He holds his hand out. “Hey, Carter. Good to see you again.”

My brother eyes Marcel’s outstretched hand. “I don’t know where that’s been.”

The humor drains from Marcel’s expression. “Watch yourself.”

Since my brother has no sense of self-preservation, I step between them. “What’s wrong, Carter?”

His nervous gaze darts to Marcel, who doesn’t seem in a hurry to give us any privacy. He finally shrugs and focuses his attention on me. “Mom’s a bit out of control. Had some friends over. I had to get out of there.”

My poor brother looks so damn miserable. I’d pull him in for a hug, but I don’t think he’d like me babying him in front of Marcel.

“You’re always saying I should move in with you. Is this the kind of depravity I’d have to witness?” he says, gesturing at the couch.

Marcel snorts. “You should get out more. We hadn’t gotten anywhere near depraved yet.”
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“Do you want coffee? I’m going to make coffee,” Charlotte says, practically running to the kitchen.

I move to stand and follow her, but Carter—the little shit—blocks me.

“You and my sister?”

“Are none of your business.”

He pokes his finger in my chest and I sort of admire the balls on this kid, even though I really want to kick his fucking ass right now. “I know how you guys treat women. My sister’s not some—”

Knocking his hand away from his chest, I move into his space, pushing him back a few steps. “You don’t know shit about me.”

“You know who our uncle is, right?” he asks in a low voice. I don’t get the feeling he’s trying to threaten me with the information. It’s more of a warning.

“I know.”

After a quick glance down the hall, he drops the cocky attitude. “You willing to protect her?”

“From who?”

“Anyone.”

“Is someone bothering her?”

“Just answer the question, King.”

“Of course I would.” I stop to think about his words. Combined with what Charlotte told me earlier, I don’t like where this is headed. “Is your uncle a threat to her?”

“He’s a useless piece of shit.”

Okay. That’s direct. Still didn’t answer my question.

He lowers his eyes. “I know she seems like a tough cookie, but please don’t hurt her.” After a second, he meets my eyes again. “She’s really all I have.”

Who the fuck am I to make promises to anyone? “I don’t want to hurt her.” I mean every word, but my voice sounds hollow because deep down, I know, eventually, no matter how hard I try not to, one way or another, I end up hurting everyone I care about.

“Where do you think this can go?” His question has a begging quality to it that only intensifies the guilt lodged in my chest. “Your club’s never gonna trust her. She has a career and you’re a career criminal.”

“I’ve been humoring you since she’s your sister. And I totally get the protective brother thing, trust me. But you’re starting to piss me off.”

“Do I look like I give a shit? Go ahead and kick my ass. It won’t stop me from worrying about her.”

This little fuck is frustrating the hell out of me. I step back and scrub my hands over my face and decide to be truthful with him. “I get what you’re saying. You’re not telling me anything I haven’t already thought of.”

“All right. Good. That’s all I’m asking.” He does that rubbernecking, looking down the hall thing again. “She seems to really like you, so I guess you can’t be a total douche.”

“Gee, thanks.” He laughs when I sneer at him and follows me to the kitchen.

Charlotte ignores us as she finishes making the coffee, setting out cups, spoons, cream, and sugar. “Carter, do you want something to eat?”

“What did you have for dinner?”

Charlotte meets my eyes and a quick smile passes over her lips. “Marcel made stir-fry.”

“Scary biker-man knows how to cook?” Carter asks.

“I have lots of talents, little man.”

“Gross,” he mutters, looking away.

“Anyone ever tell you you’re an obnoxious little shit?” I ask.

Charlotte snorts, but Carter just grins. “Yeah, she says it all the time.”

As annoying as he is, I respect the reckless way he cares about his sister. Pulling a gun on me, getting up in my face, warning me not to hurt her. If I were a different guy, that behavior might’ve gotten him killed by now.

Still, his devotion to his sister is admirable, sort of. I haven’t decided if he’s loyal and brave or really fucking stupid.

“You ride, Carter?” I ask.

He and Charlotte share a look. One that suggests I walked into uncomfortable territory.

“No.” Suddenly he’s fascinated by his coffee cup, staring at it and turning it in circles in front of him.

“Our dad died in a motorcycle crash,” Charlotte explains quietly.

For a second, I can’t breathe. I’m thrown back to the night of the crash with Mariella. Losing control. Losing the feeling in my legs. Blacking out. Under the table, I absently run my hand over my leg, thankful the sensation registers right away.

“I’m sorry,” I finally mumble.

When I glance up, Carter’s staring at me. “Uncle Chuck thinks I’m a pussy because I never wanted to prospect for the Wolf Knights.”

Jesus. How am I supposed to respond to that? “Club life isn’t for everyone, kid.”

“Nah, I’m just not a big enough knuckle-dragger for him.”

I shrug. “No shame in admitting you’re not interested. Was your dad a Wolf Knight too?”

Charlotte’s busies herself with taking things out of the refrigerator and as much as I want to watch her curvy little ass wiggle around the kitchen, I keep my gaze on Carter.

“Yeah. That’s why the club still takes care of my mom.” He rolls his eyes. “Sort of.”

“That’s good,” I answer carefully.

“Yeah, it’s a ball when they throw parties at our house and get her liquored up.”

“Carter,” Charlotte warns.

“What? You two aren’t at the sharing-family-dynamics stage of your relationship yet?” he asks, using air quotes around relationship, which pisses me off.

“Watch yourself,” I say in a low voice. My gaze strays to Charlotte. “She already knows all about my family dysfunction.”

Carter raises an eyebrow and glances at Charlotte.

“Mind your own business, Carter.” In a gentler voice she asks, “Do you want pancakes?”

His eyes widen and there’s a happy twitch at the corner of his mouth. “Yes, please.”

Tired of not being able to see what she’s up to, I take the chair next to Carter so I can watch Charlotte work.

“I have blueberries or bananas,” she says over her shoulder.

“Blueberries.” He glances at me. “She makes the best pancakes.”

When she finally brings his plate over, he tips his head back and flashes an almost childlike smile. “Thank you, Char.”

At least the kid is polite to his sister. Otherwise I probably would’ve taken him out back and kicked his ass by now.
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Some girls cry at the drop of a hat. I’ve never been one of them. My mother used to say it was because I was cold and had no heart. But if Marcel keeps being so nice to my brother I might break down and sob all over myself.

“Do you want pancakes too?” I ask Marcel.

“Sounds like I have to try them.”

“Thought you ’roid-heads watched what you ate better?” Carter mumbles, earning a glare from Marcel.

“Carter,” I snap.

Sure, every time my brother opens his mouth and says something obnoxious, Marcel’s eyes gleam like he’d enjoy teaching Carter some respect using the fist-to-mouth approach. But he never does anything more than issue a low warning.

Marcel flexes his arm in Carter’s face, patting his bicep. “No ’roids, you little shit. Just hard work.”

“Put that away before you hurt yourself,” Carter says, brushing Marcel’s arm out of his way.

Marcel’s eyes widen, but when he tips his head my way, his lips are curved in an amused smile.

He’s putting up with Carter out of respect for me. Maybe it’s a ploy to eventually weasel information out of me about my uncle’s club. But let’s face it, that’s not a very efficient plan. While my uncle has always spouted off catchy biker sayings about respect and loyalty, he’s never practiced them.

Marcel seems to live those words.

“Since you know so much about everything, what do you do, Carter?” Marcel asks.

“He’s a very talented artist.”

Carter lets out a sardonic laugh. “Artist is stretching it. I paint houses and walls.”

“What kind of art?”

“Murals mostly.” He shrugs. “But I enjoy any type of illustration.”

“He’s good at all of it.”

“She’s exaggerating because she can’t even draw a stick figure.”

“True. All the artistic talent went to Carter.”

“And all the useful skills went to you.” Carter flashes a smile, but I know there’s a lot of pain behind it. Surprisingly, my dad didn’t care about conventional gender norms and encouraged Carter’s interest in art when he was little. After he died, Chuck urged my mother to take all of his “faggy”—his word, not mine—stuff away.

I was the one who kept buying him pencils, pens, sketch pads, anything that was easy to keep hidden but still allow him to express himself.

“I really like glass blowing but the equipment and space is expensive.”

I turn and point to a set of glasses with cobalt blue swirls. “Carter made those for me.”

Marcel glances at them and nods.

Carter smirks. “You never use them.”

“Because I don’t want to break one,” I explain.

“That’s challenging work. You need a kiln or something, right?” Marcel asks.

“Yeah. I’m really best with a sketch pad and pencils.”

“You ever think of tattooing?”

Carter lifts his shoulders, uncomfortable with Marcel’s full attention on him. “I don’t know if I could sit still long enough to repeatedly stab someone with a needle. I’d need to take lots of breaks.”

“If you’re good enough, clients won’t care what your process is.”

“I don’t know if my stuff’s worth permanently sticking someone with.”

“Well, if you want to talk to someone about doing an apprenticeship, let me know.”

My brother eyes him suspiciously. “Yeah, thanks.” He glances at the table and starts cleaning up the dishes.

“Leave it, Carter. I’ll do it later.”

“No. I’m not leaving you with a messy kitchen.”

“Do you want to take the rest of those home?”

“I think I’m gonna go see Bianca.”

“Girlfriend?” Marcel whispers to me.

I lift one shoulder and roll my eyes. “Friends.”

By the time the kitchen’s cleaned up, Carter seems to have recovered from whatever sent him running from Mom’s house. He wanders out to the living room, leaving Marcel and I in the kitchen.

“Sorry,” I mutter.

“Stop apologizing.”

Unsure of what to do with myself, I get up and make more coffee. “Want some?”

Marcel doesn’t answer right away. I turn to ask again and he’s staring at me with so much intensity, my heart skips. “I want something all right,” he says in a low voice.

A full body shiver of desire works through me.

The coffee finishes and I set two cups on the table in front of us and take my seat. While he’s stirring cream in his, I lean in closer to whisper in his ear, “Your balls must be pretty blue.”

He chokes on his laughter and drops his spoon on the table. He hooks his hand behind my neck, pulling me closer for a kiss. “You’ll fix me later,” he says against my lips.

“Christ, I was gone for a couple minutes and you’re already molesting my sister?” Carter says, stomping back into the kitchen.

Marcel holds his hands up. “Hard not to, kid.”

Carter just snorts and slaps a piece of paper on the table in front of Marcel.

“Thanks for dinner, sis. Later, Teller. Try to contain yourselves until I’m out the door.”

I stand and follow him to the living room. “You sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine.”

I can’t help it, I rub my hand over the top of his head. “Tell B I said hi.”

“I will.” He lifts his chin toward the kitchen. “I’ll tell her you’re shacking up with a scary biker dude too.”

I give him a playful shove out the door. “Get out of here.”
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As Charlotte leaves the table to see her brother out, I grab her hand. Our eyes meet for the briefest second and I let her go.

My fingers curl around the edge of the blank piece of paper Carter laid in front of me.

Except it’s not a blank piece of paper.

The other side has a quickly sketched cartoon portrait.

The kid’s definitely talented.

In the few minutes he was in the living room, he drew a decent likeness of Charlotte and me. My—jacked up and inked—arms around her protectively. Charlotte’s head tipped up, staring at me with affection.

What catches my breath is the way he somehow managed to capture the way I feel about her with a few quick pencil lines.

Is this some sort of approval from her little brother?


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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The next morning when I wake up, it’s still dark around the edges of my blinds. The steady drumming of rain on the windows tells me why.

I stretch and yawn, bumping into Marcel.

“Morning.”

I turn and find him smirking at me.

“What are you so smirky about?”

“Nothing.” He picks his hand up and waves something in the air.

“What?” I shoot upright and try to snatch it away. “Give me that. You went through my drawer?”

“I was bored. I’ve been up for a while.”

“So you were snooping?”

“I was curious.”

“Are you going to read my diary next?”

“No.” His gaze darts to the purple, silicone vibrator in his hand. “This is cute. Purple. Nice and girly.”

I groan and pull the sheet over my head. “It’s been neglected lately.”

“Oh yeah?” His sly tone makes my girl parts tingle, but I don’t peek out from under the covers. “How come?” he asks in a voice too confident for my taste.

“You know why. Don’t go fishing for compliments, it’s not manly.”

His deep laugh doesn’t help my girly parts situation. Lowering the sheet, I stare up at him. “Why are you laughing at me.?”

“You’re cute.”

“Hmph.” Flicking the sheet back, I throw my legs over the side of the bed.

He reaches for me, but I twist out of his grasp. “Where you going?”

“The bathroom.”

“Hurry back.”

When I return, he’s sitting up, bare torso on display. Legs mostly covered except for his feet sticking out. What the hell is it about this man that even his feet are sexy?

Our eyes meet. He’s still holding the vibrator with a wicked promise curving his lips. “Come here.”

“You look like you’re up to something.”

He flicks his gaze to his lap and I stifle a laugh. “I’m up all right.”

“I see that. I could go camping under there.”

His mouth twists into a grin. “Take your shirt off.”

I glance down at my pink tank top with purple unicorns scattered all over it. “This is my favorite shirt.”

“Love you in it.” He points at my chest and traces two circles in the air. “Your nipples poke through it. Now, take it off.”

Heat races up my neck, spreading over my cheeks. Why didn’t I ever notice how thin this shirt is?

I take my time slipping it over my head and toss it at him, aiming for his chest. He catches it easily and sets on it on my pillow.

“Now, get over here.”

I take a few cautious steps closer. “What are you up to?”

“I want to play with you.”

He says it in a sweet and sexy way that’s hard to resist. I really like this more relaxed, playful side of him. The orgasms are fantastic too, don’t get me wrong.

Unsure of what he’s up to, I crawl up the bed, kneeling next to him.

“That’s better.” He places one hand behind my head and pulls me closer for a kiss. While he’d apparently gotten up at some point to brush his teeth, he hasn’t shaved yet. His bristly cheek scrapes against my skin. I pull away, touching my fingers to my lips. His bright blue eyes lock with mine, promising heat and mischief.

“I want to play a game with you,” he says, his voice low as he traces his finger along my jaw.

My breath catches in my throat. “What’s that?”

He sits forward and kisses the side of my neck, slowly making his way to my ear. “How many times can I make Charlotte come?”

“Oh,” I answer, slightly dizzy from the desire he stirs up in me. I try to pretend I’m cool and confident. That his words don’t make me want to straddle him right this second. Probably failing miserably. “Sounds like fun.”

“Good.” He spreads his legs wider and pats the space in between. “Come sit up against me.”

“So you can jab me in the back with your dick?”

He ducks his head and laughs so hard, no words make sense. When he’s finished, he doesn’t ask again. He gives me a simmering stare, waiting for me to do what he asked.

I climb over his leg, making sure to wiggle my butt in his face. He promptly lays a crisp smack on my left cheek.

“Ow. That won’t make me come.”

“Don’t lie.” He pats the bed. “Right here.”

He has most of his thighs covered by the sheet, but when I press my palms against them to lower myself to the bed, I feel the strength contained in his muscles. I slide my hands over his skin, kneading as I go along.

“Mmm, what are you trying to do, Charlotte?”

“I just like touching you.”

He sweeps my hair back and brushes a kiss over my shoulder. “And I love your touch.”

His arm bands around my waist, pulling me back against his chest. Tight enough to feel anchored by him. Not smothered. Warm skin meets my bare back and his lips go to my neck, gently kissing and sucking until I moan.

“I’ve been dying to play with you all morning.”

“You could’ve woken me up.”

“Mmm.” His voice vibrates against my skin and my head falls back against his chest. “That’s it, now spread your legs for me.”

So excited, curious about what he plans to do, I don’t even bother being coy about it.

“Good girl,” he whispers.

Keeping his arm around my waist, he curves his hand around my breast, gently flicking his thumb over my nipple.

In his other hand, he holds the vibrator in front of my face. “You make yourself come with this?”

“Not recently.”

“But it works. Does the job?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He flicks it on and off adjusting the speed and vibration patterns right in front of my face, which drives my anticipation higher.

“Marcel.” I shift against him.

“Be patient.”

When he seems to have figured it out, he doesn’t dive straight for the goods. No, he plans to play. To take his time, running the soft, silicone head over and around my breasts.

“Ah!” My back arches when he touches it to my nipples.

As he runs the vibrator over my belly, I scoot down, plant my feet on the mattress and tilt my hips.

“I didn’t even have to ask. You want this bad, don’t you?”

“Yes.” The word comes out more of a whimper.

His free hand cups and gently squeezes each breast while he rolls the vibrator over my mound hidden by my underwear. He stops right above my clit, pressing the vibrating head against me.

“Uh. Ah.”

“Good?”

“Yes, God. I love that you…you didn’t just go straight for grinding it into my clit.”

“Oh, no. My girl’s way too sensitive for that. Need to work you up first.” He kisses my cheek. “Make you beg for it.”

He slides it down my slit, nothing between the vibrator and my skin but the thin cotton of my underwear.

“Ah.” My hips tilt, seeking more and Marcel obliges by flicking the vibrator up another notch.

Wordless moans spill from my mouth as he keeps steadily sliding it over my center. “Let me know when you’re close, Charlotte.”

“Why?”

He takes the vibrator away, making me groan. “Because I said so.”

My grumbling protest only makes him laugh.

Once, twice, he taps the vibrator over my clit before sliding his hand down and shoving my panties to the side. “Take them off for me.”

It’s comical how quick I wriggle them down my legs. So fast, I leave them looped around one ankle and don’t even care.

“Nice.” His hand slides down, spreading my lips. “Look how pretty and wet you are.”

I can’t answer because he touches the vibrator to me again making my body jump.

“Easy,” he says, banding his arm around me even tighter.

He flicks the vibrator down to the lowest setting and touches it to my center, slowly dragging it up.

“Oh, sweet fuck!” I yelp. I’m not sure how it’s possible, but this is a million times better than using the vibrator myself has ever been.

Another notch in intensity and I’m reduced to moaning and thrashing. I reach back, grabbing his granite-hard arms and hold on tight.

“How’s that?” he asks in a low voice.

“Good.” It takes two syllables to pant the word out.

With his free hand, he caresses my skin, teasing both nipples, brushing his fingers down my side, pressing his palm against my lower stomach.

“Oh, fuck.”

“Are you close?”

“I think so.” At my frantic response, he takes the vibrator away and I sob. “Why?”

He presses his lips to my cheek. “Because I said so.”

Fuck, if he keeps that up, I might come from just the power of him. His solid body surrounding me. His strong voice. Anticipating whether he plans to let me come this morning. And, oh God, he turns the vibrator on and starts the whole torturous process over again.

My fingers curl into his shoulders hanging on for dear life. At one point I tip my head back to study his face. Every bit of his concentration is focused on what he’s doing to me.

I have to warn him I’m close to the edge again.

This time he turns my head and gives me a long kiss.

“Are you ready to come now?”

“Yes. Please. Please. Please.”

I’m so high. Tight with need, I’m afraid I’ll explode the minute he touches the wand to my skin.

But it takes time to push me back to the edge and when he finally gets me there, I scream.

He reaches down, exposing my clit.

“No, no, no. Oh my God.” He brings the toy closer, then eases it down, then moves it back, settling it right over my clit until my back bows off the bed and I see fucking stars.

“Shit, shit, shit.” I push at his hand. Too much.

He uses his free hand to pin my hands between my breasts. “Take it.”

“Oh, God. I can’t. Fuck.”

More stars behind my eyelids. More white-hot pleasure shooting through my body.

I’m not sure how long he keeps me in that heightened state of bliss, but I’m breathing heavy and have tears of ecstasy running down my cheeks when he finally flicks the button off.

My body’s turned to jelly.

He strokes my cheek with the back of his hand.

I exhale, a small satisfied sound.

He wraps his arms around me, bringing me back to Earth with the power of his warmth and kisses.

What started out as a scene from an amateur porno turns romantic fast. I don’t know if he even realizes it or that’s what he intended. I’m tired of second guessing everything though.

Desire slams into me like a freight train. I should be spent, but I wriggle around and twist my fingers in his hair to pull him closer. Our lips touch and my mouth opens. He gently strokes his tongue over mine. I kiss him harder, then kiss down to his jaw, his neck. I slide my body down his, dragging my mouth over his chest, stopping to flick my tongue over his nipples, which makes him groan.

Neither of us speaks. We communicate through touch. His hand gently running through my hair. My tongue tasting his skin. My fingers ripping the sheet off him. My mouth sliding over his cock.

He lets out a long moan and tangles his fingers in my hair.

“Charlotte,” he whispers.

I answer by taking more of him in my mouth. I make several drags of my lips and tongue up and down his cock. Each time I slide my tongue over the head of his cock he hisses with pleasure and flexes his hips, chasing my mouth.

“Your fucking mouth. So good.” He groans and his head falls back against the wall, but he keeps his eyes half-open, watching me.

I suck harder and his eyes roll back. “I’m…Fuck…Charlotte…I’m close.” His words come out choppy and uneven.

I don’t plan to stop, but his hand tightens in my hair, slowly pulling my head up.

“Charlotte, get on top of me.”

“I don’t know if my pussy can take any more.”

“Let’s find out.” He reaches over and grabs a condom, handing it to me.

“You trust me?”

“To roll a condom on my dick? Yeah.”

I rip it open. “I don’t know any tricks, like how to roll it on with my mouth or something.”

He cocks his head, making a half-frown-half-smile what-the-fuck face. “Give me that.”

Keeping his eyes on me, he expertly slips the latex on, then grabs my hip and guides me over him.

“Down you go.”

We link our hands together and I work myself up and down over him. His gaze stays locked on me and I can’t look away. My orgasm hits hard and fast, then he’s pulling me down, kissing me, pumping up into me until he comes. Even then he doesn’t let me go.

“Stay,” he murmurs, wrapping me tight in his arms.
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I’m so motherfucking fucked.

“I could use more morning wake ups like that,” Charlotte murmurs, snuggling tighter against me.

“Don’t know if you could handle it. You’re already falling asleep on me.”

“You worked me pretty hard,” she says, closing her eyes.

I’m content just holding her and watching her sleep.

At least I think it’s contentment. Never really felt it before, so it’s hard to say.

My phone buzzes and I reach to grab it before the noise wakes Charlotte.

It’s a text from Murphy.

You ever come home?

Are you my keeper?

Yes.

I chuckle at that, not annoyed.

Church at noon.

I’ll be there.

“Mmm. What’s wrong?” Charlotte mumbles.

“Nothing. Sorry.” I set the phone on the night stand and glance down at her, brushing her hair off her cheek. “Go back to sleep.”

The phone buzzes again and I grab it. “Fucking Murphy.”

Charlotte chuckles. “He must miss you.”

My irritation simmers down when I check the message. “It’s actually from my sister.” I turn my phone, so Charlotte can peep the picture of Alexa Heidi sent.

“Oh, how sweet,” Charlotte says, sitting up to peer at the screen.

“I have a ton. When she was living in Alaska, I told her she better remember to send one every day.”

Charlotte blinks. “You’re such a good uncle.”

Uncomfortable with the compliment, I flick through my phone until I find more pictures to show her. She takes the phone from my hand and stares at me for a second. “Are you sure you trust me?”

“Why? You gonna call China on my dime?”

Her eyes widen as if that hadn’t occurred to her. “You trust me not to go through your phone? Read your texts?”

“Have at it. All you’re gonna find are a bunch of mother-hen texts from Murphy, orders to get my ass to the clubhouse from Wrath, and pictures from my sister.”

“No strippers texting you to come help them out of their thongs?”

“Fuck, no.” I laugh. “They bug Z for that shit.” Understanding what’s underneath her questions, I rub the back of my hand over her cheek. “I got nothing to hide from you. You’re the only woman I want to help out of her thong.”

Some of her anxiety seems to fade and she chuckles. “I don’t wear thongs,” she mutters as she flips through a couple dozen pics of Alexa.

“As long as I get you naked, I don’t care.” Remembering how we were interrupted last weekend, I ask, “You got a brunch date this morning?”

“Actually, yes. Carter’s supposed to come too, but we probably scared him away last night.”

My laughter makes her narrow her eyes. “It’s not funny.” When I keep laughing, she concedes. “Okay, it’s a little funny.”

I pad out to the kitchen and return with the picture Carter drew. “Maybe he wasn’t that traumatized.”

“Oh, my.” Her voice catches as she stares at it. “That’s so sweet,” she whispers. Finally, her glossy eyes meet mine. “He’s never drawn one of my boyfriends before.”

The reference to Charlotte with anyone else hits me in the gut, and I think she misinterprets my reaction.

“Not that you’re my boyfriend,” she says quickly. “There’s certainly nothing boy about you.”

I sit on the edge of the bed and brush her hair off her cheek. “Manfriend seems a little weird.”

She chuckles, then turns serious. “You can come if you want. To brunch, I mean.” Her tentative voice makes me hate that I have to turn her invitation down.

“Can’t. I have a club thing at noon.”

“Oh. Sorry. I thought all club activities were at night.”

“Depends. This is business. Not fun.”

She arches an eyebrow. “What business do you do?”

“Well, you already know we own Crystal Ball.”

“No. I mean you. What do you do? For work I mean. Not club-related.”

“Everything I do is club-related in one way or another.”

“Oh.” She glances down, fiddling with the sheet.

“I’m not trying to be evasive.”

“And yet…”

I sit up and run my fingers through my hair, wondering what I can give her that’s both true and not a disaster if her uncle hears it. I trust Charlotte. I do, but still.

“You want to know what I’m good at?”

“Making me come?”

“Yeah. Definitely that.” I slide my hand under the sheet and up her leg, squeezing her thigh. “I’m good at making money.”

Her eyebrow arches even higher.

“Investing. Taking money and growing it.”

“Is that how you ended up as Treasurer for the club?”

It’s more complicated than that. “Sort of.”

“How did you ever get involved in that?”

I shake my head and laugh because it’s an improbable story. “I was one of those ‘at risk’ youths the school system identified and stuck in some pilot program in junior high.”

“Really? Most districts have done away with those now.”

An amused snort comes out of me. “I’m aware. I forked over enough for Heidi’s after-school activities to realize they’d done away with pretty much everything but the basics.”

“So what was the program?”

“Junior Businessmen or something stupid like that.”

“Sounds appropriately sexist.”

Our eyes meet and I shrug. “Never thought about it at the time, but you’re right. What makes it worse, is a woman ran the program.”

“Please don’t tell me you nailed the instructor?” she asks with a hint of a smirk.

“No. Not for lack of trying.”

“At least you’re honest.” She places her hand on my mine. “Sorry, go on. I promise not to interrupt again.”

She’s so sincere and sweet, I lean in and press a quick kiss to her lips.

“We did a lot of stuff. Built things with our hands, then went to local businesses and convinced people to buy them.”

“I can see you being good at that.” There’s no hint of teasing in her words or expression.

“I was. I’d been around the club for a few years by then and Rock’s nothing if not a good businessman.”

“Rock. Your president, right?”

“Yeah, except he wasn’t president back then.”

“How did you juggle an afterschool program if you were already in with the club?”

“Oh, I still had plenty of bitchwork from the club to keep me occupied. But Rock’s rule was I had to stay out of trouble and graduate from high school if I ever wanted to patch in.”

“Really? That’s…unusual.”

“Honestly, it’s pretty calculating. Except for a stint in juvvie my record is clean. So is Murphy’s.”

“That’ll help me with the adoption,” she mutters as if she’s making a mental note of it. That small throwaway comment makes something in my chest warm. Saturday morning, in bed with me, and she’s still thinking about ways to help her clients—who happen to be my family.

“I did so well, I was invited into the advanced program. That program was for the kids of businessmen and politicians, and a few token delinquents.”

“How fun for you.”

“Oh, it was.” My mouth kicks into a grin. “This course focused on the stock market and investing. We picked stocks and bought shares with fake money and the following week, whoever did the best got some shitty prize.”

“And, by your smug face, I assume you did well.”

“I won every week. I did so well the teacher started using my predictions for her own investments.”

“Wow. So why aren’t you on Wall Street?”

“Don’t want to be.”

“Are you trying to tell me you’re some undercover billionaire?”

“Not yet. I definitely got cocky and made some reckless decisions early on. I don’t come from a family with generations of wealth so I had to learn to restrain myself. Use caution.”

“Didn’t that take the fun out of it?”

“I wasn’t using play money anymore and Daddy wasn’t coming to bail me out if I lost my trust fund.”

“So you’re gifted and risk-averse.”

“You can say that.”

“I’m surprised you’re not on some Forbe’s list of most eligible bachelors under thirty.”

My mouth twists down. “Definitely don’t want exposure like that.”

“You’re certainly good looking enough to have a television show.”

“Nah, I’d probably have to wear a suit.”

“Someone could market you as the Inked Investor or something stupid like that.”

“Not interested.”

“What do you want?”

You.

“I have what I want. My club’s doing well. I only work if and when I want to. My sister’s taken care of. That’s all that’s ever mattered to me.”

“So you have all this financial talent and use it to support your motorcycle club?”

The question isn’t asked in a mean way. I sense she genuinely wants to understand.

“Everyone works as hard for the club as I do. We each have different talents, but similar goals.”

“Avoiding nine-to-fives and unlimited pussy?”

Even if she meant the words to be insulting, I laugh. And laugh. Because it’s pretty close to the truth. “Something like that.”

Honestly, I’m impressed she hasn’t subtly tried to hint at how many bills she has or how she could really use a new car. It doesn’t seem that even occurred to Charlotte.

Instead of showing my excitement, I settle down and try to think of a better way to explain my love for the club. “My blood family fucked me over from birth. My brothers have never let me down. I owe them everything.”

“Sounds like they owe you too.”

“If Murphy and I died tomorrow, I know without a doubt the club would take care of Heidi and Alexa.”

“That’s worth more than notoriety,” she whispers.

“It’s worth everything.”
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I’m a little stunned by the things Marcel’s admitted this morning. Sure, he could be full of shit. But if he were trying to impress me, he would’ve tried to dazzle me with some jaw-dropping figures.

The fact that he’s been pretty superficial about revealing his talent tells me he’s not full of shit.

Still puzzling out his devotion to his club, I follow him into the shower.

“What time will Mercy be banging on your door?”

“Any minute now.”

He groans and soaps me up in an efficient manner. “You know how hard it is to have your wet, naked body next to me and not fuck you?”

I wrap my fingers around his erection and squeeze. “I have an idea.”

“Don’t.”

Sliding my hand up and down, I flick my gaze up and find him watching me. “I wonder how fast I can make you come.”

“Sixty seconds tops if you keep doing that.”

I keep stroking while pushing him against the back wall. “I think I can do better than that.”

I slide down his slick body, lowering myself to the wet tub floor without taking my hand off him.

“Charlotte, you don’t—”

“Shh. That’s enough out of you.” I wrap my lips around his cock and suck him hard into my mouth.

“Fuck.”

After a few slides up and down, I release him. “Can I play for a minute?”

He doesn’t even open his eyes. “You can do whatever you want.”

“Careful, Marcel, that’s a good way to end up with a finger in your ass.”

He opens one eye and stares down at me, working his jaw from side to side. “You want to play that game? Because I’ll win.”

Giggling at his answer, I stick my tongue out and swipe at the tip, enjoying the way he lets out a hiss and his head falls back.

I spend time licking around the thick crown, savoring his taste, before sliding my mouth over the head of his cock again.

His fingers twist and tighten in my hair and I moan from the slight pressure and tugging sensation.

“More,” he urges and I’m happy to oblige.

Sucking deep, I take him to the back of my throat, feeling a twinge of pain as my mouth stretches to accommodate his size. His happy groans fill the room and urge me on. His hips thrust slowly and one of his hands presses at the back of my head while the other strokes my hair. I relax and let him take over, showing me what he likes.

I expect him to be hard and rough. Maybe try to ram his cock down my throat. But he’s gentle and firm in getting what he wants.

“Charlotte,” he warns. “You keep doing that…” he trails off, but I understand what he’s trying to say.

I answer by sealing my lips around him, sucking harder.

“Oh, fuck.”

The first heavy blast takes me by surprise and I rear back, taking my mouth off him. Above me, he groans but keeps coming. I work my hands up and down his shaft until he shudders and mumbles, “Stop.”

He opens his eyes, staring down at me with reverence. “Get up, Sunshine.”

I take the hand he offers and lift myself off the floor. He chuckles and grabs a washcloth, wetting it. “You’re covered in cum.”

“You took me by surprise.”

The corners of his mouth lift. “Tried to warn you.”

Slow and tender, he cleans me up, then turns me to face the water. “Sorry,” I mumble.

“Why? That was fucking awesome.”

“Thought you cavemen liked your women to swallow every drop.”

He roars with laughter and pops me on the ass. His arms band around me, his hands cupping my breasts and teasing my nipples. “Nah, true cavemen like to paint their women with their cum. Next time I’m going to shoot all over your beautiful ass.”

My laughter turns to moaning, which turns to shrieking as the water goes ice-cold. “Fuck!” we both yell.

I reach forward and frantically slap the water off.

“My dick’s definitely done now,” Marcel says.

“Hot-water is included in my rent. Long showers are discouraged,” I explain.

He chuckles and grabs the towel I hand him. Instead of drying himself, he runs it over my back and down my legs. “We could go up to the clubhouse one of these nights. My room has plenty of hot water.”

My heart stops. I’ve wanted him to invite me into that part of his life.

But I wanted him to do it on his own. Not because I begged him to. And now that he has, I have to go and ruin it.

“You want me there?” I turn and face him.

He cocks his head, studying me. “I want you everywhere,” he says in a low voice. “The way you seem to feel about…I wasn’t sure you were interested.”

“You say your club’s your family. Your sister’s engaged to one of your brothers. If this…if whatever we’re doing continues, are you planning to keep me out of that part of your life?”

His gaze drops to the ground. “Some guys do that.” He lifts his head and rushes to explain. “Not any of…not my brothers.”

“I understand if you don’t trust me totally yet.”

“Charlotte,” he says in a low voice, grabbing my hips and turning me to face him. “You know how many women I’ve told all that stuff about my role in the club?”

“That you have a gift for making money? Probably lots, I’m sure it’s a panty-dropper.”

He snorts and shakes his head. “No, the patch takes care of that fine. The answer is none.”

“Really? Why?”

“I didn’t want you thinking I’m lazy.”

I squint up at him. “Someone who works out as much as you must.” My fingers close around his thick forearms. “Can’t be lazy.”

He snorts. “After the accident…for a time no one could tell me if I’d walk again or not.”

I gasp and take a step back. I hadn’t realized it was that bad. He seems fine most of the time.

“There was a lot of swelling at the base of my spine. As soon as they gave me the okay, I hit the upper-body exercises hard.”

“See, not lazy.”

“It helped me forget.” He turns away and wraps a towel around his waist. “And prepare,” he mutters.

I trace my finger down the long red scar on his lower back parallel to his spine. “Does it hurt?”

“Sometimes.”

I open my mouth to ask if anyone else was with him but knocking at my front door stops me.

“Shit,” I grumble, taking the towel he hands me and tucking it around my body.

“What’s she gonna think finding me here two weeks in a row?”

“That I really must like you.”

He kisses the tip of my nose. “Same.”

I’m too scared to say what’s really in my heart, which is “I think I’m falling in love with you, you completely-inappropriate-for-me man.” So I scurry into my bedroom, throw on some clothes and go let Mercy in before she breaks down my door.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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For the second time, I find myself face-to-face with Charlotte’s best friend.

This time she doesn’t seem as amused by my presence.

“So, the bad boy is back, huh?” she asks, sweeping into the room, arms crossed over her chest, best-friend-does-not-approve frown firmly in place.

“That I am. How are you, Mercy?”

She narrows her eyes. “Fine.”

Charlotte smacks her friend’s arm. “Please stop.”

I curl a finger at Charlotte, urging her closer. “I have to go.” Placing my hands on either side of her face, I lean in and kiss her lips, not caring that her friend’s five feet away.

Charlotte’s resistance melts away and she sways, grabbing my arms for balance.

When we part, she’s pink from the neck up. “Thank you for a fantastic morning,” she whispers against my lips.

“You’re welcome.”

She slants a look at me through her lashes. “Sorry about this.”

“It’s fine. I want to see you later, though.”

She rolls her eyes. “Family dinner at my mother’s.”

My jaw tightens, wondering if Merlin attends family dinner. “Your brother gonna be there?”

“Yes. Always.”

I kiss her again. “Good. Call me if you need me.”

Her eyes widen as if the thought of needing me surprises her. Or that I want her to need me or, hell I don’t know.

Behind us, Mercy exhales a loud, annoyed breath.

Reluctantly, I take my hands off Charlotte, holding them high in the air. “I’m going. I’m going. Have fun today, ladies.”
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“So,” Mercy says as soon as Marcel leaves. “It appears you’ve been dicknotized.”

“Dicknotized? What are you, twenty again?” I narrow my eyes at her. “I seem to remember you telling me to enjoy the ride,” I say over my shoulder, jogging to my bedroom for my cell phone and purse.

“Yeah, like a quickie here and there. Not sleepovers,” she calls out.

“You’re weird.”

She’s standing in the hallway when I emerge from the bedroom. “And you’re going to get your heart broken if you’re not careful.”

“Maybe.” Heartbreak might be inevitable. I already like him way too much. And that small, annoying voice inside says he’s too good to be true.

She glances at the door. “Ready?”

“Carter really wanted to go to Nibbles with us. Let me call him and see if he’s still coming.”

“Oh, good. I haven’t seen my little surrogate bro in forever.”

A smile flickers at the corners of my mouth. Mercy’s always treated Carter well. So well in fact that he harbored a ridiculous crush on her when he was a teenager. Something she skillfully avoided yet somehow never made him feel bad about.

Carter’s not answering his phone, so Mercy and I head over to Ironworks for more fatty goodness.

While Mercy’s waiting for her coffee, I snap a quick picture of my breakfast pocket and send it to Marcel.

See what you’re missing?

To my surprise, he responds almost right away.

Next weekend? We can get up earlier.

“Sleeping in” with you this morning was better.

I aim to please.

“Please tell me you’re not texting the dicknotizer already.” I’m so lost thinking about Marcel that Mercy’s voice startles me. My phone goes clattering to the table and I scowl at her.

“Stop saying that.”

“Right, you said he was better with his tongue.”

“No, I said he was good at everything with everything.”’

She rolls her eyes.

“What’s wrong with you today?”

“Nothing.”

“Well, lighten up.”

A heavy sigh eases out of her. “I’m worried. My dad said the Lost Kings are not a bunch of people you want to fuck with.”

“You told your dad about my boyfriend?”

Her eyes widen at my sharp tone. “Boyfriend. It’s worse than I thought,” she says with a sad laugh.

“Mercy?”

“I asked if he knew who they were without mentioning you.” She reaches across the table and takes my hands. “I don’t want you to fall in love with this guy and end up with a broken heart.”

“Too late.”

[image: * * *]

We don’t have formal weekend dinners at my mother’s but I try to stop by at least once a week. More to relieve Carter than out of desire to see my mother.

This week I’m more anxious than usual, worried my uncle might show up.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Jesus, Charlotte, you look like a tramp. What’s the matter with you?”

I’d chosen a coral tank top, loose, but not so loose it showed any side-boob. Even if it did, I wore a fitted turquoise tank underneath it. My ass cheeks were nowhere near hanging out of the bottom of my jean shorts. And since I never wear them to court, I finished the outfit with my favorite short, brown cowboy boots. It was hot out, so my hair was piled in a messy knot on my head. I thought I looked cute, stylish, age and weather appropriate.

I’d be stunned, maybe hurt by my mother’s greeting if this wasn’t the first time she’d called me a tramp.

“Good to see you too.”

She shoos me out of the way of the television and I continue down the hall to find my brother.

I knock three times and he yells for me to come in.

“When did you get here?” he asks.

“A few minutes ago. Mom declared I was trampy, so I’m ready to leave.”

He rolls his eyes. “Ignore her. She’s mad I wouldn’t run out and buy more gin.”

“Figures.”

The roar of at least one Harley engine outside makes me cringe. “You didn’t warn me Uncle Chuck was coming.”

“I didn’t know. Might not be him, anyway. She had some other shady guy here when I got home.”

“Great,” I mutter. I raise an eyebrow. “So you didn’t spend the night at Bianca’s?”

My brother actually blushes which is kind of adorable.

“I came home early this morning.”

“Charlotte! Carter!” my mother screeches from the living room.

I hate that being in this house makes me feel sixteen and helpless all over again. Hate that my little brother still lives here. Hate that I bother coming over when my mother really couldn’t care less whether she sees me.

“Well, the suspense is killing me. Come on.”

Carter huffs. “You should’ve brought Teller. That would spice things up.”

It honestly never occurred to me to subject him to this. “I’m not ready to scare him away yet.” I cock my head. “Is that your way of saying you approve?”

He lifts his shoulders. “Why do you care what I think?”

“Of course I care. You’re the only person whose opinion does matter to me.” We both listen at the bedroom door. “That’s definitely Chuck.”

“Surprise, surprise,” he grumbles. “You know he probably heard about her overnight guest and decided he needed to come piss a circle around the house.”

“Gross.”

“Char-Char! Come give your favorite uncle a hug,” Chuck calls out as soon as he sees me step out of Carter’s room.

He pulls me in for a full body embrace, which is rather icky, then holds me out at arm’s length. “Look how beautiful you are. Smart and pretty.”

“She looks like a streetwalker,” my mother mutters.

Chuck throws a hard look her way. “Shut the fuck up. Why the fuck would you say something like that to her?”

Surprised he’s bothering to stick up for me, my gaze pings to my mother, who also doesn’t seem to know how to respond. She pouts. “I was joking, lighten up.”

“Christ, you’re a bitch sometimes,” Chuck says, dismissing her. His gaze roams over me and suddenly I wish I had on a few more layers. “You look exactly like your mom when she was your age.” He glances down at my mother. “But classier.”

“Whatever,” my mother mumbles. “I was never that fat.”

“She wears it well.”

Jesus, am I ever creeped out.

Too creeped out to be insulted.

He pats my ass as I turn to walk into the kitchen and I want to scream.

“Dinner almost done?” I ask Carter who’d thrown the barest of greetings at my uncle before marching straight into the kitchen.

“Almost.”

“Need help?”

“Sure.”

“What are you making, anyway?”

“Barbecue brisket. I need her to eat something more substantial than booze, cigarette smoke, and air for a change.”

My heart squeezes. Not for my mother. She’s a grown woman who’s made her own shitty life choices. No, my heart hurts for my brother, who never stops trying.

Stepping up behind him, I squeeze his shoulder. “It smells amazing. I’m sure it will do the trick.”

His lips twitch. “Thanks. So, how was your weekend with—”

“Not now. Chuck’s already voiced some opinions and—”

He shakes his head. “Fucker. Why can’t he mind his own business?”

“Hey, I brought the rolls you wanted,” I blurt out to change the subject.

“Thanks. I ran to the store early to get everything, but forgot those.”

“No problem. You need money?”

“No, I don’t need your money. Go set the table.”

Uncle Chuck helps me set the table, which is beyond strange. “How you been, girlie?”

“Fine.”

“Work keeping you busy?”

“I have plenty to do, yes.”

“You ever do any criminal work?”

I give him a cool look. He knows damn well I don’t and why. “Not unless it’s related to one of my family court cases.”

Carter rescues me by calling me back into the kitchen. I help him bring everything to the table and then the four of us sit down for dinner.

“We’re having a party down at Back Lake Park, next weekend. You gonna make this one, Cindy?” my uncle asks with barely restrained annoyance.

“We’ll see how I’m feeling. You know I don’t take the heat well.”

“You’ll be there, right, Char? You can bring your boyfriend,” Chuck says without looking at me.

“Boyfriend? What boyfriend?” Mom asks, suddenly interested in my existence.

Chuck points his steak knife in my direction, which I can’t help feeling is some sort of psychological slip or bad omen or something. “Char here is datin’ a Lost King.”

“Charlotte,” Mom admonishes.

Not quite ready to discuss my love life at the dinner table, I mumble. “We’ve been hanging out here and there.”

“That the club in Empire?” Mom asks.

Chuck smirks. “That’s the one.”

“Their president is hot, Charlotte. Think you can introduce me?”

“I’m pretty sure he’s married,” I mutter, stabbing my fork into a piece of potato.

Chuck nods in agreement. “Was at their wedding. Pretty little thing. A bit uppity.”

Hope’s the last person I’d describe as uppity, but I’m not a knuckle-dragging mutant who pats his niece on the ass, so what do I know?

He reaches over and gives my mother’s arm an affectionate rub. “You’re a little out of date anyway, sweetheart.”

Should I be offended on my mother’s behalf? Probably. Since I know this is some sick, weird game the two of them play every time she hooks up with someone who isn’t him, I couldn’t care less.

I glance at Carter and almost ask if it’s time to leave yet. Except, he still lives here, so it seems mean. Instead, I bump him with my elbow. “This turned out really good.”

“Thanks,” he mumbles.

“Yeah, we shoulda sent you to cooking school instead of art college,” Chuck adds.

Technically, Chuck didn’t send my brother anywhere. I did. I made sure his financial aid forms were filled out and that he had what he needed to finish his two-year fine arts degree. I wanted him to continue, but Carter wasn’t willing to move away from our mother.

“How’s painting going, Carter?” Chuck asks.

“Fine. I have a few jobs lined up.” He turns to me. “Mercy’s father got me that mural at City Hall.”

“That’s amazing!” I throw my arms around him, and he shoves me away, embarrassed. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

He lifts his shoulders. “I won’t start on it for a few weeks.”

“You still friends with that girl? Mercy?” Chuck asks.

“Had breakfast with her this morning.”

He nods slowly. “You can bring her to the party if you don’t want to bring your boyfriend.”

“I don’t think so.”

The rest of the dinner is just as awkward.

Chuck and my mother are busy doing who knows what on the couch when I give my brother a hug and slip out the back door.
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“Where the fuck have you been lately?” Z bitches at me the next morning.

I tap out a quick text then slip my phone in my pocket. Haven’t heard from Charlotte since yesterday morning and I’m worried family dinner didn’t go well.

Z doesn’t tolerate being ignored. “Little bro, you listening?”

“I’m listening. The whole fuckin’ forest can hear your big mouth.”

“Ooo, look who woke up with his balls strapped on this morning,” Z taunts while grabbing his junk.

“Everyone leave their equipment in their pants, please,” Rock says, using his patient-not-ready-to-crack-skulls-yet voice.

Wrath snickers. “Focus, fuckers, today’s the only day I can do this.”

Turned out there was an issue with the foundation on Murphy’s house and some areas needed to be re-excavated before the concrete could be poured. Rather than wait and risk pushing off the concrete work, we decided to spend today getting the job done ourselves. Jasper, the general contractor, is a friend of Z’s and hired the guy who fucked up.

“I’ll get your money back,” Jasper promises, giving each of us a wary look.

“I just want it done right,” Murphy growls.

Z jumps up and down in place a few times, rubbing his hands together. “We got this, bro. Don’t worry. Never shoulda let someone else do it. Whatever we can do ourselves, we should.”

Murphy nods, but he’s more likely to gnaw off his own arm than ask for help.

Between the six of us, the work goes quickly. I’m still exhausted by the end of the day. Working out in the gym and manual labor in the summer heat are two very different things.

“Christ, I might call Violet and tell her I’m not coming in for PT tomorrow,” I mutter at the end of the day.

Z lifts his chin. “You okay?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“We’re in good shape now,” Jasper assures us. He gives Murphy and Z a few other details.

“Makes you want to skip all this and put up a modular, doesn’t?” Wrath says, tapping my shoulder.

“I always liked the idea of restoring an old place better.”

“Yeah, you gonna find some old fixer-upper and drag it up here?”

Honestly, I’ve never thought about it. Been basically living at the clubhouse for years. Love it up here. Have all the land we need and no one bothers us.

“I’m fine where I am,” I assure him. “Hey, you gonna be able to help me place some new tree stands before deer season?”

“Anytime.”

I turn him and point toward one of the undisturbed parts of the club’s property. “Thinking of putting in a food plot that way and moving the stands there.”

“Okay. Just let me know when.” He makes a choking motion with his hands. “I’m going to kill one Tarzan style this year.”

“How? Swinging from a vine in your underwear?”

He bellows with laughter. “No, asshole. With my bare hands.”

“You’re a beast.”

I climb into the UTV to drive back to the clubhouse and before I pull away, Z jumps into the seat next to me.

“Christ, what do you want now?”

The vehicle bounces and I turn to find Murphy in the bed behind me. “I think we’re exceeding the weight limit now.”

“Fuck you. Just drive.”

“Go,” Z says, gesturing to the trail in front of us. “I think Rock and Wrath want to have a word with Jasper,” he mutters only loud enough for me to hear.

As soon as I put the vehicle in drive, Z starts harassing me. “So, where ya been lately, fucker?”

“Why you so worried about me?”

He reaches over and runs his knuckles over my head and I slap his hand away.

“Knock it off.”

Z screws his face into an imitation of a pout. “It’s so quiet next door.”

“Please. I’ve been gone a couple nights here and there.”

“Seeing someone?”

When I don’t answer, Z turns around and asks Murphy the same question.

“I don’t know,” Murphy answers, which makes me feel worse than it should.

“Bullshit. You two know every move the other makes.”

“Not true,” Murphy says.

Z chuckles, a dirty laugh. “Yeah, I guess T doesn’t want to know what moves you’re making on Heidi.”

“Shut up,” I snarl.

Murphy slaps my shoulder. “Drop me at Rock’s.”

“You’re not even coming back to the clubhouse with us for a bit?” Z asks.

“Not tonight.” He slaps both our hands before running up the front steps.

“You’re not going in to see Heidi?”

“Honestly, I need a shower and a fucking nap. I hurt everywhere.”

“Shoulda said something.”

“Didn’t feel it until we stopped.”

After parking the UTV outside the garage, I give Z a fist bump, then drag my ass upstairs.

Before leaving the rehab facility, I’d weaned myself off the pain medication I’d been taking. Still have a few around and I pop one before heading into the shower.

I can’t even shower without thinking about Charlotte.

Distracted, I finish quickly and dry off. Checking my phone shows she answered my text.

At the office all day.

At least I know she’s okay.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Pure chaos rules Rock and Hope’s house when I walk in a few mornings later.

Most of the commotion is centered around my niece, who’s screaming at the top of her lungs. Hope’s holding her and trying to console her, but Alexa keeps reaching for Murphy, who’s busy cooking.

A rather odd scene I’m interrupting.

Rock spots me and waves at me to come in before he steps outside to continue his phone call.

Hope flashes a weak smile. “Morning, Teller.”

“Morning. Where’s Heidi?”

“In the shower,” Murphy answers without looking at me.

I take Alexa and she screams even louder for a few seconds. When she focuses on me, her screams abruptly stop. “What’s wrong, baby?”

She bursts into tears again.

“She is not a happy baby today,” Hope explains, rubbing the back of her hand over Alexa’s cheek.

Guilt ripples over me. I shouldn’t allow my sister to impose on my president and his wife. “Sorry, Hope.” I pull out a chair at the large kitchen table and drop into it. When I glance up, Hope’s pretty eyes are narrowed in my direction.

“It’s not a problem, Teller,” she says in a way that sounds an awful lot like mind your own business. Except, Heidi is my business or she was.

“What’re you cooking, Mr. Mom?” I tease Murphy.

He throws a middle finger up without turning around.

Hope tsks at me as she sets coffee, mugs, sugar and creamer on the table. She hates when I pick on Murphy. “We like having them here. Keeps things lively.”

“I’ll bet,” I mutter.

Ignoring my comment, she hands me a frozen teething ring. “Here, see if she’ll gnaw on this.”

Heidi races into the kitchen, dressed in jeans, T-shirt, and a towel on her head, throws a quick hello at me, and races back out. A few seconds later the whir of a blow dryer starts up.

“What’s she up to?”

Hope glances at the clock before answering. “Trinity’s picking her up. Heidi’s helping her with a photo shoot.”

“Why isn’t she ready?”

Murphy glares at me again as he sets food out on the table. “She was up all night with Alexa.” He claps his hand over my shoulder, squeezing with enough pressure to get my attention. In a lower voice, he says, “If you harass her when she gets out here, I’m going to kick your ass.”

I don’t have enough fingers to count how many times Murphy has threatened to kick my ass lately. It seems to be our new favorite routine.

Looking a little less frazzled, my sister joins us at the table a few minutes later. She hugs me from behind, settling her chin on my shoulder. The damp ends of her hair brush against my arm and the scent of strawberries tickle my nose. She places a quick kiss on my cheek. “Morning. What’re you doing here so early?”

What am I doing? I wanted to see my niece. See my sister. See my best friend who’s never at the clubhouse anymore.

“Just wanted to see my favorite girls.”

She kisses my cheek again and takes Alexa from me, dropping into the chair on my left.

“Thank you so much, Hope,” Heidi says as she plays peek-a-boo with Alexa.

“No problem, honey.” While Hope says it to Heidi, she’s looking at me.

Great, somehow I managed to piss off Hope and it’s not even nine a.m. Rock will love that.

As if he knew, Rock steps back inside. He lifts his chin at me. “Morning.”

“Everything okay?” Murphy asks.

Rock plants a kiss on Hope’s cheek before answering. “Bricks had an issue with one of the guys we’re doing some custom work for.”

“You need help?”

“Nah, we’ve got it.” He nods to the hallway. “I did get those parts you asked me for, though.”

“Cool. Thanks.”

“Do you have to go down to the shop?” Hope asks Rock.

The two of them share a look. “Not until later,” he answers in a low voice, clearly not meant for the rest of us. Murphy coughs and rolls his eyes. My sister’s oblivious busy playing with Alexa.

After a round of eye-fondling his wife, Rock digs into breakfast. “What’s up with you?” he asks me.

“Not much, Prez.”

He accepts that answer and swings his gaze to Heidi.

“Ready for your big day?” he asks her in such a dad way, it hits me right in the chest. This is the kind of domestic scene she should have had as a kid.

I glance at Alexa. At least she’ll always—

“Teller?” Murphy’s voice breaks into my thoughts.

I turn and find him watching me and wonder if this is the first time he tried to get my attention. “What’re your plans today?”

Like an idiot, I lift my shoulders. I don’t have anything planned other than annoying my sister this morning.

“A few small things.”

“Come help me in the garage after breakfast?” he asks with a look on his face that says he knows I’m full of shit.

“Sure.”

Someone knocks on the front door and Rock yells for them to come in. Trinity enters, eager smile in place. “Ready, Heidi?”

Rock waves his hand over the table. “You can sit down and have breakfast first, right?”

Trinity grabs a chair next to Hope and drops into it. “I already ate, but I will have some coffee as long as Hope didn’t make it.”

Hope playfully punches Trinity’s side. “Rock made it.”

“Where’s your man?” Murphy asks.

“He’s working at Sully’s today.”

“Everything going okay there?” Rock asks.

Trinity’s lashes flutter as if she doesn’t want to give us the full story. “You know how he is. Not thrilled to be working out of someone else’s place.”

“It’ll be okay,” Hope says, “once Furious is back up and running.”

Trinity and Murphy both sort of nod at Hope’s optimism. We all know the rebuild of Furious Fitness will take a while to get sorted.

Heidi finishes her breakfast and stands. I offer to take Alexa, but Trinity holds out her hands. “Oh, let me give Alexa kisses.”

A few minutes later, there’s a flurry of activity while the girls pack up and head for the door. Heidi seems to get a little teary when it’s time to leave. Especially when Alexa screams bloody murder the minute my sister steps outside.

“Go ahead, Heidi. She’ll be fine,” I assure her.

“Shhh. Shhh, I got you, baby,” I keep talking in low tones until Alexa finally settles down.

“I’ll take her,” Murphy says, coming at her with a damp washcloth to clean her tear-streaked cheeks. Something my little niece doesn’t appreciate.

“You headed to the garage now?” Rock asks.

Murphy nods. “I’ll take Alexa.”

“Get her started in the garage early. Good,” Hope teases.

“You know it.”

Rock glances at me. “Take her outside if he’s gonna start anything up.”

“Yeah, of course, I will.”

Since I came over and ate their food, I should probably help Hope clean up or something, but Murphy’s eager to leave. Rock’s busy groping his wife while she loads the dishwasher anyway. Everyone seems to have a routine here I know nothing about. It leaves me feeling like an intruder.

“Doesn’t she work anymore?” I ask Murphy once we’re on the path to the garage.

“Who? Hope? Yeah, I think so.” He glances back at the house and sniggers. “They’ll probably go at each other for a few hours, then he’ll ride down to the shop and she’ll go to the office.”

“It’s disturbing that you know that.”

“You asked.”

“Da-da,” Alexa babbles as we walk through the woods.

Murphy runs his hand over her back.

“Aren’t you supposed to encourage her talking?” I tease.

He shrugs but doesn’t answer.

“What’s wrong?” I must be one insensitive motherfucker because it takes a few seconds to puzzle it out. “You feel guilty having her call you Dad?” I ask gently.

“Maybe,” he answers without looking at me.

Yeah, he’s scary as fuck on the outside, but inside, he’s always been sensitive. Probably why we get along so well. He makes up for what I lack.

“Figured when she’s a little older I’ll explain her dad’s in heaven or—”

“Why the fuck would you say that to her? You’re the only father she’s ever gonna know.”

My best friend turns and glares at me. “She has a right to know about her father. I’m not going to lie to her.”

“Why not?”

“The truth always comes out eventually. Isn’t it better for her to know growing up so it’s no big deal, rather than finding out later and hating us for lying to her all her life?”

Christ, when did he get so fucking smart?

If it were me, I would’ve scrubbed Axel out of my life for good. The constant reminder of my sister’s first husband has to eat at him. I respect the hell out of Murphy for giving this so much thought.

“I guess,” I grumble not quite willing to concede.

He hesitates. “But what if we make too big a deal out of it and she feels like she doesn’t fit in or something?” He glances down at Alexa who reaches up and tugs on his beard. “Shit.”

I shouldn’t laugh because he so clearly wants to do the right thing for my niece. “I think being a parent means you’re fucked no matter what you do.”

“Christ, you’re not kidding.”

Turns out our conversation’s appropriate because it’s Axel’s old bike we came to work on today. Murphy keeps it stored in a corner of the club’s garage under a cloth—not that anyone would bother it. “My sister know you still have this?”

“She knows,” he answers quietly.

“What are you keepin’ it for? Sell it.”

He hands Alexa to me and uncovers the bike. “I’m keeping it for Alexa. She can decide what she wants to do with it when she’s older.”

“What does my sister say?”

“Why are you so nosy today?”

“Today? I’m nosy all the time, aren’t I?” Actually, I’m trying to ease up on hovering in my sister’s business. But it’s hard. I only want good things for her. And I really don’t want her to hurt my best friend again.

As if she senses my inner struggle or maybe she just doesn’t like me not paying one hundred percent attention to her, Alexa grabs at my cheek. I pretend to bite her tiny hands, making loud nom-nom noises, pulling a series of shrill giggles from her.

I’ll definitely murder anyone who even thinks of hurting this precious little girl.

Since we’re bearing our souls and all it seems like the right time to have a certain conversation I’ve been meaning to have with my brother.

“Hey, I need to talk to you about something.”

“Speak,” Murphy mumbles as he drops down to work on the bike.

We’re in the back corner of the garage. Not much chance of anyone overhearing us. Even so, I lower my voice.

“I need our conversation to stay between us.” This isn’t a completely unusual request. Murphy and I go so far back, we hold plenty of secrets between us. We declared ourselves brothers before we ever earned our Lost Kings MC patches. Over the years we’ve shared stuff with only each other when the time wasn’t right to bring it to the club.

This is a slightly different situation, but I still trust Murphy to have my back. “It’s about Charlotte.”

He tips his head up. “Yeah, what about her?”

“We’ve kind of been seeing each other.”

Now I have his full attention. He slowly raises an eyebrow. “How’d that happen?”

“It’s complicated.”

He wipes his hands on the rag hanging from his back pocket and stands. “This is the second time you’ve used that word lately. If it’s the lawyer thing, I don’t think anyone will care. Hope—”

“It’s not the lawyer thing.” Shit, every single way I run over it in my head it sounds bad, so I spill it fast. “She’s Merlin’s niece.”

His jaw drops. And here I thought nothing could shock him anymore.

In my arms, Alexa squeals and kicks, reaching for him, babbling, “Da da da.”

He takes her without a word but continues staring at me.

“Merlin as in the Wolf Knight’s president, Merlin?” he finally asks, each word dripping with disbelief.

“Yup.”

“Are you out of your fucking mind?”

“A little.”

“What the…how the fuck?”

“Yup.”

“That’s who you went home with the night of the party?”

“Yes, but we knew…we…we’d hooked up before.”

“When?”

I understand his confusion. There’s not a whole lot we don’t share with each other.

“After we settled the case with my grandmother.”

“And you never mentioned it?” His gaze strays to Alexa and the corner of his mouth lifts. “So that’s why you came with us to the appointment?”

“Kinda. I didn’t know about her connection to their club until the night of the party, though.”

“You got our colors inked all over you. She didn’t notice?”

“Not until Grams’ funeral. That’s why she freaked out and left early.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“I know it sounds bad, but she’s not close to him. She has very little to do with the club.”

“Yet she happened to be there for a club party?”

His questions are mild compared to the grilling I’ll get from the rest of the club, especially Wrath. Still, I don’t like anyone questioning Charlotte’s motives. Not even my closest friend.

“Her brother confirmed it for me. She doesn’t—”

“Her brother? You’re already hanging out with her family?” I swear he almost sounds hurt.

“I’ve run into him a couple times.”

“He a patch holder?”

“No. He doesn’t seem to want anything to do with the club either. He’s real loyal to Charlotte though.” I smirk, remembering Carter holding the gun to my head. “Protective of her to the point of stupidity.”

“No wonder you get along,” he mutters. He runs one hand through his hair, causing Alexa to mimic the movement. He huffs out a laugh and kisses her cheek before focusing on me. “You gotta come clean—”

“Not yet. I need to see where this goes first.”

That makes him stop. I need him to understand that I’m not fucking around here.

“You’re really serious about her?” he asks.

“I could be. I’m not sure yet.”

He rolls his eyes. “Just what women want, a nice lukewarm commitment.”

“Can you keep this to yourself or not?”

His expression darkens. Maybe I hurt his feelings. “You know I will. I’ll do whatever you need me to do. I’ll even have your back when Wrath finds out and kicks your ass.”

I let out a snort because that’s most likely how this will go down. “Thank you.”

“Can I at least tell Heidi? She won’t say anything. She’s been yammering about setting the two of you up since we were at Charlotte’s office.”

“Really? Why?”

Murphy rolls his eyes. “She wants you to be happy.”

“I guess. Don’t mention the Merlin part. I don’t want her to worry. It’s not that big a deal.”

“You’re fooling yourself if you think it won’t be a big deal, brother. You know the issues we’ve been having with their club since Ulfric stepped down. Shit, even before then.”

“I—”

He cuts me off before I finish my thought. “Even if we end up being okay with it—and good luck convincing Wrath and Z it’s no big deal—Merlin’s the kind of asshole who will make an issue of it.”

Shit. He already has. The serenity I find with her is some sort of high I want to keep chasing. Making me forget all the reasons it can’t last.

Murphy cocks his head. “A lawyer, huh? Thought you didn’t like mouthy broads.” He says it with a smirk, using words I might have said in the past to mock me.

“It should be difficult, but it’s not. She’s easy to be with. I don’t have to explain things to her, she just seems to get me.”

“Good.” His throat works and he seems to struggle for what he wants to say. “You deserve that.”

“You getting emotional on me, Blake?”

He snorts. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“So, you’ll sit on this?”

“You don’t have to keep asking.” One corner of his mouth lifts. “Secrets are a bad idea, though.”

“We’re all holding secrets of some kind.”

“Seees,” Alexa lisps.

“No, no, baby.” I press my finger to my lips. “This is just between the three of us.”

She giggles and ducks her head against Murphy’s chest. “You’re gonna be that uncle, aren’t you?” he says through his laughter, rubbing his hand over Alexa’s back. “Spoiling my daughter and teaching her to lie.”

“Like you ever thought otherwise.”
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Thursday night, I’m locking up my office when the low growl of a truck engine draws my attention away from the door.

“Hey, pretty girl. Want to go for a ride?”

My lips curve into a wide grin. “Sure.”

I jiggle the key, but it’s stuck. “Damn.”

A few seconds later, Marcel’s warmth is at my back. “Problem, Sunshine?”

“It’s stuck,” I whine miserably. This has been the week from hell.

He reaches past me and jerks the key loose, checks that the door is locked and hands my keys over. “Your chair arrive?”

“Yes. And I’d love to break it in with you, but if I don’t get away from my office right now, I might scream.”

He chuckles and throws his hands in the air as if he hadn’t even considered such a thing.

“You look pretty,” he says, giving me a once-over.

I exhale an annoyed snort. “Yeah, well, I was told my outfit was inappropriate for court this morning.”

He runs his gaze over my brown and white flippy skirt and short-sleeved, linen blazer. “Why?”

“I don’t know. It’s so hot. I couldn’t stand wearing a regular suit. I forgot what a grump that judge is.”

“Missed you this week.”

The tone of his voice makes me glance up. My heart thumps at his sincere expression. “Missed you too,” I whisper.

His arms wrap around me and he lifts me slightly off the ground, sealing his mouth over mine before I can protest. After a few seconds—or minutes, I’m not sure—he sets me down. “Come on. Let’s grab dinner. Anywhere you want to go.”

I’m tired, so we end up at the burrito joint across the street from my apartment. “This isn’t quite what I had in mind,” Marcel mumbles as he sets our trays down.

“I’m a simple girl.”

Our gazes collide and he shakes his head. “You’re anything but.”

“Tell me about your week.”

His shoulders lift. “Nothing exciting. You?”

I bite into my burrito and consider whether I should tell him about the party my uncle expects me to attend. Earlier in the week, I made up my mind. If Marcel was unable or unwilling to go, I wasn’t going. It would feel too much like betraying my boyfriend.

“The Wolf Knights are having a thing at Black Lake Park. He said I could bring you.”

He stares at me for a few seconds before answering. “When?”

“Sunday afternoon.”

“Maybe.”

I’m surprised he didn’t flat-out refuse.

“You still want to come up to the clubhouse?”

“With you? Absolutely.”

“I told Murphy about us,” he says quietly.

“You did?” Technically his friend is my client, so it’s weird. But the giddy girl in me is bouncing up and down. “What did he say?”

“He was happy for me.” He slides his gaze away and I have to wonder what he’s not telling me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Forcing Murphy to keep my secret when he’s living under Rock’s roof bothers me. More than that, I can’t stand hiding Charlotte from my brothers any longer.

Friday afternoon when we sit down for church, I decide to come clean.

Who we fuck isn’t the club’s business. Not really. If it gets serious, yeah, we should bring her around. Introduce her to the club, unless we plan to keep her completely citizen.

However, if we know the club might have a legitimate issue with someone we’re getting close with, that’s something that needs to be brought up at the end of church.

Today’s meeting is short.

As Rock takes one last glance around the table, I raise my hand. Next to me, Murphy snickers. Earlier, I gave him a head’s up. He bet me five bucks I wouldn’t have the balls.

Under the table, I kick him and hold my hand out.

“I’m seeing someone and I want to bring her up to the clubhouse.”

It’s not Rock I’m staring at for this, it’s Wrath. Security is his job.

Wrath tilts his head. “And? She got a name?”

“Charlotte Clark.”

Rock either chokes or laughs. Not sure which. I slide my gaze his way. Wrath also focuses his attention on our president. “What?” he asks.

“Nothing. Hope knows her,” Rock says, barely keeping the smile off his face.

At once, Wrath gets it.

“Are you fucking serious?” He glances at Rock, then back to me with a smirk. “Must you copy everything he does, mini-Rock?”

Wrath’s called me Rock’s mini-me for years. Unfortunately for him, I’ve always taken it as a compliment.

“It’s not that,” I protest.

No one else, except Murphy, understands why Wrath’s comment is supposed to be funny.

“Well, at least you didn’t meet her while you were in an orange jumpsuit,” Rock jokes.

The next part won’t be as amusing.

“That’s not why I’m bringing it to the table, Prez.”

Wrath and Rock both wait for me to continue. Amused expressions in place.

“She’s Merlin’s niece.”

All humor drains from Wrath’s face. Rock sits up, setting his elbows on the table.

“Merlin. As in the Wolf Knight’s new President, Merlin?” Wrath asks with deadly calm.

“That’d be the one.”

Rapid-fire questions shoot out of my brothers’ mouths.

“You out of your fucking mind, bro?” Z snaps.

“Give him a chance to explain,” Sparky says. I glance down the table and lift my chin at him.

“How the fuck did you hook up with her?” Dex asks.

This part’s easy to admit, because my brothers don’t give a fuck if Charlotte acted unethically. Hell, it might actually help. “She was the attorney who was appointed to represent Heidi when I fought our grandmother for custody. After we settled the case, we, uh, got together once.”

A lot of people assume Wrath’s big and dumb, but he’s a keen observer. Has to be to have survived as our enforcer for this long. He lifts his chin at Murphy. “She’s the same one helping you with Alexa’s adoption?”

“Yup.”

“You knew about this?” Wrath asks in a grave tone.

Couple years ago, Wrath’s full attention on him would’ve had Murphy squirming in his seat. Now, he braces his elbows on the table and leans forward. “He wasn’t trying to hide it from the club. He’s been waiting for the right time.”

That’s Murphy. Always has my back no matter what.

Wrath glances at Rock and lifts a shoulder. “Heidi contacted her. I don’t see how Wolf Knights coulda arranged that. Or why they’d bother.”

“What if they try using it to their advantage once they find out?” Ravage says from his end of the table.

“Fuck you,” I fire back. “She’s not a rat. She barely has anything to do with the club.”

“Why?” Wrath asks.

“I don’t know. We don’t waste time talking about her uncle or his club.” Not a complete lie.

“You might want to find out.” The might in that sentence isn’t a suggestion.

My fists open and close on the table. “From what I’ve seen and heard, Merlin acts like a dick to her and treats her brother like shit. She keeps her distance.”

Rock seems to be the one to finally take some pity on my situation. “All right. What are you asking of the club today?”

“I want to bring her up here with me. We’re always staying at her apartment.”

“She put you up to this?” Stash asks.

I slap my hands on the table and lean over so I can see him better. “Fuck off.”

“Simmer down. Both of you,” Rock says.

“Stop being a dick, Stash,” Murphy grumbles.

“Where does she live?” Z asks.

“Downtown Empire. Lark Street.”

Z lifts an eyebrow. “Interesting she lives in Empire.”

“I thought so too.”

“I assume she has some class and won’t start shit with any of the girls?”

That almost makes me laugh. “No, I don’t see her doing that, Z.”

Wrath nods at Murphy. “What do you think of her?”

“Why does it matter what I think? I only met her the one time.”

Silence fills the air as Wrath waits for Murphy’s answer.

Murphy sighs and sits up. “She’s nice. Treated both of us with respect. Didn’t look down on Heidi or anything. She was honest with us about the process. Heidi has a real high opinion of her.” He shrugs. “I don’t know what else you want me to say.”

Wrath sits back and crosses his arms over his chest, staring me down. “You’re serious about her.”

He’s not asking.

“Our demons play nice together.” I know he’ll appreciate that answer.

Wrath snorts, but the corner of his mouth turns up slightly. “Fine. Bring her up. Merlin and their crew have been here before, so it’s not like the location’s a big secret.” He jabs a big finger in my direction. “But you’re responsible for her when she’s here. Don’t let her go wandering around.” His gaze shifts down the table. “And for fuck’s sake, keep her away from the basement.”

“We’re not really in the habit of letting anyone outside the club down there, brother,” Sparky mumbles. That might be the first time I’ve heard Sparky give Wrath lip. Great, just what I wanted. To be responsible for driving a wedge between my brothers.

Thankfully Wrath’s not fazed and Sparky settles back down.

“All right.” Rock glances around the table. “Anything else?”

No one speaks up.

“Go on,” Rock says, dismissing everyone.

He points to Z and Wrath. “You two. Meet me next door.”

On his way out, Stash claps me on the shoulder. “Sorry, brother. I wasn’t trying to be a dick.”

“It’s cool.”

Sparky’s a lil’ more enthusiastic. He grabs my shoulders and wraps his arms around my neck from behind, choking the shit out of me. “Happy for you, bro. Your energy’s been so much brighter lately. Now I know why.”

A strangled “Thanks” works out of my throat. As our resident dirty-hippie, I expect Sparky to say stuff like that. He releases me and follows everyone else out of the room.

When everyone except Murphy and I have left, Rock turns and dips his chin. “Stay put.”

“You need me too?” Murphy asks.

Rock gives him a cool look. “No. I’ll talk to you later.”

Shit, I hate that I made things awkward for Murphy.

He pats my shoulder on the way out. When the door closes behind him, Rock and I are alone.

Under the weight of Rock’s stare, I square my shoulders and face him head on. “Talk to me,” he says.

“What do you want me to say?”

“Well,” he says, drawing out the word. “Known you a long time. You’re a bit hot-headed sometimes. Open your mouth without thinking often. But I’ve never known you to be reckless.”

Finished assessing my personality, he sits back. “Tell me why you trust her so much. Why you didn’t tell the club about this sooner. Especially when you know we’re having issues with Merlin right now.”

Before I open my mouth, he holds up his hand. “And at no point should her hot ’lil pussy factor into this discussion.”

My jaw tightens as a blast of anger blows through me. Rock doesn’t miss my reaction either. He chuckles. “Good to know where you’re at.”

I should’ve known better. Rock rarely talks about women that way. By taking the bait, I’ve already flunked his first test. Or passed it, depending on his objective.

Rock’s more than my club president. I owe him a lot. Everything really. But definitely my honesty.

“If it went nowhere, I figured I would’ve wasted everyone’s time for no good reason.”

“I think I’ve met her once or twice. Seemed like a nice girl. Tell me why you think her relation to Merlin won’t be an issue.”

“Shit. I don’t know. It’s a gut feeling, Rock.”

“Convince me.”

I stop and think about how to put my feelings for Charlotte into words. “For one thing, she doesn’t seem to like him all that much. The only family she’s close to is her brother, and he can’t stand Merlin.”

“How old’s the brother?”

“Younger than her.”

“Is he a patch holder?”

“No interest. He doesn’t ride.”

“Continue,” he says, waving his hand at me like he’s trying to pull the information off my tongue.

“I think she usually tries to stay clear of bikers.”

He raises an eyebrow. “And yet she found you?”

“I kind of pursued her.”

He nods in what I think is approval, so I continue. “You remember Hope was real careful to keep any mention of the club out of the custody case.” Rock makes an affirmative sound. “Charlotte didn’t know about my affiliation until my grandmother’s funeral. She freaked out. We ended things badly. And I always felt shitty about it.”

“You’ve had a lot going on the last few years,” he says.

“Yeah, well. When I went with Heidi and Murphy to her office and saw her again.” I drop my gaze, shaking my head. “I was planning to contact her.” I wave my hand over my leg. “Once I got myself sorted out. But then I ran into her at that party—”

“So that’s where you’ve been spending your time lately?”

I shouldn’t be surprised Rock knows I haven’t been around a lot. As much as he pretends to be disinterested in what we’re up to now that he and Hope are in their own house, I don’t doubt he keeps tabs on our whereabouts. Especially me. “You got Murphy spying on me, Prez?”

The corners of his mouth turn up and for the first time today he seems genuinely amused. “Not very well, apparently.”

“I only told him a couple days ago.”

“Ah, okay.” He jerks his thumb toward the door. “Be aware, Wrath’s going to be a dick to her. He’ll probably test her worse than the shit he pulled with Hope.” He drops the smile. “But you understand why.”

“Yeah. Charlotte can hold her own. She also understands the way things work.”

“Well, at least she has that going for her.” He shakes his head. “Goddamn. Sway’s daughter is single, you know. You wanted a biker’s girl, you coulda at least kept it in the family.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Tawny-lite? No, thanks. I’ll pass.”
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Murphy slaps my back when I finally leave the war room. “Glad you came clean today.”

“Couldn’t wait anymore.”

“It’ll work out. You wouldn’t go through all this if you weren’t serious.”

“No shit,” I mutter.

“You good? I need to take off.”

“I’m fine.” I scan the room, my gaze landing on Hope.

As usual, she’s waiting for Rock in the living room. Normally Trinity would be right next to her.

“Where’s your sidekick?” I ask, walking over to her. The rest of the clubhouse seems empty although there’s plenty of noise coming from the dining room and outside.

Hope wrinkles her nose. “Baking? I don’t know. I didn’t ask a lot of questions. You know how she gets in the kitchen.”

I snap my fingers. “Wrath’s birthday is coming up.” I glance back at the open war room doors. “No wonder he was such a cranky bastard today.”

She squints. “Isn’t he always cranky?”

“I heard that, Cinderella.”

“Of course you did,” I mutter.

A few seconds later, Wrath slaps me on the back, nearly knocking me over. “Did you run and tell Mommy I was mean to you about your new girlfriend coming to visit?”

“Would you stop that?” Hope protests. “I am not old enough to be his mother.”

Wrath waves a hand at her, which she slaps away. “You know what I mean.”

I can clearly remember these two interacting in a much different, much more hostile way in this very living room the first time Hope attended a party at the clubhouse.

Maybe there’s a chance Charlotte will fit in here after all.

One day.

“Go on. Tell Hope all about how you had to copy Dad.” Wrath snickers. “It would be funny if not for the other thing.”

“You’re a dick.”

“What’s the other thing?” Hope asks instead of the more obvious question.

“She’s related to the president of the Wolf Knights MC,” I explain, sitting next to her.

Her eyes widen. “Really? Well, she’ll probably know how to handle herself better when Wrath harasses her than I did.”

Wrath pats her head, messing up her hair, and she swats at him. “You did fine, Cinderella.”

“Are you harassing my wife?” Rock asks, slapping Wrath on the back.

“Nope.”

Hope shakes her head. “No, we’re talking about Teller’s new girlfriend.”

I find it amusing that Hope’s always willing to defend one of us if she thinks we’re going to get in trouble with Rock.

Rock lifts his chin my way, then squeezes Wrath’s shoulder, probably harder than necessary. “I need you and Z in the office to look at something.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

After they leave, Hope turns her full attention to me.

“So, you must really like this girl,” Hope says.

“It’s Charlotte, by the way.” I figure I should get that out first.

Her mouth curves into a sly smile.

“Why do I get the feeling you knew? Did she say something to you?”

“Not directly.”

I have no idea what to make of that.

“It’s not that she’s a lawyer that’s the problem? You said she’s related to…” she trails off as she seems to search her memory. “Merlin, right? That’s the Wolf Knights’ president? He was at our wedding. So we’re on good terms with their club, right?”

She seems pleased she remembered this nugget of knowledge about our world.

“Yes, but—”

“Kings first?”

“Always.”

She nods. “So you must really like her.”

“I do. She’s funny. She’s got this little shithead of a brother that she’s loyal to and he tries so hard to be protective of her even though he goes about it totally wrong. She’s definitely not impressed with this.” I tap my finger over my Treasurer patch. “Somehow she has a sweet way of telling me when I’m acting like a jerk that just makes me like her even more. She gets me. But…”

Hope waits while I gather my thoughts. I don’t know how to put the rest of it into words. Don’t know if I can put into words. This feeling has been nagging at me ever since I realized I was falling for Charlotte and it has nothing to do with the club. “I don’t have a good track record with women. My mother abandoned me. My grandmother kicked me out. The first girl I thought I was in love with was in love with someone else.” Christ, I sound like a whiny bastard. “Or I fuck up and they get hurt.” I choke on my last words. “I don’t want to hurt her.”

“And you don’t want to fall in love and get hurt?” she asks gently.

“That’s all I’ve ever known.” Not that Hope knows this, but for some reason, I feel like apologizing to her. “It’s why I never totally trusted you. Figured you’d get sick of this and leave. Break his heart.”

“Rock?”

“Yeah. Watched him go through that shit with Carla. She left him when he was inside. They took vows. Meant nothing to her.”

Hope’s unlike any woman I’ve ever known. She doesn’t get pissed when I bring up Rock’s ex-wife. She squeezes my hand and lets me continue.

“And Murphy’s so enamored of you. Figured you’d crush him too if you left. Watched him go through that with his mom for years.”

“I bet. He’s told me a little.”

“See. He trusts you. He’s never talked about that shit with anyone. Except maybe Trinity when his mom died.”

“He told me that too.”

I shake my head. “He never cried or complained. Nothing like that. But I’d see it in his face every time she tried to get clean. The hope that she’d finally be a mother. Then the disappointment when she failed again.”

“That’s rough.” She glances down as if she’s not sure she should voice her thoughts. “You’ve both overcome so much.”

A sharp snort bursts out of me and I shake my head “I should’ve listened to him when he told me how he felt about Heidi. Maybe she wouldn’t have gone through all that hell with Axel. I really fucked that up.”

“Teller. You’re not responsible for everything that happens to her.”

“Yes, I am.” If only she knew how much of the bad shit that’s happened to Heidi was my fault. “Shit, Hope. I can’t…I can’t thank you enough for all the stuff you’ve done for her.”

Pink spreads over her cheeks and she turns her head. “I’m happy to do it.”

“I get that about you now.”

She turns serious. “I hate to break it you, but I’m not going anywhere. Rock, the club, you’re all stuck with me. Sorry-not-sorry.”

I kind of figured that the way she used “we” to describe the relationship between the Lost Kings and Wolf Knights a few minutes ago. “I’m not sure we could survive without you now.”

“So you were worried about Rock?” she asks. “I always assumed you didn’t like me taking his time away from the club.”

“That might’ve been Wrath’s concern. But not mine. He deserves to be happy. You make him happy.”

“Oh, Teller.” She wraps her arms around my shoulders and squeezes me.

“I don’t have any faith that’s in my future,” I mumble against her hair. “I’ve fucked up way too many times.”

Pushing me back, she stares me straight in the eyes. “From what you’ve said, You seem to have a lot in common. That’s a start.”

“You and Rock don’t have a lot in common.”

She chuckles. “Maybe on the surface.” She places her hand over her heart. “At our core though, I think we do.”

I turn that over in my head.

“It’s already causing all kinds of chaos,” I gesture to the war room, “and she hasn’t even been here yet.”

“I can imagine.” Her soft green eyes never stray. “But, love is worth all the chaos, Teller. I promise.” She hesitates for a second. “Maybe you don’t see it, but you’re a good person.”

“I—”

She cuts off my protest. “I know you blame yourself for what happened to Mariella. But it’s not your fault.” Her eyes shine with unshed tears, but her voice is steady. “You made her feel safe and happy for the first time in her life.”

“She trusted me to keep her safe and I didn’t.”

“Sometimes, no matter how hard we try, it’s not up to us, Teller. You deserve to be happy. To be loved.”

Shit, this woman’s going to make me cry.

“I’ll have to get to know her a little better before I decide if she’s worthy of you, though,” she teases, bumping her shoulder against me to lighten up the conversation.

This is Hope. Always guiding and steering us in the right direction when we need it. Sometimes I’ve resented her for it. Like when she helped Murphy figure out how to handle my sister.

Now, I welcome it.

She somehow managed to settle Rock down. Make him happy. While he’s always been like a father—or older brother—to me and a damn good president to this club, he was never happy. Not until her.

So maybe, just maybe, she knows what she’s talking about and I should listen to her.

“You know what?” she asks, squeezing my hand again.

“What?”

“I think you’ve spent your whole life taking care of other people. Maybe it’s time for you to be with someone who can take care of herself. Even better, she understands the club life.”

“She doesn’t need a guy like me in her life.”

“But it sounds like she wants you. Isn’t that better?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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Saturday morning, Murphy’s at my door early.

“Shit, surprised you’re actually here, bro,” he says, stepping away from the door.

I scrub my hand over my face. “What the fuck you want at this hour?”

“You bringing Charlotte up tonight?”

“I think so. Yeah.”

“Cool. You coming down for breakfast?”

“Now that you woke me up, I guess so.”

He waits in the hallway while I take a quick shower and get dressed. When I open the door, he’s talking to Z.

“Morning.” Z squints. “Wait, who are you again? It’s been so long.”

“Shut up.”

“Bringing your girl up tonight?”

“Maybe. Jesus. Why is everyone so fucking interested in who I bring up here all of a sudden?”

“You’ve never brought a girl home to meet Mom and Dad,” Z says, following me down the hall.

“I assume you’re Mom. Who’s Dad?”

Behind me Murphy chuckles. Z smacks me.

Heidi runs up and gives me a big hug when we enter the dining room. “I’m so happy you told everyone. It’s been killing me.”

I take her aside. “You’re really excited about this?”

“Uh, yeah. Trin has a photo shoot tonight, so we probably won’t be back until later, but I’ll make sure I stop by.”

Thank God. Hopefully Wrath will be with the girls instead of here harassing my girl.

Shaking my head, I sling my arm over her shoulder and lead her to the table.

“Morning, Alexa.” She turns and waves her arms for me to pick her up out of her high chair.

“You bring this over?” I ask Murphy.

“No, I bought one so she has it here,” Rock answers.

Inside, I’m laughing. No one will dare question Rock sticking a high chair in our clubhouse. If Murphy had done it, he would’ve had the shit razzed out of him.

Surprisingly, no one grills me about Charlotte over breakfast. Rock and Wrath discuss the trip they’re planning to take with Hope and Trinity. Z informs them that the first stop on their trip will be Sway’s place, which makes Hope cringe. She and Trinity make eye-rolling faces at each other.

“You two going?” I ask Murphy.

“He was invited,” Wrath says. His gaze slides my way. “Everyone is.”

Murphy glares across the table.

“I can watch Alexa for a couple days,” I offer.

“You’d do that?” Heidi asks.

“Don’t worry about it. I have plenty to do here,” Murphy says.

“Come on.” I lift my chin at Heidi. “She’s going back to school soon.” I tilt my head Trinity’s way. “Her boss is on vacation.”

“Your place of employment burned down,” Wrath adds.

“You sure?” Murphy asks.

“I love watching her. It’ll be fine.”

“You can stay at our house with her, Teller,” Hope says.

“Thanks.”

“Or here,” Sparks suggests. “Half the club’s gonna be gone.”

“You don’t have to do the whole trip,” Wrath says.

“Yeah, I’m only doing the first week. I need to be back here,” Z says.

Murphy glances at my sister and she eagerly nods.

“All right.” Murphy slaps my open palm. “Thanks.”

Alexa lets out a high-pitched squee. “See, she’s thrilled to spend the week with me.”

After breakfast, Hope grabs my arm, pulling me away from everyone else. “Are you bringing Charlotte up tonight?”

One corner of my mouth lifts. I’d been waiting for her to ask. “Yeah.”

“Do you want me here for support? Or do you think that will make it weird for her?”

I swallow hard before answering. “It might make her feel better. She knows you.”

She squeezes my arm. “Then we’ll be here.”
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On my way to Charlotte’s, I’m feeling more optimistic. I show up on her doorstep with a smile.

She looks completely frazzled as she lets me in. I wrap my arms around her stiff body and slowly she relaxes into mine.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, kissing the top of her head.

A few seconds go by before she answers. “Nothing. I’m happy to see you.”

“You don’t look happy.”

She tips her head back and pastes on a fake smile. “Kiss me. Maybe that will help.”

“Can’t say no to that.”

I lean over and press my lips to hers, soft at first. A slow greeting. My tongue flicks out for a taste and she opens her mouth. “You taste so good,” rumbles out of my mouth before I kiss her deeper.

She pulls back.

“What’s wrong?”

A soft sigh and she steps away, dropping down to the couch. “The electric was shut off over at my mother’s.”

Not sure how to respond, I wait for her to continue.

“My brother’s stopping by any minute.” She nods to her desk by the door and stands. “I need to go change. There’s a check in my top desk drawer, can you hand it to him if—”

“Yeah, sure.” She looks so miserable, I want to do more. “We don’t have to go up to the clubhouse tonight.”

“No. I’ve been looking forward to it.” She scurries down the hall.

Electric shut off.

I sure as shit lived through that happening enough times when we lived with my mother and Heidi was just a baby.

Unsure because it feels too much like snooping, I slide the drawer open so I can have the check ready for Carter. Her desk’s cluttered with pens, pencils, tape, pennies, stamps, quarters, and her checkbook. I slip that out and flip through it, not finding anything made out to Carter.

I’m about to call out and ask where it is when another name catches my attention.

Her checkbook has those carbon copy things so you can see all the old checks written for those who don’t bother balancing their account. I flip through, finding regular payments made out to her uncle.

Hefty payments.

What the fuck?

His niece is living in this shithole of an apartment, driving a bucket of rust to work, and he’s been collecting thousands of dollars a year from her for the last few years. I already know she helps Carter support their mother. Who the fuck supports her?

“Did you find it?” Charlotte asks.

“No.”

She glances at the checkbook in my hand. “Sorry, it’s in that envelope.”

“Charlotte, why are you paying your uncle twelve hundred dollars a month?”

“What?” She snatches the checkbook out of my hands. “Why are you snooping?”

“I wasn’t. You asked me to go in there and that seemed like a reasonable place to look for a check.”

“It’s nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“What do you mean, it’s nothing? That asshole doesn’t need your money.” From what I know, Merlin’s sitting pretty plush right now. “You’re living in this shitty apartment—”

“Hey! I happen to like this apartment.”

“Charlotte, seriously?” I cock my head and study her. “It doesn’t take a genius to realize you’re barely scraping by. So why is he taking your money?”

She huffs and throws the checkbook in the desk, slamming the drawer shut.

“He paid for my first year of law school. All right? I’m paying him back because I don’t want to owe that son of a bitch anything.”

“How much do you still owe him?”

“I don’t know.” She narrows her eyes. “Why? What’s that caveman brain of yours cooking up?”

I slide my gaze away. She’s too fucking smart for me.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t get involved in this, Marcel. It’s not worth it.”

“Get involved how?”

“Uh, like go tell him he’s a douche for taking money from me.”

“Oh. No, that’s not what I had in mind at all.”

She stares at me a little longer before shaking her head. “Let it go.”

“Okay.” Yeah, not happening.

Someone knocks on the front door and since I’m standing right there, I open it. Carter recoils.

“Jesus, what are you, living here now?”

“Good to see you too, buddy.” I take a step back, allowing him to enter.

His gaze shoots to Charlotte and he shifts from foot to foot. Nervous? “I’ll be in the kitchen,” I excuse myself. Not like there are a lot of options to give them privacy.

“I’m so sorry, Char,” Carter says in a low voice.

“It’s fine.”

“Are you going to be all right? I’m waiting for that dickhead at the Chamber of Commerce to cut a check for the mural I did or I wouldn’t ask.”

“I’ll be fine. If it wasn’t for you living there, I wouldn’t do it.”

“Don’t say that. She really can’t breathe without the A/C. Especially when it’s humid like this.”

“Well then maybe she should stop smoking.”

Carter sighs. “I know.”

“I’m sorry. I’m not trying to hassle you. Do you want me to call the electric company? Explain she needs it turned on asap because of a medical condition?”

“Would you? You can throw around the lawyer thing and make it sound more official than I can.”

She snorts. “Text me the number they left you on the yellow slip and the account number. I’ll do it as soon as you send it.”

“Thanks. What are you up to?”

“Uh, Marcel’s taking me up to their clubhouse.”

“Seriously? Please be careful.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Text me later, or I’ll worry.”

“You got it.”

“Bye, Teller!” Carter shouts before the door slams.

“Everything okay?” I ask as I join her in the living room.

She doesn’t answer right away. Her shoulders rise and fall as if she’s trying to calm herself. Finally, she turns and flashes a bright smile. “I’m fine. Are we still going?”

“Yeah. Sounds like you need to make a call, though. We can wait.”

“Thanks.”

My gaze roams over her and my lips curl into a smile. “Those colors look good on you.”

Her tank top’s made of some loose, flowing material, held up by thin straps and two more off-the-shoulder straps in the perfect shade of blue. Somewhere between navy and steel. Her gray denim shorts show off plenty of leg, but they’re loose and casual. She’s wearing gray sandals with straps that wind around her ankle, tying in a bow in the back.

“Is this okay? You didn’t bring your bike, right?”

“No.”

She senses the shift in my mood. “I’m sorry. I forgot…”

“It’s okay.” I run my hand over the back of my neck while running my gaze over her body again. “You look beautiful.”

“Thanks.” She lifts the small leather backpack in her hands. “I hope I’m not being presumptuous, but I brought an outfit for tomorrow.”

That shakes me out of the mood I was starting to slide into at the mention of my bike. I approach her slowly and slip my arms around her waist. “You can bring anything you want.”

Her phone buzzes and she reaches for it.

“Hey.”

I’m standing close enough to hear Carter on the other end. “Chuck brought over a generator, so you don’t need to make that call.”

“Are you sure.”

“Yeah, I ran into the guy on my way back. They won’t turn it back on until Monday no matter who calls.”

“Shit, I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

“You can come stay here if you want. I doubt the generator is big enough for the whole house.”

“I’m fine. The heat doesn’t bother me.”

She hesitates. “All right. Make sure you call if you need something.”

“I will. Have fun.”

“Sorry,” she mumbles, tucking the phone in her pocket.

“Not a problem. Anything I can do?”

She shakes her head and grabs my hand, pulling me out the door. “I have to admit, I’m a little nervous.”

I chuckle as I open my truck door for her.

“Don’t be. Heidi might not be there until later, but Hope said she’d stop by, so at least there’ll be one other person you know.”

“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that. What did Heidi say?”

I snort as I start the truck. “Honestly? She’s thrilled. Apparently, she always thought we’d make a nice couple.”

“That’s weird because she used to tell me what a manwhore you were.”

I laugh even harder as I ease the truck onto the road. “Maybe she was hoping you’d cure me.”

“Have I?” she teases.

“In more ways than you know.”
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Marcel’s vague comment reignites my curiosity about his accident. I wasn’t joking before. Between the stress of what’s going on at my mother’s and meeting Marcel’s family tonight, I’m a bundle of nerves.

Yes, I’m treating this as a “meet the family” situation.

“So, you’ve said you’re still going to physical therapy. Have they told you when you’ll be able to ride again?”

His hands tighten on the steering wheel, confusing me. A guy as serious into club life as Marcel—riding is in his blood. I assumed he’d be eager to get back to it. I can’t count how many accidents, broken bones, road rashes, you name it, my father had before the one that finally killed him. Shaking my head, I stare out the window, no matter how hard I tried to outrun the way I grew up, I’m right back here.

“Not yet,” he finally answers.

“You guys have a minimum amount you have to ride to keep your patch?”

“Yeah,” he answers slowly. “There are exceptions though.”

His words sink in and I consider what those exceptions might be. Accident or injury in a hard core club like my uncle’s wouldn’t be enough not to temporarily strip someone’s patch. Hurt while handling club business would.

My uncle’s words about Marcel having a hand in the Vipers MC leaving Ironworks and paying for it rush into my head like a tidal wave. I glance over and take in his rigid posture.

“Were you hurt in a club dispute?” I ask quietly.

He nods once in quick acknowledgment.

I still don’t understand why that would make him reluctant to ride again. Marcel doesn’t strike me as a coward or the kind of guy to give up something he loves because of a setback.

“Was anyone else hurt?”

“Charlotte.” He exhales in an almost defeated sigh and flips on his blinker, taking a right turn. The back tires squeal from the sharpness of the maneuver. I don’t think he was planning to go this way a few seconds ago.

“Where are we going?”

“The park.”

“Why?”

“To talk.”

We don’t speak anymore. The fluttering in my belly won’t go away. Even when he turns on to Fletcher Park Road, I’m still nervous. Does he think I figured out something dangerous and he’s planning to dump my body in the woods?

No, I don’t think I’m in danger from Marcel.

It feels more like he’s in danger from himself.
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Charlotte’s completely still and I feel bad for being so dramatic with her. I don’t mean to be. But it occurred to me that before she goes to the clubhouse and possibly overhears something, she should hear the full story from me first.

“How much do you know about the Vipers MC?” I ask, deciding direct is the only way to tackle this conversation.

She seems to think about the question. “My dad never let us go into Ironworks. I had a friend from dance class who lived there and she always had to come to our house for sleepovers and stuff.”

“You took dance classes?”

“For a couple years. Before Carter was born.” She smacks my arm. “Why are you laughing?”

“Nothing. I’m trying to picture you in a tutu.”

“I was adorable.”

I lean over and kiss her nose. “I don’t doubt it.”

“Vipers,” she prompts.

“Right.”

“Later on, my uncle explained they controlled Ironworks and that’s why I wasn’t supposed to be there. But it never made sense because we went to Empire all the time. My dad just never rode his bike or wore his cut.”

“We’ve had a good relationship with your uncle’s club for years. That’s why I don’t get him being such a dick lately, but that’s beside the point.”

“He was a dick before you and me?”

“We were having issues,” I answer carefully. She holds up her hands.

“Got it, you don’t need to give me more details.”

“Thank you.”

It’s a complicated story, so I try to come up with the simplest details that will make sense.

“Vipers were into stuff my club’s never touched and to my knowledge, your uncle’s never did either. Mostly harder drugs and running girls.”

Her eyes narrow and she nods for me to continue.

“Unwilling girls,” I clarify. “I can guess what you think of club life and I’m not going to lie and tell you all sorts of shady shit doesn’t go on in other clubs, but that’s a hard line in my club. Has been since Rock took over.”

For reasons I don’t understand, her jaw tightens and she stares out the window. “Are you trying to get me to believe you’re all a bunch of pink-hat-wearing women’s rights champions?”

I full out laugh and she smirks at me. “No. We’re still good old fashioned sexists.”

She rolls her eyes at my sarcasm.

“But no means no in our clubhouse,” I add in a more serious tone. “Women aren’t disrespected.”

“Except for the club whores, house mamas, lays or whatever your club calls them, who are expected to service the members no matter what, right?”

“We make it clear that’s not the expectation. Girls say no all the time and that’s fine.”

She eyes me skeptically.

“Put it this way, it’s not really fun to fuck someone who’s scared to say no or who’d rather be anywhere else.”

She blows out a harsh breath. “Unfortunately, a lot of guys don’t share that opinion. Especially bikers. The force and humiliation are the turn-on.”

“Yeah, and they’re sick fucks who should be put down.” Her eyes widen at my venom in my voice and I dial it back. “Can we not delve into an academic discussion here? I feel like I’ll lose up against you.”

“Go on,” she urges.

“So, Vipers were more like what you’re talking about. Worse. They were always sending girls to work in our club and prostitute themselves. Shit we don’t tolerate.”

Before continuing, I take a deep breath. “We had a situation maybe two summers ago. A girl they were abusing, whoring out against her will.”

I swallow hard, remembering the night we rescued Mariella and later how she told me what we walked in on had been mild compared to some of the things Ransom, the Vipers president, had done to her.

My fists tighten and I stare down at my hands. The sensation of Ransom’s warm blood crawling through my fingers when I ended him is so strong, I can’t shake it.

“Marcel?” Charlotte touches my shoulder gently, bringing me back to the present.

“We got her away from them.”

“Why that one girl?”

“It’s complicated. But when she was able to, she told us what the Vipers were really doing. It was so much worse than we ever thought. We made the call to push them out of Ironworks.”

“By push them out, I assume you mean bury them in shallow graves.”

I force out a laugh. Not that shallow.

“Anyway, they were looking for Mariella. Hard. She knew a lot. And I’m sure it was a pride thing to lose one of their girls.”

“Mariella,” she whispers.

“Yeah.” I pull up the sleeve of my shirt, showing her the tattoo. “She’d been through a lot. But she was sweet. Very serious. The girl who used to take care of the stuff around our place was getting married to our SAA and he didn’t want her doing it anymore. So Mariella started taking over.”

“So you guys stole yourself a free maid?”

“It’s not like that. We would’ve helped her go wherever she wanted. She wanted to stay. We gave her our protection and shelter. In return, she cooked and helped us keep the place clean. Is that really so awful?”

She seems to turn it over in her head before answering. “I guess not. But I get the feeling she was more than a maid to you.”

I frown at the word maid. That’s not how I thought of Mariella. “She was. I…helped take her out of the place the Vipers had her. So, she kind of latched on to me. We were friends.”

Charlotte’s breathing slows and she stares across the parking lot. I decide to keep going.

“Like I said, she was serious. Scared. I wanted to help her have fun.” Now it’s my turn to stare out the window. I don’t think I can face Charlotte for this. “I finally got her to agree to go out on the bike with me.”

As the implication of what I said hits her, Charlotte gasps and settles her hand on my leg.

“It was an arrogant, stupid fucking thing to do. I should’ve known better. Vipers weren’t going to let her go easy. Two of them spotted us. Ran me off the road. Broad daylight. Plenty of witnesses. People were so busy trying to help us, the fuckers got away.”

“Marcel.” There’s the soft click of her seatbelt unbuckling and she flips the middle console up, sliding next to me and taking my hand. Her fingers run through my hair and down my neck. Over my shoulders. “I’m so sorry.”

“I got her killed.”

“No you didn’t.”

I don’t bother arguing.

I know what I’m guilty of.
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We sit there for a while after Marcel finishes his story.

Or finishes the part he’s comfortable telling me.

“Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me that,” I finally say.

He shakes his head. “I didn’t want someone to mention it to you tonight and have it take you by surprise.”

“Oh.”

“Plus, someone’s bound to thank you for making me less of a cranky bastard.”

“I think you have a reason to be cranky.” I tip my head up and place my fingers on his cheek, gently turning his face toward mine. “And I’ve always trusted you. Felt safe with you.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“One mistake doesn’t change all the good things you are.”

His eyes widen and I sit back, realizing what I said.

“Thank you,” he says.

“What?”

He wraps his hands around the steering wheel and squeezes. “Everyone keeps telling me it’s not my fault and don’t blame myself—”

“It’s not your fault, and you shouldn’t blame yourself. But yeah, it probably was a mistake to take her out, but you couldn’t have anticipated the extent of what happened.”

He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “Thank you for being honest.”

When he meets my eyes, there’s more than gratitude there. Respect. Affection. Maybe a little fear. “Do you want me to take you home?”

“Yes,” I answer, moving to my side of the truck and buckling my seatbelt. “Take me to your home, so I can finally meet your family.”

He nods in approval, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth as he starts up the truck. “I should warn you, Wrath’s probably going to be a real dick to you.”

“Your SAA, right?”

“Yup.”

“I expect nothing less.”

Marcel laughs but doesn’t offer any tips on how to get on Wrath’s good side.

That’s for me to figure out on my own. I understand and accept that.

I’m ready for it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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The Lost Kings MC clubhouse isn’t at all what I expected. I had heard it was in the middle of nowhere and was a pretty large compound. In my head, I pictured a ramshackle old barn the guys had turned into a clubhouse or an over-sized shack in the woods.

I never expected this.

After being admitted through the gate, we’re greeted by a huge Buddha statue surrounded by flowers and stone benches.

“That’s…unusual.”

The corner of Marcel’s mouth lifts. “He was here when we bought the place.”

For being so far out in the country, pretty much at what has to be the edge of the Empire County line, the place is kept neat and trimmed.

“Do the prospects do the landscaping?”

“Sometimes. Z handles a lot of it. He’s very specific in how he likes things done,” Marcel explains with an affectionate chuckle.

When the clubhouse comes into view, I sit up and stare.

It’s a large building. Lots of natural wood and stone that blends into the environment beautifully.

“Wow.”

“It used to be a retreat. Like for meditation, yoga, or whatever.”

“How did a bunch of bikers find that?”

He lifts his shoulders and steers his truck into a spot between two trees. “Rock and Wrath found it. I wasn’t quite patched-in at the time. But it has everything we want. Living off the grid, away from people, no one in our business.”

Thinking of my cramped apartment, I decide Marcel must really like me to leave this woodland paradise and spend a single night at my place.

Of course he likes you. He’s risking pissing off his entire club by bringing you here, idiot.

That crazy fluttering in my belly starts up again the second he opens my door.

“I’m nervous,” I admit.

He gives me a reassuring smile and helps me down. We walk up the rest of the driveway hand in hand. There’s still enough time before darkness falls to make out the small details when we come around the corner of the clubhouse.

There are enough tire tracks to tell me the guys use it as a parking area. The large piece of wooden fence across from the clubhouse has a low stone wall in front of it overflowing with summer flowers. “Trin took up gardening,” he explains as if that will help it make sense. A row of shiny Harleys are parked in front of the wall. Finally, something I expected to find here. The two massive garages at the far end of the parking area also makes sense. Both have double-doors. Only one has a door open. Inside I make out more motorcycles and a few cars.

Tables and chairs are set up close to the clubhouse. Almost like an outdoor seating area at a restaurant.

Two paths on either side of the wall seem to stretch into the woods. Marcel points at one. “Rock and Wrath built houses out there for their wives. Murphy’s building one now.”

“Wow. How much property do you have?”

“A lot.”

A girl comes out from around the other side of the house, carrying twelve packs of soda, sets them on one of the long tables and starts dumping them into tubs of ice. She smiles and waves when she sees us.

I’d been preparing myself for a bunch of muffler bunnies to swarm around me and explain in intimate detail how well they know my boyfriend. But so far nothing.

“It’s still early,” Marcel says as if he’d read my mind. But when I look at him he shrugs. “It’ll get busier as it gets later.”

“I figured.”

“Rather you meet some people now while it’s not too crazy.”

“Thanks, I think.”

He wraps his hand around mine and leads me inside.

Inside is far from what I expected. All dark, gleaming hardwood floors, leather furniture—okay, that doesn’t surprise me—a huge Lost Kings MC mural taking up one wall. That doesn’t shock me either.

To my left, there’s a small, tidy bar that’s currently unoccupied.

What surprises me the most is the simple domestic scene in front of me. I recognize Hope and even her brawny husband. Another big guy, with almost black hair, is sitting next to them holding a baby. I’m pretty sure the baby is Alexa.

“Ah, shit,” Teller mutters. He pulls me over, stopping in front of the guy holding Alexa. “Who let you put your dirty mitts on my niece?”

The guy grins, flashing a remarkable set of dimples. He’s tatted up from neck to fingertips, playing airplane with a baby.

Pretty damn cute.

Alexa squeals and reaches for Teller as soon as she sees him. “Come here, baby,” he coos, taking her from his brother.

“You planning to introduce your girl, or do we need to do it for you?” the guy asks.

Teller places his hand on my lower back, gently pushing me forward. Ignoring his brother, he pushes me in Hope’s direction. “Rock, this is Charlotte. Charlotte, this is my president.”

Rock actually stands and holds out his hand, which takes me by surprise.

“Hi, I think we’ve actually met once or twice,” I babble like a moron, bobbing my head in Hope’s direction.

“Think so,” he agrees.

Hope waves at me. “Hi, Charlotte.”

Now, Teller’s ready to introduce me to his other brother. I don’t think it’s the SAA he warned me about. This guy seems too impish to be the club’s enforcer.

“Z, this is Charlotte. Charlotte, this is our VP.”

He also shakes my hand.

Teller lifts his chin at Hope. “Were you watching her while Heidi’s working?”

“Yes,” she answers in a teasing slow voice. “I didn’t realize Z was on the no-fly zone, though,” she giggles and her husband wraps his arm around her.

“Wrath with the girls?” Teller asks Z.

“No such luck, bro. He’s lurking around here somewhere.”

“Christ,” Teller mutters.

Hope pats the couch next to her. “Come, sit, Charlotte. I’ll protect you from Wrath’s Wrath.” She giggles again and I’m totally weirded out since I’ve only ever seen her in a professional capacity.

Rock shakes his head and nods at Alexa. “We were headed home with her once it gets busier.”

“I figured,” Teller answers.

I assume that’s Rock’s way of saying I’m on my own once they leave.

Teller takes the place next to me, still holding Alexa. He doesn’t do the “hey you’re a girl, hold the baby” thing, which only intensifies what I’m already feeling for him.

Hope passes him some small, square baby books and my heart melts as he flips through them with Alexa. By the easy way he handles her, it’s clear he’s not putting on a show for me.

This is the real him.

“Here,” Teller says, handing one of the books to Z. “Bone up on your reading skills.”

Z takes the book and smacks Teller on the head with it.

No one asks me about my uncle or his club, but everyone must know.

For the first time in a long time, I’m unsure of what to say. Someone flips on music. More and more people show up.

After a while, Rock and Hope share a look, then stand. Rock holds out his hands for Alexa, who’s fallen asleep against Teller’s chest. “We’re going to head home,” Rock explains. They gently make the exchange, careful not to wake Alexa.

“Night, Charlotte,” Rock calls over his shoulder. With his free hand, he steers Hope toward the front door.

While I felt a little awkward around Hope, now I feel even more exposed.

If I thought Rock was big, the blond guy walking in the front door is a beast. His wide shoulders barely fit through the door. Once he’s inside he surveys the crowd with a hard expression.

This has to be Wrath.

His face relaxes a fraction as Rock and Hope approach. Rock motions him closer and says a few words to him. Wrath nods and runs the back of his finger over Alexa’s cheek. Then he glances down and speaks to Hope. To my utter shock, she hugs him before following her husband out the door.

Once the president leaves, it’s as if the whole club knows. The music jumps in volume. The scent of pot drifts through the air. Girls appear out of nowhere.

It feels more like an MC party.

Wrath surveys the crowd again, hard expression back in place. Any one thing could be terrifying about him. His beard doesn’t cover the firm set of his jaw. The ink and muscles are plentiful. His size. But it’s his eyes that scare me the most. I can already tell he misses nothing. His gaze lands on Teller then slides to me. Even though he’s across the room, I freeze. “Jesus, I feel like a field mouse that a lion just caught sight of.”

Z laughs. “Start with that.”

The crowd parts for Wrath as he crosses the room, and no I’m not being dramatic. Teller wraps his arm around my shoulders and meets his brother’s challenging stare head on.

“Where you been, little brother,” Wrath asks, holding his hand out to Teller.

“Here. Waiting for your scary ass to show up.”

Z snickers and Wrath motions for him to shove down so he can take Z’s seat. Teller sits up and makes the introductions.

When he’s finished, Wrath lifts his chin at me. “You think wearing our colors is gonna make us forget who you’re related to, princess?”

And so it begins.

Yes, maybe I was trying to brown nose a little, matching my outfit to the same blue and gray of their club’s crown and skull patches. So sue me.

“I was hoping it might help a little.”

Wrath sits back and smirks.

“Been spending a lot of time with my boy lately.” He pats Teller’s leg, almost affectionately. “How’s Merlin feel about that?”

“Not too good.”

He raises an eyebrow and Teller shrugs. “She told me.”

Wrath’s arctic glare hits me again. “What’d he do? Ask you to spy on us?”

“Yes,” I answer honestly. “I thought your clubs were on good terms since you and Whisper were in business together for so long, but I guess my uncle wasn’t a fan of that either,” I say, deciding to be as open as possible.

His eyes widen and he stares at me for about a millennium and a half before saying, “Interesting.”

I’ve been so terrified of Wrath this whole time, I didn’t notice that Z’s also paying rapt attention to our conversation.

“When I told him I’d see who I want and wasn’t interested in getting involved in club stuff—”

“You’re with him,” Wrath jerks his chin at Teller, “you’re involved whether you want to be or not.”

“I’m starting to get that,” I grumble.

“You tight with Merlin?”

I roll my eyes at the stupid road name my uncle uses. “No.”

“He gonna come after my brother if he thinks you’ve been wronged?”

The question hits me hard and I have trouble breathing for a second. I sit up, a shaky smile forming on my lips to cover up my reaction. “He never has before, so I don’t see why he would now.”

Wrath, Z, and Teller are watching me so closely I squirm. “He did invite Teller to a club picnic tomorrow,” I throw out quickly to change the subject.

Z tips his head in Teller’s direction. “You should go.”

“I hadn’t decided yet,” Teller says with a noncommittal shrug.

Wrath finally seems to take mercy on me and turns his attention to the rest of the room. Teller hugs me to his side.

The girls multiply like fucking rabbits. Maybe that’s where the term muffler bunny came from. I snicker at my internal joke and Teller raises an eyebrow.

“Is there a direct shuttle from the strip club to your clubhouse?”

“Feels like it sometimes.”

Two girls in matching leather skirts that barely cover their asses lure Z away from us. Two more brothers take his place and Teller introduces me to Dex and Ravage. They’re both cool toward me and I can’t tell if it’s their nature or they don’t like having me here.

They both take off with bunnies a few minutes later.

Despite the thick gold band on his wedding ring finger, I assume Wrath will also find a bunny and get lost. Shit, I’m actually praying for it.

The next time he opens his mouth to ask me something obnoxious, I gesture to a fresh gaggle of girls coming in the door. “I’m sure you’d rather do other things than chat with me.”

Please go away. Please go away.

No, the jerk waves his wedding ring at me. “Thanks for the permission, princess. I’m waiting for my wife to get here.”

I glance up at Teller who shakes his head.

He’s true to his word. Doesn’t even look at the girls, except to make sure everyone’s behaving. A catfight breaks out and he’s quick to end it and task one of the younger guys with taking the girls home.

Jesus, at my uncle’s clubhouse, they’d probably throw down an inflatable pool, toss in some mud, and let the girls wrestle for the honor of sucking their dicks.

A tall blonde, wearing more clothes than any of the girls, except maybe me, walks in, Heidi behind her. Wrath wasn’t kidding. He practically pounces on her. Picking her up and carrying her over.

“I assume that’s Wrath’s wife?”

Teller nods. “That’d be Trinity.” He lifts his chin at Heidi. “Hey, sis.”

Heidi finally notices us and runs over, tackling her brother back against the couch. “You finally brought her.” She stands and wiggles her fingers. “Hi, Charlotte.”

Her burly boyfriend also picks her up and sets her in his lap. “You couldn’t wait five seconds for me?”

“I wanted to say hi to Charlotte.”

Murphy lifts his head as if he just noticed me. “Welcome, Charlotte.”

“Thanks.”

Wrath’s wife reaches over, holding out her hand. “Hi, Charlotte. I’m Trinity.”

She asks me a few superficial questions. Other than that, she’s focused on her husband.

“Have I met everyone?” I ask Teller.

“Where’s Sparky?” he asks Wrath.

Wrath shrugs and taps his fingers against his lips in the universal sign for smoking up.

Teller glances at me. “Is that your way of asking to see my room, Sunshine?”

“Maybe.”

He leans over and taps Wrath on the shoulder. “May I be excused now?”

“Fuck off with that shit,” he answers, laughter following his words.

He stands and pulls me off the couch with him. “Let’s go.”

“Did I do okay?” I ask once we’re in his room, hating myself a little for needing the approval.

“You did great.” He kisses my forehead. “Thanks for putting up with them.”

His lips seal over mine, distracting me from answering that I’d put up with pretty much anything for him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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The next morning, I wake in Teller’s room. We’d been so distracted last night I hadn’t looked around much.

By the way he’s kissing my neck and his hand’s gliding over my hip, I suspect we’re going to be distracted again.

“What’s with the shotgun on the wall?” I ask pointing to the gun anchored to the space above his bedroom door.

“It was my dad’s. Why?”

“You keep it there in case of a zombie apocalypse?”

He snorts out a laugh and sits up. “No. It’s the only thing he gave me, so—”

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

My gaze lands on a photo next to the bed. Most of the pictures he has are of Heidi or the club. This one’s different. “Aw, is this a young Teller?” The framed photo of a young blond boy and an older man has to be Marcel and his father.

The corner of his mouth quirks.

“That’s my best memory of him. I had to have been ten or eleven when he finally let me go hunting with him. Heidi was a baby and my dad kept saying he wanted to get meat in the freezer, ya know?”

“Sure.” Heard that my whole life from the men in my family.

“Took my first deer that morning.”

“Wow, that’s awfully young.”

He lifts his shoulders as if it’s no big deal, then points to the corner of his eye. “Gun kicked like a bitch. I still have a small scar from it.”

I move in closer and plant a kiss near the spot he pointed to. He turns and catches me for a longer kiss.

“I used to ask my dad to take me hunting with him when I was younger.”

“Really?”

“He was going to…” I shake off the sadness threatening me. “After he died, I tried to get Uncle Chuck to take me, but he said that girls didn’t belong in the woods.”

He snorts. “That’s stupid.”

His answer surprises me. I expected him to agree. I’m not sure why. He keeps showing me over and over that he’s nothing like the men I grew up around.

He turns and flashes an impish smile. “I’ll take you.”

“Yeah? I don’t know if I could do it now.”

“Heidi never had any interest. She’ll eat it, but she doesn’t want to know where it comes from. She was a funny little kid.”

“I bet.”

Marcel nods at the photo. “After that, Dad said he felt better knowing I could take care of the family if something happened to him.”

“And?”

“And nothing. He split not that long after. Fucking idiot. A ten-year old getting off a lucky shot does not equal ready to take care of your mom and baby sister.”

He says it jokingly, but I can sense the pain under the words. I stroke my fingers over his shoulder and down his arm. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

“I’m lucky. I’m not complaining. Met Rock not long after.” He snorts. “He’s been a better father to me than my own ever was.” He laughs again. “Even though he hates when we tell him that.”

“Why?”

“Makes him feel old I guess.”

“I can see that being annoying.” Something keeps fluttering at the edge of my tongue. “Your club…is different than the ones I’ve known. You’re more of a true family, not a business or a bunch of thugs who hang out drinking, fucking, and playing with their Harleys.”

“Why thanks, darlin’,” he says in a country-boy drawl, complete with cowboy grin.

“Don’t mock me, I’m serious.”

“I’m not.” He jerks his thumb toward the window. “You saw the garages out there, right?”

I shake my head, ignoring his teasing. “You don’t understand what it was like.”

His expression turns serious. “What don’t I understand?”

God, this is pathetic. I turn away from him. “I’ve never fit in anywhere.”

I expect laughter or some sort of disbelief, but instead he rolls me so I’m facing him. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t…I never fit in with the club side. Especially after I went to college. My uncle, he’d, you know, brag about me, but everyone else acted like I was too good to hang out with them now. It only got worse after I started law school.”

He squeezes my hand and waits for me to continue. “But in school, I never fit in with anyone either. Especially law school. Lots of them came from families full of other lawyers, some had parents who were judges, and here I was, this biker chick. No matter how hard I tried to fit into both worlds, I never belonged to either.” Of course after a while, I didn’t want to fit in with my uncle’s club and avoided it as much as possible.

“No one cares about that stuff here, Charlotte.”

I pick up my head and raise an eyebrow. “The club accepted Hope right away?”

“Okay, maybe not. Wrath definitely hazed her a little. But she gave it right back. More importantly, she showed Trinity respect. Took Heidi under her wing.” He glances at the door and mumbles, “Stood by her man when he needed her. That’s the shit that matters, Charlotte.”

“Tell me Wrath was meaner to Hope than he was to me.”

He snorts. “It’s not quite the same.” His fingers tangle in my hair, tilting my head back. “I was proud of you. You stood your ground. Wrath respects that. It’ll still take him time to really trust you.”

“I understand.” I look around, suddenly feeling skeeved. “So how many girls have been in this room?”

He rolls to his back and stares at the ceiling. “Surprised it took you this long.”

“Me too. Come on.”

“Enough.”

Another, worse thought, occurs to me. “Did I hang out with any of them last night?”

“You really want to do this?”

“Well, I know you didn’t sleep with Hope.”

He snorts like the idea’s ridiculous.

“Or Trinity.”

He looks away.

“Did you?”

His face turns to stone and he throws the covers back, rolling out of bed. “Don’t pull at this thread, Charlotte. It’s only going to hurt people.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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As much as I tried to skip the whole former partners talk, I’m sure it will come up again at some point. Does Charlotte have a right to know? I guess. I’d hate for her to find out later. It’s also exposing some pretty shitty behavior on my part. Even if I didn’t know it at the time. Maybe I should ask Trinity what she thinks so I don’t end up hurting people I’ve already hurt enough. I’m sure as fuck not bringing it up with Wrath.

Murphy texts me that he and Heidi are coming over to have breakfast with us and to get my ass downstairs.

“We’re wanted downstairs.”

Charlotte groans. “I don’t think I can handle any more of Wrath’s inquisition.”

“It’s Murphy and Heidi.”

“That, I’m happy to do.”

There are plenty of people left over from the party. None of them awake or sober, so I don’t bother asking if anyone wants to join us for breakfast.

The dining room holds a few more sleeping bodies and Charlotte chuckles. “Now this I’m familiar with.”

I push the swinging door into the kitchen, finally finding Heidi and Murphy.

“Thought we’d eat at the kitchen table since everything’s a mess out there,” Heidi explains.

“Fine by me.”

Murphy’s waiting at the table, eyes on my sister’s ass as usual. I snap my fingers in front of his face. “Where’s Alexa?”

“With Hope. Jesus. What do you think, we just toss her in her crib and walk out?”

“Calm your tits.”

“Fuck you.”

“Knock it off,” Heidi scolds.

Charlotte lets out a nervous chuckle.

“Ignore them,” Heidi says. “They do this all the time.”

I’m not sure how I feel about Heidi hanging out, cooking for us in my clubhouse. It’s fucking weird, but I keep my mouth shut since it doesn’t seem to bother Murphy.

As we’re finishing up, my phone goes off and I pull it out, checking the text under the table. Charlotte leans over. “Everything okay?”

“Bro, put the phone away at the table,” Murphy jokes.

I lift my head, and without using any of the gray matter between my ears explain, “Serena’s in town. Wants to know if it’s okay for her to come up next weekend.”

Murphy’s fork clatters on his plate and he shoots a death-glare at me. “Why?”

I don’t think he means why does she want to come up here? No, he means why the fuck would you bring her up in front of your sister?

Heidi falls quiet, barely moving.

“Who’s Serena?” Charlotte asks. “And why is she texting you?”

“Good question,” Murphy snarks. “Why are you in contact with her?”

Good one, little brother.

“I’m not. I haven’t heard from her in forever.” I glance at my sister. “Don’t sweat it.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Murphy snaps.

My sister drills me with an intense stare before placing a hand on Murphy’s arm. “I don’t care. As long as she’s not rude to me, I couldn’t care less,” she answers evenly. She turns her big brown eyes my way. “Go ahead, tell her it’s fine.”
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It’s pretty obvious who Serena is. A muffler bunny.

Heidi acted like she didn’t care, but five seconds later she jumps up and leaves the table. Murphy watches her go, then turns on Teller.

“What the fuck is the matter with you?”

“Is she okay?” I ask.

Murphy’s simmering with anger, but he turns to me and in an even voice asks, “Would you go talk to her, Charlotte? Please?” I’m not sure if he’s asking because he genuinely thinks I have something to offer Heidi or because he doesn’t want to kick Teller’s ass in front of me.

Either way, I’m worried about Heidi so I leave to go find her. If Murphy kicks my boyfriend’s ass, I’m sure it won’t be the first time. Or the last time the two of them get into it. They seem to have that sort of relationship, and I won’t interfere.

I find Heidi outside staring into the woods, arms crossed over her chest.

“Heidi? Is everything all right?”

She sniffles and scrubs her hands over her face before turning and flashing a quick smile at me. “I’m fine.”

I approach her slowly unsure of what to say.

“Do you want to go back inside?”

She gives a quick shake of her head. “Not yet.”

We stand there together quietly for a few minutes.

“Ugh…how many of his ex-fuckbuddies do I have to…Never mind.”

“Serena?”

Her mouth twists down. “It doesn’t matter. It was before we were together.”

“That sort of comes with dating someone in a club, Heidi. You must know that.” Why hello, pot. Giving the kettle advice, are you?

She glares at me. “Yeah, I’m well aware. Thanks.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“I know you didn’t.” She waves her hand toward the clubhouse. “I’ve gotten over it with some. I mean, there’s still stuff I wish I didn’t know, but it’s such ancient history.” She seems to think about her next statement. “It’s not like I sit around asking which bunny he’s boned. I’d rather not know. Serena’s probably the closest he has to an ‘ex’ though, you know?”

“Your brother and Serena?” Why am I making this worse?

“Don’t know. Don’t wanna know. Probably.” She shakes her head. “Fucking Marcel,” she mumbles.

Yeah, I have to wonder why her brother blurted that out. It seemed a little cruel to do to the sister he says he loves so much.

After a few minutes, she straightens up. “It is what it is, you know? Either I trust him or I don’t. Either I can forget the past and move on or I can make both of us miserable.”

“That’s a very adult attitude, Heidi. I’ve known women twice your age who still haven’t figured that out.”

“I love him.”

“I can see that. I can see how much he loves you too.”

She gives me a weak smile.

“Do you trust him?”

Her head tilts. “Blake? Yes. He’s always been honest with me. He already feels awful about some of it. Why make him feel worse?” She stops and glances down at her shoes, tapping her feet a few times before speaking. “I hurt him when I married Axel,” she whispers. “I knew it was a mistake and I went through with it anyway. He’s never once made me feel bad about it.” She shrugs. “I’m sorry you had to come out here and listen to all this drama.”

“Oh, honey.” I wrap an arm around her shoulders. “This is not drama. I’ve seen ol’ ladies throw dishes at their ol’ man and rip the extensions right off a club whore’s head.”

Her nose wrinkles. “Gross.” She glances at the clubhouse again. “That kind of stuff definitely does not happen here.”
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“Are we really having this talk again?” Murphy growls after Charlotte goes after Heidi.

“Which talk is that?”

“Don’t fuck with me, Marcel. Go apologize to Heidi right now. And so help me if you upset her again, I’m kicking your fucking ass.”

“Love to see you try, brother.”

He leans in, narrowing his eyes. “I won’t need to try. If you think I’m going to go easy on you because your girl’s here, or you’re handicapped or because you’re my best friend, you’re dead wrong, bro.”

Murphy must be pissed to use the handicapped dig and bust out the sarcastic bro. A pang of regret vibrates through me for being so careless that I pushed my best friend this far.

“Yeah, I’ll go talk to her.”

I pass Charlotte on my way to the living room and stop. “Where is she?”

“Outside. She wanted a few minutes by herself.”

They’re a lot of questions rippling over Charlotte’s face. And it hits me that I’m embarrassed she saw me act like such an asshole. It’s a new feeling and not one I particularly care for.

She cocks her head and reaches out to grab my arm. “Don’t go out there if you’re just going to be mean to her again.”

I glance down at the floor. “I was going to apologize.”

“Good.” She hesitates, probably looking for a tactful way to ask me for a ride home after my epic display of assholery. “Do you want to talk about it first?” she asks.

My head snaps up. “What?”

She flaps her hand in the air. “You know. You. Me. Words. Exchange some?”

Lay out my feelings and leave myself vulnerable in front of a chick? No. That’s not something I do.

“No. I got it.”

She lifts her chin and there’s definitely some hurt or mistrust in her eyes as she focuses on me again. “I’ll go hang in the dining room. You and I will talk later.”

Huh. So, she’s not leaving. But she wants to talk. I’m not sure which one I’d prefer, honestly.

Heidi’s sitting on the round stone bench in front of the clubhouse, staring up at the sky.

“I hope you’re not here with more updates on Serena. I’m really not in the mood,” she says without looking at me.

I drop down next to her and bump her shoulder with mine. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t get you, Marcel. You say you’re happy for us and hurry up with the wedding one day and the next you’re trying to start trouble between us. Why?”

I don’t know what to say because I’m not sure if I even know the answer myself.

“Do you miss having your buddy to go whoring around with?” she asks. By words alone, it seems like a nasty question, but she asks as if she’s genuinely concerned that’s the problem.

“No. That’s not it.” So many emotions stir up I’m not sure where to start. “You cut him bad when you married Axel.”

She finally turns to face me. “You think I don’t know that?”

“I don’t think you do. He spent a lot of time downstate and a couple other places taking on fights for money.”

Her head snaps up. “What’re you talking about?”

I should’ve known Murphy didn’t tell her about the fighting.

“Never mind.”

“Why do you keep trying to cause problems with us?”

“I’m not.”

“You are. Why bring Serena up like that?”

“You worried about him?”

“No. I trust Blake. You, not so much at the moment.”

Shit that hurts. “I love both of you—”

“You’re trying to tell me our relationship puts you in an awkward place. Is that it?”

I think it over before answering. “Maybe.”

“But you’re trying to start trouble where there isn’t any. I don’t care about Serena or whoever, whatever he did before.”

“You don’t?”

She glares at me. “We’ve talked about all of it. Which, by the way is so not your business.” She opens and closes her hands a few times and I wonder if she’s considering clocking me. “I’m not a kid with a crush anymore. We’re…what we have is different. I love him so much. What we have now is real. Whatever he did in the past has nothing to do with us. With our family. He wants to adopt my daughter for God’s sake. I didn’t ask him to do that.” She stops and swipes a few tears off her cheeks. “He wants to do that. That’s what matters to me. Who he is now.”

I’m too stunned to respond.

“That doesn’t mean I want to constantly have my nose rubbed in it though.” She shoots a harsh look at me. “By my brother no less.”

“I said I’m sorry.”

“Are you worried that if we break up you’ll have to pick a side?”

“I don’t see you two breaking up.”

She continues as if I hadn’t spoken. “You’d side with the club. I’m not stupid. I know that.”

“That’s the problem. You’re my sister. He hurts you, I’ll kill him. You hurt him, I don’t know what to do.”

She lets out a long sigh. “I appreciate that, Marcel. I do. And I love how much you love both of us. But any problems we may or may not have are not your problem.”

“I can’t help it.”

She leans over and kisses my cheek. “I know. That’s what makes you a good friend and such a good big brother.”

There. The painful twist in my chest when she says that. Because I’m not a good brother. I’ve let her down in so many ways. I don’t deserve her affection and loyalty. “I don’t know about that,” I mumble.

She takes my hand and squeezes gently, silently asking me to add some detail.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me Grams hurt you?” I finally ask.

“Don’t do this now,” she pleads.

“Please, Heidi. When did she start hurting you? What did she do? Why didn’t you tell me?” My voice rises with each question until I’m almost shouting at her. “Why would you tell Axel and not me?”

She sniffles and I realize I’ve made her cry. Again. Maybe I do deserve the ass-kicking Murphy promised.

“I didn’t tell him,” she says through clenched teeth. “Do you really want to hear this? You won’t like it.”

“Heidi, I already hate all of it. But I need to know.”

She swipes at the tears on her cheeks and shakes her head. “He saw marks on me one time.”

“Where?”

“My back. The backs of my legs.”

I realize I’m barely taking in any air while I wait for her to continue.

“He came by the house once when she was coming after me with a spatula. He was furious I wouldn’t tell you. But I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want you to be upset or think it was your fault.”

“Jesus Christ, Heidi. When? How old were you when she started?”

Her shoulders lift and she sniffles again. “I don’t know. After you moved out.”

“You were a kid!” It’s worse than I fucking thought.

“She used to say I had nowhere else to go and if she put me in foster care I’d never see you again.”

Knowing my grandmother used me as the chip to keep Heidi from telling on her makes this even worse.

All the times I’d pick Heidi up and she’d be so excited to see me and the way she’d get quieter and quieter when it was time to drop her off come rushing back. Sometimes she’d throw a tantrum or pretend to be sick and I assumed she was being a bratty little kid. But it was her way of coping with the horrible situation I was sending her back to. The thought lacerates every part of my insides.

“Heidi,” I whisper. “I never, ever would have let you stay there if I’d known. I would’ve figured out something. I’d do anything to keep you safe.”

“She threatened to cut off our visits. I didn’t know what to do. She told me you were a criminal and no court would let you have custody of me.”

“What bullshit.”

“I didn’t know any better. Most of the time, as long as I got good grades and didn’t do anything to bother or embarrass her, she left me alone.”

“I can’t—” My voice cracks and I shake my head, staring down at the ground. “I’m so sorry.”

Even the soft, gentle touch of her hand on my arm makes me feel like shit. “This is why I never wanted you to know, Marcel. I knew you’d do this to yourself. It’s over. She’s gone.” With more force in her voice, she adds, “I don’t want to think about it anymore.”

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry. Come here.” I pull her into my arms and she lets loose with so much sorrow.

“I try so hard. But somehow everything I do is always wrong, Marcel. Why?”

“Shh, that’s not true.”

“It is, though.” She throws her hand in the air in the direction of the clubhouse. “I couldn’t wait to get out of Grams’ house and be an ‘adult.’ I wanted to be taken seriously. And now…”

“Too much adulting?”

She lets out a sad laugh. “I guess.”

“You know I’m always here to help you. Just because you’re an adult now doesn’t mean I stop being your big brother.”

“Yeah, but half the time you’re mad at me.”

“I’m sorry. Maybe I’m having a hard time with you being an adult.” I glance toward the clubhouse. “I’ve known him a long time and—”

“And in a different way.”

“Yeah. It’s just weird for me having you two together. I’m trying, Heidi.”

“I hate disappointing you.”

“I’m not disappointed at all. You’re an amazing mother. Everything life throws your way, you tackle head on.”

“Grams always treated anything I did well like it was a reflection of her. But you…you’re the one whose opinion mattered to me. You’re the one I always wanted to make proud.”

I can barely force any words out past the lump in my throat. “I am. I’m so proud of you.”

“But now, I want you to have your own life.” She tilts her head, checking to see if we’re still alone. “I like Charlotte a lot. She’s got ride or die girl written all over her. So, please don’t fuck it up.”

I snort out a laugh. “That’s probably inevitable.”

“Do you still blame yourself for Mariella’s death?” she asks quietly.

“Don’t. I can’t go there.”

“I know you, Marcel. You think I’m still a kid, but you can always talk to me too.”

Unlikely. I’m about to brush off her offer, but instead I ask, “You really think Charlotte and I make sense?”

“More sense than any bunny you’ve ever been with.”

I shake my head, realizing I’m embarrassed to have this talk with my little sister. “It’s not the same.”

“Duh. She’s not afraid to tell you to fuck off. That’s what you’ve been missing.”

After all the tension I caused this morning, her observation makes me laugh until my gut aches.

“She’s not impressed by this.” Heidi pokes her finger into my cut. “She likes what’s underneath.”

I raise an eyebrow and she shoves me away. “That’s not the way I meant it.”

“I know what you meant, Heidi.”

“Everything okay?” Murphy calls out as he walks toward us. He stops next to Heidi, setting his hand on her shoulder. She leans into him and for the first time, I appreciate how good they are for each other instead of thinking about myself.

She stares up at him with the adoring look she’s always reserved for Murphy, but she’s right, it’s different now. They’re together. In sync with each other. A couple.

They’re bonded together by time and friendship.

And other stuff I don’t want to think about.

An apology burns in the back of my throat, but I owe it to him. “I’m sorry, Blake.”

“You don’t need to apologize to me, brother.” He tilts his head toward Heidi, making it clear what he expects.

“Already done.”

The fucker actually looks to Heidi to confirm and it makes me laugh. “I see how it’s gonna be. Two against one now, huh?”

Heidi pushes my shoulder, then nods toward the front door.

I turn and find Charlotte coming down the stairs toward us. “Can I join you?” she calls out before walking closer.

“Yeah,” Murphy waves her over. “Come here.” He holds out his fist and she taps her knuckles against his. “Ginger power.” They both crack up and I groan. God only knows what they talked about while they were alone.

Standing, I wrap my arm around Charlotte’s waist and tug her against me. “Nope. Two against one is bad enough. I’m not having three against me.”

Charlotte tips her head back, smiling up at me. Pure sunshine. “I’m always team Teller.”

“Even when I’m a jerk?”

“Definitely. That’s when you need me most.”

Heidi taps her foot against my leg and mouths, “Ride or die.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


[image: Charlotte]

The guys are called into church a few hours later, leaving me alone with Hope and Trinity.

Part of me wishes I’d gone with Heidi when she left the clubhouse.

“Is it usually Saturday morning?” I ask Hope more out of nerves than actual interest in when the club sits down to discuss business.

Trinity sort of frowns at my question and I realize my mistake.

“I just meant, the last couple Saturdays he’s had to leave, but it works out because that’s when I do brunch with my bestie.” Jesus, someone duct tape my mouth shut.

While Hope’s been friendly and welcoming, Trinity’s harder. Since she’s Wrath’s wife, that doesn’t surprise me. I should probably be relieved she hasn’t hung me up by my toes and tried to pry information out of me with a nail file. She and Hope are clearly besties. Maybe Hope’s acceptance of me will influence Trinity’s opinion, which will influence her husband’s.

Hey, a girl can dream.

“Have you been to physical therapy with him yet?” Trinity asks.

“No. I think he goes during the week when I’m working.”

She chuckles. “He probably doesn’t want Violet roping you in to keeping track of his exercises.”

The familiar way she talks about such a mundane aspect of Teller’s life hits me in an awkward way. Teller’s whole “don’t pull at this thread” comment returns with startling clarity.

“You seem to know an awful lot about it.”

Trinity narrows her eyes at my tone. “We all spent a lot of time there when he was re-learning how to walk.”

“Your husband didn’t mind?”

Trinity turns her head, giving Hope a who is this bitch? look.

“Charlotte,” Hope warns, but I’m too stubborn to stop and listen.

Trinity places a hand on her hip. “You have something you want to say to me, Charlotte?”

Hope places her hand on Trinity’s arm. “Trin, maybe we should—”

Focusing on Trinity and ignoring Hope, I ask, “Were you involved with Teller?”

“Involved?” Trinity’s bitter laugh frazzles my last thread of common sense. “Aren’t you precious.”

“Did you fuck him?” I ask in a low voice. “Is that better?”

Her nostrils flare and her non-answer is all the answer I need.

“How the fuck does that even work?” I snarl. “How do you fuck one brother and marry another one?”

Trinity steps closer, making me wish I’d listened to Hope’s warning. “Who the fuck do you think you are questioning me? I’ve been here ten years. You’ve been here, what, ten minutes? And you think you have the right to throw attitude at me over something you know nothing about?”

“I—”

“I’m married. I don’t know what Teller was thinking sharing that with you, but it’s way the fuck in the past.”

“It better be.” Wow. I really wish I hadn’t said that.

Trinity takes another step closer. Her voice drops into a deadlier tone that honestly scares me a little. “You remember the Vipers?”

I nod, remembering Teller’s story.

“That’s the kind of club I grew up around. What do you think my childhood was like, princess? Maybe you should set aside all the stories your mommy told you about club girls and think before you open your mouth.”

My throat works, but no words come out. I’d had a small taste of that treatment from my own club and it wrecked me. If Trinity went through years of that…

When I don’t respond, she storms down the hall. I turn to Hope, looking for someone to explain myself to, but she shakes her head.

“That was uncalled for, Charlotte.”

Hope’s someone I admire a lot. Somehow she makes the attorney/outlaw lifestyle work.

Her disapproval shames the hell out of me.
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It’s not unusual to find Trinity waiting outside the war room after church.

What is unusual is to find her without Hope, pissed off, and apparently waiting for me, not Wrath.

My heart doesn’t give the familiar painful kick it used to at the sight of her. I’m too busy wondering where Charlotte is and if she kept herself out of trouble.

By the look on Trinity’s face, I have a feeling the answer is no, Charlotte did not keep herself out of trouble.

“You need to get ahold of your woman, Teller.” She’s not quite shouting, but she’s loud and her cheeks are pink with anger.

“What—”

She leans in closer and lowers her voice. “What the fuck were you thinking sharing ancient fucking history with her?”

“I didn’t.” Although I might as well have.

“What’s going on?” Wrath asks from behind me. Great. Perfect.

What the fuck did Charlotte do?

Wrath sidesteps me and wraps an arm around Trinity. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong is,” Trinity says without taking her eyes off me. “Teller’s girl needs to learn some respect. If she ever comes at me again the way she just did, I will kick the ever-loving shit out of her. You feeling me, Teller?”

“What the fuck happened?” Wrath demands.

“Trin–” I start, but Wrath snarls at me and I snap my mouth shut.

Rock, Z, and Murphy emerge from the war room. “What’s the matter?” Rock asks.

Trinity’s cheeks turn even redder and I swear her eyes fill with tears, which upsets me more than maybe it should. Trinity’s not a crier. Maybe I’m not in love with her anymore, but I sure as fuck don’t want to be responsible for her tears.

Without answering, she spins around and storms out of the clubhouse, slamming the door behind her.

Wrath steps into my space. “Whatever the fuck happened, you better fix it so it doesn’t happen again. No one disrespects my wife and they sure as fuck don’t do it in my clubhouse, brother.”

“I got it.”

“Handle your girl,” he warns before taking off after Trinity.

Murphy’s hand settles on my shoulder, squeezing gently. He doesn’t say anything, just quietly offers support. Fuck me. Wrath’s already not cool with Charlotte being here. This doesn’t help her cause.

Z shoots a glare at me. “You swore she’d behave herself.”

Right, I took responsibility for Charlotte, so I definitely have some sort of punishment coming my way.

Hope joins us in the living room “What the hell happened?” Rock asks.

Her gaze lands on me and she shakes her head. “Charlotte…said some things she didn’t mean to Trinity.” A very diplomatic answer from our president’s wife. I appreciate her not painting Charlotte as a complete villain.

I still feel like a jerk though.

Why didn’t I man up and answer her honestly? Instead, I left Charlotte conflicted and turned her loose. Burying the past seemed like the best approach. But it backfired and I ended up hurting people I care about.

Again.

“Where’s Trin?” Hope asks.

Z points at the door. “She left with Wrath.”

She and Rock huddle together, speaking in low tones, so I turn to Murphy. “What the fuck? Are all women crazy?”

“Yes,” he answers with a straight face. “That’s why we love ’em.” He drops his voice a little lower. “But, brother, Trinity doesn’t deserve that shit. Neither does Wrath.”

“Yeah, I know,” I growl.

“You better fix it.”

“Where is she, Hope?” I ask, interrupting her conversation with Rock. He glares at me and I wager I’m about five seconds away from having a size thirteen boot on my neck.

“She’s still in the dining room,” Hope answers. No judgment in her tone. At least someone isn’t pissed with me.

As I pass her, she reaches out and squeezes my arm.

Charlotte’s misery surrounds her when I find her huddled up at one of the dining room tables.

She lifts her gaze. “I fucked up,” she says almost immediately.

I pull out the chair next to her and drop into it. “That’s one way to put it. What the fuck happened?”

She sits back. “I don’t know. I couldn’t stop thinking about how evasive you were. Then this morning with your sister…”

“I should’ve been honest. I’m sorry. I thought it was better to bury it for everyone’s sake. It really is ancient history.”

“She mentioned how she’s been to physical therapy with you and it sounded so familiar. I snapped.”

“You wanna go to PT with me that bad?” I tease.

She’s not in a joking mood. “You obviously had real feelings for her.”

“A long, long time ago. I was a dumb-ass kid though. Too stupid to do anything about it.”

Her mouth turns down. “Do you wish you had?”

“No. Not anymore. She’s where she should be. We weren’t right for each other.”

She shakes her head. “Club girls don’t usually become ol’ ladies.”

“That’s not your business.”

She stares at me for a few seconds before sitting up straight. “You’re right. I’m always bitching about misogyny in the legal profession. For fuck’s sake, I wrote my college thesis on slut-shaming in the media. And I behaved in a way I’ve always despised.” She drops her head, staring at her hands in her lap, hair covering her face. “I’m sorry.”

That was a lot of information to take in and part of me wonders what the fuck I’m even doing with a woman like Charlotte. “It’s not me you need to apologize to.”

She picks her head up, staring me straight in the eye. “Yes I do. I probably made things hella awkward between you and one of your brothers.”

“Well—” Wrath’s probably busy warming up his fists for my face.

“Where’d she go? I’ll apologize right now.”

Now this is not what I expected. I figured she’d dig her heels in. Maybe trash talk Trinity. Try to make me feel even shittier while she was at it.

I figured we were over.

That’s not Charlotte’s style. She fucked up and she’s owning it. Already trying to make it right.

There’s not a lot of room for fuck-ups in our world. But there’s absolutely no room for people who don’t own up to their mistakes.

Slapping her palm on the table, Charlotte stands. “Is she out there?” she asks, gesturing toward the living room.

“No. I think she and Wrath headed home.”

“Will you walk me over to their house?” She gives me a sheepish smile that’s sweet as hell. “Trinity seems like the type of chick who might shoot me on sight.”

Her eagerness to get this done right now…well, once again I’m impressed with Charlotte.

“Yeah, come on.” I take her hand and lead her out through the kitchen to the side door. I’d rather avoid anyone who’s still lingering in the living room. She doesn’t question me.

Once we’re on the path out to Wrath’s house, she opens up. “Trinity said she grew up in a club like the Vipers.”

“I don’t know anything about that.”

“How is that possible?”

“I told you, I was a dumb kid.” Too selfish to ask questions.

Wrath’s outside when we walk up to the house. He shoots a glare at Charlotte before speaking to me. “Why you here, welterweight?”

Welterweight. Better than fuckhead. So he’s probably not going to kill me.

Charlotte drops my hand and takes a few steps forward, which considering the arctic expression Wrath’s wearing, is pretty damn brave. “I came to apologize to Trinity.”

He cocks his head. “Tell me something. You go after my wife because I gave you a hard time last night?”

Charlotte blinks, like that never occurred to her. Her body leans into me the smallest amount. “No,” she finally answers.

Wrath watches her for a few minutes. His gaze slides my way and back to Charlotte before he finally nods.

Their front door opens and Trinity stands on the porch, arms over her chest. She takes the steps slowly and moves to Wrath’s side where he places his arm around her shoulders.

“What?” she asks Charlotte.

My girl isn’t prepared to do this in front of both of us. Wrath seems to sense that and leans over to kiss Trinity’s temple before turning my way.

“Come here. Let’s find some firewood for you to chop.”

And here comes my punishment.
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Trinity and I watch as Wrath leads Teller away from us with a hand at the back of his neck.

“Is that his punishment?” I ask.

Slowly, Trinity turns and faces me. “What?”

“Chopping wood.”

She snorts and finally grins. “Probably.” The smile slides off her face. “Why are you here, Charlotte?”

“To apologize. I never should have—”

She jerks her head toward the steps and I follow her over. From our spot, sitting at the top of the stairs, we can see Wrath and Teller at the wood pile.

“Wyatt’s everything to me,” she says softly. “And we wasted a lot of years that we could have been together, doing stupid shit to hurt each other.” She turns her big, amber eyes my way and they’re filled with pain. Pain, I contributed to with my thoughtless words and I feel even worse. “You bringing that up this morning, reminded me of things I’d really rather forget.”

Another ‘I’m sorry’ seems inadequate, but it’s fine because Trinity isn’t finished.

“Besides, I’m sure it’s not a real comfortable topic for Teller either.”

Those words trigger an avalanche of questions.

“Did you love him?”

Her eyes turn hard. “Christ, you’re a persistent bitch. No. I care about him. I consider him a friend. But that’s it.”

Unrequited love. Does that make her his one that got away?

“He didn’t love me either,” she adds.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I was an older woman who—”

“Who’s,” I wave my hand in front of her, “fucking perfect.”

“I’m not perfect,” she answers in a low voice. “Not even close. And back then I was a mess.” She shifts, tucking her leg under her like she’s settling in for a long conversation. “I think for a relationship to work you need three things.”

I wait for her to list them.

“Loyalty. Respect. Communication. And you need to have all three at the same time.” She stops and stares at me to make sure I’m following along. “I’d die for this club. For Wyatt, I’d do anything. No question. They’ve had my loyalty since day one.” She forces a bittersweet smile.

“The club or Wrath?”

She thinks on that for a second or two. “Same thing, Charlotte. The club comes with the man.”

“Wrath said something similar.”

“I’m not surprised.” She stops and takes a few breaths. “The things we did to each other were pretty disrespectful and shitty for a while. Teller’s kind of a casualty there, because he didn’t know about Wyatt and me and I feel bad about that. Which brings us to communication. Wyatt and I fucked up all over the place on that one.”

Her gaze strays back to Wrath and I follow her line of sight, watching her husband chop wood. Shirtless.

“My God, how can you get anything done around here?”

She glances at me a slight frown wrinkling her brow until she realizes I’m joking. “It’s not easy.”

“So,” she says after a few minutes of watching the guys. “You two are getting serious?”

“I guess so.”

“Guessing is for kids. If he felt the need for so much honesty—”

“Actually, he didn’t. I kind of assumed and he tried to shut me down.”

She nods slowly as if that doesn’t surprise her. “He must think you’re serious if he brought you here. So, are you or aren’t you?”

“I like him a lot.”

She shakes her head. “Like. Jesus,” she mutters. “Are you trying to fool yourself or me?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You went after me pretty hard there without any actual evidence.”

“You must think I’m a shitty lawyer.”

Harsh laughter bursts out of her. So loud, the guys glance over. “I hadn’t gotten there yet,” she finally says.

“I’m sorry.”

“I believe you.” She gives me a once over. “I think you more than like him.”

“Yeah, I more than like him,” I admit.

“How does that work with your uncle being a Wolf Knight?”

“What?” The question throws me because I’ve never considered myself a Wolf Knight.

She shifts again putting both feet on the step below us. “You’re smarter than that, Charlotte. You know the deeper you get with him,” she nods at Teller, “the more it becomes an issue. Where’s your loyalty? With your man? Or with your blood?”

“Wow. You don’t fuck around.”

“No. Not about the club.”

“My loyalty would be with him…with my ol’ man.”

She’s patient through my bumbling answer but jumps in as soon as I get it out. “Not your blood? That’s not a deal-breaker here, Charlotte. This club is family. It’s our loyalty that binds us together, not blood. And everyone has their reasons. But you’re smart enough to understand why turning your back on your blood raises red flags about you, right?”

“I have reasons too,” I whisper.

“Care to share?”

I lift my gaze to hers, wishing my eyes weren’t wet with unshed tears. “No.”

She nods slowly. “Does he know?”

“Not yet,” I whisper.

“Well, instead of studying the notches on his bedpost, it’s time to work on your communication skills. Start talking about the truths that actually matter.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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The drama with the girls blew over faster than I expected. By evening Charlotte and Trinity seemed to have cleared the air and patched things up. Trinity waved off my apology.

Wrath wasn’t as forgiving, not that I expected him to be. He strongly encouraged me to accept Merlin’s invitation, so Sunday I find myself at Black Lake Park, attending the Wolf Knight’s picnic. Am I thrilled about it? Fuck no.

I’m even less thrilled that Murphy insisted he be by my side.

And bring my sister.

You know, to keep it family friendly.

Charlotte thought it was a great plan.

I wasn’t so sure.

Even though I’d been invited, Rock called to speak to Merlin. President to President. To make sure both of us wearing our colors in Wolf Knights territory wouldn’t be seen as an insult. Rock also wanted to feel Merlin out and be sure what we were walking into.

This wasn’t uncommon. Anytime we went through another club’s territory, it was customary to call ahead.

Merlin greets us respectfully enough. Shakes our hands. Gives his niece a big hug. When the greetings are over, I jerk my head to the side.

“I know you’re busy today, but when you have a moment, can we talk?” I ask with as much respect as I can come up with.

“Sure thing.”

Eventually, I settle down and some of the tension eases out of me. Try to have a good time for Charlotte’s sake. Even though she seems devoid of any interest in being here. She watches Heidi closely, offering to go everywhere with her, including the bathroom.

Watching them walk across the lawn to the park restroom, my gaze scans each side of the building.

“Why’s Charlotte so nervous around her family?” Murphy asks in a low voice. I turn a fraction to see he’s also watching where the girls went.

“No clue.” I glance around at the assembled bikers and old ladies of the Wolf Knights MC. “Except for Merlin, she’s not related to any of them, I guess.”

Murphy sits up, smacking my arm with the back of his hand. Twice. “Head’s up, two o’clock.”

My gaze travels to where his attention’s riveted. Four men in South of Satan MC cuts stroll across the lawn, without a care in the world.

We watch as they stop to shake hands and talk to Merlin and Keeper.

“Since when are they pals with SOS?”

One of the guys turns and Murphy jerks his chin. “Bennington Vermont chapter.”

“Has to be the assholes who keep trying to push into Ironworks.”

“Should we go introduce ourselves?” he asks with an unhealthy gleam in his eyes.

“Let’s see how it shakes out.”

The four SOS members don’t seem to know anyone besides Merlin and one other guy who I haven’t met yet.

Merlin chooses this moment to amble over to me. “Let’s have that chat.”

I stand and Murphy’s right at my side. Leaning back, I whisper to him. “I got this. Make sure the girls are okay. They don’t come out of there in the next five minutes, go get them.”

“Yeah, okay.”

Merlin and I walk side by side down to the lake. Lake is probably an exaggeration. It’s more of a filthy duck pond.

“What’s on your mind? You askin’ permission to marry my niece already?”

I almost choke. Not because the idea of marrying Charlotte bothers me—the opposite, actually—but because asking Merlin’s permission for anything would never happen.

“Not yet.”

He doesn’t seem to care for that answer.

“Do we have a problem?” I ask.

“Not that I’m aware of. Your prez and I had a good chat.”

“This has nothing to do with either of our clubs.” I wave my hand between the two of us. “Do we have a problem? You and me.”

He sets his jaw in a tight line. “No.”

“Good. You got questions you need answered, bring them to me. Not Charlotte. Understand?”

His dark eyes drill into me and I don’t flinch. Patiently, I wait until he gives me an answer.

“Yeah.” He takes a step closer. “I understand fine.”

We stare each other down for a few seconds before he lets out an exasperated sigh. “While I have you here, I want you to arrange a sit-down with your prez.”

“Why do you need me? You can have a sit down with him anytime you want.” I pause, thinking that over. “Well, not in the next week or so, he’s goin’ on a run.”

Merlin nods as if he’d been testing me and I supplied the right answer. “He mentioned that. Wasn’t sure if he was dicking me around though.”

“Rock’s pretty straightforward. If he straight up didn’t want to meet with you, he’d say so.”

He stares and works his stiff jaw for a few seconds before speaking. “He ain’t been real straightforward about what’s goin’ on in Ironworks.”

Now this I hadn’t expected today and I need to tread carefully here. It’s not my place to discuss what we’re doing in Ironworks with another club’s president.

My silence doesn’t deter him. “With Vipers gone, seems our two clubs should’ve split Ironworks territory evenly.”

How in the world does he figure that? Wolf Knights didn’t do dick to help us with the Vipers after their last president stepped down. My club suffered the losses and took the risks.

“I don’t know anything about that, Merlin. We’re doing what we’ve always done. Protecting what’s ours.”

By the way his eyes bore into me, he’s not satisfied with that answer.

I tip my head toward the party. “Seems like you’ve been making friends.”

His eyes narrow and a smirk plays at the corner of his mouth. “I’m a friendly guy.”

“That’s what I hear.” I glance around the picnic tables. “Charlotte’s mom come today?”

“Nah, supposed to, but she’s got issues.” He doesn’t bother to elaborate and I don’t ask.

“You understand that if you do anything to hurt my niece, I’m gonna come at you hard, right, Teller?”

The sudden change in topic throws me for a second. A second that thankfully I don’t spit out the “fuck you” forming on my tongue.

His threat seems to be more about him than Charlotte, but I play along. “Understood.”

“Your club gonna be respectful? I won’t have you passing my niece—”

“Stop right there. That’s not what goes on in our club. She’s with me and only me.” I jerk my thumb in the general direction of where we’ve been hanging out this afternoon. “You think I’d let my own sister get passed around?”

He wants to respond with some smart-ass remark, I can see it in the smirk he’s wearing. But he stops himself.

He never actually answers the question though.
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“I can’t believe I never knew your uncle was in a club,” Heidi says as we’re both staring into the small, dirty mirrors over the even dirtier sinks. “This is so cool.”

“I never thought so.”

She pops the cap back on her lipstick and faces me. “Really?”

I’m not sure how to talk about this with Heidi. She’s my boyfriend’s little sister, so I want to be friends with her. Besides that, I actually like her. I’m also her attorney, so it’s weird. I feel about a hundred compared to her nineteen.

“We’re not close.”

“Oh.” She stares as if she has a few things to add, but doesn’t want to offend me. “Maybe it’s something you could use to relate to some of your clients. You know?”

Her suggestion hits me in the gut. I’ve always tried to bury my past. Using it to break through to my clients never occurred to me. “How would I do that when some of my clients are so secretive?” I tease to cover up the epiphany I just had.

She ducks her head and I feel bad for teasing her.

“Come on.” I motion toward the door. “We should go before your man comes and hunts you down.”

“Like Marcel wouldn’t come in here after you.”

A nervous chuckle titters out of me and I follow her outside where we do run into someone. Just not who I expected.

“Charlotte, I haven’t seen you in forever. How you been?” Hudson asks. Taller and heavier than I remember, I still recognize him. He was a hangaround when we were teenagers. Guess he’s a full-patch now.

“Good.” I nod at his cut. “How long have you been patched in?”

“Going on ten years, sweetheart. Spent some time at one of the Canadian chapters, but I’m back for good now.”

“That’s nice.”

His gaze roams to Heidi and he quirks an eyebrow. “Murphy’s girl, right?”

“Yup.” She threads her arm through mine. “Charlotte’s with my brother.”

Hudson’s gaze slowly swings back to me. “So you’re the one responsible for bringing Kings to our party.” He says it with a smile, but it’s cold and stiff, so it comes out more threatening than teasing.

“Chuck knows.” Shit, I hate the defensive tone in my voice. I don’t owe anyone an explanation.

“Heidi,” Murphy calls out, striding over the lawn, eyes on us. “Everything okay?”

Hudson turns, narrowing his eyes. “They’re fine. Was having a chat with my friend Charlotte. We go way back.”

The way he says way back makes it sound like we’ve fucked, which is so not the case.

Murphy’s eyes take on a hard gleam, but he flashes a tight smile and holds out his hand. “How you been, Hudson?” The two bikers shake, even though neither looks happy about it.

Subtlety doesn’t seem to be Murphy’s specialty. He pushes between Heidi and me, taking her hand and casually slinging his arm over my shoulder.

You’d think I’d be offended at his blatant caveman act, but I appreciate the support. No matter what, he has my back just because I’m with his best friend.

They talk about superficial bike stuff and I zone out, letting my gaze wander the party. I finally spot Teller down by the lake talking to my uncle. They shake hands and Teller makes his way back to where we’d been sitting.

Murphy notices that I’m distracted. “Come on over and say hi to Teller,” he invites Hudson. It sounds more like a challenge than an invitation.

“I’ll stop by in a few,” he promises before leaving.

“You all right?” Murphy asks. In a lower voice, he adds. “I wouldn’t have stormed over, but you looked freaked.”

“I’m fine. Thanks.”

He turns, crushing Heidi against him. “Trouble,” he teases. She leans up to kiss him and he ducks away. “No lipstick kisses,” he warns.

“Aw, come on.” She pouts. “It’s kiss-proof, I promise.” The way her lips curve into a playful smile, suggests they engage in this game often.

He still shakes his head. And our whole walk back they tease each other with Heidi trying to jump up and kiss him and Murphy ducking her painted lips. Finally, he stops and whispers something in her ear that makes her blush.

Breaking away from him, she grabs my hand and we jog back to our spot.

“What’s wrong?”

She laughs. “Nothing. He had some suggestions for where he wouldn’t mind lipstick marks.”

It takes me a second to decipher that and when I do, I groan.

Murphy catches up to us easily, wrapping his arms around her waist and lifting her off the ground. “Gotcha.” He peppers her cheek with kisses before setting her down.

“Must you maul my sister everywhere we go?” Teller asks with a smirk. For once, he doesn’t seem annoyed at their open affection. Something seems to have shifted since he and Heidi had their heart-to-heart. He holds his hand out and I take it.

“Stop harassing him. He came over to make sure we were okay.”

Teller glances at me then Murphy. “What’d I tell you about you two conspiring?”

Murphy holds up his hands. “Hudson was lookin’ at your girl a little too wolfishly for my taste.”

I chuckle at his joke.

Teller stands and raises an eyebrow. “Someone I need to have a chat with?”

“No.” I use my stern voice, to cut that off before it gets started. “We were friends before he even patched in. Haven’t seen him in a while. That’s all.” I give him the side-eye. “What were you and Chuck talking about?”

“Nothing exciting.”

“Yeah, right.” I let my gaze travel through the party, noticing a couple bikers I don’t recognize. “My uncle has another club here?” I mutter to Teller who nods.

He takes my hand, making it clear we’re together. When we’re closer to the crowd, he slips his arm around my waist.

It surprises me how much I like feeling claimed by him in front of everyone. Protected too.

For once, I appreciate Marcel’s size and muscle for more than the aesthetic beauty.

I also assume he’s carrying at least one weapon.

Why my brain’s gone worst-case-scenario isn’t something I examine too closely. Instead, I soak up Marcel’s warmth and strength as we approach Whisper, the sergeant-at-arms of my uncle’s club.

“Hey, girlie,” Whisper says, kissing my cheek. “Where you been hiding?”

“In plain sight.”

He chuckles and nods at Teller and Murphy.

Slowly, we make our way over to the crew of other bikers. “South of Satan. Sounds like a bunch of overcompensating pussies,” I mumble.

Teller chokes, his body shaking with laughter he’s holding back.

My uncle makes a big show of hugging and slobbering all over me. He claps Teller on the back and pulls him forward. “My future nephew-in-law,” he announces to everyone.

What now?

If my uncle expected Teller to deny it or run away, he’s out of luck. Teller nods. “Our clubs have been friends for years. Little merger was bound to happen.”

If I didn’t suspect Marcel had some ulterior motive, I might balk at the primitive joining-of-the-caveman-tribes-through-marriage insinuation. But I’m so uncomfortable here, so willing to put all my trust in Teller to keep me safe, that at this point I wouldn’t so much as blink if he tossed me over his shoulder and carried me to the car.

Actually, I might prefer to it what comes out of my uncle’s mouth next.

“Thunderstorm’s coming. We’re taking this party back to the clubhouse.” He gives Marcel a pointed look. “You should join us.”

It sounds more like a demand than a request.
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I memorized the names of the SOS members as soon as Merlin introduced us. None of them are officers, which I find interesting.

“Can I have a word?” Murphy says against my ear.

“Yeah.”

Merlin’s moved on to directing people to pack up their shit. Heidi’s talking to one of the old ladies she knows and Charlotte joins her.

“We need to get home and relieve Hope. She’s watching Alexa.”

“Go ahead. I got this.”

He levels me with a stare he doesn’t use on me often. “You shouldn’t go alone. We don’t know what these jokers are up to.”

“Merlin’s not gonna let anything happen to Charlotte.”

He raises an eyebrow. “You sure about that?”

No, not really.

“We don’t know these new assholes,” he insists. “Don’t want one of them gettin’ the idea that ’cause you’re on your own, they can jerk your colors or some bullshit.”

“They can try.”

Murphy’s glare intensifies.

“Fine,” I concede. “I hear you. But if I don’t go, it looks like I’m scared. Or worse, Merlin thinks I’m being disrespectful. Neither help us.”

He heaves out a breath. “You’re right. Just remember there’s a difference between fearless and reckless.”

“That’s rich coming from you.” He doesn’t even crack a smile. “You know where I’ll be. Something happens to me, Merlin knows the whole club’ll be at his front door.”

“I still don’t like it.”

“I’m not thrilled either. I’ll go. Stay long enough that I don’t offend him, then leave. All right?”

“Text me when you get there. And before you leave.”

I agree and we go find the girls.

Heidi doesn’t seem thrilled I’m not coming home with them but withholds her opinion.

I watch as they take off before opening the door for Charlotte. She leans up, slipping her arms around my neck. “We don’t have to go.”

Instead of answering, I capture her lips with mine and wrap my arms around her.

After a few seconds, she pulls away. “Are you trying to shut me up with your body? Because it kind of works and I don’t think I like that.”

Laughter rumbles out of me and I kiss her forehead. Giving her a quick pop on the butt, I nudge her toward the truck and shut her door once she’s inside.

My gaze collides with one of Merlin’s brothers across the parking lot and the smile slides off my face. I place him as the same one who’d been talking to Charlotte earlier and wave at him, not sorry at all he got an eyeful.

Inside the truck, Charlotte’s fidgeting with her dress. I start the engine but don’t put it in gear. In my side mirror, I spot the Wolf Knight still watching us.

“You got a boyfriend you need to tell me about?”

Charlotte’s face screws into a scowl before she realizes I’m teasing.

She slides her gaze to her mirror. “That’s Hudson. What’s wrong, was he watching you grope my ass?” she asks with false indignation.

“You two have history?”

Before answering she turns away. “Not that I know of.”

It’s an odd answer and I’m not sure what to make of it.

She sighs. “I’ve never dated anyone in my uncle’s club. Hudson and I used to hang out and talk once in a while when we were teenagers. He moved away and I haven’t seen him since. That’s it.”

Reaching over, I take her hand. “He probably wanted to fuck you, but was afraid Merlin would kill him.”

She snorts. “The feeling wasn’t mutual.” In a softer voice, she says, “I meant what I said. We don’t have to go.”

“Things are tense between our clubs.” I grip the steering wheel squeezing hard. “I’m trying not to do anything your uncle’s gonna perceive as disrespectful.”

Her jaw drops and she exhales a surprised breath.

“Are you okay with this?” I ask. “You’ve seemed edgy all day.”

“I know you won’t let anything happen to me.”

Although I love the way her trust feels, I can’t help thinking that it’s strange she has more faith in me to keep her safe than her own flesh and blood.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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Murphy had the right idea to head home.

The Wolf Knight Family Outing is over.

Old ladies and children have been sent away. Men I watched hang out with their wives and kids are busy getting blown by club whores out the in the open. Charlotte’s hand tightens on mine as we follow Merlin to a cluster of chairs near their war room.

Surprisingly, having Charlotte sitting next to me doesn’t deter these club girls from approaching. They’re so persistent and obnoxious it almost feels like I’m being set up.

Charlotte snuggles into my side and ignores the girls, which seems to annoy Merlin.

Maybe he’s trying to test his niece.

Either way, I’m bored with the games.

After I finally shake off a girl who introduced herself as Eden and asked if I wanted to see her garden, I’m ready to get the fuck out of here. She passes by Hudson who watches her with a hungry look bordering on pathetic.

“Here comes your boyfriend,” I whisper against Charlotte’s ear.

She glances over and rolls her eyes. “Says the man with the bunny fan club.”

My thumb brushes her bare shoulder. “Nobunny compares to you.”

She snickers at my wordplay and leans into me. Despite how annoying this situation is, joking around with Charlotte keeps me sane.

The VP for the Wolf Knights, Keeper, takes the chair across from us and calls Hudson over.

Merlin chuckles. “Eden wanting to show her garden to someone else got you bent, Hudson?”

Rolling his eyes, Hudson drops down on the other side of Charlotte. “Thanks, Prez. I’m good.” He leans over, holding out his hand and I take it. “Teller, right? I’m Hudson. We didn’t get to talk earlier.”

Charlotte pats my leg. “I was telling him we used to hang out before you even patched in and then you moved away and deserted me.”

The corner of Hudson’s mouth turns up. “True. She was always pestering me to teach her how to ride.”

I raise an eyebrow. “That so?”

She shrugs. “Probably.”

I think she has more to say, but she flicks her gaze at her uncle and closes her mouth.

“Your buddy coming?” Hudson asks. “Murphy?”

“Nah, they had to get home and relieve their babysitter.”

Merlin seizes onto that. “Jesus, didn’t realize your sister already had a kid.”

I nod slowly, not really comfortable talking about my family with anyone here. “She’ll be a year old in a few months.”

“Congratulations,” Keeper says. As if I had anything to do with it.

One of the South of Satan members I met earlier joins us. He’s young and by the shine on his cut, I assume he only patched in recently.

“Why ain’t you with a girl, Sticks?” Keeper asks.

Merlin perks up. “You’re wearing your cut. That’s all they care about.” He waves his hand at the open room. “Just grab one of ’em by the pussy. She’ll be thrilled.”

The slack-jawed stare I’m wearing catches Merlin’s attention. “Am I right, Teller?”

I meet his challenging stare head-on before addressing the young SOS member. “Careful where you use that approach, kid. Try it in my clubhouse and you’re asking for a bullet to the leg.”

“LOKI whores packing now, Teller?” Keeper asks.

“No.” I turn my glare on him. “Kings are.”

Next to me, Charlotte squirms, but I don’t take my eyes off Keeper.

“What the hell else are they there for?” Merlin asks.

It’s hard to tell if he means club girls or women in general.

Fuck knows I’ve encountered men with this entitled attitude plenty of times. But that isn’t how we run our club.

His attitude disgusts me and I’m not going to pretend otherwise. Don’t give a fuck what patch is sewn onto his cut.
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This is worse than I expected.

First the bunnies who had trouble digesting the word no. I don’t think that was anything other than a game Chuck put in motion. Any number of possible outcomes would have suited Chuck’s needs.

If Teller succumbed to their charms, I’d dump him on the spot.

If I went psycho and ripped Eden’s hair out after that invitation to her garden, it would make Teller look bad in front of the Wolf Knights.

And finally, if Teller had turned nasty or violent in his rejection of the girls, it would be a deal breaker for me. While plenty of old ladies are okay with their men treating the club whores like shit to “prove” their affection for them, I’ve always found that behavior disgusting. Because if a man’s comfortable hitting one woman, eventually, he’ll hit you too. A painful lesson a lot of old ladies eventually learned.

Teller took it in stride. Said “no thanks” several times. Gently removed a hand or two from his shoulder. But most importantly, kept his arm firmly around me, declaring to everyone he was spoken for.

So while I didn’t enjoy my ringside seat to the bunny parade, I love and respect Teller even more because of the way he handled it.

Too bad your plan backfired, Chuck.

Then of course, there’s the delightful “grab ’em by the pussy” approach to dating Chuck endorsed. It’s not news to me that he thinks his patch is all the permission he needs to manhandle any woman he wants. I vividly recall my father once asking Chuck if that’s the way he’d want a man to treat me.

Teller though? Despite his claim that his club didn’t treat women that way, I assumed he’d laugh with them.

We are after all outnumbered. And in my uncle’s clubhouse. I wouldn’t have faulted him for taking the safe approach and going along with their disgusting banter.

I should’ve known better.

A yes-man is no man at all.

And Teller is all man.

They stare each other down for a few more minutes before my uncle laughs it off and signals Whisper to join us.

Icy fear snakes through my stomach as he approaches. Chuck could be signaling his sergeant-at-arms over because he actually wants to talk to him or as a subtle threat to Teller to keep his mouth shut.

It’s hard to tell.

Teller crosses one leg over the other, ankle resting on his knee, casual as can be.

Not threatened at all.

It’s like I’m fifteen all over again. This deep primal part of me still finds swagger intoxicating. Except, Teller’s is actually backed up by solid confidence, not arrogance. He’s not intimidated by anyone.

I’m hot everywhere.

When a respectable amount of time has gone by, he stands and holds his hand out for me.

“It’s still early. You leaving?” Whisper asks.

“Yeah, my girl has to work early,” Teller answers, pulling me into his side.

My uncle stands. “I’ll walk you out.”

“Thanks for the hospitality today.”

“Sure thing,” Chuck answers in a tight voice. He’s not going to let Teller’s comments go so easily. He grabs me, hugging me tightly, then slings his arm over my shoulders and faces Teller. “Take good care of my girl.”

This game, Teller plays, giving my uncle a respectful nod. “Yes, sir.”

Once we’re on the road, I slide my hand over Marcel’s leg. “I’m so going to jump you when we get to my place.”

He glances over with a raised eyebrow and half-smile. “Oh, yeah?”

“I think it was the ‘bullet to the leg’ comment.” I slide my hand from his knee to his shoulder, running my fingers through his hair.

He makes a disgusted noise. “I fucking hate that shit.”

We don’t say much else until he pulls into the spot behind my house. “Let me send a quick text,” he mutters. “Murphy didn’t like us going alone.”

I’m touched at the way the two of them look out for each other.

When he’s finished, he slides his phone into his pocket and turns my way. “Now, I believe you said something about jumping me?”
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Charlotte’s side of the bed is cold when I wake the next morning. The scent of coffee hanging in the air fully pulls me from sleep.

Before I pull myself out of bed to search for her, she walks into the bedroom. “What are you doing up already?”

“It’s Monday. Us office drones need to get moving.” The quirk of her lips tells me she’s teasing as she comes closer and sits next to me. I take in her bright blue dress with some sort of white pattern and bare feet. “You look pretty.”

“Thanks. I have a bunch of appointments scheduled today.”

My hand lands on her leg, right above her knee. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

She reaches out, touching my cheek. “You took such good care of me last night, I thought you deserved to sleep in.”

I turn my head, kissing her fingers. “Let me make you breakfast.”

“No time. I’m meeting a colleague for coffee.” Her gaze strays to the clock on her nightstand. “Shit, in twenty minutes.”

She leans over and kisses me quickly, then darts over to her closet while I speculate who the “colleague” she’s meeting for breakfast might be.

Tipping my head up, I find her watching me as she wraps a shiny blue belt around her waist. She bends over, snagging a pair of bright blue heels and slips them on her feet, oblivious that she flashes me a whole lot of cleavage in the process.

“You’re pretty.”

She flashes a quick smile. “You said that already.”

Fuck it, I don’t have time to putz around. “Who are you meeting?”

Instead of getting pissed, her expression softens and she slows her movements. “Dawn. She’s a friend from law school. We did our clinical together second year, but I haven’t seen her much since. We ran into each other last week and made plans to get together. You know, so we could bitch about how no one warned us practicing law would suck so much.”

I snort and throw back the sheet, but she hurries out of the room. I’m slipping on my jeans when the soft click of her heels on the worn hardwood floor makes me turn my head. She leans against the doorframe, watching me dress. “It’s a crime to cover all that up, Marcel.”

Holding out my arms, I turn and give her a good show. “Hey, it was yours for the taking this morning.”

I freeze in place when I see what’s dangling from her fingers. “Don’t freak out on me. You’re here a lot and I work such weird hours. You don’t have to leave this morning. Right now, I mean. If you don’t want to.” Her cheeks are red by the time she forces all those words out.

Moving in on her, I snatch the small silver key out of her hand. “Why would I freak out?” I ask, placing my hands on her hips and backing her against the wall.

She lifts one shoulder and won’t meet my eyes. “I don’t know.”

I brush a kiss against her neck and gently nip her earlobe. “You givin’ me the key to your place, Sunshine?” I whisper.

The ends of her hair tickle my arm as she nods. “If you want it.”

“Oh, I fuckin’ want it.” I frame her face with my hands, forcing her to meet my eyes. “Thank you.”

“What are your plans today?” she asks, then holds her hands up. “Making conversation. Not trying to keep tabs on you. I’m not that girl.”

“What if I want you to be that girlfriend? What if I like you keeping tabs on me?”

A hesitant smile twitches at the corners of her mouth and I kiss her again. Stepping back and releasing her, I jerk my head toward the front door. “You better get going. Otherwise, I’m taking you back to bed.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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Even though Charlotte gave me a key and encouraged me to stay if I wanted to, I have other plans.

My first errand takes longer than expected, but I set everything I need in motion and it should be finished by the time Charlotte gets home from work.

Next, I check in at the clubhouse. Murphy’s in the garage when I pull up.

“Thank fuck,” he says, walking over. He gives me a quick hug. “You had me worried, dick.”

“Why? I sent you a text.”

He lifts his shoulders. “How’d it go.”

“Merlin’s an asshole.”

“Yeah, well, we knew that.” He tips his head toward the clubhouse. “Rock’s looking for you.”

“You tell him about SOS being there?”

“Fuck yeah, I did.”

I give him a fist-bump before heading inside. The door to the office stands open and I poke my head inside. “Looking for me, Prez?” I ask with a grin on my face.

He glances up, then stands. “Figured you’d show up sooner or later. Everything okay?”

“Yup.” For the first time in a long time, I realize it’s actually true. Shit, I’m turning into a chick, all worked up because my girl gave me a key to her apartment.

And I don’t even care.

“Are you free?” Rock asks.

Shit, I just got home.

But this is club life. Always something.

“What’s wrong?”

“Z’s bike had some parts stripped off down at Crystal Ball,” he explains as we walk outside.

“You fuckin’ serious?” That’s pretty damn bold. Not that it doesn’t happen all the time. Plenty of clubs deal in stolen parts. Most of those assholes know not to fuck with us.

“He’s got that place under pretty heavy surveillance. Who did it?”

“Can’t tell much from the video.” He gives me a wry look. “As you can imagine, he’s a little keyed up. Loco says he might know something but only wants to talk in person.” Rock’s jaw tightens. “Fuck if I know why.”

“I think he’s looking for a mentor,” I offer with a straight face.

Rock glares at me. “Get in the cage.” He gestures to his big black Suburban.

We must have shitty luck, because the second we pass the Empire City limits, lights and sirens flash behind us.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Rock grumbles.

The officer takes his time ambling over and when he finally sticks his head through the window, he looks all of about nineteen. “Know why I pulled you over, sir?”

“No,” Rock answers in a tight voice, handing over his license and insurance card.

A few seconds later the kid returns. “Sorry, Mr. North. Have a good afternoon.”

“Mind telling me why you pulled me over in the first place?”

The kid trembles and his hand grazes the gun at his hip. “Uh, the tint on the vehicle is a little dark.”

“Great. Thanks.”

I can’t help laughing and after a minute, Rock laughs with me and puts the truck in gear. “Always fucking something.”

“At least you know Tony’s earning his keep. Never seen one of them return so fast to apologize.”

Instead of laughing, he nods and turns serious again. “Heard you mixed it up with SOS yesterday?”

I’d been waiting for this. “Don’t get excited. I didn’t learn much.” I recount my day in detail. “Merlin’s having a tantrum about Ironworks.”

“Fuck him. He can barely handle his own fuckin’ territory.”

“True.”

He shakes his head. “Always knew having three MCs in this area would eventually blow up.”

This is true and it is odd. Our club holds down from Empire County to the Canadian border. The Vipers had dominated Ironworks which borders Empire County until we eliminated them. Wolf Knights have always held Slater County to the west of Empire. Our downstate charter holds the area down to NYC, which we want no part of. Neither the Wolf Knights nor the Vipers have other charters in New York.

“Really, they’ve been lucky we let them operate this long,” I say.

Rock glances over. “Always figured there’s enough criminal pie to go around. And both those clubs dealt in stuff we didn’t want to touch, but I’m done fucking around with these sloppy motherfuckers.”

“You want to look into pushing into Slater County?”

We’re not a large organization, but we don’t need to be. By reputation alone, people know not to fuck with us. We’ve never had an issue dominating the areas we claim. Pushing the Wolf Knights out of Slater County could get bloody and I’m surprised Rock’s willing to go there.

“Not yet,” he finally answers. “But if he’s bringing in an out-of-state club and stirring trouble for no reason, we’ll have to address it.”

“I couldn’t get a read on what SOS was doing there. They were regular patch-holders, though. Not officers.”

Rock nods. “That’s what Murphy said.”

“One looked barely old enough to ride, let alone be in a club.”

Rock slows the vehicle down as we approach the one-way street in downtown Ironworks where Loco runs his “escort” business.

“Could be a one-off job he’s paying them to do.” Rock stops and maneuvers the truck into a spot in front of Loco’s brownstone. “Whatever it is, he better not be fucking with our shit. We need to make it clear Ironworks isn’t up for grabs.”

Fantastic. One war ends and another one begins.

One of Loco’s girls opens the door and leads us inside. No one would ever mistake this place for anything other than a whorehouse. Lacy curtains, hot pink couches, thick pink carpet, all soaked in gallons of expensive perfume.

I glance at the girls hanging out in the living room as we walk past. At least Loco’s girls are happy, over eighteen, and here by choice. Nothing like the shit Mariella went through under the boots of the Vipers.

And I know for a fact if anyone harms his girls, Loco handles it. Happy whores earn more money, is how he explains it to anyone who dares to call him soft. Then he probably fires a bullet into their leg.

Rock stops and rolls his shoulders before going through the door the girl opens for us.

“Loco,” she calls out. “They’re here.”

He glances up and grins when he sees Rock. His smile falters when his gaze lands on me.

“Thanks, Felicia.”

When she doesn’t leave, he raises an eyebrow.

“Uh, I need to leave early to—”

“Yeah, yeah. Tell Jazz to watch the door.”

“Thank you.”

“Rock North,” Loco greets in a booming voice, holding his arms wide. “Thanks for coming down off the mountain.”

I’m close enough to catch Rock counting to ten under his breath and almost laugh.

Loco waves his hand at the door. “Never hire girls with kids, man. Always asking for time off. School plays, doctor appointments. Jesus Christ, it never ends.”

This time I can’t stop myself from ducking my head and laughing.

“You said you might know something about the theft at Crystal Ball,” Rock prompts, clearly uninterested in Loco’s management problems.

“Yeah, yeah. I got a guy down on Third Street. Runs a pawn shop. He had some clowns bring a shitload of parts in.”

“To a pawn shop?” I ask.

“Right. He figured they had to be stolen and didn’t want any part of it, but he ain’t about calling the cops, you know? So he asked me and I immediately thought of your situation.”

“Thank you,” Rock says because for once Loco dragging us down here might actually be useful.

Loco hands over a piece of paper. “That’s the address. Place is Lucky Ducky Pawn.”

“Seriously?” I ask.

“My guy, Malik, runs it.” He slides his gaze to Rock. “He’s a stoic motherfucker so you’ll get along great. A lot like Wrath. He’s like the black Wrath!” Loco cracks up at his joke and even Rock chuckles. “Oh, man you should’ve brought him, Rock. Those two dudes in the same room would be funny as shit.”

When he stops laughing, he elaborates. “I’m taking a page from you and hiring him as my enforcer.”

Rock doesn’t bother explaining that Wrath is a brother, not an employee. “Yeah?”

Loco nods and leans back on his desk. “Some of my girls wanna do outcalls, but it ain’t safe, you know? Can’t have some dude jumpin’ ’em or refusing to pay or whatever. So, I’m sending Malik along.”

“Seems sensible,” Rock says.

“Not to watch, you understand? Insurance. So the girls can explain, “see that big black dude? I don’t come out unharmed with a fist full of cash in one hour, he’s gonna fuck you up.”

“I get it,” Rock says, clearly wanting to get out of here.

Loco taps his desk and tips his head sideways. “I got more outcalls than Malik can handle. You think I could hire some of your boys as protection?”

I know Rock well enough to know guarding hookers is the last thing he wants to do, so I’m curious how he’ll answer. “A few of our guys might be interested. I’ll bring it up at our next meeting.”

Loco nods, but I don’t think that’s the answer he was hoping for. “I’ll let you two get going. If Malik gives you shit, tell him I sent you.”

“Can’t wait,” Rock says with about the same enthusiasm as he used with the cop that pulled us over earlier. “Anything else?”

“You got a shipment for me soon?”

“I’m working on it. You go through the last one already?”

“Yeah man. Weed trade is on fire.” He laughs again and I wonder how much of his inventory Loco’s been indulging in lately.

“I’d offer you one of the girls, but you two are like fuckin’ monks,” Loco says, putting his arms around both our shoulders. Man, Loco’s living dangerously today. “You’re not even married, right?” he asks me.

“I can find my own pussy, thanks.”

Rock chuckles.

Once we’re free from Loco’s clutches and in the truck, Rock’s rumbling laughter fills the interior. “Can’t wait to tell Wrath how much Loco missed him.”

“At least he’s speaking to me again.”

“Good, maybe I’ll start sending you to deal with him from now on.”

I open my mouth to say ‘no thanks’ then remember what Wrath said about us stepping up more. “I will if you need me to.” I glance back at the house. “Who’s on your shortlist for the protection work?”

“Why, you want the gig?”

“Fuck no.”

He puts the truck in gear. “You think Charlotte will be mad?”

He’s testing me. We’re not supposed to let our women interfere with club business. “Don’t know. I’ll do it if the club needs me to.”

“I know you will.” His hands tighten on the steering wheel. “We’re already supposed to be babysitting Sway’s porn star next month.”

“Christ, that’s still happening?”

“Apparently.”

We pull up to the Lucky Ducky Pawn Shop, ending the discussion of the club’s new venture into the babysitting hookers and porn stars business.

Ironworks is in the middle of a business revival. Third Street, in the heart of downtown, is an interesting mix of barber shops, trendy restaurants, and pawn shops. The Lucky Ducky stands out with a giant neon yellow duck in the window with the slogan “We Pay More” in blinding neon blue. The other window is filled up with more bright, blinking signs announcing, “We Pay More!”

“Looks like we’re missing out on a prime business opportunity, Prez.”

He snorts. “You want to spend your days sorting through people’s trash because I sure don’t.”

The guy behind the counter’s busy reading but stands when we enter. As promised, he’s a big dude. Easily Wrath’s size with dreadlocks that fall to his waist.

“Can I help you?” he asks in a voice that sounds more like “get the fuck out of my shop.”

“Loco sent us.”

You’d think the guy would ease up, but he doesn’t. He eyes our patches and sneers. “How can I help you, Bubba?”

Rock gives me a sideways glance. “It’s Rock.” He holds his hand out and the guy reluctantly takes it.

“Malik.” He turns to me and lifts an eyebrow. “Bubba number two.”

“Teller,” I introduce myself.

“Loco said you had someone bring in parts?” Rock prompts.

“Yeah. Two dudes. Looked like typical college-boy frat-bros.”

“Not bikers?” Rock asks.

“Sincerely doubt it.”

That’s disappointing. Although, I guess college kids being stupid is better than another club encroaching on our territory.

“You get their names?”

“No, but I got a number.” He hands it over and Rock stuffs it in his pocket. “I’ll let Z deal with that.” He holds out his hand to Malik. “Thanks. Appreciate it.”

“Tell me, Prez.” Malik crosses his tree-trunk size arms over his chest. “Your club got any folks of color?”

A slow smile spreads over Rock’s face because I’m pretty sure he’d been expecting this. “Actually, yes.”

Malik raises an eyebrow and I understand why. But Rock judges people based on a number of things and skin color has never been one of them. He dislikes everyone equally. Just like the rest of us.

“You ride?” Rock asks.

“Yeah.”

“Only thing I’m concerned with is your loyalty and how hard of a worker you are. Rest doesn’t mean shit.” He pulls out a card and tosses it on the counter. “If you’re serious and not dicking me around, stop over at Crystal Ball and talk to Z. Two years of prospecting and even then it’s not a guarantee you’ll get voted in.”

“Yeah? Any white boys not make the cut?”

Rock jerks his thumb in my direction. “His sister’s boyfriend.” Sure, Murphy had personal reasons for voting Axel down, but it’s true.

The rest of Malik’s hostility seems to evaporate. “Loco’s got a high opinion of you.” He twirls a finger near his head. “But dude is crazy.”

“We’ve been doing business together for a long time.”

They talk a little longer about the pawn shop and the revitalization of downtown Ironworks. A name catches my eye outside. Tiny hole-in-the wall restaurant. Nibbles. I’m pretty sure it’s the place Charlotte sent me a picture from.

Rock and Malik wrap up their conversation and this time Malik extends his hand to both of us.

Outside, I snap a picture of the restaurant and send it to Charlotte.

Thinking of you.

Rock tilts his head. “Going into the donut business?”

Heat creeps up my neck. “Uh, Charlotte likes this place,” I explain.

One corner of his mouth curls up but he doesn’t ask any follow-up questions.

Back in the truck, Rock shakes his head. “Jesus. Just what I need, two Wraths.”

“Ready to get on the road and away from club stuff for a few days, Prez?”

“Fuck yes.”

“Hope excited about the trip?”

The corners of his mouth curve up in the same soft smile he reserves for Hope. “Think so.”

My phone shakes to life in my hand and I check the message.

“Everything all right?” Rock asks.

“Mariella’s headstone was finished.” I swallow hard before continuing.

“I’m sorry,” Rock says.

“I hate asking, but do you mind if we stop at the cemetery on our way back?”

“Of course not.”

We’re quiet on the drive. Unfortunately, Rock knows the way to the cemetery well.

Before the final turn, he stops at a small store. A few minutes later, he emerges with two bouquets of roses. He hands them to me without explanation.

A few miles later, he expertly guides the truck to the row where Mariella rests, even though as far as I know, he’s only been here once before. “Too many of our people here,” he says as if he’d read my mind and I’m glad he considers Mariella one of us. She would’ve liked that.

He takes the yellow roses from me and silently we walk together to Mariella’s headstone.

“Do you want a few minutes alone?” Rock asks once we’ve spent a respectable amount of time.

“No. I’m okay.” I set the flowers down and rest my hand against the stone for a second before following Rock.

We don’t head toward his cage though. Rock meanders through the rows of headstones toward the older part of the cemetery. Curious about who he wants to visit, but not wanting to bother him, I remain silent at his side.

A few minutes later, I have my answer.

GRACE REGINA NORTH

Beloved mother and wife.

“She was really young,” I comment after a quick mental calculation.

Rock nods, but keeps staring at the stone. Eventually, he leans over and places the roses at the base. “Yellow roses were her favorite. I did my damndest on her birthday to find them for her.”

Doesn’t surprise me that he would’ve done something like that as a kid for the mother who meant everything to him. That’s the kind of man Rock is now. The kind he’s been trying to teach me to be since I was twelve.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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Eager to get home because I know Marcel’s waiting for me, I’m irritated to find a delivery truck parked in front of my place. As I’m about to drive around the block and look for something else, two guys in gray come out of my building. Marcel follows them down the front stairs, slaps a few dollar bills into one of the guy’s hands before they climb into the truck.

Intrigued, I hurry to slip my car into the spot they vacate.

Marcel swaggers over when I turn my car off and opens my door. “Hey, Sunshine.”

“What were those guys doing?”

“It’s a surprise.” He takes my briefcase from me and captures my hand in his.

“What did you do?” I ask as we step into my apartment. Nothing seems amiss in the living room. I drop my purse on the couch and continue down the hallway.

Then stop dead in my tracks at my bedroom door.

“You bought me a bed?” I’m rooted to that spot, mouth hanging open staring at the monster-sized bed taking up more than half my bedroom. It’s too nice to belong in my apartment. “You threw my old bed away? What if it had sentimental value?” I tease to cover up my surprise.

“It had dust bunnies.” He cocks his head. “You really don’t like it?”

No, I don’t want him thinking that at all. “I love it. I’m surprised. That’s all.”

He lifts one shoulder. “I don’t have a key to give you, so I bought you a bed.”

“Flowers would’ve worked too.”

“This will last longer.” Jerking his chin toward the bed, he invites me to examine it a closer. “See the padded headboard and sturdy wood construction.” He leans down, brushing his lips against my ear. “So I can fuck you as hard as I want without your neighbors yelling at us.”

“Oh.” Desire swirls through me. Everything this man does. Everything he says is just so damn perfect.

Crude, but somehow still perfect.

His arms slip around my waist, and he presses himself against my back. “Gonna tie you to that headboard too.”

I shake my head, unsure of whether I’d enjoy that. “I prefer your hands keeping me in place.”

He growls next to my ear. “I like that.”

Someone rings my doorbell, pulling us apart.

“Fuck,” Marcel mutters, following me to the living room.

It’s one of the delivery guys. “Forgot to have you sign this,” he says, thrusting a paper at Marcel.

He signs the form and slams the door shut. “Where were we?”
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“Can we talk for a minute?”

I pull back, studying her face. “I thought we were doing something else.”

She huffs out an annoyed breath and presses her hand against my chest, pushing me backward.

She can’t seriously be pissed about the bed. Can she?

Whatever’s on her mind, she wants to discuss in the living room.

That’s okay because after she pushes me onto the couch, she straddles my lap.

“This works too,” I say, running my hands up under her dress and settling them on her ass. She shifts, spreading her legs wider. Even through my jeans, my dick responds to her heat.

She loops her arms loosely around my neck. “I’m serious here.”

I glance down where our bodies are touching. “Grinding your pussy against my dick kind of negates a serious conversation.”

Judging by the impatient look on her face she’s not amused.

“What’s on your mind?”

“I visited my doctor last week.”

“Are you okay?”

A slight smile tips the corners of her mouth up. “Yes. It was the lady bits doc.”

“Oh. Why?”

“I wanted to go back on the pill. And have some tests…” All the brave sort of drains out of her and her cheeks turn pink.

It finally seeps into my thick brain where she’s going with this and my dick—who had already been excited about Charlotte in my lap, is ready to punch through my jeans.

My fingers trace over her collarbone and down the front of her dress. “What are you trying to tell me?”

“Could you go…”

As her voice trails off, my mouth twists into a wry smile. “Don’t need to.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because I had a bunch of tests when I was in the hospital.”

Her head tilt’s cute as fuck.

“Uh, that was quite a few months ago, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

I’m probably being a dick, but I find her discomfort amusing. Instead of straight up asking how many women I’ve fucked, she blushes and stutters. It’s damn cute coming from a woman who makes her living using words as a weapon.

“You really haven’t been with—?”

“Nope.”

“Why?”

“Wasn’t in the mood.” If only she knew it’d been even longer than that.

Finally, her embarrassment is overtaken by her curiosity and the sass I love about her returns. “What are you trying to tell me? You’ll look back and remember me as the one who put the snap back in your turtle?”

I don’t laugh at the silly way she puts it. Because she’s implying there will be other women after her. Which is crazy.

There’s no future for me that doesn’t include her.

I wrap my hands around her upper arms and squeeze gently to get her attention. “No. I’ll tell our kids their mom brought my dick back to life.”

Her jaw drops and she sucks in a breath while she absorbs the meaning behind my words. Then another teasing smile lights up her face. “That seems a little inappropriate.”

I trace my fingers over her cheek. “I’m a whole lot of inappropriate.”

“Marcel?”

Cupping the back of her head with my hand, I pull her down for a rough kiss. “I love you, Sunshine.”

She sucks in a deep breath. “Why sunshine? I’m not blonde.”

Laughter flows out of me at the unexpected question. The answer pops in my head and my laughter fades. My words are serious as I explain, “You’re my sunshine. Your light has a way of reaching into even the darkest parts of me.” I take her hand and place it over my heart. “Has reached the darkest parts.”

“Marcel,” she whispers. “There’s nothing dark about you. You’re such a good man. I have trouble believing you’re real sometimes.”

“I’m as real as it gets.” I cock my head. “You’ve witnessed first hand what an asshole I can be.”

She slips her arms around my neck and leans down to kiss me. “I love you too.” Her kisses turn deeper. Hungrier. “I never expected to feel this way about anyone.”

Neither did I. Because any feelings I thought were love in the past can’t compare to what I feel for Charlotte. Figured my brothers who turned into fuckin’ teddy bears around their women were flawed somehow. Now, it’s clear. I was the one who was flawed.

Incomplete without her.

She keeps kissing me, throwing her whole body into it, rubbing herself against me. Practically panting, I pull away and reach under her dress to grab her underwear, ripping it, shredding it until it falls to the floor.

“I would’ve taken them off.”

I growl and hook my fingers in the belt around her waist, loosening it and tossing it aside. She sits back and undoes my belt and lowers my zipper, freeing me.

“Get over here.” My hands grip her ass cheeks, lifting her, so my cock grazes her slick lips. That small touch has her moaning and grabbing my shoulders for leverage. I slip my hand between us, rubbing two fingers over her slit.

“Please,” she begs.

I’m ready to explode, still I flash an evil grin. “Please what?”

“Give me your cock.”

Considering she’d been blushing five minutes ago when she told me she was ready to go bareback, the bold request makes me chuckle. “Take it, Sunshine.”

I slide down, giving her more room and she eases herself onto my throbbing dick.

Christ, she’s fucking hot, slick, tight, wet. Jesus, every fucking sensation is a million times stronger like this. She doesn’t stop until she’s taken all of me, gasping when I’m balls deep inside her. Her fingers dig into my shoulders as she slowly slides herself up and down.

“I need your tits in my hands,” I grumble, pawing at her dress. Trying to figure out how the fuck to get it off. She reaches under her arm and slides a hidden zipper down. She lowers the top of the dress. “Oh, that’s even better, dirty girl.” My hands work her bra loose, and it drops to the floor.

“Grind that pussy against me when you come down,” I mumble against her breast, sucking her nipple into my mouth. My free hand grasps her hip, guiding her movements.

Her breath stutters. I move my hand between her legs, rubbing her clit.

“Ohh.” She squeezes her eyes shut. “Yes, yes. There.”

Her whole body quivers, pussy tightening around my cock and I’d love to hold out. Take her into the bedroom to work out that new mattress, but all her tight, slick heat undoes me. She hangs on, clinging to me, kissing my neck, my chest and finally my lips.

I press my palms against her cheeks and kiss her hard. “Wanted to get you in that bed.”

“You’ll be ready to go again in a few minutes.”

My mouth twists into a wide grin. “Love your faith in me.”

Gingerly, she extracts herself from my lap, wincing at the mess we’ve made. “Guess I owe you a new couch too.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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The new bed sleeps amazing. I wake the next morning snuggled in Marcel’s arms and turn to face him.

“Sleep okay?” he asks with a cocky twist to his lips.

My alarm goes off and I groan. Mentally, I’m running over my calendar for the day, assessing whether I can move around some appointments so I can stay in bed with Marcel all day.

He rolls away and grabs my phone, silencing the alarm. “Shit, I have to get going.”

“You’re leaving?”

He presses a kiss to my forehead before throwing back the sheet and stretching. “God, you’re beautiful,” I murmur, trailing my hand down his chest.

“Beautiful, huh?”

“A work of art,” I amend.

He chuckles, but a few seconds later his face pinches when I run my fingers over the scars on his leg and hip. “I’m sorry. Does it hurt?”

“Nah.” He sits up, throwing his legs over the side of the bed and I snuggle up behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist and resting my cheek against his shoulder blades. His hand runs over my arms a few times. “You all right?”

“Yes, I’m figuring out what to cancel so we can stay in bed all day.”

He turns, glancing at me over his shoulder. “I can’t.”

“Oh, okay.”

We did say I love you last night, right?

I wait for him to elaborate, but he stands. “Need to find my clothes, Sunshine. Your greedy little hands stripped them off all over the house.” He stares at me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

He sighs. “I need to get up to the clubhouse. Some of the guys are going on a run and I promised Heidi and Murphy I’d watch Alexa so they could go.”

“Oh, why didn’t you just say that?”

He lifts one shoulder. “They’re not coming back until Sunday, so I’m going to be tied up with that. Didn’t want you thinking, hell, I don’t know.”

“You can bring her here.” The intensity in his eyes is too much for this hour so I turn away. “If you want to.”

“I can take care of her.” He runs his fingers through his hair, so it’s sticking up everywhere. “I didn’t want you to think I was being all ‘here, watch this baby for me, woman.’”

I snort, then full-on giggle. “I want to see you. So, you come with a baby this week. That’s okay. I think it’s sweet you’re doing that for them.”

“Yeah, it’s good timing too because I plan to get a few things done for them at their house before they get back. It’ll be easier without Murphy there to bitch about me helping out.”

My heart squeezes from the affection in his voice when he talks about his sister and best friend.
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“I love how you show up right at the last minute, you fucker,” Murphy growls as soon as he sees me.

“Sorry.”

His hand lands on my shoulder, squeezing tight. “You sure you’re all right with this?”

I shake him off with a quick jerk of my arm. “Yes. I was at Charlotte’s.”

Finally, he lightens up. “Figured.”

Everyone’s waiting in front of the clubhouse except Heidi, Hope, and Trinity.

“Where’re the girls at?”

“Hope’s utter lack of respect for time is infectious,” Wrath grumbles, earning a smack from Rock.

Z taps my shoulder. “The stoner twins are taking care of the dogs.” He rolls his eyes. “But I’d feel better if an actual, functional adult checked on them.”

“No problem.”

“You still stopping at Sway’s?” I ask Rock.

His jaw tightens and he nods. “Yeah, but he decided to join us.”

“Oh, Christ. You didn’t tell me that,” Wrath bitches.

Rock chuckles. “Now you know.”

Heidi emerges from the woods with Alexa on her hip. Alexa’s babbling a mile a minute, waving her tiny fists around. “Oh, you’re here!” My sister almost sounds disappointed.

“You good?” Murphy asks her.

Her eyes gloss over but she nods. “I’ve never been away from her this long,” she whispers.

I hold out my hands and Alexa squeals when she sees me, reaching for me to take her. “Someone’s a happy baby this morning,” I say, pressing kisses to both chubby little cheeks.

“She is,” Heidi agrees. “Makes it even harder to leave.”

“She’ll be fine. I may take her down to Charlotte’s later tonight. That okay with you?”

“Sure.”

“Does Charlotte know this?” Murphy asks with a sarcastic edge.

“Yes, jackass.”

Heidi taps my arm to take my attention away from Murphy. “All her travel stuff is in the closet in her room.” She lists a number of things, ticking each one off on her fingers until she runs out of fingers.

“Heidi, I’ve watched her before. I’ll be fine.”

“She’s slept through the night for the last week or so. Her schedule’s on the counter.”

“She has a schedule?”

“Yes, she has a schedule. There’s enough formula and—”

“Heidi, we’ll be fine. Promise. I have taken care of babies before.”

She glances at Rock. “I know. Besides Hope and Rock, you’re the only one we trust.”

We. Shit, I love these two. “Come here.” I hug her to my side with my free arm. “Try to have some fun, okay?”

Hope and Trinity stroll out of the woods and Wrath mutters, “Finally.”

Heidi holds out her arms for Alexa and while she’s getting one last dose of baby snuggles, I take Murphy aside. “Be careful.”

“Always, brother.”

“And for fuck’s sake, don’t knock my sister up.”

He shakes with laughter. “You realize we sleep together every night, right?”

I gag and throw my fist into his bicep. “Yeah, well, don’t get amnesia while you’re away from Alexa.”

He laughs even harder.

“Hey, seriously though. I got Jasper coming up with his crew to pour that cement this week. So hopefully when you get back—”

“Wait, what? When did you arrange that?”

The corners of my mouth twist into a smirk. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Teller, you don’t need to—”

“It’s my gift to my sister. I’m still allowed to give her shit, right?”

Finally he nods, realizing it’s happening one way or another.

“Thanks, brother.” He pulls me in for a hug.

Wrath’s straddling his bike, threatening to leave the rest of them behind if they don’t move. Heidi hands Alexa to me. “She’ll go down for her nap in—”

“I got it. Headed to the house to get her schedule right after you guys clear out.”

“You’re staying at our place with her, right?” Rock says, sounding more like he’s giving an order than asking a question. “Don’t stress her out with too many changes at once.”

Hope brushes up against him leaning in to kiss Alexa’s cheek. “Bye, baby. We’re going to miss you.”

Alexa squeals and grabs for Hope. “Aw, let me have her.” She cuddles Alexa for a few minutes.

“There are clean linens and stuff in the downstairs bathroom,” she says to me.

Murphy and Heidi currently occupy the only guest room at Rock and Hope’s place. Clean sheets or not, the idea of sleeping in Heidi and Murphy’s bed is pretty damn unappealing.

Unwilling to admit that, I just thank her.

“You’re welcome to bring Charlotte up if you want to,” she offers.

“Thanks.”

Z’s taken up the “let’s go” chant and I seem to be the one holding everyone up.

“I’m going in. Shiny side up, Prez.” He gives me a fist bump and I say goodbye to everyone before heading inside.

The clubhouse living room isn’t far enough away to escape the deep rumbling of multiple bikes out in the parking lot. Alexa starts screaming immediately.

“No, no, no. It’s fine. You’re okay,” I coo at her.

She’s not having it.

Even when the last bike has cleared the parking lot, she’s still wailing.

Sparky pokes his head out of the basement door. “What’s going on?”

“Everyone just left. She’ll settle down in a minute.”

“Aw, poor Alexa. Come see Uncle Sparky.”

He takes her for a second and she tosses her head from side to side, screaming even louder.

“I don’t think she likes the smell of the plants,” he says handing her back to me. “Good luck with that.”

“Thanks.”

What feels like an hour later I’m about to rip my hair out. Fuck if I don’t have a whole new appreciation for my sister.

“Christ, Murphy must love her if he voluntarily puts up with this on a daily basis,” I mutter.

Nothing has appeased Alexa. Not books, fluffy toys, food, diaper changes. Nothing.

Abruptly she stops crying and closes her eyes.

“Finally tire yourself out?” I grab a washcloth and wipe her damp cheeks before settling her down in her crib. Heidi’s notes said she should be out for about two hours. Since I think I’ve got a long week ahead of me, I head out to the living room and stretch out on the sofa for my own nap.

[image: Charlotte]

I expect to find Marcel and his niece at my apartment when I get home from work. But my place is empty.

Well, we didn’t make plans exactly. Maybe he meant he’d bring her over later.

After changing out of my work clothes and throwing my hair into a sloppy ponytail, I say fuck it, and call him.

“Hey, were you coming over tonight?”

In the background, there’s happy yelling and babbling.

“Actually, I’m trying to get her ready for bed.” He sounds pretty stressed so I try to keep the disappointment out of my voice.

“Okay.”

He chuckles. “Heidi left me a lengthy schedule. Seven is when we start her bedtime routine, whatever the fuck that is.”

I laugh. “Babies need routine or they get cranky.”

On the other end, he blows out a frustrated breath. “She already had one epic hissy fit when everyone left. She’s been fine since, but she keeps watching the front door. I hope she doesn’t freak out when she realizes Heidi’s not coming home.”

Inside, I’m a puddle of goo at the way he talks about his baby niece. Seriously, my ovaries are setting off goddamn fireworks listening to him. I’m not sure how to explain I figured he might need some help and managed to clear my afternoons and take Friday off completely without sounding like a weirdo.

“I’ll be home early tomorrow if you want to come over?”

“Are you sure? She looks, cute, but I’m warning you, she’s gotta be at least fifteen percent evil.”

I burst out laughing. “I doubt that.”

“See you tomorrow.”
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The next day I’m home by three and try to give my place a quick baby-proofing. About an hour later I’m sitting out on the front steps when Marcel shows up with Alexa in her stroller. He’s loaded down with baby stuff and I cover my mouth to hide my laughter.

“Going on a trip?” I tease.

“I swear. This kid has more stuff.” He grins as I stand, staying on the second step from the bottom so we’re at about eye-level.

“How did you two get along today?”

“Good actually. She was a little fussy when she woke up, but since then she’s been all smiles.”

“Any of your brothers stay behind?”

He snorts. “None of the useful ones. Bricks has kids, but he and his family live down in Empire. Dex is pretty good with her, but he’s busy running Crystal Ball.”

“Too bad you’re not single. Babies are chick magnets.”

He growls and wraps his arms around my waist, lifting me off the step. “Don’t want to attract any chicks except you.” He spins us in a circle before setting me down on the sidewalk.

Alexa sings out, “Ya, ya, ya” and waves her hands in the air.

“Can I say hello?”

“Yeah, go ahead.”

Crouching down, I peer in the stroller and can’t help smiling. “Did you dress her?” The pink romper she’s wearing has deer frolicking all over it and ruffles around the legs. But it’s the matching stretchy-headband that makes me laugh the hardest.

“This kid has more clothes,” he says.

“I can’t lie. I fully expected you to dress her in camouflage.”

He shrugs.

“Ya ya, ba ba, bee bee,” Alexa belts out.

In the voice I use with my young clients, I babble back the same sounds. Alexa flails her arms and produces more happy little noises.

“You speak baby?” Teller asks.

“Little bit.”

He glances from the stroller to the gear. “Do you want me to take her out of the stroller for you?” I offer.

“Do you mind?”

“Not at all.”

“Come on, Alexa,” I coo. “Let your uncle carry all your luggage inside.”

She settles against me, lightly touching my cheek with her little fingers and babbling.

“She’s such a happy baby,” I say once we’re inside.

“She wasn’t yesterday.” He sets her stuff down, but takes one of the bags and starts setting up a baby prison. “I’m just glad Heidi didn’t see her freak out. She was having a hard enough time leaving.”

Yup, I’m done. A puddle of mush over the concern he shows for his sister and his niece.

While he’s setting her stuff up, I drop onto the couch and pick up a magazine, flipping through it with Alexa. She helps by slapping the pages and squeals when I point different things out to her.

I’m so wrapped up playing with her, I don’t notice Marcel looming over me right away. “I can take her now,” he says softly.

The rest of the afternoon is pretty easy and when Marcel asks if I want to come home with them, the answer is yes.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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“I don’t know what I would’ve done without you this week,” I say to Charlotte for about the tenth time today.

She squeezes my hand. “You would’ve been fine.”

We’re at the clubhouse, waiting for Heidi and Murphy. Alexa’s happily snoozing in her bouncy chair. Z’s dogs are protectively curled next to her on the floor.

Not even the rumble of Murphy’s bike wakes Alexa, but the dogs run to the door to greet them.

“Hey, guys,” Heidi says, bending over to pet them quickly before rushing over to see Alexa. “Oh my God, I missed her so much. And she’s asleep.” She laughs and drops down next to Charlotte.

“How was she? Hi, Charlotte.”

Murphy ambles in with the peaceful sort of expression you get after a long ride. “She asleep?” he whispers, sitting next to Heidi.

Heidi asks for every detail of what her daughter did while she was away. Charlotte fills her in and Heidi’s questioning gaze slides to me.

No, I didn’t pawn Alexa off on my girlfriend, but she did help me out a lot. Especially when I had to go to PT and wasn’t sure who’d watch Alexa while I was busy getting tortured.

“Well, sounds like you two are ready for one of your own,” Heidi says with a wide smile aimed at me.

Charlotte sputters and shakes her head.

“We’re good, sis.” I lift my chin at Murphy. “How was the trip?”

“Good. Z shouldn’t be too far behind us.”

Heidi can’t stop grinning and I’m almost afraid to ask. “What’s got you so smiley?”

She lifts her shirt, showing us the freshly inked tattoo of two intertwined four-leaf clovers trailing over her ribs.

“Jesus Christ, put that away,” I tease. I reach behind the girls and shove Murphy. “Really, bro?”

“What? She wanted it.”

“Hurt like hellfire,” Heidi grumbles. “But oh my God this place had the most amazing artist. I so want to go back.”

I can’t help smiling. “Glad you two had fun.”

Murphy jerks his head toward the door. “Help me out in the garage?”

“Yeah.” I check with Charlotte who nods and shoos me away.

“Everything okay?” I ask once we’re outside.

He motions toward the garage and I help him back the bike in there so he can work on it tomorrow. “That fight’s tomorrow. Think you can go with me?”

“Jesus Christ. You fuckin’ serious?”

“I had it scheduled before we left.” He holds up his hands. “Last one. Promise. Big purse, though.”

“Of course I’ll be there. We need anyone else with us?”

“Rav said he’d go.”

“Am I allowed to place a bet?”

“Yeah, as long as it’s on me.”

“Always.”

He nods toward my bike. “Miss it?”

“Yeah, I do, actually.”

“Would’ve liked you to come with us.”

“Nah. You didn’t want me there ruining your romantic getaway.”

“Looks like you’d have someone to bring along,” he says, gesturing toward the clubhouse.

Could I allow another woman on the back of my bike again? “Maybe,” I mutter.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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As much as I loved helping Marcel out last week, now I’m scrambling to catch up with all my work.

It was worth it though.

Spending so much time together. Seeing how sweet he is with his baby niece.

I’m more in love with him than ever.

I’m at court for a settlement conference, but the other side isn’t here yet. Anxiety swirls in my stomach the longer I wait.

My phone buzzes and I snatch it out of my briefcase.

Carter: Call me as soon as you’re out of court.

Carter doesn’t send me emergency texts often, so I step out of the courtroom and into the hallway to call him.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s Mom.”

I heave out an annoyed breath. “What now?”

“She’s dead.”

“What? Oh my God. Are you sure?”

He lets out a sad sigh. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

“Where are you?”

“At the house. The coroner just left.”

“Jesus, why didn’t you call me right away?”

“Honestly, Char, it all happened so fast. I got up, found her in the living room.”

“Carter, I’m so sorry. I’m leaving right now.”

“No. Do what you’ve gotta do. I need to get out of the house.”

“Come to my place.”

“I can’t right now.” He pauses. “Chuck’s being a dick.”

“You called him before you called me?”

“No, one of the sheriffs knows him and called.”

I’m at a loss. Unsure of what the hell I’m supposed to do now. Weighed down by guilt since I hadn’t seen my mother in a couple weeks and had been pretty damn happy without her constant stream of criticism.

We hang up and I step back inside the courtroom, calling over to the clerk and explaining my situation.

On my way back to my office, I call David and ask if he can juggle my calendar for a few days.

“Of course, I’ll take care of it, Charlotte. I’m really sorry. Do you want me to come to the funeral?”

Funeral. I don’t even know where my mother wanted to be buried. If she wanted to be buried.

“Charlotte?”

“No, it’s okay David. If I don’t have to worry about work, it will be a huge help.”

“I’ll take care of it,” he promises.

I don’t call or text Marcel because I don’t know what to say. I realize I’d rather see him in person than tell him over the phone.

Chuck’s pacing on the sidewalk in front of my office when I arrive. “Where the fuck you been?” he snarls as soon as he sees me.

Taken aback by his tone I answer in a shaky voice, “Court. I left as soon as Carter called.” I should know better than to expect any comfort or sympathy from my uncle, but his attitude still stings. “What happened?”

“They don’t know yet. The coroner thinks she had a heart attack,” he answers as he follows me inside.

“How? She’s not that old.”

“Does it really matter, Char?”

No, I suppose it doesn’t.

I sit down at the reception desk and flip through my calendar, writing out a bunch of notes for David. “I’m waiting for a friend to stop by so I can give him my office key.”

“Good. You drop Teller?” His gruff tone makes me stop and glance up at him.

“What? No.”

He works his jaw from side to side while I finish my notes. I stand and run down to my office to grab a few files. When I return, Chuck doesn’t seem any calmer. Anger surrounds him.

His way of coping? Were his feelings for my mother more than I realized?

I’m considering what to say when he narrows his eyes and backs me against the wall, casually pressing his forearm against my throat.

You know, casual, like it’s no big deal to cut off his niece’s air supply.

It fucking hurts.

Gasping, I scratch his arm. He removes his arm from my neck and I gulp for air.

“What the—”

He grabs my hands, pinning them in front of me, then returns his forearm to my throat.

“What’re you doing?” I gasp out each word, shock and pain stealing my voice.

Hot tears prickle at the corners of my eyes.

He bares his teeth and pushes his face closer to mine. “Keep that fuckin’ prick away from your mother’s funeral. You hear me, girlie?”

Too shocked to respond, I struggle to break free.

As if he just realized what he’s doing, he drops his arm from my throat, and steps back.

But the damage is done.

He runs his hands through his hair. “Losing your mom’s bad enough, I don’t wanna deal with that asshole when I’m burying her for fuck’s sake,” he snarls. “I’ll break his fuckin’ skull.” He drops his voice even lower. “You don’t want to be responsible for your boy getting hurt, right?”

I shake my head, but can’t seem to form the word no.

“You’re not gonna say anything about our chat today either. Are you, Char?” When I don’t respond fast enough, he lightly slaps my cheek. “Maybe you should. Our clubs get into it and he’ll hate you anyway. It’ll certainly turn his brothers against both of ya. Solve all my problems.”

Still stunned, mind spinning, I can’t speak.

My front door opens. “Hey, everything all right? Charlotte?” David asks.

Taking a few more steps away from me, my uncle holds up his hands.

Hot shame races over my skin. I fluff my hair and straighten my blouse to hide any evidence of what happened. It’s an automatic, primitive response. Inside, I’m angry with myself for feeling ashamed when I didn’t do anything wrong. “Uh, David, this is my Uncle Chuck. Chuck, this is a friend of mine…” my hoarse voice trails off as the two men stare at each other.

They couldn’t be more opposite.

While my uncle’s a jerk, he’s also an intimidating man. Never mind the ink around his neck and rippling over his arms and hands. He towers over David.

He holds out his hand and David’s slow to shake it. “You the one helping my niece out?”

“Yes. I’m sorry for your loss,” David answers in his smooth courtroom tone.

Chuck turns and smirks. “This is the type of guy you should be dating, Char. Not wasting your time with Teller.”

Completely shaken and mortified, fire races over my cheeks. My anger at this whole situation intensifies, but before I scream fuck off and get out, he rattles off the address of the funeral home and gives me a time to meet him there. Then he pets my head like I’m a damn dog.

I suppose it looks like a loving gesture to David, but he can’t see the painful tug Chuck gives my hair as he rubs his thumb over my cheek. “Remember what I said. Don’t make me do something you’ll regret.”

Then he’s shouldering his way out the door past a stunned David.

“Christ, Charlotte. I didn’t know you were related to thugs.” He laughs, a thin high sound and shifts on his feet. “Now I’m scared if I mess up your cases, you’ll send him to kill me.”

“Don’t be,” I mutter, still trying to absorb what just happened.

Chuck threatened me.

Worse, he threatened Marcel. The man I love. I can’t tell Marcel what went down. That my uncle hurt me. Chuck’s right. Telling Marcel about this visit could spark a war between the Lost Kings and the Wolf Knights.

I can’t be responsible for dragging Marcel’s club, his family, into a conflict that has nothing to do with them and everything to do with my crazy blood relatives. I love Marcel too much to put him in such an awkward position. I can’t do that to him.

My hand goes to my neck, rubbing at the soreness. How can I protect Marcel, when I can’t even protect myself?

What am I going to do?

PART TWO WILL BE LIVE OCTOBER 26, 2017

It is available for pre-order NOW!


NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


I hope you loved the first part of Teller’s story. The second part will be available at the end of October. I never intended for Teller’s story to be a duet. However, late into working on Beyond Reckless, I realized to do his story justice, I’d need to split it into two books. Like, after the cover reveal, almost finished with the first round of edits, late. So if you were confused about why there were two books, you didn’t miss anything, it was all me. If you care, I’ll explain why.

The original version was over 145,000 words. My crit partners, betas, and editor all had suggestions for issues that needed to be addressed before the story could be considered “complete.” Now, my loyal readers know how much I love to leave open threads for future books. However, a lot of these threads wouldn’t make sense to tie up in After Burn (Lost Kings MC #10) because it already has enough stuff going on in it (Seriously, After Burn is going to blow your fucking mind! I’m so excited!) It wouldn’t have made sense to tie them up in Zero Tolerance (Lost Kings MC #11) either. That’s Z’s book and I think we can all agree that Z would not appreciate Teller’s business encroaching on his story! The things that were left open couldn’t be solved with a few short sentences (I mean, I guess they could’ve been, but that would’ve been sucky) and I knew people might be left unsatisfied and annoyed that they weren’t resolved.

So, I agonized over what to do…for about a day. Because the answer was so obvious. I just didn’t want to admit it.

Readers hate duets.

People already bitched about the first three books being about the same couple.

Readers really, really hate cliffhangers.

What the fuck am I going to call it?

Yup, I sat frozen at my desk considering all these angles.

Then I pestered Mr. Lake, three of my betas, my editor, and my crit partners to see what they thought of the duet idea.

But I was just stalling, because I already knew in my heart to really do Teller and Charlotte’s story justice, it needed to be in two parts. My first task was to scramble to license new photos and have a cover made. Then to book promo. All while finishing edits on Beyond Reckless. After I nailed those things down (wait, have I actually nailed them all down!?), I slowly rolled out the idea on my FB page and in my reader’s group that Beyond Reckless was now “Part One.” The reaction was mixed which I understood.

I’m sure someone will complain that I split the book as some sort of “money grab.” In fact, I warned several people, the first person to say that to my face is getting punched in the throat (I kid, I kid, I’m not that hardcore, I swear. Mr. Lake will probably punch that person for me.)

Some authors write duets for the cash. That’s cool. A lot of times when I’ve read them, they seem to be incomplete stories of about 50,000 words each. Basically one book, broken in half at some random point. There’s a totally legit business strategy behind that method and I’m never going to judge someone else’s business plan. However, I assure you if I had decided to write this duet for the cash, I would have planned, scheduled, and executed it a hell of a lot neater than what ended up happening. I would have avoided all the extra pain and stress this decision cost me. Truthfully, if I had published Beyond Reckless in its original 145,000 word form, I would have had to price it higher to cover the extra costs of the larger file and you would not have had a “complete” story. That felt too much like cheating my readers and I never want to do that. I love you too much!

Part one is over 106,000 words. More than a full-size novel. Part Two looks like it will be similar in length.

Now that you’ve read my explanation for the duet, I know some of you are waiting for an explanation about something else.

Autumn, why the hell were you so tight-lipped about who Teller’s girl was?

I swear, I wasn’t keeping Charlotte under wraps just to be cheeky. Honestly, her identity only mattered to loyal readers of the series. So let me tell you my reasoning. Back when I was writing Strength From Loyalty, I planned for Charlotte and Teller to end up together. Then I thought maybe Mariella…maybe Swan…Mariella. We all know what happened to Mariella. When I was finishing up More Than Miles last summer, it hit me—hard—that he was going to end up with Charlotte. Teller needed a strong woman who could stand up to him. He’s been a caretaker his whole life and he whether he knew it or not, he needed someone who could take care of herself and be strong for him. Even more exciting, I knew exactly where the conflict would come from. A rival club. I was so frickin’ excited about this angle, I couldn’t shut up about it. Unfortunately I blabbed too much. Someone close to me at the time bitched that having Teller end up with Charlotte was too much like “recycling” Rock and Hope’s story. This person wanted to see Teller with someone else. I was crushed. And seriously pissed. Because Teller and Charlotte were nothing like Rock and Hope. Where Hope had no clue about the MC world, Charlotte knows plenty. Honestly, the best way to get me to do something is to tell me not to do it. So even though I was hurt and angry, I set that aside and dug into Teller and Charlotte’s story. But I had that comment in the back of my head the entire time and I realized if someone who should’ve known better would say that, then readers might say it too. And I didn’t want people to say “Meh, another lawyer and outlaw storyline? I don’t want to read that again.” In fact, in my reader’s group when people were guessing who Teller’s girl was a few times when Charlotte’s name came up, the responses were, “No, it can’t be Charlotte, Autumn wouldn’t have another lawyer and Lost King together.”

I evil-laughed over that. But I also fretted.

When some of my betas (who I really consider friends at this point) asked “Why are you being so weird about telling people it’s Charlotte?” and I told them the story, they assured me that was ridiculous. Charlotte and Hope were nothing alike. But I still didn’t want to reveal who it was. I’m pretty proud of myself for keeping it under wraps for so long. I figured after making such a big deal out of it, I’d be the one to blow it. Now that the book is out in the world, people will know. Hopefully they’ll still give Beyond Reckless a chance.

I hope you enjoyed briefly seeing Liam and Bree from Bullets and Bonfires. Liam will be back in Beyond Reason: Teller’s Story, Part Two. Maybe. We’ll see. Pretty much all of my early readers loved Carter. I’m not sure I have anything in mind for him in the future. But who knows?

I know there’s no epilogue here, but I’m hoping that a certain scene answered who at least one of the “mystery children” belong to.

If you really hated Charlotte at the grandmother’s funeral, I hope you grew to love her by the end. I had a funny time with that scene. All of my beta readers thought Charlotte was a mega-bitch. When Mr. Lake read it, he hated Teller. Like, seriously hated him. He vented for about an hour about what a jerk Teller was and how he hoped Charlotte wouldn’t let him near her “happy place” ever again. Good God, I should videotape him one day, because he’s really funny when he’s passionate about my characters. I told him my female readers had the exact opposite response, and he didn’t get it at all.

It’s all in the perspective, right?

I’m so in love with Teller and Charlotte at this point and I hope you are too. Poor Teller had a lot of time to make up for, so they were difficult to keep out of the bedroom. But I think some of the most important, emotional moments come from those scenes. Certainly some funny ones. I’m not sure how many there ended up being (I never set out to write a particular number of sex scenes or write them in any order, I just let the characters do their thing.) My top three? When Teller finds the vibrator and wants to play. He’s been such a grumpy jerk at times throughout the series, so that scene was a lot of fun to write. I also loved when Charlotte threatened to stick a finger in his ass and he has the perfect comeback. But most of all, I really loved when Charlotte wants him to use the belt around her neck and he tells her it has to be his hand and he has to see her face if she wants him to do that.

Breath play, I realize is one of those things that some people find squicky. I normally don’t like reading it myself. In fact there’s a pretty popular book where something similar happens and I hated it. But I hated it because the heroine didn’t like it and the hero kept doing it anyway. Here, Charlotte wanted it and initiated it. It made her happy and Teller was careful not to hurt her. I hope that made the difference for those who aren’t comfortable with choking.

Actually, I polled my reader’s group a few weeks back and choking was the #2 thing they did not like to read about in a romance. I thought to myself, “well shit.”

I realize my style of exploring the intricate details of love and relationships might not be as exciting as other MC books that are all whores, gore, and violence. But I’ve never been about that. I like loyal, loving, filthy-mouthed alpha heroes who cherish and respect their women. If there’s some easily manufactured, clichéd conflict to write about, I’m going to avoid that shit like the plague. I like the stickier, harder, more nuanced parts of love and romance. I am forever grateful for those of you who enjoy my writing style and trust me to take you on an adventure with characters you’ve come to love spending time with. Thank you.

If you preordered Beyond Reckless for the bonus scene, thank you! I’m not doing another bonus scene for preorders for Beyond Reason. At least I don’t think I am. Hmmm…Have I mentioned that I’m a terrible planner?
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REQUEST FROM THE AUTHOR


If you loved Beyond Reckless, it would mean so much to me if you’d return to the place you purchased it and left a review. It doesn’t have to be fancy or flowery. A few short lines are enough (just clicking the stars some vendors add to the back of the book, isn’t the same.) It may seem insignificant, but reviews are vital to Indie authors like myself!

Thank you!
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