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        If you don’t let the past die, then it won’t let you live.

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

        Some time ago . . .

      

      

      I could kill him for what he did, and I just might whenever I can find his hotheaded ass. First, I have to talk to Ruby. I have to give her some background info, so she doesn’t think negatively about Zorro. I gave her some time to decompress and ended up seeing her outside not too long ago, so I head straight around the corner and she’s breathing heavily outside the bakery.

      Her arms are crossed and she’s breathing heavily. I don’t think she’s been here too many times since she hasn’t been around that long. Hell, she probably didn’t run off because she doesn’t know the area well. I know I didn’t bolt when I was pissed because I didn’t know where anything was. Then again, I was amazed by the beauty, the simplicity, the difference in everything I was used to.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” I speak, startling her.

      Ruby jumps and turns to look at me. Her face says it all, though. She’s hurt. I close my eyes and silently curse Hammer’s name for even mentioning any of this to her. It’s not like Zorro and I have been anything in a long time. Our ‘relationship’ ended a while back. Hell, it might’ve been over a year or two since I ended everything with him, Grim, and Axel.

      I was a clubwhore, and while it was fine for a time, I wanted something different. I longed for something more than just being the club’s property. In the back of my mind, I felt like if I didn’t have the protection of the club, then I couldn’t protect myself from my demons. It took me far too long to realize I didn’t need to be a clubwhore to have the protection of the club. Honestly, the day I stepped through the doors of the old clubhouse, Fist’s protection went over me.

      “It’s . . . it is what it is, I suppose.” The way she speaks tells me she’s upset about it all, but she’s doing the best she can with what Hammer said. God, I still don’t understand why he had to be a raging dick. It’s not like Zorro and I even have a spec of romance between the two of us. Not after I shredded his heart apart.

      “I wasn’t ever in love with him. I cared about him, but it wasn’t anything you’re thinking it might’ve been.” I blurt out, figuring the best way to talk about this is to dive straight into the deep end. “I was a clubwhore, Ruby. I wasn’t anything special. Not to him anyway, but you’re so much more different than I am.” I smile at the end, wait a few seconds and when she doesn’t respond, I keep speaking. “You’re the type of woman he’s always needed. Kind and warmhearted. Someone who will be patient with him, even if he’s driving you absolutely mad. And, to be fair, Zorro wasn’t ever the man who I was meant to be with. The man I think I’m supposed to be with, he’s the idiot who doesn’t know when to shut his mouth.”

      Ruby instantly relaxes, uncrossing her arms. “You have something going with Hammer?”

      I suck in a deep breath, trying to think how to answer her but know I can’t say anything but the truth. “I think we do, but I’m not sure. We’ve been spending a lot of time together lately. We just haven’t put a label on it, but we haven’t . . . really done anything if you catch my drift. It’s a bit confusing.” I don’t even know if I can be with him after the way he acted. It showed me a selfish, rude side of him I’ve never seen before, and honestly, it isn’t something I want to see ever again.

      “So, you weren’t in something serious with him?” Ruby asks me in a low voice.

      “No, not in the way you’re thinking. I used to sleep with him, Axel, and Grim, but that was my job in a sense. I was a clubwhore, but I’m not anymore, and the day I stepped away from that, I broke things off with the three of them. I don’t know why Hammer even brought it up, besides to be a total dick to Zorro, but in the process, he hurt you and I’m sorry for that. I’ll be roasting his ass later for it.”

      Ruby lets out a small chuckle before she speaks. “You don’t have to. It wasn’t so bad. I was just super confused.”

      “Don’t even play that game with me. I saw the mortified look on your face,” I tell her, cocking a brow.

      Ruby tries to play it cool with me but ends up laughing. “Okay, you got me. I was trying to play it cool. I really . . . I really like him, so hearing that was like a knife to the gut.”

      “I’m so sorry. Hammer shouldn’t have said anything. It was pointless and only hurt you in the process. I promise you don’t have anything to worry about with me.”

      “I can see that now. As odd as it sounds, thanks for coming to me and telling me all this. It really shows me you’re a cool chick.”

      I take a step closer to Ruby and place my hand on her forearm, giving it a squeeze. “It’s no problem at all. I’m just so glad you’re not one of those dramatic bitches. I thought I was gonna come over here and you end up crying and shit.”

      Ruby throws her head back and laughs, “I might be dramatic, but only when I’m watching Stefan Salvatore sacrificing himself for the greater good, alright?” Now, that’s something I can understand.

      “I’m team Damon myself.”

      “Ugh, Stefan was it for me, but I need to get going. I told Axel I’d go spend some time with him today. He said he’d show me how to change my own oil, and since I’ll be here for a while, I figure it’s something I should learn sooner rather than later.” I give Ruby a nod and she goes on her way. Now I need to track down Hammer since I’ve gotten things smoothed over with her. I just hope he realizes the error of his ways and what kind of royal dick he was.
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        * * *

      

      He hasn’t made it easy for me to find him, but that’s because the bastard’s been at a bar in town. I’m guessing he’s been here since he fucked up earlier today, considering I didn’t see him back at the club after what happened. I’d even asked the guys to let me know where he was, but no one wanted to fess up and say. I get it, though. Bro code and all.

      Bama, being the sweetheart he is, hesitated a bit, but I told him I really needed to find him and make sure he was okay. I might’ve even plastered on the puppy dog eyes and pout, and the guy folded immediately. I figured Bama would, though. He’s hands down the sweetest guy we have here at the club now. So, Bama told me where Hammer probably was, considering they hang out quite a bit, and now I’m at the other end of the bar, drinking a Corona, staring at the man who’s taking down another shot of whiskey.

      After I finish my Corona, I pay my tab and strut straight over to where he’s sitting. He’s staring into the amber liquid, kind of like he’s not even really here in the first place. “I’ve been watching you sit over here and drink for the last half an hour. What the hell happened earlier? Why did you act like that?” I thought about going in calmly, but I’m far too upset. Ruby didn’t deserve that. Hammer pulled the past out of a hat and I know the guys can be dicks to one another quite frequently. I just firmly believe Ruby didn’t deserve to get hurt in the process. It’s one thing to fuck with one of the guys and be rude, but entirely different when you hurt one of the ladies.

      Hammer pulls his eyes up from the glass and looks right at me. One look and I can tell he doesn’t give a damn about who he’s hurt today. Part of me thinks there’s something else lying underneath those eyes, something else bothering him and he’s lashing out for some reason.

      “He pissed me off, and he shouldn’t be hiding shit from her anyway.” Hammer picks up his glass and takes another swig of the whiskey.

      “It wasn’t your place to tell her. Zorro should’ve been the one doing that, and you look like a giant asshole. Do you have any idea what you did? You hurt Ruby, Hammer. You hurt her and she has nothing to do with the pissing contest between the two of you.” God, he’s totally ignorant to what his actions caused.

      Hammer rolls his eyes and sets the glass back down on the bar. “Look, I don’t know why you’re coming up to me and acting like this anyway.”

      I grab what’s left of his whiskey and pour it straight over his head. “You’re not the man I thought you were, and I’m damn sure of it.”

      I start to head for the door and the crowd of patrons go, “Oooooo.”

      My hand’s on the door pulling it open and Hammer grabs onto my other hand, trying to turn me around. I look right at him with anger lacing through my eyes, ready to set his fucking world on fire. My entire life, men have hurt me more than helped me. “What is that supposed to mean? I thought we were workin’ toward somethin’ here.”

      I shake my head. “We were, but you’re sorely mistaken if you think we’re going to have anything now. This shit . . . it’s shown me a part of you I don’t want to ever see again. I thought you were better than that, Hammer, but obviously, I was wrong.” I keep my emotions in check as much as I can, yank my hand from his arm and walk out of the bar. I walk until the end of the block before the tears start pouring out of my eyes in an effortless flow. I’m fucked and I know it.

      I may have acted like I don’t give a damn like I’m this strong woman who can handle this, but the reality is that I’m not.

      I’m a woman who was starting to fall in love with him and walking away was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.
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        To fear love is to fear life, and those who fear life are already 3-parts dead

        ~ Bertrand Russell

      

      

      
        
        Hammer

        Present Day . . .

      

      

      Ma said the sink was leaking, so I got under the island in the kitchen and took a look at it. She’s right. It sure was leaking, so I tightened the elbow to the drainpipe. I’m not a plumber, but I already did contact one and they’ll be here tomorrow to take a look. At least this will have it fixed until they can come out and take a look at it.

      My phone rings on top of the island, so I grab it and press it to my ear. “What’s up?”

      “I convinced mom to come home for a couple hours and take a shower, get some time away from the hospital and all that. You’re still there working on the sink, right?” Jada, my little sister, says on the other end of the line.

      God, she hasn’t left the hospital in almost a week now. I didn’t think she was ever going to come back to the house at this point. “Yeah, I called a plumber. He’ll be here tomorrow, but I’ve got the thing tightened up so it won’t leak.”

      “Okay, thank you. I know I’ve inconvenienced you enough, but can you stay and hang out with Mom for a bit? Someone needs to stay here and the last thing I want to do is leave dad by himself.”

      “Sure, it’s no problem. I’ll just call Zane and check in with him.”

      “Thank you so much. I owe you one,” Jada says to me, but she doesn’t owe me shit. We’re doing what we need to to get through everything right now. No one prepares you for a parent being sick, especially not like this.

      “Don’t say that shit to me. You know I’m here for whatever they need. Now, go back and tend to dad. I’ll handle mom when she gets here,” I tell my sister and we quickly say our goodbyes, but as soon as we hang up, I’m already dialing Zane’s number and he answers on the third ring.

      “Hey, brother. How are you?” Zane immediately questions me, though he sounds a bit concerned based on his tone.

      “I’m alright, but I won’t be back to the club for a while. Jada talked mom into coming home and asked me to stay with her so she’s not alone. She’s been so focused on dad and is barely taking care of herself.

      “Shit, do what you need to do. Things are settled here, so don’t worry about a thing. How’s your dad doing?”

      I inhale deeply through my nose, “The triple bypass has been hard on him. He keeps getting secondary infections. One after another. It makes me wonder . . . fuck, just makes me wonder if he’s going to make it through this man.”

      “Don’t talk like that. You don’t know what’s going to happen. You’re not the big dude upstairs, so breathe. Take it one day at a time.” I’ve known Zane for a long time now and he’s never been the type for motivational moments. He’s the blunt type, the guy who’s gonna shoot it to you straight. But for right now, I’m glad he isn’t, ‘cause I don’t know how the fuck I’m gonna keep my ma together if dad takes another turn for the worse.

      “Thanks, brother. I’ll text you and let you know what’s going on soon, but I’m gonna get some stuff done around the house for ma. I saw one of her light bulbs needs changing, so it’s the least I can do.”

      Zane and I say our goodbyes and I head into the bathroom and change the light that I saw was out earlier when I arrived. After I fix the light, I check her clocks and make sure none of them need to have their batteries changed. My mother, god love her, is super old-fashioned. She has one of those old lady telephones that flip and doesn’t like any of this new fancy technology around. I end up finding a clock that needs its batteries changed, so I replace those and as soon as I’m hanging it back up, she comes through the door.

      “My goodness, what’re you doing here?” My ma comes rushing over to me, narrowing her eyes like she didn’t expect me to be here. She should know better, though. Jada is the resident worry wart of the family.

      “Nothin’, Ma. Just fixing a few things around the house. I replaced a lightbulb and some batteries in that one white clock down the hallway, and I tightened the pipe in your sink in the kitchen island. A plumber will be here tomorrow, but I’ll make sure I’m here or one of the prospects from the club.”

      She puffs out her bottom lip. “Thank you, sweetheart. You’re surely a good one, always watchin’ out for your Ma.”

      “Damn straight. I’m gonna keep goin’ around the property and house. I want to see if there’s anything else that needs my attention.”

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do when you leave,” her words come out of nowhere and my eyes go wide as the reality of what she’s just said hits me.

      “I’m not leavin’ to go to Los Angeles for a bit, Ma. We still have time.”

      “Not enough time. You’re not a mother. You don’t understand. It’s your worst fear when your child leaves. I thought the NFL was going to take you far away from me, but it’s the Reapers Rejects.” My mom glances down at the ground and starts to get a bit upset.

      “I’ll only be a phone call or a plane ride away. There’s no reason to be getting upset. I’m always going to be here. No matter what.”

      My mom smiles and nods before making her way to her master bedroom. I know she isn’t happy I’m leaving to go to Los Angeles, but Inc is our regent here at the club, and now I’ll be going down to their club to be the regent for the Reapers Rejects MC. The most important thing other than our safety is ensuring our alliances are flourishing, even if it means sacrificing some of what we want to do.

      The club gave me a new life, and I’m happy to help in whatever way I can.
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        You have a place in my heart no one else could ever have

        ~ F. Scott Fitzgerald

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      “Shiloh, are you busy today by chance?” Ashley’s voice comes up from behind me and I turn to see the blonde-haired woman with a hand supporting her back as she cranes her big belly around. She’s five days overdue and this kid is really giving her hell. She says it’s her last, but knowing her and Blackjack, I seriously doubt it.

      I pull the black hair tie off my wrist and pull my sandy blonde hair into a high ponytail. “Not anything specific. What’s up?”

      “If you have time, I’d really appreciate it if you could go over to Tart. I was supposed to, but I’m exhausted and this baby is revolting against me.” Ashley grimaces and her uncomfortableness can be seen very easily. She shouldn’t even be going out right now and doing this sort of stuff. The woman is literally ready to pop at any given moment.

      “Oh my gosh, of course. What were you going to do today?” Whatever she needs doing, I’ll do, but I’d be lying if I said I’m hoping it isn’t something too strenuous.

      “A bit of painting to freshen up the place and then we’re giving it another good clean today before we put out the new décor,” Ashley tells me. I’m a bit surprised we’re updating the décor at all. It wasn’t awful before and it’s not like the place is new either. It had some renovations a few years back that really put it in this era, but I get the club wants to put their own flare on everything.

      “Okay, no problem. Is there anything else you need?” The woman is so worn down and I’ve known Ashley for a very long time. She’s the type who constantly puts more on her plate and rarely asks for help, one of those women who want to do it all. While I can’t blame her for it, she needs to ask for help when she’s drowning. I’m not one to speak, though. I’m guilty of the same thing.

      “Actually, yeah, I’m really behind on ordering some of the new silverware, plates, mugs, all of it. We’re trying to keep its Billings charm, but we want to make sure we have some Tart merchandise in there as well, small, subtle flashes of the name on the side of mugs and glasses. I haven’t gotten around to it, so if you’re willing to look at some different options and make some decisions, I’d freaking love that.” Ashley hands me a credit card for the club, “Just put it on the card and have it shipped to the store. We re-open the place shortly, so get the quickest shipping, please.”

      “No problem.”

      “Oh, and can you order some shirts for Tart, please? We’re going to have the girls wear them while they’re working. I’d say get about twenty shirts in various sizes. In addition to who’s worked there before, Syd is going to work at Tart as well.”

      “Holy crap, it’s her first real job, right?” Syd is Zane’s adoptive daughter, but her story’s a bit complicated. Her biological father was a biker named Tank, who was murdered when she was a small child, and her biological mother was a clubwhore like I used to be. Her name was Saffron and she was one of the sweetest women I ever had the pleasure of knowing. Her mother was low-key dating the old Prez, Fist, who was Zane’s dad. Long story short, both Saffron and Fist died, leaving Syd without anyone to care for her. Ashley stepped up for a while, but Zane officially adopted Syd a couple years ago. It made sense given the fact everyone here at the club is family and we’d die for one another.

      Ashley nods proudly. “It sure is, and I’m amazed at her. Even with keeping her grades up and her sports, she still wants to work. I told her she’s only getting a four-hour shift on Sunday mornings and a four-hour shift after school on Tuesdays, but she’s not complaining. I don’t want to overwork her.”

      “Yeah, she doesn’t need to run herself into the ground,” I comment.

      “Ashley, what the hell are you doing on your feet?” Blackjack’s voice echoes through the clubhouse and I cackle to myself. He’s always so protective of her and the man treats her like a queen.

      Ashley turns to look back at me for a second. “I’d better get going, but thank you so much for your help.”

      “No thanks needed. You go take it easy.”

      “Fuck that, I’m about to have him drag me into town for some spicy wings. Anything to get this thing out of me,” Ashley groans, causing me to laugh even louder.

      I start to walk away, but Hammer comes straight in through the clubhouse doors and our eyes lock on one another’s for a moment. “Hammer, come here. I need to talk to you for a sec,” Blackjack speaks up and Ashley stops walking over to him.

      She turns around and faces me. “We might as well go sit down, ‘cause those two can flap jaws more than any women I know.”

      The two of us walk over to the booth and as we both take a seat, Ashley keeps her eyes locked on me. “What’s going on between the two of you? It’s like you’ve been avoiding each other lately.”

      Inhaling deeply, I debate on answering her honestly, but instead I lie, because the last thing I want to do is cause more issues here. “Nothing, we just haven’t hung out a lot lately. I think he’s really focused on getting down to Los Angeles.”

      Ashley nods in understanding at my words and I’m pretty sure she won’t dig anymore. It’s a bullshit response from me, but I don’t want to think about how much I will miss him.

      Dammit, I already am.

      I pull my phone out from the back pocket of my jeans and ask Ashley where she wanted me to order the stuff from. I only hope keeping busy can distract me from everything I’m feeling right now.
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        Never be a prisoner to the past

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Hammer

      

      

      “You wanted to chat?” I question Blackjack after he called me over a few moments ago. There’s been nothing but silence between us, which only tells me there’s something going on in that head of his.

      He shrugs his shoulders. “Yeah, wanted to check in and see how your pops is doing.”

      Fuck. I wish he didn’t have to ask me this. I feel like I’m the only person keeping shit together in my family. My mom and sister are barely holding it together, and while my sister’s doing better than my mom, it doesn’t mean she isn’t freaking out too. Jada just has her own way of keeping things to herself when she’s upset.

      “He got another infection from the grafting. The doctors keep saying it’s very rare, how it doesn’t happen to many people, but it is possible for it to happen.”

      Blackjack was a medic back in the Army over a decade ago. He’s familiar with a lot of medical shit, so I don’t have to explain myself. “I’m sorry, brother. How’s your mom and sister holding up?”

      Now I’m the one shrugging. It’s like I don’t know what to say anymore, but what else can I say? The situation sucks and I have no control over this shit. Not one ounce of it. If I did, I’d trade spots with my dad in no time.

      “They’re doing the best they can, given the circumstances.”

      “I’m sure. If you need anything, and I mean anything, you let me or Zane know. We’ll do whatever we can to make sure you and your family are taken care of.”

      Since he’s bringing it up, I’m just gonna tell him what I’ll need. “When I go off to Los Angeles, I’m going to need you to check in on them, make sure they’re doing alright.”

      Blackjack shoots me a concerned glance. “You sure you’re still up to going? There’s a lot happening on the home front for you.”

      I know what he’s trying to say, but I need to keep on my path. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s that you can’t ever expect anything. I’m not gonna let this hold me back, ‘cause I have obligations to the club. Obligations I can’t just walk away from.

      After I got hurt and my dreams of being a superstar NFL player were shattered, Zane asked if I wanted to prospect for the club. When he did, it gave me a sense of purpose I wasn’t able to find anywhere else.

      “I’m going to Los Angeles, VP. As crude as this might sound, I’m still going regardless of what happens here.”

      Blackjack gives me a nod in understanding. “Alright, just wanted to offer you a way out. But while I have you, I noticed somethin’ the other day. You and Shiloh been taking time apart or something?”

      “We’d need to be in a relationship to take a break, wouldn’t we?” I add a bit of laughter, so the mood isn’t too serious. Shiloh and I never said we were shit, but there were a few times I felt like we were.

      Blackjack chuckles lightly and nods his head. “True, just wanted to make sure everything was okay. You’ve been going through a lot of shit.”

      “I’m good man, but thanks.”

      I start to walk away, but Blackjack clears his throat from behind me, causing me to turn around. “Take it from someone who’s been there, don’t let something good slip between your fingers. I almost lost Ash, and I’m here thanking God I didn’t.”

      I glance over to Ashley and see her at a booth with Shiloh sitting across from her. The way she smiles makes my heart swell, and I miss her laughing at my stupid ass jokes. I miss the way we’d Netflix and chill down here in the club, and while it never got far enough to have anything sexy happen, I do wish it did. I crave her more than I care to admit, and maybe, just maybe, I need to work on fixing this shit between us.

      “He’s right, you know,” Zorro pipes up, coming from behind me.

      “Didn’t realize you were eavesdropping,” I mutter. Zorro and I butt heads a bit and we’re never usually on good terms, so him listening to my conversation with Blackjack doesn’t sit well with me.

      “I wasn’t, but I walked up on the latter part of it. If I never would’ve made a move with Ruby, then I wouldn’t be as happy as I am now. And look, I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but that shit’s in the past. Don’t let a woman slip through your fingers, not when she’s one of the good ones.” Zorro was in a relationship with Shiloh when she was a clubwhore a few years back. If anyone knows her character and what type of woman she is, it’d be him.

      Crazy how her ex is the one telling me what type of woman she is. I know it all too well. It’s not like we never hung out together.

      There’s just one issue. I’m moving to Los Angeles soon, and if I get close to her again, I could break both of our hearts. I don’t wanna hurt her, but I need to make this right. I need to have her in my life again.
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        Healing doesn’t mean the damage never existed. It means the damage no longer controls our lives

        ~Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      Ashley had the baby yesterday after a grueling thirty hours of labor. I can’t imagine the pain she went through to get their new baby girl, but Blackjack’s called the club and promised everyone as soon as they’re both cleared to come home, he’ll bring them in. He didn’t share the baby’s name yet, but he did tell us it was a girl. He acted like none of us knew, but Ashley can’t keep a secret to herself to save her life.

      Jordyn and Nova have already been running around, preparing for their newest cousin to come home. They bought streamers, a baby girl sign, and a few other cute things. I’m sure they’ll be baking later tonight. If one of Roxy’s youngest girls doesn’t go to some sort of culinary school, I’m going to be shocked. Jordyn and Nova are always wanting to help out with the club barbeques, whether it’s baking or preparing some sides. They’re lovely girls and we’re blessed to have them.

      Stiletto comes in through the front door and scans her eyes across the clubhouse, but once her eyes land on me, she heads over in my direction. I know she was on gate duty this morning, ‘cause when I got back from running to get some groceries, she had to buzz me past the gates. It was her and Ripper posted there.

      “Hey, you busy, or do you have a sec?” She questions me with a concerned look plastered across her deep red-mahogany eyes. She’s typically the type who says it straight, but not today. Today she’s giving me the feeling something’s going on.

      I swallow hard and nod, motioning for her to follow me into the room where we have couches lining the walls and a massive flat screen tv. “Everything okay?” I don’t waste time asking her my question. Obviously, something is going on. Thoughts run through my mind at what it could be, but I’m more worrisome something’s gone haywire with the club. Dracus, Hammer, Razor, and Tex all went on a run this morning to a nearby town and I know they’re supposed to be back any time now. As much as I tried not to, my eyes were locked on the clock today, counting down the time until he came back in through the clubhouse doors. I’ve made a decision when it comes to the two of us. I’m letting the past stay in the past, and I’m going to give this another go between us. I don’t know if it’ll amount to anything, or even if he wants to try this with me, but I know I can’t hold myself back.

      Stiletto clears her throat and brushes her hand through her thick red hair, “Look, I don’t know how to say this, but there’s some lady at the gate. She’s claiming she’s your mother and she needs to talk to you this instant. She’s being a drama queen out there, but no way was Ripper or myself going to let her through.”

      My mother? It can’t be her, can it? “What did she look like?”

      “Eh, blonde, maybe mid-fifties? She has bright blue eyes and she’s super skinny. Wearing a big rock on that finger of hers and has a diamond cross around her neck.” Well, the description she’s given is accurate enough for me to want to see if it’s really her or not.

      “Did she say what she wants?” I haven’t spoken to my mother in a while. Our relationship hasn’t been the same in years, and I haven’t put effort into it in ages. She’s made it clear she didn’t like the way I was living my life, and I made it apparent to her how I didn’t want to live the same life she was living, how the spotlight isn’t something I ever wanted, nor something I was signing up for.

      “Look, I didn’t ask, but the lady has lost her damn mind with the fit she’s throwing. I tuned most of it out, but she said somethin’ about your stepdad.” My eyes go wide at what Stiletto’s said, and now I want to know. I crave it more than anything.

      Instantly, I need to know if he’s hurt, if he’s in the hospital, if he’s on his deathbed. I pray he is. A man like him deserves nothing less than a gruesome, slow death.

      “Thanks for letting me know,” I tell Stiletto, walking past her and out of the room. I head through the club and exit the clubhouse. Pulling my keys out to the new custom ATV I just bought, I throw a leg around her, start her up and drive up to the gate. A rumbling sound comes from behind me, so I glance in my mirror and see Stiletto is on her way back to her post too.

      Sure enough, as I get closer to the gate, it’s obvious to me this woman is indeed my mother. I pull my ATV up under the small carport area where the bikers usually park if they’re posted here. Ripper’s bike is here, and Stiletto pulls in beside me. I dismount my ATV and head over to the gate, looking through the chain-link fence. “What’re you doing here?”

      “Shiloh, goodness, I’ve been trying to get in contact with you for weeks. Do you know the lengths I’ve gone to find you? Ugh, well, of course, you do. I’m here now, aren’t I?” Just like always, she doesn’t give me a second to reply.

      “Can you answer the question, please?” I ask of her.

      Stiletto comes up beside me and Ripper crosses his arms over his chest, looking between my mother and me.

      “We need you to come back home. The state needs to see we’re all a big, happy, blended family. Your—”

      “No. I told you I wouldn’t ever do this again.” My stepfather is in politics, and he always spoke about running for Governor, so I guess he’s finally pulling the trigger. Now that she’s here, right in front of me, I remember a while back she did manage to call me. I was drunk when I answered the phone and she briefly mentioned this to me, but I must not have thought anything of it. Hell, I probably thought it wasn’t going to happen. Fuck, and here we are.

      She blinks rapidly at me like I’ve just struck her across the face. “Don’t be selfish, Shiloh. I’m asking you nicely to please come home and help us on the trail. This has been his dream and even if we have you for a few appearances, it’ll help us on our road to the polls.”

      I take a step toward the fence and glare at her. “I’m not the one being selfish here. If it’s anyone, it’s you.”

      “Oh, that’s rich. You’ve only ever—”

      “Look, lady, I don’t know who you think you’re talking to, but Shiloh is the most selfless person I’ve ever met. She goes out of her way to accommodate people,” Stiletto sticks her nose in our business, but I don’t mind. Honestly, I needed some backup because my mother’s like a rabid dog. Once she has a bite, she just won’t let go. Makes sense why she’s in politics, huh?

      “I don’t know who you are, but you don’t have any right speaking to me in this manner. My daughter and I handle things our own way, so I’d appreciate it if you can mind your own business.” My mother plasters on the fakest smile and looks right at me, opening her mouth and throwing me more bullshit about how I need to go home and it’s not right I’m not supporting the family.

      I don’t even notice Stiletto go through the door in the gate and come up behind my mother until it’s too late. She’s grabbed her by the back of the hair and tosses her down on the ground. “You really wanna talk to me like that lady? Well, fine, but you’re sure as fuck going to get an ass beating with it too.” Stiletto hisses through clenched teeth as she grabs the back of my mother’s hair again and slams her face into the dirt.

      My mother screams, but I don’t even move. If I freak out, it’s only going to make the situation worse. She begins to kick Stiletto and gets a good hit in her mid-section, managing to crawl away a few feet. “I’m going to sue and I’ll own this entire place! I’ll get you put in prison and I’ll take everything precious from whoever owns this property. I’ve just been assaulted!” she screams, as loud as can be.

      Stiletto immediately halts, realizing what she’s done has put the club in major jeopardy.

      My mother looks right at me. “Unless you give me something I want.”

      We stare at each other for a few moments before I clear my throat. “One appearance, and that’s it. I go to one appearance and you forget you ever came here.” I hated my life as a kid in that house, but my life now is with the Reapers Rejects MC and I’m not going to have my bitch of a mother and her money-hungry lawyer be a threat to them. When you’re family, you do whatever you can to protect everyone else in it, even if it’s likely going to bring up every trauma of your childhood you buried deep down inside.
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        Reset, refocus, readjust, restart—as many times as you need to, but never give up

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Hammer

      

      

      Dracus, Tex, and I went out on a run early this morning into a neighboring town. We even brought Razor, who Zane is trying to determine if he’s a good match for Amara as the VP down in Mexico. He’s fluent in Spanish, which I’m sure is a plus, and he’s got history in the club life. He was a Nomad for many years but decided it was time to settle down. I don’t know too much about the guy, considerin’ he’s the silent type, but that’s cool. I’m not one of the brothers in the club who needs to know everythin’ about everyone. I respect the fact people want to keep some things private.

      We’ve already been back at the club and it’s just Razor and me out now. Ashley had her baby girl, Rory, yesterday and Blackjack is hoping they’ll be able to come home tomorrow or the following day. Fuck, it’s crazy we have another baby around. Natalie, Grim’s ol’ lady, has been in the hospital for a while now. They’re trying to keep her baby in the oven and she’s on constant bedrest. I can’t remember the technical term for what Natalie has, but I do know she has to be on it, or the baby could die. Grim stopped by the other day for a few hours to check in on his kids. Well, they’re Natalie’s kids from her previous marriage, but they’re as much his now. He loves the damn kids like they’re his blood. Grim’s a good, stand-up guy. Grim ended up telling us when he stopped by that they could schedule a c-section since their baby is viable, but Natalie didn’t want to do that. She wants their baby to keep growing as much as possible, and I can’t blame her there. The woman probably feels like the only safe place for the little one is in her belly. Shit, they’ve been through so much already.

      Now we’re on a run in town checking in with a new supplier for Tart. Ashley is pretty much the woman in charge of the bakery, and she made sure Blackjack knew the list of things that still needed to be done. We just left a baked good supplier who will provide the bakery with flour, almond flour, coconut flour, sugar, extracts, icings, and pretty much everything they need to run the damn place. They didn’t want to give Ashley the same deal they gave the previous owners, but I talked them into it considering she’s keeping things on their menu that were original to their café. Plus, she’s doubled the order every week, so if you ask me, they should be honoring the twenty percent loyalty discount, and now they will be.

      Razor still has his cut on stating he’s part of the Raiders of Valhalla and a Nomad. “You talk to your Prez yet about patching into our club?” I ask him.

      As far as I know, we’ve been allies with the Raiders of Valhalla MC since they founded their club. Patching over into the Reapers Rejects shouldn’t be too much of an issue.

      Razor shrugs his shoulders, “Not yet. I haven’t spoken to Runes about anything official. He does know the conversations I’ve had and for the consistency I want in my life. Turns out they’re setting up a satellite home base in Tallahassee. Our VP’s ex-ol’ lady just died, and he’s gotta take care of the kids and shit. Hell, if I knew we ever would’ve settled down like he’s startin’ to do now . . . I would’ve made a bigger play at gettin’ the VP spot. Fenrir is a good one, but I’ve been doin’ this a lot longer than he has.”

      I lean against my bike and take in the bright sun on this late April day. I think the snow’s finally behind us, and I, for one, can’t wait for it to get warmer. I’m itchin’ to get some time in upstate and have a few days of complete isolation in a cabin, swimmin’ in the water, relaxin’ as much as I can.

      In the midst of my daydream, I spot a familiar face across the street. One that causes me to forget Razor and I were even talkin’ in the first place. I watch the scrawny blond fucker walk up the street and turn the corner, instantly causin’ me to follow him. Now, I haven’t seen him around in ages, but every time I do see him, it means trouble is nearby. His previous employer was the General, and the man has been dead for a while, which means someone else is trying to move into this territory.

      Footsteps are hot and heavy behind me, meanin’ Razor’s followin’ my lead. I turn the corner and spot him smirkin’ like a bastard by a dumpster with someone else across from him. He pulls somethin’ from the back pocket of his jeans and I spot the plastic reflecting in the sun.

      Oh, hell no.

      I run like the wind and tackle the guy, and from the side of my view, Razor’s running past me to grab whoever the other guy was. I grab him by his collar and turn him around, and Donnie, the slimy fuck smirks. “Shit, I thought you missed me.”

      “Cut your shit out. Where’d you get that shit?” I snarl, grabbin’ the packet of clearish blue glass from his hand. I check for a seal, looking for some sort of identifier, and what I see blows my mind.

      “What sort of joke is this?”

      “It’s not a joke. I’m working for the same man.” Donnie snickers, licking his lips as he laughs.

      There’s no way. “He’s dead. How’re you working for him if he’s fuckin’ dead?” I question him. Grabbing him by the collar, I shove him up against the brick wall and push his shoulder blades further into the stone.

      “Who do you think I’m working for?” Donnie continues laughing, obviously amused by this.

      “Hammer, want me to let her go?” I glance over at Razor’s question and see the person across from Donnie is a girl. A teenager? She looks oddly familiar, but I don’t know how. I can’t place her, but something about her makes me want to know more.

      “What’s your name?” I ask the girl.

      She looks to Razor and then to me before her eyes lock on my cut. “Oakleigh.”

      “Alright, Oakleigh. How old are you?” She’s got purple braids and her skin is a light mocha color with the darkest chocolate eyes. How the hell do I know this woman? Why does she look so damn familiar?

      She swallows hard. “Eighteen.” She has tattoos on her left arm, so of course, she’d be legal.

      I look at Donnie, “Don’t you fuckin’ move, or I’ll break your fuckin’ knees,” I seethe, then walk over to her. As I get closer, she reminds me of my sister in a way. She has the same facial structure, and her eyes are the same. It must be some sort of coincidence.

      Razor looks behind me and I know Donnie’s moved. “Stay there, Donnie, and don’t think I’m playin’. I’m itchin’ for some trouble, and you’re askin’ for it.”

      “Come on, man,” Donnie whines.

      I hold the bag out in front of the girl, “Oakleigh, why’s a pretty girl like you tryin’ to get some of this? It’ll ruin your life.”

      Her expression is completely stoic, “My life can’t get any worse,” she shakes her head, looking down at the ground.

      “It can, trust me, especially if you start on this. There’s no turnin’ back from it. Now, why do you need this stuff?”

      She swallows and looks right into my eyes, “Right now? Probably ‘cause I ran into my biological father in the middle of the street.”

      I blink at her, confused beyond reason, and quickly realize she’s talking about me.

      She’s fucking talking about me.
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        She was a forgiver. Her heart was so large, she didn’t know how to give up on the good in people

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      Smirnoff screwdrivers are the only thing getting me through this day. I told her I’d come back home, and now I’m stuck doing it. Why the fuck did I offer to go? That’s right because she cornered me. Stiletto had to go and knock the shit out of her, and of course, my mother dearest threatened to sue. She would. She’s the type.

      I brush my hand through my hair and grab onto the neck of the bottle, taking another swig of the sweet yet tangy liquid. I could get drunk off a whole six-pack of these. Hell, I don’t even know how many I’ve had at this point. Two? Three? After a while, they all start to blend together.

      “You doin’ alright, darlin’?” I turn and look to my left, where Razor, a Nomad for the Raiders of Valhalla MC, is sitting. He’s been here for a little bit now, and word on the street is Zane’s looking at him as the most qualified to be Amara’s VP down in Mexico. He’s been a Nomad for years and wants to settle down, or so they say.

      I nod, giving him a sweet smile. “I’m perfectly fine, but thank you.”

      I’ve been in this club for many years now, but the way Razor’s looking at me doesn’t make me feel like he wants a quick fuck. No, he’s the type who’s genuinely asking if I’m okay like he actually gives a damn. “Good, just been seein’ you throw a few of those back. I’ve seen a lot of women get in situations they never wanted to after a little bit too much,” he mutters, speaking a bit lower.

      I cock a brow and let out a chuckle. “What, are you my guardian angel?”

      He raises both of his brows and smiles smugly at me. “I damn well will be if any one of these guys sits back and watches you get plastered, then expects to fuck ya. That type of shit don’t happen on my watch. It’s not right,” Razor says with the utmost seriousness.

      For some reason, I want to grab onto his hand when I say this, but I don’t. Instead, I look straight into those deep chocolate brown eyes and tell him exactly what I think. “The world needs more men like you, more guardian angels.”

      “Well, I don’t think the world needs more of me, sweetheart. I appreciate you sayin’ so, though.” Razor looks back down at his beer and takes a swig, then places the bottle back on the bar. I don’t know much about him other than what I’ve heard whispers about through the club, but he seems like a really nice guy. It’s almost a shame he’ll be going down to Mexico.

      Razor stands up from his seat and takes his beer with him, “Don’t get drunk and make a mistake, ‘cause I’m hittin’ the hay. Fuckin’ exhausted after today, but you have a good night now, Shiloh.” Razor shoots me the brightest smile I’ve ever seen from him since he’s been here and I’m caught grinning back.

      “Thank you, and you too.”

      Razor starts to walk away from me, but he stops mid-track and ends up coming back over to me. He leans his elbows onto the bar and gets a bit closer to me. “Now, I’m not normally the type who meddles in other people’s business, but I am gonna be that type of man today. I hear shit, especially from the ladies. They love to gossip, and everyone says you and Hammer got somethin’, but they also told me somethin’ is goin’ on between you two, some tension or shit. I don’t know the man well, but what I do know is he’s a stand-up guy. Sure, a little hot-headed, but I’m confident he digs you more than he admits. Now, I don’t know what he did, but give ‘em another shot. I think the guy deserves it.”

      I don’t say a thing to Razor, but I listened to every word he says.

      “Now, have a good night, and this time I’ll leave you alone.” He walks off and disappears up the stairwell to where the rooms are.

      I’m left alone for a good couple of minutes before I finish off my drink and go to the fridge to grab another one. By the time I’m back with another drink in hand, Hammer’s sitting next to where I was. Instead of avoiding him, I walk right on up and sit back down in my seat.

      I turn and suck in a deep breath, handing him my drink. “Mind opening this for me?” It’s a twist-off cap, and I sure as hell know how to do it, but it’s the perfect introduction for us to strike up a conversation.

      He nods and takes my drink in his hand, wraps his palm around the top of the bottle and removes the cap like it was nothing, then hands the drink back over to me. I grab it and offer him a kind smile. “Thank you.”

      Instead of smiling back at me, he mutters his reply quietly, “No problem.”

      A few minutes of silence pass between us before I find the need to grab onto his hand and pull him into some conversation. “What’s going on?”

      Hammer groans and puts his hand over his forehead, not saying a damn thing, and with every moment of silence, worry fills me. My mouth goes dry and my neck goes stiff. “You hear Razor and I caught some dealer out in town today, selling product?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Yeah, well, he was trying to sell to this eighteen-year-old girl, and I thought, wow, she looks so much like Jada. Like the same sort of facial structure, it was just weirding me out, but I didn’t think anything of it. Well, long story short, the girl dropped the fact I’m her father. And I mean, Shi, she looks just like my sister. I . . . I called Zane and let him know about the dealer, but I went out to dinner with the girl. Her name’s Oakleigh, and she told me her life story. The kicker here, she . . . she could be my kid. She told me her mom’s name and I . . . I did fuck her mom back in my senior year of high school. Like a lot, we were prom dates and everything. Her mom put her up for adoption. It was one of them open adoptions, but she was returned and put back into the system. She’ll be phasing out of the system soon and she was on a quest to find me, apparently. Did some research on me, found out where I grew up. I don’t think she was trying to find me the way she did, but . . . she did . . . and she’s staying with the Vixens at their house tonight. Bambi said she’d keep an eye out for her, and Madame said she’d watch her like a hawk and make sure she’s alright.”

      I might be a bitch for saying this, but any woman would ask it. “Are you sure she’s yours?”

      He shakes his head. “No, but I’m gonna take her to get a paternity test. If she’s mine, I’ll take care of her . . . and if not . . . fuck it. I still might. She’s a kid and she needs help but given the details she told me, no way she could’ve made that shit up. She knew too many details.”

      I furrow my brow and ask the million-dollar question. “Why didn’t she go to her mom, or did she?”

      With one glance, I can tell the girl went to her mother, and obviously, it wasn’t a good visit. “Her mother hasn’t spoken to her since she was thirteen when she begged her to take her. She’d been in contact with her through the open adoption, but when CPS got involved again, it’s like she didn’t want to communicate anymore.”

      “What a twat,” I grumble.

      “You’re telling me,” Hammer takes a swig of his drink, or so I think. He downs it like it’s water, not that I can blame him right now.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “If she is my kid, her mom never told me shit, Shi. It’s not okay. It’s not . . . and I could’ve made some sorta difference. Dads get shit on all the time for not bein’ involved in their kids’ lives, and here I could’ve had a kid without even knowing.” Hammer shakes his head, obviously upset by this entire thing.

      I take his hand and squeeze it, wanting him to know I’m here for him. If she’s his kid, if she isn’t. Regardless, emotionally he’s gonna be going through it.

      “I’m sorry for all the shit goin’ on between us, for what I did with Ruby and Zorro. Shit was stupid and I was pissed, and now here we are, and . . . fuck,” Hammer mutters out, shaking his head.

      “What?” I urge him to keep speaking.

      “I don’t wanna fuck this up, what we have here, what this is,” he holds our hands up, looking down to our clasped hands and then into my eyes. “As much as we try to fight it, we do have somethin’, Shi.”

      He’s right. We do have something. Little does he know just how fucked in the head I am from my past. He knows parts of me, but Hammer doesn’t know everything, and I’m terrified to pull down the curtain.

      I’m afraid he’ll run out of my life like everyone else has.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Only the weak are cruel. Gentleness can only be expected from the strong

        ~ Leo Buscaglia

      

      

      
        
        Hammer

      

      

      “How the fuck does something like this happen?!” Zane roars in the room where we hold church, nostrils flaring, furious at the stupidity of Bama. He didn’t tie the restraints on Donnie tight enough and the fucker got loose. Hell, he cut Gears lose too, but much to our surprise, Gears didn’t go anywhere. He said he didn’t leave because the second he leaves this clubhouse, he’s dead now, and he knows it, how Boomer’s men are going to be hunting him like a rare beast.

      Bama’s in the room, which is unusual, but the kid’s getting rammed by Zane right now. “I’m so sorry, Prez. It won’t happen again. It shouldn’t have happened. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “You’re damn right you should be! You know where we found Donnie this morning?!” Zane’s voice grows louder and louder. Hell, he’s probably makin’ Bama shit himself right about now.

      “No, Prez. I don’t.”

      “Shot in the back of the head, execution-style in downtown Billings. We only got a little bit of information from him and now we can’t get anything else. Fuck. Now we’re nowhere!” Zane slams his hand down on the table. His face is turning red and I’m sure if he doesn’t take a second to breathe, he’s going to stroke out.

      “I’m so sorry. What can I do? What can I do to repay this?” Bama asks like any decent person would.

      Zane looks to Bama and glares with all his might. “You can get the fuck out of this room before I wrap my hands around your scrawny chicken neck.”

      Bama does as Zane orders and rushes out of the room, lucky he even left with his life.

      “We all know the General’s dead. No way this is the same guy,” Bull speaks up first, making his thoughts known.

      “Bull is right. This has got to be some sort of copycat,” Tex is the next one speaking.

      Zane nods, listening to both of the brothers. “I know. It has to be some sort of copycat. There’s no one else it could be.”

      Now, I’ve never gone up against Zane, but I don’t agree with what he’s just said and I’m not going to shy away from it. “Prez, the logo was exactly the same. No one was trying to copy him, trust me. Do you see the small imperfection in the logo across the middle? That was on the General’s supply before, and it’s on it now, which means it’s the same stamp . . . and you know what that means.”

      We all heard rumors the General was never in charge, but it was the Commander. The one calling the shots on the streets was the General, but there was a man above him. That’s who I believe is behind this shit. Who else would be going around using the same stamp? Donnie had been dealin’ in Billings for years now and he always dealt the General’s shit, so why the fuck would he deal for a copycat? Easy. He wasn’t.

      “I get what you’re suggesting, but we don’t have proof. I don’t do shit unless we have facts, not assumptions,” Zane states.

      “I know you don’t, so why don’t I go and find some hard proof this is legit?” One of the perks of knowing Zane this long is knowing how the guy operates. I can usually avoid getting into confrontations with him because of it.

      “Fine, but Razor’s gonna help you. He has a bit to prove to me if he wants to end up bein’ the VP down at Amara’s charter.

      I nod, perfectly fine with what Zane’s said. “Sounds good. I’ll get started on some stuff later.”

      “Good. Now that this is out of the way, Zorro, I want you to come down to the barn with me in a bit. Need to figure out what Gears knows,” Zorro smiles devilishly at Zane’s order. The man is as fucked up as us all, but he loves him some fresh blood.

      Zane ends church and we all go our separate ways, but before I head out with Razor, I need to go off with Oakleigh to the small lab in town. I got us an appointment in forty-five minutes to see if she’s my daughter. I’m sure the results won’t be instantaneous, but at least it’s one step in the right direction.

      The fact of the matter is this young woman could very well be my daughter, and with everything going on with my dad right now . . . I don’t think discovering we have more family could be a bad thing. This could be a huge blessing in disguise, and Shi helped me realize that last night. I ended up taking her back to my bedroom, but we didn’t do jack shit. I just fuckin’ held her against my body until I fell asleep. I know one thing for sure—my bed will never be the same again.
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        Strength doesn’t come from what you can do, it comes from overcoming the things you once thought you couldn’t.

        ~ Nikki Rogers

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      Ashley came home from the hospital yesterday and Rory looks just like Blackjack. She has the darkest hair like it was plucked straight from a raven. She even has her father’s eyes, and while Fist and Noelle are obviously her siblings, too, I think Blackjack’s features are all over this little one.

      Ashley has her bassinet in the club next to the booth while we drink some coffee and catch up. Since yesterday her Aunt Roxy and cousins have been down her throat. I wouldn’t say they’ve been bothering her, but they’re definitely making sure they catch up. I can’t blame her Aunt Roxy, though. She’s the last piece of Ashley’s dad that’s still alive, besides Fist, since she named him after her deceased dad.

      All the Vixens wanted to chat with her and see the baby, so I waited patiently and finally, everyone is getting used to Rory being here. We all love babies, even some of the guys. If anyone puts a baby near Zorro, his eyes light up like a damn Christmas tree and Bull too.

      “So, I’ve been meaning to ask you a favor if that’s okay?” Ashley looks at me with pleading eyes.

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      “Dex is graduating in two weeks and I desperately need help throwing a party together for him. Being pregnant threw me off track and I’m just . . . I’m slacking. I need help,” Ashley says.

      “You need help with what? I can pitch in. My classes are super easy right now.” Sydney, or Syd, as we call her, halts as she walks past where we’re sitting.

      “Dex’s graduation party, but I don’t want your dad reeling into me. When are your finals?” Ashley goes into mom mode with her niece.

      “End of the month, but don’t worry about them. I have straight A’s right now and we all know I’m great when it comes to taking tests,” Sydney tells us, eyes not wavering from Ashley.

      Ashley doesn’t seem convinced, though. “I don’t want Zane getting mad at me.”

      “He’s my dad. I can handle him.” At Sydney’s words, both Ashley and I break out with a huge smile. Sydney started calling Zane her dad not too long ago, but every time I hear her refer to him as her father, my heart swells to triple the size. Everyone knows Sydney’s story is a complicated one, and while she’s never had a normal life, one thing I can say is she’s always had so much love surrounding her.

      I would’ve killed to grow up in a situation like hers. I’m sure some people would call me a monster for wishing for it, but until they’ve been in my shoes, they don’t have any right to judge.

      “Fine, but if he comes after me, I’m throwing you under the bus,” Ashley laughs, motioning with her hand for Sydney to join us. Sydney slides in beside me and looks in awe at Rory.

      “God, she’s so beautiful.”

      “She is, but don’t think I’m not pissed. I basically gave birth to a female replica of Blackjack. I mean, she couldn’t even have my eyes? All the work I did and nothing!” I bust out into laughter at Ashley’s words and even Sydney cracks a few laughs, but thankfully neither of us stir the sleeping baby.

      For the next couple of hours, we create the perfect graduation party for Dex, one I’m sure Ashley will be losing her mind over. Dex might not be her biological son, but you’d never know it. She loves him so damn much, and the second he rushes off to college this summer, she’s going to be a mess. Hell, she’s gonna be a mess at his graduation party, too, because it’s all one big confirmation he’s grown up and he’ll be leaving.

      We planned a barbeque here at the clubhouse and Ashley suggested we invite some of the higher-up members from the Satan’s Raiders MC, Sons of Gods MC, Devil’s Riot MC, Iron Vex MC, Skulls Renegade MC, and the Inferno’s Clutch MC. We’re on good terms with all of them, considering we have solidified alliances with every single one of them, or the club’s currently working on getting an alliance official. I think the only ones the club’s a little unsure about is the Inferno’s Clutch, but from what I’ve heard, it’s only because Zane doesn’t know their club too well. Word on the street is that Reed, the Prez of the Skulls Renegade MC out in Tennessee, has dealt with the Inferno’s Clutch MC quite a bit and he put in a good word for their Prez.

      While we only have a couple of weeks before we throw this big shindig, it’s going to be one of the best parties we’ve ever had here. I just have a feeling.

      Sydney takes her leave and says she has some studying to do for her AP English class, so we say our goodbyes and Ashley leaves me shortly after. She’d had the baby out here for a few hours and wants to get back home to where Dex is watching Noelle and Fist. Goodness, when he leaves, she’s going to be so short-handed in their house. I’m sure Jordyn and Nova will step up, but who knows. Regardless, Ashley will have as much help as she needs.

      The night Hammer and I chatted at the bar, he told me about a girl he believed was his daughter and ended up telling me he got a paternity test done with her. She’s been staying in the Vixens’ house and a few of the ladies there are taking her under their wing.

      She’s a gorgeous girl, with a light mocha skin color and long black and purple braids. She’s probably a foot shorter than Hammer, but from what I’ve observed already, I’d say she’s a spitfire. The girl has sass and I like that about her.

      I slide out of the booth and look down at my cell, seeing three missed texts. I tap on my text icon and my heart sinks into my stomach.

      From: Mom

      Remember what I said. I’ll do it.

      When will you be here? We have a job to do.

      Don’t make me hurt them!

      She’s the type who would take it out on innocent people, too. As a kid, I didn’t realize how corrupt she is, but as an adult, I saw it very clearly. She’s a different type of evil, but it makes sense how she ended up with a man like my stepfather.

      I shake my head and stick my phone in the back pocket of my jeans before heading over to the kitchen. I need a tall glass of ice water to calm my nerves, that’s for sure. Only, upon turning the corner, I run straight into the one man I’ve been kind of avoiding the last day—Hammer.

      Why am I avoiding him?

      Well, things feel off between us.

      I slept in his bed the other night after we hadn’t spoken for ages and now things are even more awkward. We stare at each other from across the room and I think we’re both caught wondering what we do now. I can say without a doubt I’ve had far too many thoughts about him in . . . less than heated circumstances.

      Yet the way his eyes stare down into mine causes my heart to beat ten times faster, my palms to go sweaty, and for me to become a complete idiot.

      “Hey,” his tone comes out smooth and nurturing, and with one word, I know I’m in for it.

      My heart’s pulling me closer to him and I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop myself.

      Part of me wants to give in, but then I remind myself Hammer doesn’t know about my past. About the things that’ve shaped me into the woman, I am today. I never planned on telling anyone, but if there was ever anyone I’d share the skeletons in my closet with, it’d be him.
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        Find someone who knows how to calm your storms

        ~ Bliss

      

      

      Hammer

      “Hey there yourself,” she replies, quickly averting her eyes to look at the ground.

      “You alright?” I ask her, searching for some sort of answer.

      She nods her head once and clears her throat. “Yeah. Are you?”

      “I am, as much as I can be anyway.” I don’t shy away from being truthful with her. Things with my dad haven’t been getting any better, and in all honesty, they’re getting worse. Things with Oakleigh being around have been distracting me from feeling too much in regard to my father, but her being around isn’t shielding me from the fear I have settling in the pit of my stomach.

      “How’s your dad?” Shiloh’s question is exactly what I don’t want to be hearing right now, but I breathe in through my nose and answer her.

      “He has an infection, different than the one he had the other day. The fever went away for a few hours and came right back, so they’re trying to figure out what type of infection it is. Their infectious disease doctor has been running a bunch of tests, but so far, we don’t have any sort of answer as to what it is. My ma hasn’t wanted to leave his side, but the moments she is, it’s only because my sister has volunteered to be at the hospital with dad.”

      Shiloh looks back up into my eyes and the sorrow is evident. “I’m so sorry, Hammer.”

      “He’s gonna be okay. I’ve seen the man survive some nasty shit.” I’m quick to say it, but I don’t think I believe a word of it. He’s the strongest man I know and yet an infection is why he’s still in the hospital. It fucking sucks, ‘cause there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it.

      She grabs onto my hand and gives me an encouraging squeeze. “I have faith he’s going to do his best to pull through this.” She means every word and it’s obvious. Shiloh has always been like this, though, a ray of positivity whenever someone needs it.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, then quickly change the subject. “You seen Oakleigh around?”

      Shiloh shakes her head. “Last I knew, she was over at the Vixens house.”

      “She passed out like an hour ago, said she was exhausted,” Ruby says as she passes by where we’re standing.

      “Oh, okay. She alright?” Hammer questions.

      Ruby gives him a quick nod. “Yep. I think the last few days have been a lot for her, you know?”

      “Okay, cool. When she wakes up, can you tell her I want to have a chat?”

      Ruby nods. “Sure. I won’t be around. Zorro’s taking me out to a late dinner, but I’ll tell Rosa and she can tell the other ladies.”

      “Thanks, Ruby, I appreciate it,” I reply as Ruby walks into the kitchen.

      In my hand lies the results of the paternity test we had done the other day. “Is that what I think it is?” Shiloh asks me.

      “Yeah,” I tell her, unfolding the paper. I hand it over to her and watch as she reads it. She’s so focused and then her eyes expand and a smile breaks across her face.

      “You have a daughter, Hammer.” I should’ve known Shi would’ve been the happiest for me.

      “Yeah, but I don’t know shit about what it means to be a father.”

      “That’s okay. This is when you learn, for her. You found each other and that’s the important part here.”

      I wish it was so easy. It’s not like she grew up with her mother this entire time. Oakleigh’s been through the rough parts of life and it’s obvious to me. One look into her eyes and the concern about what she’s going to face is evident.

      “There’s so much going on right now. Part of me thinks this is some sort of fucked up dream.” I glance down and still see Shiloh’s hand is in mine and can’t tear my eyes away from the sight. I know she’s nervous. Anytime I look at her, it’s like I can see the fear surrounding her. She’s scared, and I can’t blame her for being afraid. I’ve treated her like shit before, and I’ve done some damn fucked up shit, but I’m determined to do better for her.

      “I can’t blame you for it. I wish it was a dream for you. No one deserves for their dad to be sick.”

      I know we’re in the midst of a serious conversation, but I release her hand and encase her face in the palms of my hand, lookin’ straight into those innocent eyes of hers, unable to look away. I’ve tried fighting, tried keeping a wall up between us, but I don’t want to anymore. “I can’t stop thinkin’ about you bein’ in my bed, Shi . . . but I don’t want you to be just sleepin’ beside me if you get what I’m sayin’.”

      She bites her bottom lip and looks away from me. “Hammer, I . . . fuck. I . . .” Shiloh looks right back at me and I realize she’s struggling with what she’s trying to say. She swallows and finally speaks back up, “I want to try this with you, but I’m so fucking afraid this could ruin us. We’re friends, Hammer. We’re such good friends and I don’t want to ruin it.”

      I run my thumb against her cheek and make a vow I fully intend to follow through on. “I know we have had some fights in the past, but I won’t let somethin’ ruin our friendship. But I’m not gonna stand here and act like I don’t think about the way your lips would feel like pressed up against mine.” I inch closer to her and her lip quivers in anticipation. I don’t give a damn who’s around us. I don’t give a damn about anything right now. When it’s just her and me, I somehow get lost in those blue eyes of hers and nothing else seems to matter.

      I snake my hand around the back of her neck and inch my lips closer to hers until they’re touching. Her breath is hot and heavy on my lips, and she picks up her pace like she’s either nervous or excited for what’s about to happen.

      Opening my mouth wide, I claim her mouth like it’s always been mine. She gives in almost instantaneously, slightly moaning until she begins to give into the kiss. Her hands paw at my chest and I inhale sharply through my nostrils, needing her now more than ever. Now that I know what it’s like to taste her on my lips.

      Fuck, I don’t ever want to stop this. I don’t know if I ever can.

      “Hammer, we gotta go. Got a hit on the guy.” I tear my lips away from Shiloh and look over to Razor, hating the timing he has.

      “When we leaving?” I ask him.

      “Now. No time to waste. Motherfucker’s in town and I don’t plan on waitin’ for him to leave,” Razor tells me.

      With a grunt, I look back at Shiloh and get a firmer grip on her neck. “I’m not done with you yet.” As I release her, I follow Razor, ready to get this shit handled. No way am I gonna lose the momentum I built with Shiloh tonight. No way in fuckin’ hell.
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        But the thing is, even if I could go back, I wouldn’t belong there anymore

        ~ Ccz

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      My heart’s never beat this fast in my entire life, or at least I don’t think it has. It’s been two hours since Hammer left with Razor and with every moment, my stomach is turning into a tighter knot. What is he doing? Is he okay? God, and the last thing he said to me before he left. I’m about to lose my damn mind over here. There is nothing a woman loves more than a man who says what he wants, and my core has been blazing with heat since he walked out the front door of the clubhouse.

      “What, are you kidding around?” Alexa questions Bull, who’s sitting over on the sectional with Dracus.

      I’ve been around everyone at the club long enough to know not to act too interested in other people’s conversations, so I stay where I am and scroll on my phone, all the while listening to their conversation.

      “No, why the fuck would I be? If I say shit, it means it happened. Damn.” Bull huffs, getting a bit too sassy with his ol’ lady if you ask me.

      “Well, sorry, captain cunt. It just seems a bit odd. Why come back now, after all this time?” Alexa asks her man.

      I cock a brow but try to keep my eyes on my phone, and just as I do, another message comes through from my mother.

      From: Mom

      Be here on Friday night at 7 p.m. at Capaldi’s downtown, or I will be contacting my attorney.

      Part of me had hoped she would forget about everything that happened with Stiletto, but of course, I wouldn’t ever be so lucky. I’ll need to get a plane ticket and secure my flight soon if I’m going to make it there on time.

      “It’s not him, Alexa. He was only ever faking being the head honcho. The man who was really in charge, his name is the Commander. The dude is supposedly pissed ‘cause we caused so many problems for them. Hammer called and gave me a heads up, so I can go tell Zane and fill him in on everything. Now, I gotta go.” Bull rushes past Alexa and heads back to where Zane’s office is. I watch from where I’m sitting how he walks with purpose and wastes no time in rapping his knuckles against Zane’s office door. Within a minute, Bull is being let in.

      I stare at the message I received from my mother and decide to reply.

      To: Mom

      I’ll be there.

      I keep it plain and simple, but I plan on going. If I don’t, she’ll come back and hurt the club. I can’t have that happen, not after everything Fist did for me. Not the baby Fist, but Ashley’s dad, Fist.

      If it weren’t for him, God knows where I’d be.

      He’s the only one at the club who knew what happened to me. He made it a point to check in with me every couple of days and make sure I was alright, make sure I wasn’t feeling weird, upset, really anything. He was like my guardian angel. And then he died, out of the blue, and not one of us was prepared for it.

      He was the type who let me talk to him or vent whenever I needed, and then he was gone. Fist is the kind of father I wish I had my entire life, but mine died when I was a child. Then my mom married that tool of a stepfather I have. Even as I think about him, my body starts to break out in goosebumps.

      I get up from where I’m sitting and head out through the front of the clubhouse, needing to get some fresh air. In fact, I’m desperate for it. After I pass through the clubhouse doors, the semi-humid Montana air hits me. It isn’t unbearable, but it’s something I need to get used to. Summer is coming, and with it, so is the heat.

      I head over to the railing and take a seat on it, pull out the weed vape pen I have in my pocket and take a hit. I didn’t grab this from some rando off the street. A friend of mine works at a medical dispensary and sells off a few every week or so, saying they never got it from their distributor. I’m not the type of stoner who takes a hit multiple times a day, every day. Only when I need to take the edge off, and the last thing I want to happen is for me to go into a full-blown panic attack when Hammer and I . . . when we got the ball rolling earlier.

      I lean my head back against the post supporting the roof and close my eyes, breathing in and out slowly. The silence is exactly what I need until a hand is suddenly nudging my arm. I open my eyes from the contact and look to my right. Poison’s flipping her dreads back, cackling a bit. “You looked like you were about to fall over.”

      “Oh, shit. Thank you.”

      “No problem. Didn’t want you gettin’ hurt. You’ve always been so kind to me here,” Poison says as she walks toward the clubhouse door.

      The rumbling of bikes causes me to turn my head to the left. While the sun’s already starting to set, the club has parking lot lights sporadically up our long lane and in the parking lot. Hammer and Razor ride their bikes up to the gate and whoever’s manning the gate lets them through.

      Razor’s the first one to park his bike, and then Hammer. He pulls off his helmet and the moment he does, his eyes are on me. His arm’s cut open, skin separated and I hop off the railing and rush up to him. “Are you okay?”

      Razor cackles from behind me. “Sweetheart, you should see the other guy.”

      Hammer smirks and looks down at me. “I’m great now, Shi.”

      Our eyes lock for a few seconds before I decide to take the plunge. I grab him by his cut and rise up on my tippy toes, meeting my lips with his. I can hear Razor snickering but ignore it and Hammer wraps his hands around my back.

      “You two have a good night,” Razor comments as he walks toward the clubhouse.

      Hammer and I keep kissing for a few minutes before I manage to pull away for some air, seeing the biggest grin I’ve ever seen spread across his face. “I think you and I should take a ride.” Hammer takes ahold of my hand and leads me toward the garage, where he leads me to a burnt orange-looking bike. I raise my brows, not sure if this is his or not.

      “Did you get another bike?”

      “I sure as hell did. Harley just released their Pan America line and fuck if I wasn’t on the waitlist. C’mon, I wanna take you for a ride.” Hammer hands me a helmet in the same color the bike is and puts one on for himself too. The next thing I know, he’s put the keys in, has thrown his leg around, and we’re both on our way. Instead of taking a left and heading out onto the road, he makes a right and heads down toward Blackjack and Ashley’s place. We go down the long lane for about two miles and pass their lake house, then keep going until we’re in a brushy area.

      I didn’t even know there was a trail this far back, but Hammer must’ve. He keeps going and we head out until we reach some sort of cliffy area. He pulls the bike over and kicks the stand up, offering me a hand so I can dismount first and then he does the same.

      We both take our helmets off and lay them on the handlebars, taking in the scenery of what’s before us. It’s the Monroe family ranch, only a fraction of the acreage that’s gone untouched for this many years.

      This right here is why they call it big sky country. The cliff drops maybe thirty feet or so before it hits grassy knolls and hills, with streams in through the rest of it. The grass in front of me is greener than anything I’ve seen before and I can’t help but smile. A herd of bighorn sheep coming through with their babies is the highlight of my day. So much so that I know I gasp upon seeing them and put a hand over my mouth in complete awe at this lovely visual of the nature surrounding us.

      Heat comes up from behind me and instantly, I tense up, but then have to remind myself it’s Hammer. He isn’t anyone who would hurt me, and in all honesty, he’d hurt anyone horribly if they ever tried to.

      His hands wrap around my waist and he presses his lips against the nape of my neck. He leaves chaste kisses, skimming his hands down my thigh, over my lower stomach, and his member grows hard against my back.

      “You don’t know what I’ve been thinkin’ about you while I’ve been gone,” his words come out in a heated grumble.

      My nipples bud at the thought of his hands venturing even further along my body. His words almost give a hidden promise, and it’s been so long since I’ve . . . it’s been so damn long. I wanted the next time I had relations with someone to mean something. Not that having sex with the guys at the club never meant anything, but it wasn’t the same. I was almost like a prostitute. The club gave me food, health care, and a safe haven for my services. I was never the type who had a romantic connection during sex. Not ever.

      I’m hoping it changes today. In all honesty, I’m praying for it.

      “What’ve you been thinking?” I rasp out my question, swallowing hard.

      Hammer brings his lips against my ear while his hands unbutton my jeans, dipping his hand under my panties until he finds my clit. He dips his finger further down, collecting my wetness and brings it to the top, teasing my swelling nub. “I’ve thought about fucking you on the back of my bike, with your back pressed against my handlebars, watching my hard cock sliding into this sweet center of yours.” He pinches down on my clit and a bit of my essence squirts out over his fingers. Not a lot, but enough to show I’m loving what he’s doing.

      I turn my head to the left and try to look at him, “Then do it, Hammer.”

      He pulls his hand out from under my panties, yanks my jeans down along with my black lace thong, and I toss off everything I’m wearing on the top. He then unbuckles his pants and drops his jeans, tosses off his boxers, and takes off everything above the waist but gently sets his cut down on top of my clothes.

      I walk over to his bike and sit on it, staring at him with the utmost need.

      He smiles, though, and his cock grows harder, twitching while he stares at me. “Lean back and spread those legs for me. I want to get a good look at you.”

      I do as he says and lean back against his bike, in the way he was describing a few minutes ago. He throws his leg over the bike and his eyes rake over my body, smiling devilishly as he lines his cock against my entrance.

      With his right hand, he grabs my wrists and holds them above my head, across the handlebars as he drives himself inside me. My body instantly tenses up and he rocks himself in and out of me, allowing my body to adjust to his size, but at the same time claiming every part of me that he can.

      With every movement, his cock hits my cervix and the pain is filled with pleasure. I arch my hips and the moment I start doing that, he grinds his cock against my G-spot, causing me to moan loudly.

      “That’s right, baby. Moan for me,” he growls like a rage-filled beast, and I do as he says.

      My nipples bud even harder as my body relaxes more and I let him take me into a completely different realm of pleasure. He quickens his speed and my eyes start to roll back into my head. My entire body feels like it’s on fire and I know it’s coming. I begin to thrash to the left and the right, but Hammer holds me down even more and takes my body like it’s his. He fucks me better than any man ever has, and the moment I start to lose all control, he brings his face down to mine.

      “Come for me, baby. Let it all out and coat my cock with your essence.”

      I nod my head and he releases my arms. I wrap them around his neck and kiss him hard. My orgasm rolls through me in waves and he grunts as I constrict around his cock like a snake. His own moans of pleasure float through my lips and he breaks the kiss after pulling out of me, his seed still spurting from his cock.

      He grabs his shaft with one hand and the back of my hair with another, his seed coating my face. “Fucking hell, look what you’ve done to me,” he hisses, his cock finally stops and he breathes in and out heavily.

      “You did a number on me too,” I mutter with a laugh.

      He brings a hand against my face and crashes his lips down onto mine, both of us tasting the saltiness of his semen on our lips. I don’t know what the hell this is, if it’s porn-level hot sex or if it’s a romantic connection. It feels a bit like both, but I like it.

      Hammer breaks our kiss and he looks down into my eyes, “I’m not ever gonna lose you, Shiloh. You’re it for me, and I’m gonna make it damn clear to anyone who ever looks in your direction.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You’re so hard on yourself. Take a moment. Sit back. Marvel at your life: at the grief that softened you, at the heartache that wisened you, at the suffering that strengthened you. Despite everything, you still grow.

        ~ The Intuitive Wildflower

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      It’s been a few days since we had our bike ride out to the back part of the property, and I’ve found myself spending a lot more time with him. At first, I was nervous about being around him even more, but slowly I’ve convinced myself I deserve to be happy, that anyone who’s with me will love me for everything I am, even the bad and the ugly. Still, my demons continue to haunt me and nightmares have been plaguing my mind the last few days.

      I go to bed with Hammer by my side and wake up with sweat covering my body, unsure if what I dreamt is my reality or a figment of my imagination. He’s woken up a couple of times during this, but I always reassure him I’m fine. I know he has questions. I’m not an idiot, and with the way he looks at me, I know I won’t be able to keep reassuring him I’m fine when I’m not.

      Today is Friday and I have to be there at seven tonight for dinner at Capaldi’s. My mother lives in Salt Lake City and I need to get my butt moving if I’m going to make it there on time.

      I’ve only naturally assumed he’d take me, and I haven’t bought an airplane ticket as a backup. Yet, I haven’t even asked the man if he’d go with me. I’m not going to lie. I’m scared to ask him to come because at some point I’ll have to explain things. I know I’ll freeze up, or goosebumps will spread across my body like wildfire. I know there will be some sort of reaction from me that grants a question from him. Even with it all, I need him there with me. I sit here on the edge of my bed, terrified he won’t be able to look at me the same after this, but knowing I need the support. There’s no way I’ll make it past the series of events this evening unless he goes with me.

      Clearing my throat, I drum up the courage to walk out back where he was smoking a cigarette on the porch and ask him. “Hammer,” I start off, nervousness obvious as hell.

      Immediately he turns to face me, raising a brow. “You alright? You sound like you’re about to tell me someone died.”

      Of all people, he shouldn’t be the one joking about someone dying. His dad hasn’t, but I don’t believe things are getting any better over there. He hasn’t talked to me about anything for two days, but the last time he did, he got really upset. He’s been talking to me about Oakleigh, though, and how he’s learning more about the girl. It’s so crazy to think he had a daughter for all these years and never even knew she existed.

      “I’m not. I was just wondering if . . . if you’d come to Salt Lake City with me.”

      A smile breaks across Hammer’s face. “I’d go anywhere with you.”

      “We need to leave in a couple hours, it’s for a dinner with my family, and I have to go, and I just really don’t want to go alone.” I stutter and nervousness storms through me. Even though he can pick up on the fact I’m nervous, he softens his expression and nods.

      “Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll go with you.”

      I’ve done a lot of fucked up shit in my life and even now, I’m not sure how I ended up with this man. He doesn’t ask questions. He simply says what he’s going to do, and then he does it. I don’t know many women who are as lucky as me or any women who end up with a man like him. Guys are always so quick to complain about doing anything, but not him. He takes it upon himself to make me as comfortable as possible. Hell, he even took my car into the garage and worked with Ripper to do a complete rotation, changed my oil, and everything else maintenance-wise I’d need for the summer.

      Hammer puts out his cigarette and comes over to me. He’s so quick to wrap his arms around my body and pull me against his chest. “I don’t know why you’re so scared, but don’t be. I’m gonna go with you and shit will be fine.”

      Just like that, I can breathe a little easier, like I’m not terrified my entire world will come crumbling down in an instant.
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        * * *

      

      Hammer and I arrived in Salt Lake City an hour ago, wearing the clothes on our backs and a change of clothes. Luckily, his bike has some storage, so I was able to bring some makeup and my mini curling iron. If we’re going out in public for dinner, it’s because there’s a spectacle about it. I told Hammer we needed to both be dressed to the nines, so he got us a hotel room in the city and said we could stop by a store and get some new clothes. He even said we’d take a taxi to dinner, and we’ve both walked in through the front doors of Capaldi’s.

      Hammer’s dressed in a way I didn’t think I’d ever see him. He’s sporting a deep burgundy suit jacket and trousers, with a caramel-colored leather Oxford. His tie is a soft toffee color and he’s wearing a dress shirt underneath with a boxed pattern. Right about now, he could be on the cover of GQ.

      Meanwhile, I kept my look simple. I curled my hair in loose waves and applied only a spec of makeup. I wanted to show I tried, but I didn’t try too hard. I’m wearing a strappy little black dress that goes down to my ankles with a slit coming up the leg, giving it a sexy yet sophisticated look.

      Capaldi’s is one of those restaurants where everyone dresses their best, but upon walking through the door, the hostess wastes no time in taking us upstairs to the private room where I’m sure we’ll be dining. I’m positive they gave her some sort of outdated photograph of me, so they didn’t have to be bothered in the room. My mother’s made quite a spectacle out of this evening, but to think we’d be physically in the public eye isn’t like her. Our family has far too much drama for it. No, I’m sure there will be some sort of photographer upstairs shooting photos of us the entire time we’re here.

      The first person I see is my younger brother Brody. He has a fake smile plastered across his face and is laughing at one of the jokes Chelsea is undoubtedly telling him. Chelsea is our youngest sister. She’s twenty-three and thinks she owns the world. Went to all of the best schools, had the best tutors and basically had the best childhood. Brody and I weren’t so lucky, but Chelsea, Darren, and Bailey . . . they grew up in a completely different way.

      “Shi, it’s been too long.” Brody rises up from his chair and walks up to me, pulling me into a tight embrace.

      “Brody,” I choke out my brother’s name, hoping he’ll give me a bit of air, and he does.

      “Hammer, this is my brother, Brody,” I tell Hammer, not missing the way Brody cocks both of his brows.

      “Hammer, huh?” Brody teases.

      Hammer extends a hand. “Yeah, it’s a nickname.”

      Brody wiggles his eyebrows at me, obviously finding amusement already.

      My mother and stepfather rise, and just like every other time I see him, I can’t look him in the eyes. It’s too much. It reminds me of every time I’d see him staring into mine. About what would happen, the empty promises, the hushed whispers. Even now, my stomach knots up and I think I could vomit.

      “Shiloh Ann, I never . . . I never thought you’d bring someone like this home,” my mother’s tone is full of disrespect. If I had the energy to rear into her right now, I would, but merely being in the presence of my stepfather is enough to put me back into the silent little girl I was all those years ago.

      I’m not sure if Hammer knows what she’s insinuating, but I sure as fuck do.

      “What, an ex-NFL player? You got somethin’ against football?” Hammer takes her disrespect with class and takes my hand, taking me closer to the table.

      My mother doesn’t know how to react to his response and Brody speaks up as we take the two seats across from him and my half-sister, Chelsea. “I like him already. He doesn’t put up with her shit.” Brody laughs loudly and smiles brightly as he speaks.

      “Brody, watch your tongue,” my mother snaps from the other end of the table.

      Brody, though, doesn’t stop. He turns to look at her and smiles wide as day, “Why the hell would I do that? You told me if I came here tonight, I wouldn’t have to see you for the next four years, so get all the photos your guy wants, mom. I’ll smile, laugh, and do whatever I need to in order to not see you again.”

      “Unlike you, we don’t speak in such a manner in front of guests.” My mother looks right at Hammer and I’m unable to keep my eyes from locking with hers.

      “He isn’t a guest, so calm down,” I snap at her with malice.

      “He isn’t family,” Bailey mutters, looking him up and down. “How long have you guys been dating anyway?”

      “A long time,” Hammer responds, and even though he’s lying, I don’t mind it.

      I should be distracted by the fact my half-sister and Hammer are talking, and while Bailey’s trying to learn more about my relationship with Hammer, I feel his eyes on me. It’s almost like my skin is being burned. Each second it gets hotter, uneasiness fills my body, and for some reason, I look over in his direction.

      Deep green eyes stare back at me and he smiles. “You’ve grown into quite a beautiful young woman, Shiloh Ann.”

      My stepfather’s words cause me to get up from the table and rush toward the closest bathroom. I thought I could do this, but I can’t. I can’t fucking do this.

      I push open the door to the closest bathroom and kneel down on the ground just as my stomach contents come shooting up my throat and out of my mouth. I hold onto the seat of the toilet and let it all keep coming, knowing this is only natural.

      I’m terrified of the man in the other room. As a little girl, I was afraid, but now I know the reality of what was being done to me. The way he fucked with my mind and my body.

      This was a huge mistake. I never should’ve come here.
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        I am there waiting, watching, keeping to the shadows. But when you need me I’ll step out of the shadows and protect what’s mine.

        ~ J Baby Writes

      

      

      
        
        Hammer

      

      

      “What the hell . . .” Brody says the exact thing I’m thinking.

      “Excuse me,” I tell the table and walk in the direction Shiloh ran off in. She was gone so quickly that I didn’t get a good look at where she was headed, but I’m sure she ran into a bathroom or something. I walk through the doorway and go out of the private room and see the restrooms are to the left.

      Instead of just barging into the women’s restroom, I knock, wait a moment, and then finally go in. I look under the stalls and see only one of the three is occupied. I give her a few moments to herself before I go up to the door and rap my knuckles against it. “Shi, it’s me. Are you alright?”

      “N-no,” her voice comes out soft, but it sounds to me like she’s crying.

      I push open the stall door and find her hands shaking, tears sliding down her cheeks, and she doesn’t look normal to me. It’s like she’s been in some sort of traumatic experience, not maintaining eye contact, looking down at the floor, wheezing as she breathes. I don’t understand what happened in there, but I’m about to find out.

      Without giving it a second thought, I slide down onto the floor and grab her hands, lookin’ straight into those beautiful eyes of hers. “I don’t know what’s goin’ on, but I’m here. You’re not alone. You hear me?”

      Shiloh nods her head once and her lips quiver.

      “Baby, what’s goin’ on? I can see you’re scared, but what am I missin’ here?” I’m desperate for her to give me some sort of answer, anythin’ that might be able to help me help her.

      Shiloh’s shoulders shake and she sucks in her bottom lip, tears flowing heavier than they have been. Whatever’s goin’ on . . . it’s bad. “I only c-came here because Stiletto b-beat my m-mother’s ass. S-she threatened to come after the club, g-gave me an ultimatum.” Shiloh barely finishes speaking without sobbing through her words.

      “Okay, I can understand why you came . . . but the club’s been through some heavy shit, Shi. We could’ve handled this.” I have no doubts in my mind the club would’ve made this go away. We’ve handled a lot and we all know we’re gonna handle things worse than her momma.

      “I f-felt cornered i-into saying y-yes.” I can understand that. Fuck, her brother said the only reason he came tonight is so he didn’t have to see them for four years. I don’t know shit about their childhood, though I’m getting the feelin’ it wasn’t the best.

      I rub my thumbs over the tops of her hands, looking into her eyes, assuring her things are going to be okay. “I know you did. I know.”

      “C-coming here, s-seeing him . . . it’s b-bringing everything b-back and I d-don’t know w-what I’m going t-to do a-anymore. I’m so s-scared. I t-think you w-won’t w-want to b-be with m-me a-anymore when you f-find out.” Her sobs grow heavier and I pull her into my arms.

      “Nothin’ would ever make me wanna not be with you, Shiloh. Not a damn thing. We fought against this for far too long and I’m not goin’ anywhere. We got a lot of things to explore when it comes to us, and I, for one, can’t imagine livin’ my life without you. You’re my woman. You got me? You’re mine and it’s my job to protect you.” I press a chaste kiss to her forehead and hold her against me as she sobs against my chest.

      “He u-used to t-touch me after he m-married my m-mom.”

      It doesn’t take a genius to figure out who she’s talking about. I inhale deeply through my nose, trying my best to be here for her right now, even while the devil deep inside me wants to head back into that fuckin’ dining room and snap his shitty chicken neck.

      “I t-told my u-uncle Chris and he t-tried to get my m-mom to h-help me, b-but she d-didn’t b-believe me. S-said I was lying. It g-got worse and I t-told my u-uncle Chris a-again, but n-nothing could be done. They painted it like he was an i-irate man who had something a-against my stepfather.”

      All I see is rage. Fury that she told someone, and while he tried to help, her fuckin’ mom didn’t take it seriously. What kind of parent doesn’t listen to their child when they need help?

      “We’re leaving right now. You don’t need to stay here, Shi, and we’re sure as hell not stayin’ through this damn dinner.” I try to keep my voice as calm as possible, but I’d be lyin’ if I said it was easy. I don’t want to scare her more than she is already, and I will if I’m not careful.

      Standing up, I pull her up with me and we walk out of the stall, exit the bathroom, and just as we’re starting to turn left, the door to the private room opens. Who comes out? Well, her mother and stepdaddy dearest.

      “Where do you think you’re going? We have a photo op that needs to be finished. It’s important for the campaign,” her stepfather sneers in her direction.

      All he needed to do was open his fuckin’ mouth for me to lose all control, and I do. I release Shi’s hand and run right up to the slimy political piece of shit. I grab the collar of his shirt and shove him up against the wall. I want to fuckin’ kill him for what he did, for the way he’s makin’ her feel right now.

      “I know what you did and you’re nothin’ but a pathetic excuse of a man,” I throw him onto the ground and glare at him with all my might. If I get put in jail, I can’t protect Shi and that’s what she needs from me right now.

      “Who do you think you are?!” he screams in my face, nostrils flaring as he gets back up on his feet and glares in my direction. “What’re you gonna do, big guy, hit me? I’ll put you in jail. I’ll make sure you never see the light of day ever again!”

      “Hammer,” Shiloh rasps out my name, her fear growing by the second.

      I look back at her for a moment, “It’s alright, sweetie. We’re leaving,” I glance back to her stepfather and mother. “I know what he did, and I will make it my life’s mission to ensure he never steps foot in office. A vile, disgusting abuser like this shouldn’t be in charge of anything.”

      Putting some space between us, I snake a hand around Shi’s waist and lead her out of the restaurant. I flag a taxi and we get in the backseat, where she continues to cry her eyes out. I hold her close against me and know while right now it’s hard, this is the last day she’ll ever be shedding tears over the agony he caused her.

      I’ll never let him hurt her ever again.
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        Physical attraction is beautiful but it’s the intimate mental attraction that is rare, highly intoxicating, and powerfully addictive.

        ~ Prince Madness

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      My eyes burn as badly as they did last night. Only now, they ache from how much wetness came from them. My skin burns, too, only in a different way. Hammer got me back to the hotel and drew me a hot bubble bath. He ordered champagne and tried to make the night as special as he could for me, but it didn’t help. I still feel broken, damaged, used. It’s what I always feel whenever I get too close to my mother and stepfather.

      I haven’t even looked at my phone, but I’m afraid to. Knowing my brother, he’s been blowing me up all night.

      I lean my head back and stare at the soft gray ceiling, breathing in and out slowly, hoping it’ll help soothe my pain. It won’t, but this type of pain isn’t something others would be able to understand. It’s the type that’s with you every day of your life, and you slowly but surely develop a strength to move on, a need to look at the sun and smile, to reflect and know the trauma you lived doesn’t impact the rest of your life.

      “Baby, I have a surprise for you,” Hammer’s voice comes from the left of me and I rise up to see him sitting in the armchair by the window, smiling from ear to ear, which only means he’s planned something magnificent. “And before you say anything, we’re doing it.” Well, there goes me shooting it down the drain.

      I end up letting Hammer talk me into this. We pack up our small duffle bags and change into some comfortable clothes, and while I thought about it, I texted my brother and caught up with him. He was, of course, worried about me after last night, but even he knew I was in the safest place I could be, with a man who would take care of me. He ended up telling me that even while he didn’t get into an in-depth conversation with Hammer, he liked him.

      Hammer and I rode out of Salt Lake City and he ended up pulling off into the town of Coalville. I didn’t know what’s going on, and I still don’t. Right now, we’re parked out of some sort of small café called Denise’s Home Plate.

      Hammer and I walk inside and I don’t realize who’s in the booth until he rises and looks directly into my eyes, smiling so wide I think he could blind me. I turn to look at Hammer, not sure how he did this. How did he do this in so little time?

      He managed to arrange for me to see my uncle Chris.

      “God, I thought you’d be halfway across the world by now,” my uncle mutters, wiping his hand over his mouth, staring at me in complete awe.

      I haven’t seen him since I was a child, since he tried to help me. “I . . . I’m sorry, I’m just so . . . I’m in such shock right now,” I mumble, in complete disbelief. Tears threaten to spill, but I try my best to not allow it to happen.

      “It’s alright. When this guy called me and said his name was Hammer . . . I thought this was gonna be some sort of sick joke. I didn’t think you’d actually be here.” Uncle Chris laughs hard, causing me to join in as well.

      Hammer’s phone begins to ring and he excuses himself, walks toward the door of the café and I take a seat across from my uncle, catching up on how he’s been and how life has treated him over the years.

      Going to Salt Lake City may not have been the best idea, but I believe in balance and while I experienced something quite horrid last night, seeing my uncle is making up for it. He’s the kind of dad I wish I could’ve had. The kind I would’ve prayed for as a little girl. He did everything he could to try and keep me safe, even if others wouldn’t listen.
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        With the right person you don’t have to work hard to be happy, it just happens

        ~ Weird People Rock

      

      

      
        
        Hammer

      

      

      It’s been a week since the ordeal in Salt Lake City. The club’s been keeping busy, and so has my little sister. She’s arranged for us to have dinner in my father’s room at the hospital tonight and after the last family dinner Shiloh attended, I don’t know if she’ll be too keen on attending mine, but I want her there. If I’ve learned anything through this experience with my father being in the hospital, it’s that we need to let people know how much we care about them.

      Yesterday Jada called me and we spoke about a few things. I’d asked her what she’s been up to and what not and while most in her life hasn’t changed when she asked about mine, I told her about Shiloh. It was only a matter of minutes before my mother called to see if what Jada told her was true, and of course, I was blunt. With my ma, there isn’t a woman who’s good enough for me. No one will treat me the way I deserve in her eyes, but I’ll be the first to tell her Shiloh isn’t just a girlfriend. Nope, she’s my fuckin’ queen, my ol’ lady, and I’ll shout it from the damn rooftops. I’m gonna end up speakin’ to Zane about getting a cut made for her. I can’t fuckin’ wait to see ‘Property of Hammer’ on her. Whether it’s the cut or her getting ink. I know back in the day, the old tradition for the Reapers Rejects was to get it tatted on too, but I don’t think many have done it recently.

      “Hey, I’ve been meanin’ to check in with you,” Blackjack says as he flags me down in the clubhouse. I stop on my trek to find Shiloh and ask her if she’d come to the hospital with me.

      “Hey, VP. What’s goin’ on?” I hadn’t heard Blackjack wanted to get in touch with me, which makes me concerned.

      “Nothin’, man. Wanted to see how your pops is doing. I hadn’t heard any up

      dates lately.”

      Shit. This is why I love the club life, especially this club. While my brothers here might not be blood, you’d never know it. They’re just as concerned for my biological family too. “He’s hangin’ in there. Infection isn’t leavin’ his body, and the doctors are workin’ really hard to get him back on the right track.” I’m as positive as I can be with him, but Blackjack sees right through my bullshit.

      “He’s been sick since the procedure, hasn’t he?”

      I give him a curt nod. “Yeah.”

      “Has anyone been honest with you, brother?” Blackjack’s question would blindside any other man, but not me. I’ve known him for too long. He’s the type of guy who wants to shoot it straight for you. No one likes to be unprepared in life, especially him.

      “They’re beatin’ around the bush, but I can guess what they’re tryin’ to tell us.” The fact he’s had the infection and fevers for so long is cause for concern. All he does in the hospital is eat and sleep, and while his fevers have been low grade, it doesn’t mean it’s a good thing. A fever is a fever regardless, an indication something’s going on in the body and our body needs more help. It’s not only frustrating they haven’t been able to pinpoint where this infection is, but with every passing day, I’m terrified my dad is growing closer to meeting his maker, and I don’t think I’m wrong.

      “Alright, well, if you need anythin’, just holler. We’re always here for you and your family, day or night.”

      “Thanks, VP. I appreciate that,” I tell Blackjack with a smile. He walks over to Zane and Kade, who’s here visiting with his kids and his ol’ lady too. Meanwhile, Shiloh comes down the stairwell with a full hamper in hand. Naturally, I head up to her and take the heavy hamper out of her hands.

      “I had it, you know. I’ve been doing this for quite a while,” Shiloh’s like the club mom in a way. If we had clubwhores, I’m sure she’d be their boss, but we don’t. We have the Vixens and they’re Octavia’s responsibility, but Shiloh and Rosa help her out quite a bit. Shiloh does a lot of things to help out here around the club. I think it has somethin’ to do with the deal she made with Fist when she stepped down as a clubwhore. Fuck, did she make it with Fist or Zane? So many years have gone by that I can barely keep track.

      “I know you’re fully capable, but if I wanna be a gentleman, can you just let me, or do you gotta complain about it?” I poke a bit of fun at her and she busts out into an adorable giggle.

      “Fine, onward to the laundry room then.” Shiloh smiles brightly and we walk side by side to the laundry area. She opens the door for me and I set the laundry basket down on the counter and lean against it as she does her thing.

      “I know it’s short notice and all, but would you wanna come down to the hospital with me tonight to meet my pops? My ma and sis will be there, we’re gonna have a little dinner. Jada’s grabbing chicken from that place my dad likes downtown.”

      Shiloh gazes down at the towel in her hands before looking over to me. She narrows her brows before she speaks. “Are you asking me to meet your parents?”

      “You had me meet yours,” I point out.

      “That’s not the same thing at all,” she gives me a knowing look, and okay, maybe it’s too soon to poke the bear.

      “I want you to meet them and Jada. It might be too early to say this, Shi, but I’m in love with you. I think I have been for a long time if I’m bein’ honest, so yeah, I want the woman I love to meet my family, ‘cause if I have anythin’ to do with it, she’ll be part of it for a long time.”

      Shiloh blinks her eyes in disbelief and I must render her speechless, ‘cause she doesn’t say shit. “You . . . you just told me you love me in a laundry room.”

      “I did.”

      “And you . . .” Shiloh stops speaking all of a sudden, tosses the towel in the washer and comes right up to me. She slips her arms around my neck and stands up on her tippy toes before her lips unite with mine.

      Fuck.

      This is it.

      She is it for me, and I pray she feels the same about me.
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        Two people who meet and share such a connection, do more than fall in love; they change each other deeply and irrevocably.

        ~ Unknown Words

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      Hammer inviting me to meet his family kind of threw me for a loop. I knew it would most likely happen at some point, but never did I think it would be this soon. With his dad being sick, though, it makes sense he would bring me around sooner rather than later. After I got some laundry in, Hammer and I headed straight over to the hospital.

      Now we’re in the parking lot and I can’t think about anything but how sweaty my hands are. Every bit of nervousness in my body is coming right out, from the sweaty hands to clearing my throat.

      Hammer grabs my hand and I tear it away, wiping the sweat away on the leg of my pants. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just a bit nervous.” I’m honest with him because nothing good will come out of lying. When I think about it, Hammer’s proven himself to me so many times over the last couple of weeks. I won’t ever keep something from this man and I know it. He’s entirely trustworthy.

      His mouth shifts into a smile. “Shi, you don’t have to be nervous. They’re not intense or nothin’, just a normal family.”

      I crane my neck to the side a tad. Does he not realize how big of a deal this is? “I’m meeting your parents, Hammer. This is a huge deal. I’ve never met anyone’s parents before. Did you know that? I . . . I’ve never been in this serious of a relationship, and we’re moving so fast. It’s terrifying and exhilarating at the same time.” My mouth goes dry and my heart intensely beats within the confines of my chest.

      Still, he stands beside me and smiles. “I promise you they’re great people.”

      Without even thinking, I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind, “They raised you, so they must be.”

      Hammer’s smile grows even larger and he wraps his arm around my back, walking with me through the parking garage until we get to the elevators. We take the elevator up to the third floor and walk over some sort of clear-glass bridge into the hospital. After we’re in the hospital, we go down the hall to the waiting room area, where a nurse sits behind a computer.

      Hammer walks up to her, smiling brightly like he always does when he wants something. “Hey Rhonda, mind buzzing me through so I can go see my dad?”

      Rhonda smirks at him and then looks at me. “Only if you tell me who this gem is. I don’t believe I’ve seen her here before.” Rhonda appears to be in her mid-fifties, has curly white hair, and has a pair of violet reading glasses with the little beaded things that hook to the ends of them. She’s adorable as can be.

      “This right here is my girlfriend, Shiloh,” Hammer proudly tells her.

      “Well, it’s nice to know there’s a woman in your life. I almost set you up with my granddaughter, seeing as your quite a respectable young man. In this day and age, it’s so hard to come by. I’ll buzz y’all through, but if anyone asks, I didn’t see Jada come through with none of those bags from the chicken place downtown, mkay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hammer laughs and urges me to walk with him as the double doors into the unit where his father’s hospital room is opens.

      Hammer and I walk down the hallway, even as it veers slightly to the left a bit and he stops in front of room number 331. He opens the plastic container attached to the door and pulls out one of those gowns you see the doctor’s wearing when someone’s rushed in via an ambulance on Grey’s Anatomy.

      He holds it out for me and ties it on my mid-back and behind my neck, and then I help him into his. “What’re these for?” I don’t know anything about the medical field, so hopefully, he can catch me up with what’s going on with his dad.

      “To protect dad as much as we can. He’s had fevers for a while, so we wear these. This way, we can’t bring something else into him ‘cause our clothes are protected, and if he has something, we should be able to keep ourselves safe.”

      “Okay,” I murmur as he puts a hand on the door.

      “You ready for this?” I don’t know if he’s trying to give me a chance to walk away, to not put myself through any additional stress, but I am ready to meet them. I’m ready to know what a normal family is like, to know how people act who aren’t traumatized or have serious family issues.

      I give him a nod and he pushes the door open, pulling me along with him. Upon entering the room, the scent of fried chicken wafts through the air. Not the crappy kind either, the kind you know was perfectly seasoned and is juicy under the crispy crust.

      My eyes land on who I believe is his sister. She has long, wavy, black hair and her eyes are a deep chocolate just like his. She’s curvy but isn’t fat. Then again, she’s not skinny either. “Ma, this is Shiloh,” Hammer speaks to the woman I’m looking at, and for a moment, I’m in complete disbelief. This is his mom? Holy shit, she looks amazing!

      “What a beautiful girl. My son hasn’t stopped talking about you for the last few weeks, so it’s great to finally have the pleasure of meeting you.” She walks over to me and extends a hand, and I meet it, shaking it firmly.

      I’m still in such disbelief. His mom doesn’t look like she could be older than forty, quite honestly.

      “So, this is the young woman you’ve been seeing?” A man’s voice rasps out from my right and I turn to see his dad. He’s wearing a hospital gown and has a couple blankets over his legs but seems to be keeping his spirits high.

      “Yep, this is her.” Hammer’s voice booms through the room and as I stare at his dad’s smile, I see where he got it from.

      “She’s a beauty. Come here so I can get a good look at ya. You like chicken? Jada, get this skinny thing some chicken. She needs to eat some more!” His dad yells over to another woman sitting on the other side of him. She’s curvy with curly hair, and I mean curly hair. I’m a little bit envious of women with natural curls. I have to sit with stuff in my hair overnight to even get remotely the same effect.

      I take a seat over beside his father and he shifts in his seat. It causes me to look at him and I get a glimpse of his legs, seeing they’re swollen. He’s been here since he had a heart procedure that didn’t go as planned, and as he begins coughing, I worry Hammer doesn’t realize what’s going on.

      My father died when I was very young because of heart failure, and while I didn’t understand what was happening back then, I can see it clear as day now. If Hammer doesn’t realize what’s happening to his dad, I’m just going to urge he spends more time with him over the next coming week, how stuff with the club can wait, and most importantly, his move to Los Angeles.

      Crap.

      I forgot about him moving . . . and it’ll bring up a conversation I don’t know if I’m prepared for. Billings became my home many years ago, and the only time I’ve ever left since has been for a weekend away, not long term.

      I’m in love with Hammer and have no doubts about my feelings for him, but how am I supposed to leave?
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        If you fall in love with their soul before you touch their skin, it’s true love

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Hammer

      

      

      Shiloh and I spent four hours at the hospital with my ma, dad, and sister. As we were getting ready to leave, they told me how Shi is a great catch, and my dad even said she’s a diamond-like my ma is and to not let her go. Now, I don’t plan on lettin’ her go, but I told them all I wouldn’t. She’s someone I plan on keeping close to me for years to come.

      We got back to the club about an hour ago and Shiloh’s been on a sweeping spree, getting the cleaning done like she normally does at the clubhouse. I just watched her walk into the kitchen, so I’m sure she’s doin’ some deep cleanin’ in there too.

      Zane comes up and takes a seat next to me on the sectional, eyes darting toward the kitchen and back to me. “You been spendin’ a lot of time with Shi lately. Got anything to tell me?”

      I cackle at his questions. “Nothin’ you haven’t already figured out. You’re not a dummy.”

      “Depends on who you ask. Octavia and Inc tell me I act stupid from time to time.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      At that, we both laugh and he leans against the back of the couch, relaxing a little bit more. “Is she goin’ with you down to Los Angeles?” I should’ve expected this question, but I haven’t even talked to her about it. I don’t know if she wants to leave Billings, considerin’ it’s her second home and all.

      “We haven’t talked about it yet.”

      “You need to. Breaker’s askin’ me when you’ll be there, and I tell him after everything with your dad settles down. Family is above everything else, and I’ve told him that.”

      One thing I respect more than anything when it comes to Zane is how determined he is to make sure we all know we’ll never have to make a choice many do. Your family, or the club. The Reapers Rejects MC are the first people to ever tell me to put my family first, sayin’ we can handle anything. Other club members aren’t as lucky. Some Prez’s eighty-six you for even needing to take time.

      “Thanks for lettin’ him know what’s goin’ on and buyin’ me some time.”

      “No thanks are needed. If it were me, I’d want to be here too.” Zane’s dad has been dead for a few years now and every one of us here feels the lack of his presence every day. I only hope Fist is lookin’ down and is proud of Zane for leadin’ the club through some hard times.

      “I feel you there. So, we haven’t had a second to talk the last few days.”

      “Something on your mind?” Zane asks.

      “Yeah, wonderin’ if you found anythin’ else out after what Razor and I got for you.” Zane now knows the General was only a second in command, while the person in charge of the entire operation is someone known as the Commander.

      “Yeah, haven’t called church yet, though. I was gonna go over it all when we were altogether, but I’ll tell you we traced some shit back to Canada. We don’t have many allies up there, so I called Boss and she’s speaking to Cowboy to see if he ever heard the name around.” Cowboy is Boss’ ol’ man, and he used to be the Prez of Calgary, but they’re in the process of moving their second clubhouse to Boston.

      “Hopefully, she calls you back with some sort of answer.”

      “Yeah, I’m hopeful she will, but I don’t have a good feelin’. Whoever this is . . . I think they wanted people to think the General was in charge. You know what I mean?”

      I nod, understanding exactly what he’s sayin’. “It’s smart to do what they did.”

      “I was thinkin’ the same thing,” Zane admits, lookin’ at me for a second before Inc walks in the front door of the clubhouse. He looks right at Zane and his eyes don’t waver. “I gotta go get my dick sucked, but I’ll keep you in the loop. Just don’t say shit to anyone yet.”

      “Alright,” I reply back as I rise, heading toward the kitchen.

      Shiloh’s in there and Sydney’s helping her clean, and as they’re laughing, smiling with one another, I come to realize these two must have a pretty special bond. Sydney’s mom was really close with Shiloh, so I bet she’s got some good stories for this young lady. A young lady who’ll be graduating from high school in no time.

      Fuck, it feels so weird. Dex and Sydney have grown up in the blink of an eye. It’s what it feels like, at least, and everyone else is havin’ kids. I remember when Noelle was a newborn, and while I might not have been in the club, I saw her cartin’ that baby around town. Now she’s what, nine or ten years old?

      Time flies by. As a kid, I remember bein’ in school it felt like a million years, but it goes so quick. “I need to go. I told Jordyn and Nova I’d help them with their statistics homework tonight. I’ll see you around, though, and it was nice chatting with you.” Sydney tells Shiloh as she turns around and sees me. “Oh, hey Hammer. How’s your dad?”

      “He’s hangin’ in there. Thanks for askin’, sweetheart.”

      Sydney shoots me a sweet smile before she passes me and I clear my throat. My conversation with Zane brought up a good point and it’s not like I can just not bring it up. I’ll be leaving soon, and I need to talk to her about it. I need to see where we’re headed and somehow convince her to come with me if she doesn’t want to go.

      I go to the fridge and pull out a beer for me and a Smirnoff screwdriver for Shiloh. She glances down at what I have in my hand and her tight-lipped expression turns into a full-on grin. “I’m shocked you know what I like.”

      “I know exactly what you like,” I tease her, motioning with my head for her to follow me. She comes up beside me and I open the bottles for us, handing her fruity concoction over to her.

      We head out onto the back porch just as the sun starts to set. This view, shit, it’s what I’m gonna miss.

      “What’re you thinking?” Shiloh asks me in a soft voice.

      I glance at her for a second before looking out onto the property. “Just how much I’m gonna miss this once I get to Los Angeles.” I leave it at that, wonderin’ if she’s gonna say anything to me about it. If she’ll ask me when I’m leaving if she’ll ask when we’re going, anythin’.

      “It’ll be a lot different. The Satan’s Raiders club is in the heart of the city, right?”

      “Yeah, they are,” I reply, keepin’ my eyes focused on the mixture of purple, red, orange, and pink on the horizon.

      “I think . . . I think our lives are going to be a lot different when we leave,” Shiloh stutters at first and it takes me a few moments to process what she’s said. I simply look at her and realize I didn’t imagine what she said.

      She fully intends on coming to Los Angeles with me, and right about now, I don’t think I could be happier.
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        Doubts kill more dreams than failure ever will

        ~ Suzy Kassem

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      Hammer’s staring at me like he’s trying to figure out if I was serious or not as if he can’t believe I’d actually go with him.

      He nods his head once and smiles brightly, “Yeah, our lives are gonna change quite a bit.” The way he’s looking at me right now is so beautiful. It’s like his eyes are an extension of his smile, the happiness of what I said brought him.

      I take a sip of my screwdriver, allowing the tangy and tart mixture to float over my tongue. God, these are so good. They’re the reason I can down an entire six-pack and get drunk off my ass.

      Hammer takes my free hand and squeezes it. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me for anything. I wasn’t going to let you go alone. Haven’t we established we’re in this for the long haul?” Hammer’s eyes widen at my admission because I know I haven’t actually vocalized my feelings this strongly.

      His smile grows even more and he takes a step closer to me, “Shiloh, you’re a one-of-a-kind type of woman.”

      “Thank you?” I think he’s complimenting me, but I’ve never had anything like this said to me before.

      He cackles and grabs me by the back of the neck, pulling me to him. It’s so sudden I drop my bottle and it crashes on the wood below us. He smirks like the devil as his lips crash down onto mine, kissing me like it’s the last time we’ll ever touch. I meet his intensity with my own and breathe him in, ready for wherever this is going.

      Our kiss is wet and sloppy. His lips run over mine, saliva coating my lips. His tongue pushes into my mouth and collides with mine. I moan into his touch and from the corner of my eye, I see him placing his drink down on the railing. He brings his hand up to my throat and grabs it, which only eggs me on.

      My breath gets caught in my throat and my hands grow sweaty, though this is a different type of nervousness than when I met his parents. I’m excited but nervous as to what he’s going to do. While Hammer and I have known each other for years, this physical relationship is so new between us.

      We stand here with hands wrapped up in each other for minutes, kissing like two love-struck teenagers unable to stop. I don’t know what comes over me, but I tear my lips away from his and catch my breath. He licks his lips and smirks in a sinister manner, making me realize he’s thinking about the things he’ll do to my body. I gnaw on my bottom lip and he loses all control, takes me by the neck and backs me up into the railing. His eyes search mine, almost like he thinks I’m going to say no, but I won’t. I trust him more than I have with anyone else.

      “Why aren’t you afraid of me, Shiloh?” His question catches me off guard. Given what he’s learned about me recently, I’m sure he’s worried he’ll scare me off.

      Staring deep into his eyes, I’m as honest as I can be. “Because I don’t have anything to fear,” I wrap my arms around his neck and stand up, trying to get to his lips.

      He places his forehead against mine and breathes heavily. “You’re too perfect, too fuckin’ perfect.”

      “If you ask me, we’re what’s perfect,” I murmur, looking up into his eyes. I don’t know what it is about him, but his eyes get me so hot. The way I can literally see what he’s thinking, whether he’s angry or happy. With one look, I can sense his genuineness or sincerity.

      “Fuck, I need you, right now. I’m not gonna make it upstairs with you,” he growls, causing my center to flame up like it’s been set on fire.

      He brings his lips back down onto mine and we paw at each other like two crazy people. He slides his arms under my thighs and picks me up, putting me on the railing. Hammer’s quick to shimmy my skirt up and rips my panties, so he has access.

      Meanwhile, I’m pawing at his jeans, unbuckling his belt and unbuttoning him. He swats my hands away and unzips his pants, pulling his cock free, but before he dives deep into my pussy, he brings his hand between my legs. In one swift movement, he shoves three fingers inside and I moan loudly. “Fuck, one of these days, I’m gonna slurp up all your juices,” he breathlessly tells me, breaking our kiss. God, I’d kill to know what it would feel like to have his tongue on my clit. He’s an amazing kisser, but I’m sure it’s nothing compared to the way he’d kiss my kitty.

      Hammer rips his fingers from my pussy and shoves them in his mouth, licking them like someone would lick frosting off their finger. He brings his lips back down onto mine and I taste my sweetness on his tongue. It only heats me up even more, and then he’s shoving himself inside me as he kisses me.

      My pussy’s already primed and ready for him, aching for his cock to please me in the ways I’ve been dreaming about. He grinds his cock deep inside me, and even though he’s got a massive dick, I don’t mind the way it slams against my cervix every time he slides into me.

      He grabs onto my leg and hikes it up more, giving himself deeper access, but I swear if he keeps driving his cock into me like this, I’m going to break in half. Don’t get me wrong, it’s phenomenal, but fuck.

      Hammer starts pulling his cock out and slowly sliding it inside me, arching his hips just a tad and volts of electricity shoot through my body. He’s rubbing against my G-spot again and I’m moments from release.

      He pulls his lips away from mine and looks directly into my eyes, “I wanna coat your pussy with my seed. I wanna fuckin’ watch it drip out of you and then I wanna make you come in my mouth. Fuck, now I gotta taste and I don’t wanna stop.”

      At his words, my body immediately reacts and I throw my head back while digging my nails into his flesh. I bite on my lip, remembering we’re at the club and I don’t want any sort of audience, but hell, we could already have one for that matter.

      “Fuckin’ hell, Shi. This pussy of yours is perfect, fuckin’ perfect!” Hammer hisses as his own release rushes through him.

      Goddammit. It’s moments like these where I wish we made our feelings known beforehand. Imagine all the amazing sex I could’ve been having.

      At least I won’t have any shortage of it now, and I think it’s safe to say I’ll never need to charge my battery-operated boyfriend ever again.
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        I don’t need magic. I need your arms around me at 3:29 in the morning when the dark is too much. I need you to be real when nothing else is.

        ~ A. R. Asher

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      Hot and heavy breaths on my neck as his hand’s wrapped around my mouth. Tears seep from my eyes, but after a while, they’ll stop. They always do. I’m fifteen and this isn’t the first time, nor will it be the last. Even now, I know it to be true. I know I’m condemned to this life until I’m at least eighteen, but how am I supposed to make it that long? How am I supposed to keep coming home every day when the monster lives in my house?

      My groin area burns and I let out a whimper, but he doesn’t care. “Shut the fuck up, or I’ll tell your mother everything you’ve done,” he hisses out with a cold voice. He’s told me what he’ll do, how he’d say I came onto him, how he’d tell her I wouldn’t leave him alone and I threatened to tell my mom he was raping me when he wasn’t. How he was scared and didn’t know what to do. He came up with the most fucked up excuse and twisted it to suit his needs, but knowing my mother, whichever story he came up with, she’d believe.

      She’s never taken me seriously, not once. Not when my uncle Chris tried to help me, not when teachers said I was withdrawn. Not once. Never has she asked me if I’m okay. She might even know about what he’s doing right now. The only way I can ever survive this is by thinking about something else, whether it’s school, or sports, or my cat. I can’t think about the things he does to me.

      He digs his nails into my hips and I whimper, but I shouldn’t have made a sound. My stepfather is quick to pull his fist back and knock it into the side of my jaw. I’m sure it’ll leave a bruise, but he’ll tell my mom a soccer ball hit me in the face. He’s the one who drives me to my practices, so it would make sense. My brother’s at football practice and my half-siblings are already at home with the babysitter. None of them know what’s happening to me. They probably don’t even have a clue.

      “You stupid bitch, you learn to take what I give you,” he snarls as he slams his cock in and out of me like I’m one of those blow-up sex dolls I’ve heard Brody’s friends talk about.

      He grabs me by the back of the head and shoves my head onto the floor of our family minivan. Hints of cleat sweat and the stench of old chicken nuggets hit my nostrils. He holds me down with one hand and his fingers dig into my hip even further.

      I try not to cry out, but his nails burn. They burn so badly and I can’t help when a cry passes my lips.

      “Fuck!” he snarls, yanking his dick from me. “I fucking told you to keep your ass quiet. Haven’t I?! As a matter of fact, maybe I need to show you what happens if you don’t.” I don’t know what he means by his words, though the moment he rams himself into my other hole, I know all too well. I even know not to make a sound, or he’ll make it hurt worse than it already does.

      Tears fill my eyes as he shoves himself in and out of me and I stare at the interior of the van, praying this will all be over soon enough. It won’t. It never is.

      I jolt awake and rush out of bed, sweat covering my face. As a matter of fact, it’s covering my entire body.

      “Shi, you okay, baby?” Hammer questions me in a soothing voice. I’m sure he’s trying to find me in bed, but I’m not there. He flips on the switch on the light next to his bed and finds me standing up. I wore one of his old jerseys to bed last night after we had lots, and I mean lots of lovemaking.

      He’s quick to rise from the bed and comes straight up to me. “What’s goin’ on? You’re glistenin’ and not in a good way.”

      “I . . . I’m s-sorry, I h-had a d-dream,” I stammer my words out and close my eyes after I finish speaking, not wanting to know what he’s going to look at me like. If he’ll pity me or not, I don’t want to know. I don’t want his pity. I don’t want him to see me like this. It’s been so long since I’ve had a nightmare but seeing my stepfather again must’ve caused my PTSD to come to the forefront of my mind. I’m so angry. I worked incredibly hard to conquer my demons, and now they’re coming back bigger and badder than ever.

      “Okay, okay, I’m gonna grab your hand,” he tells me as he takes my hand and I open my eyes. He walks me over to the armchair next to his bed. He lowers me down and makes me take a seat while he goes into his bathroom. When he comes out, he has a wet washcloth in his hand and dabs it against my face, over the back of my neck, and under my chin. “Just breathe, alright? You’re safe. I promise you, even though you might not feel like it right now, you are okay.”

      What amazes me is the fact my therapist told me to do exactly what he’s doing, distracting the body with something else, whether it’s listening to music or pressing a cold towel against the skin. There are plenty of options to pull someone out of this. “How do you know what to do?” I croak out my question, sounding like I haven’t had an ounce of water in years. I sound damn horrible.

      “One of the guys I used to play with. He and I got a place, became roommates. We were both from small towns and didn’t want to be alone, I guess. Well, he was an ex-marine. The first night we slept in the apartment, he had a night terror, and it got to the point where it was a few times a week. He didn’t even know he was havin’ them, the guy was so out of it when he woke up, but I did my best to calm him down when he was awake. I was usually able to do so, then got him back to bed. Fuckin’ hated seein’ my friend go through that shit.” Hammer shakes his head and as he tells me the story, the pain he had for his friend must come right back too. “But what I hate more is that you have ‘em too. Just know I’m gonna be here for you, baby. You ain’t gotta be alone goin’ through them. You hear me?”

      I nod my head once and Hammer takes the wet cloth from around my neck and sets it on his bedside table. He wraps his arms around me and holds me close, kissing my forehead, and after a couple minutes of doing this, he takes me back to bed. Still, he holds me close, and one of the last things I remember him whispering to me is something I’ll never forget. “Whatever you need, I promise I’m always gonna be here. You won’t have to go through anything in life alone, Shiloh. I’m always going to be by your side.”

      I don’t know if he knew I heard him, but his admission to me is something that makes me love him even more. Something I never knew was even possible.
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        Though I saw it coming, it still hurts

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Hammer

      

      

      Nothing prepares you for this, for losing the man who taught you how to hold a football the right way. No one helps you understand what you knew was bound to happen eventually, would come out of nowhere, and you wouldn’t have time to process the feelings of loss.

      I thought whenever I lost my parents, it would be something we saw coming for months, how we might even be able to live out our dreams before they left this place . . . but it isn’t how it happened when it came to my dad.

      I walked into the hospital this morning at a few minutes past eight to the doctor’s calling time of death. He was fine. His fever broke yesterday and the doctors were starting to look up, said if things kept going, he might even be able to come home someday soon within the next couple of weeks. They just wanted to keep him to ensure the infection didn’t come back.

      Now we’ll never get the chance to have him home ever again.

      I sit here rubbing my ma’s back, trying to console her in the best way I can, but she lost the love of her life. I don’t blame her for not being okay. How could I? If our roles were reversed, I wouldn’t be alright either.

      “He was getting better. I don’t understand how something like this happens. They were pumping him with the strongest antibiotics and they said he was getting better!” My ma cries beside me, shoulders shaking. I rub her back, but it’s useless. It won’t help her and I doubt anything will right now.

      Shiloh and Jada are in her kitchen making some food. They’re going to put it straight in the fridge, so she has something to eat over the next few days while we prepare his funeral and the rest of his arrangements. Shiloh even said she’d lend a helpin’ hand wherever she could, from cleanin’ to doin’ her laundry to whatever else she needs. I know my ma is appreciative of it, but she’s so caught in her feelings right now. Jada works full-time, but she was able to talk her boss into letting her take two weeks of vacation and opened up a discussion about working remotely for a while. It’ll make things easier, especially since Breaker’s been questionin’ Zane on when I’m goin’ down to Los Angeles. Zane was able to buy me two more weeks up here in Billings, but I need to head down and the sooner, the better. As horrible as the timing is, at least I can be here for my ma when she needs me the most.

      “I . . . I think I need to go lay down,” my ma mutters as she rises and walks off toward her bedroom. I start to say something, but Jada comes over and motions with her hand for me to stop, so I don’t say a thing.

      “She hasn’t taken a moment to rest since this morning. Let her go lay down. Whether she’s going to cry or sleep, just let her have a few minutes alone.”

      I nod, understanding what she’s getting at.

      My phone buzzes and I take it out to see a new message in the group chat for the club.

      From: Zane

      Church in 15.

      We haven’t had church in a few days now and given everythin’ we’ve discovered about the General and the Commander, it’s about damn time we meet up and see what’s goin’ on.

      I stand up from the couch and look right at Jada. “Sorry to do this, but I need to go for a bit. I’ll be back as soon as I can, though, okay?”

      Jada doesn’t understand much about the club life, but she’s tryin’ her best. I overheard her talkin’ down about the club lifestyle and the life I live earlier. Shiloh not only came to my defense, but the Reapers Rejects’ as well.

      “Okay, it’s probably good you take a break from things here anyway,” Jada tells me, heading back into the kitchen. Shiloh passes her and I notice the way her eyes fixate on my sister. She comes right up to me and takes my hand.

      “Everything okay?”

      I give her a nod, but I don’t know if everything’s alright. “We need to head back to the club for a bit. Zane’s callin’ church, but we’ll come back after.”

      “I can stay here. Jada . . . I don’t want to leave her alone. I think she’s putting on a brave front, Hammer, but something doesn’t sit right with me.”

      “Okay, you’re gonna be good staying here?”

      “I will. Don’t be surprised if I text you with some things to get from the store, though. I don’t want your momma to be worrying about anything.” This right here is how I know I’ve ended up with a magnificent woman. All she cares about is makin’ sure the people around her are taken care of, and it only adds to the list of reasons I’ll cherish her until the end of my days, the same way my dad did to my ma.

      I give Shiloh a sweet kiss on the lips and go grab my keys from the hook. Without lookin’ back, I walk out the door and head over to my bike, hoping whatever we need to talk about doesn’t take up too much time. The sooner I’m back here, the better I’ll feel.
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        Sometimes you will never know the value of a moment until it becomes a memory

        ~ Dr. Suess

      

      

      
        
        Shiloh

      

      

      “Fuck, you did it, boy!” Blackjack cheers as Dex comes in through the clubhouse doors, cap and gown in tow.

      Ashley smiles like any doting mother would. If you were a stranger, you’d never know she’s not his biological mom. Sure, she’s a bit on the younger side, but with the pride she has in this kid, anyone would think she birthed him.

      Every single person in the clubhouse is smiling widely, so happy for Dex. He’s the eldest of all the kids to graduate from high school, and soon enough, Sydney will be right behind him. Then I think it’s Jordyn and Nova . . . and then a large line up of Reapers Rejects kids.

      “C’mon over here and have a drink with me, I think you’ve earned it,” Axel hollers from the bar, getting a nasty look from Ashley. “Oh c’mon, Ash. It’s not like he won’t be drinkin’ underage at that fancy-ass school he got accepted into.”

      He has a good point, but no way am I going to get in the middle of this. I simply walk up to Dex and bring him in for a hug. It’s been a whirlwind watching this geeky little boy grow up into a young man—a respectable young man at that. “I know you won’t be leaving for a few months, but Hammer and I leave tomorrow, so I want to say this to you now. You, Dexter, are an incredible, smart, witty boy. A boy who’s going to be a man very soon and I can speak for everyone here when I say we’re so proud of the man you’re becoming. Even though I’m moving to Los Angeles with Hammer, I want you to know I’m still your Auntie Shi and I’m only a phone call away if you need me. Any time of day or night. Okay?”

      Dex smiles and nods his head once. “I’m sad to see you go, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy.” Dex looks past me to where Hammer is sitting by Bama on the couch.

      “I haven’t been this happy before,” I admit.

      “I’m glad Hammer’s bein’ so good to you. I . . . for a long time, I watched you put people at the club above your own needs, and I’m glad you found someone who puts you first. You deserve it.” Dex’s words hit me like a ton of bricks right in the heart and tears well in my eyes.

      “Oh shit, I didn’t mean to make you emotional.”

      I wave my hand brushing him off. “It’s okay. You’re just as sweet as your daddy, that’s all.”

      Dex’s smile grows and he nods. “You’re not the first person to tell me that.”

      “And I won’t be the last, so get used to it. But congrats, honey, we’re all so fucking proud of you.” I brush my fingertips against the side of his face, savoring this moment. There were so many times when Blackjack was a single dad that I watched Dex for him, and here the kid is, all grown up.

      Dex gives me a kiss on the cheek as he gets pulled away by Rosa and Bambi, so I head over to the bar where Hammer sits and slide onto his lap. Axel turns to look over his shoulder. “Shit, I’d better go get Rosa. She’s already a few drinks in tonight.”

      Hammer chuckles as he heads over to get his woman and I look down at my ol’ man, who must have a lot on his mind from the way he’s furrowing his brows. “Whatcha thinking?”

      He lifts his chin and stares up into my eyes, “More like what I’m not. There’s so much goin’ on here, Shi. Feels weird leavin’ everyone behind when the club is so damn busy.” He isn’t wrong, there’s loads going on, but they’re going to be fine. Whether it’s club drama or the fact Zane had Kelsey send a job offer out to Tara, our prisoner’s kid. I’m still blown away by that mess, but it’s not my job to do anything but stay quiet. Club business isn’t any of my concern, and I only heard about it through the rumor mill. Apparently, the girl’s supposed to be moving within the next week and Zane’s having a couple of the prospects file out and make sure she gets here alright. With the Corrupt Kings MC wanting the girl and her dad dead, I can’t blame them, but it makes me wonder if Gears is going to rat on his club . . . why else would Zane be doing this much to protect a girl he probably doesn’t give a rat’s ass about?

      I put my hand on his cheek, “You’re not leaving anyone behind. You’re going somewhere they need you to be. Zane put a lot of trust in you, sweetie. He wouldn’t send anyone to be a regent, and you’re going. So, please, don’t think like this. You’re not leaving them behind. You’re going to handle shit where they need you to.”

      “I know what you’re sayin’ is right, but we know the General was only a soldier at this point. We have an entirely new enemy here and it doesn’t feel right leavin’.”

      “It’ll never feel right leaving, though, will it?”

      He doesn’t answer me, but Hammer knows me well enough to know I’m calling him out.

      “There will always be stuff going on with the club. Whether you leave now or six weeks from now, I promise you something will be happening.”

      Hammer sucks in a deep breath and shakes his head in defeat, “Have I mentioned I hate it when you’re right?”

      “No, but I don’t blame you for it.” I snicker and leave a sweet kiss on his lips.

      The look he gives me as I pull away is everything. One glance, it’s all I need to realize how much this man truly cares about me. I’m all about timing being everything, and while sometimes I wish we started things earlier, moments like these make me realize life worked out exactly the way it was supposed to. I would’ve waited a lifetime for the love he gives me, but I’m damn glad I didn’t have to.

      “Razor’s supposed to be headin’ out to Mexico soon. Did you hear?” Hammer asks me, but I haven’t heard a thing. Then again, I’ve been so focused on making sure his mom’s okay. She’s as alright as she’s going to be, but Jada’s doing a great job at keeping her on track. Sometimes I think it’s so crazy I integrated this quickly into his family dynamic, but his mom and sister are amazing, and then there’s his daughter Oakleigh. She isn’t around too much, but she’s trying to be. It turns out finding her father this late in life is as scary for her as it is for him. They usually hang out or go to lunch twice a week, but with the two of us moving to Los Angeles, it’s going to change their relationship. Truth be told, I’m a bit nervous for him to leave, especially when they’ve just started developing their father-daughter bond.

      “Good for him,” Oakleigh says, coming right up to the bar beside her father and me.

      Stiletto’s behind it, fixing drinks for everyone, so Oakleigh leans over and asks, “Mind if I get a cranberry vodka?”

      “Child, you must’ve gone and bumped that head of yours,” Hammer growls, going into full dad mode. It’s so adorable. I love it so much.

      “I think I have, ‘cause I was wondering if you think there’s room for one more in Los Angeles. I . . . I don’t want to lose you when I just found you.” Oakleigh gnaws on her bottom lip, avoiding eye contact with her dad. Little does she realize he’d made sure she already had a place there.

      “I was hopin’ you’d ask. You got your shit packed? You can come with us in the mornin’.” At his words, Oakleigh’s day’s been made. She wraps her arms around her father and me, jumps up and down and squeals. Everyone looks over in our direction and Hammer stands up, almost causing me to have a wipeout on the floor. “My lil’ girl here is comin’ to L.A. with us!”

      Cheering breaks out amongst the club, and I’m sure Oakleigh won’t ever know this, but I’m so grateful to her for asking to come. It’ll make her dad feel so much better once we get settled.

      In life, there’s so much change constantly happening, but the club will be okay, even if we’re not here with the people we love. We’re here in spirit and that’s what matters.
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        One day your life will flash before your eyes. Make sure it’s worth watching.

        ~ The Good Vibe

      

      

      
        
        Hammer

        Ten Years Later . . .

      

      

      “Naomi, now I swear if you don’t listen to your momma, you’re gonna get that phone of yours taken away.” I stand, sternly staring down at the eight-year-old terrorist that I call my daughter. She’s a riot, and I often ask Oakleigh if she was this much of a sassy one when she was Naomi’s age. Oakleigh tells me she was worse, but I doubt she could’ve been. I swear to God, this girl of mine is gonna grow up to be a CEO of a major corporation, make men get on their knees for her. Shit, now I’m thinkin’ she’s gonna be into that dominatrix shit. Fuck, I could throw up right here and now.

      With as much sass as her momma, she crosses her arms over her chest and looks at me like I’m bluffin’, “But, daddy, what would happen if I got snatched one day after school? You and Uncle Armor are always telling me there are big, bad people out there. My phone is supposed to protect me, isn’t it?”

      Motherfucking kids.

      “Shiloh, come get this daughter of yours!” I snarl, stomping away. I head up the stairwell to our rooftop and once I’m up on the roof, I spot Armor smokin’ a cigarette across the bridge. Our building is right beside the Satan’s Raiders MC clubhouse. A lot of the guys and their families live in the building we do. It keeps us close enough to the club but far enough away in case the young ones are havin’ a party that gets a lil’ too wild.

      “Naomi makin’ you lose your head again?” Armor cackles loudly, knowin’ all too well how my little girl does this crap.

      “I pray when you find out what the baby is, it’s a girl. I need someone else to suffer like I do.”

      “Fuck, man. Why you gotta go and say that shit? I’m good with two boys. Shit’s easy.”

      “Damn right it is, Ty is a piece of fuckin’ cake, but Naomi . . . fuck. She lives to see me lose my head. I fuckin’ swear, and Shi gets a damn kick out of it too. Sometimes I think the two of them tag team me.”

      “They probably are,” Armor smirks, not tryin’ to hide it in the least bit.

      I grunt and roll my eyes, headin’ a bit closer to the bridge. A few moments of silence pass by before he clears his throat, “Oakleigh will be here this week, yeah?”

      My eyes lock with Armor’s. He already knows the answer to the question he asked me.

      “You can’t still be pissed at him. It’s been years, man.” Armor comes to his defense, which only makes me wanna throttle the bastard.

      “It was one thing when you went after my sister, but he’s another story. You did right by Jada. You made her life better . . . but he didn’t do shit for Oakleigh.”

      Armor raises his brows, “You’re joking. He helped her create an empire. Look, Hammer, I know you don’t like ‘em, but he’s made her life pretty damn good. He’s the VP of the largest MC charter in Mexico. Razor wouldn’t let anyone put a hand on her. He protects her with his life, the same way I keep Jada safe.”

      Armor doesn’t have daughters. He won’t ever understand no one is good enough for their little girls. “I wanted better for her, especially after the shit she went through as a kid.”

      “She got club royalty, didn’t she?” Armor coming to Razor’s defense only aggravates me more.

      “He shouldn’t have ever gone for her. When he saw her at that fuckin’ stripper club downtown, he should’ve fuckin’ told me and—”

      “And what, man!? She was an adult!”

      “I would’ve made her stop! She didn’t need to be strippin’, showin’ her goods to anyone who tipped her. She didn’t need to—”

      “You ever think she wanted to do it? It gave her some of that female empowerment?”

      “Bullshit,” I grumble.

      “Dude, it doesn’t even fuckin’ matter anymore. It was what, nine years ago, ten? What does it matter, like why’re you still caught up on this shit?”

      “She was just brought into my life and then she was taken away, like that,” I snap my fingers, showing him how quickly Oakleigh was taken from me.

      Armor blinks at me a couple of times, “Ah, so you’re pissed. You’re angry you didn’t have more time with your kid.”

      “It’s more than that,” I tell him, leaning against the side of the bridge. I dig in my pocket for my medical marijuana grade vape pen, needin’ a hit so damn bad right now.

      “Tell me what I’m missing.”

      “He knew she was my kid when he saw her. He could’ve told me what she was doin’, there’s so much he could’ve done and he didn’t. Instead, he stayed, kept fuckin’ visitin’ her at that damn club. Shit could’ve been different.”

      Armor nods, “Yeah, I’m sure it could’ve, but Oak is happy. That’s what matters here, man, nothing else.”

      “I can’t fuckin’ stand him. He saw her in trouble and didn’t think to tell me.”

      “Oh, fuck. I see what this is about now.” Oakleigh got mixed up with the wrong crowd after we moved to Los Angeles, and so much happened, so much I should’ve been there for, but Shi was pregnant with Naomi and I was distracted.

      “You don’t know shit.”

      “No, I do. You forget I was here, privy to it all. Shi was pregnant when Oakleigh was workin’ at the club, right?”

      I nod.

      “You think you should’ve seen the signs.”

      I look right at him and don’t say a fuckin’ thing. I lived every father’s worst nightmare. I wasn’t there for my child when she needed me, and I hadn’t been there enough for her, that’s for damn sure.

      “No one does, man. Not one person. We . . . people in general, we’re not perfect. We miss shit. We think when people say they’re good, they’re good. We don’t go digging when all the signs point to everything being perfectly okay. You couldn’t have known.”

      As much as I want to agree with him, I can’t. “She needed me to be there.”

      “No, that’s where you’re wrong. She needed someone to be there, and that someone was Razor.” Now I’m caught agreeing with him, knowing exactly what he’s said is the damn truth, and fuck if it doesn’t kill me.

      I should’ve been there and I wasn’t, and there’s not a guilt I’ll carry that’s greater than the weight of knowing I could’ve made a difference.
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      If you’ve made it this far, you really wanted to see the outcome between Shiloh and Hammer. I applaud you for continuing even though parts of this story were extremely difficult to get through. If you’ve been a fan of Hammer, or Shiloh, I will say I had them planned to be together from the very start. For years thoughts of these two as a couple plagued my mind, and rightfully so. They’re a match made in heaven.

      One thing I’ve been asked about as of late is if there are going to be more books in the main Reapers story, and I will say I do have two more covers—Razor and Python. I can’t promise you when these stories will be coming, but please know I do have plans to publish them. After all, we do still have to touch base on Amara’s charter out in Mexico.

      Her club members will be published through the original Reapers, now Reapers Rejects MC series, and all prospects and children of the original club members will be published through the Reapers Rejects MC: Second Generation series. I’ve actually already popped the cover for Sydney’s Battle, book #1 in the Second Generation series down below.

      I’ve worked on the Reapers stories for such a long time, so the fact I’m now writing about their kids has been awesome. I hope you’re ready to start with Dex and Sydney. Dex’s story will be exclusively released in The Elites boxset on May 4th, so make sure you pre-order that to get the story for its special price of $0.99 cents, and Sydney’s Battle will release at the end of May.

      Sending much love,

      Liz

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Coming Soon: Malicious
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        Coming Soon: Twisted Steel: Second Edition

        My contribution is: Erotic (Sons of Gods MC #1)
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        Coming Soon: The Elites

        My Contribution: Dex’s Devotion (Reapers Rejects MC: Second Generation)

        Please NOTE: The cover below is for my individual story

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Coming Soon: Wait on Me

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sydney’s Battle

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Coming Soon: Sydney’s Battle
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