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    Blurb 
 
    Locked up for a crime he didn’t commit, Pawn spent every one of his days on the inside fighting to survive. All that got him through was counting the minutes until he could hold his son for the first time. Can Pawn beat his own demons and addictions to become the father his baby needs? 
 
    Tami’s heart is broken. Following Solo’s death, she doubts she will ever be loved again. First, she must find her own voice and gain the courage to be alone. 
 
    But when mistakes from Tami’s past hunt her down, she learns a harsh lesson about trifling with thieves. Proving his feelings for her never diminished, Pawn rushes in to protect her. Will he sacrifice himself to save his family? Or stand tall as the hero he never thought he could be? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Dedication 
 
    First, I want to tell my husband that I love him more every year that we get older together. He is my home. Wherever I may be, I always crave his arms, it is my safe place. 
 
    To Tina, my T-Bird, thank God for you and your heart. You gave me direction when I felt lost, even when you didn’t know that I needed it. #SoulSister 
 
    Melissa, fucking love you. Everyone needs that person that gets their head and heart and woman, you made this book with me. You get the words and the woman who felt them. #Priceless 
 
    Beth, damn girl, I love you and your support has rocked my heart. You can change a course in a person’s life with kindness and support. You did that for me. #BestBitches 
 
    This book is for every person that has felt lost, broken and unloved. You are enough. Be strong and when you don’t feel you are, lean on those you love to see you through, they are there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
     “We walk through the fire in this life, will I come out the hero after the ashes have fallen?” 
 
     Scarlett Black 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To the Readers, 
 
      
 
    This book about Pawn and Tami has been on my mind for so long. I just hope the words written truly match what I was thinking and feeling. In life, we often expect to know the outcome and think we are on the right path, then one day, a huge shift changes everything. You are left feeling vulnerable because that change challenges you to be better or to see things differently. 
 
    At some points in my life I have experienced this. Lived with the doubt and insecurities. Then one day accepted the change and my life, then the perspective changed everything. Not exactly what I thought was planned but I choose to believe in the possibilities. Their story came to me because I believe that change happens for a reason. Love is never ending and often isn’t what we pictured. 
 
    Keep an open mind that this story is about finding your way through those challenges and having faith in yourself and your road. Sometimes what we are given is meant to change us forever and some things we get to keep forever. 
 
      
 
    Be brave, be beautiful and be Battle Born. 
 
    Scarlett 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Prologue 
 
    6 months ago… 
 
      
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    The judge slams the gavel down hard on the woodblock in front of him which jumps up from the impact. 
 
    Two years. 
 
    That’s what I was sentenced to for the drugs I got caught in possession of in the past, along with the brutal bar fights and stolen merchandise I had also gotten busted for as a young adult, before joining the MC. 
 
    The dirty cop I beat in the alley pressed charges, plus the drugs that Feather planted on me fucked me over. The District Attorney was aiming for attempted murder, and thank fuck that didn’t stick, but the assault charges did. The cop lost his eyesight in one eye and had a long recovery time after his stay in the hospital. 
 
    In this moment, a piece of me morphs into a man I don’t know. The past and present has collided and fucked with me. I glare straight ahead at the judge and his smug uptight face. He looks down at me with a pointed stare like I’m nothing. I swear the asshole, with great joy, takes his time reading my sentence into the record. Fuck him and everyone else. I already hate myself, no need for the dirty looks. 
 
    The world starts to blur before my eyes as the pain I’ve held onto four years grows into darkness, pulling me along for the ride. Death becomes comforting when faced with my faults, and most of all, prison time. Fuck my choices and my life. No one is going to miss me in here. A locked-up loser. My old man should be happy. 
 
    I turn and face the crew behind me, nodding my goodbyes. I’ve let down my club, why they stand at my side I won’t understand. Meeting all their furious faces just makes it worse for me. A reflection of what is inside is painted there. Emptiness. Nothing can be done because I am partly to blame. Turning my head, I confront the future I’m dealt and know that I can be out before I’m thirty. 
 
    ‘I’m fucked’ is all I can think. If there are any other cops out there ready to take Brad’s death out on me, I’m in some deep shit and on my own. The guard instructs me to follow him through the hallways, and everything turns into a blur from that point on. My fingerprints, pictures and clothes are taken until all I am is a number in custody of the State. 
 
    I run on auto pilot, refusing to accept my fate, and lie down on the cot in the room before the cell door slams behind me. I feel like my head is in a haze and I have no idea how I got here. I’m dressed down in a bright orange jumpsuit and some cheap tennis shoes. My eyes are fixed on the clothes as I fight the urge to not take my anger out on the man that’s sharing the cell with me. Even as he taunts me with words of being some man’s dick holder, I fight it, knowing this little cunt could be doing a dirty cop a favor, so I ignore him. 
 
    At night, the minutes ticking by are the slowest of my life. There is no way I could fall asleep. The anger has cut too deep into me for that. Tattooed on my mind like a constant running movie. Day breaks and the guard comes in to cuff my hands around my waist with a chain and a shackle on my ankles, making my strides shorter as I follow him to start my two-year sentence in the State Pen as I’m catching a bus over to Carson City. 
 
    I get on with a few other new inmates, and we hit the highway. A roar of bikes catches my attention when my brothers pick up speed, following Blade to pass the bus. None of them look up, but the meaning is there, they will be with me to the end. Brothers by choice and not blood, Battle Born to the end. 
 
    Stepping off the bus, I instantly start cataloging names and faces, knowing that they are all the enemy here. After we are shoved through the gated doors, we are given a tour of our stay here. By that I mean, we are stripped down, searched, and cataloged into their system. A blanket is thrusted into my chest and I’m thrown into a concrete box of a cell with no direction from the guard. My cellmate is an older man who doesn’t even acknowledge me when I’m shoved in, with the door slammed shut behind me. 
 
    The old asshole barely speaks to me as time slowly ticks by. He watches everyone and has only shared with me to keep my mouth shut and eyes open. I start to figure out the routine of the day-to-day schedule. Like a bunch of animals, they keep us alive. Some of the locked-up men in here are animals and the hair raises on the back of my neck seeing the disgusting humans they are. I know shit is about to happen, you can feel the storm brewing, but when? 
 
    The first month is the hardest, having no contact with anyone on the outside. Somehow, Stryker did manage to set me up in a cell with whom I assume is an affiliate of a sister club, and the old man has pretty much left me alone except to give me a few words of advice. Stryker has you celled with me. If you end up in solitary, you’re fucked. 
 
    Later, I learn that his name is Loco, and he keeps his mouth shut almost all day long. He listens and gathers intel as far as I can tell. It’s going to take some time before either one of us will trust each other, if ever. We get into a routine of breakfast and then yard time. I watch his back while he works out, then he watches my back so I can do the same. Lunch, and then yard time again. 
 
    I smoke like a motherfucker while daydreaming of killing Feather in about a hundred different ways. I wish I could do it. No, I wish I could go back and choke the fuck out of the cunt in the first few seconds of meeting her. Then, a tough realization hits me. She should have had our son by now. 
 
    It is, I don’t know, a month or more, before I am allowed visitors, so I’m surprised when a guard grabs me from my cell to take me to a room with tables and guards. Solo and Blade are sitting there, waiting for me. I grab a seat across from them. 
 
    “What’s up, brother? You holding up okay with Loco?” Blade asks but his eyes search me for any visible signs showing that I’m not. 
 
    “Fucking great,” I sarcastically say, getting more comfortable in my seat. “What’s up with the club, shit going good?” 
 
    “Aye, brother, we got that shit handled. Dana had the baby not long ago.” Blade looks me dead in the eye for a moment, and I’m almost confused before realizing that he’s talking about Feather. He gives me the birth date, along with the stats. The kid weighed six pounds at birth and is very healthy. “She had some complications after the baby was born, but all has been taken care off.” 
 
    I wish I knew the details, and, one day, I will. Blade fills me in on smaller things before Solo takes his turn. “Tami wrote you a letter, but I didn’t send it to you. It’s about Cash.” She wrote me a letter about my son, my baby that’s now our baby. His words should bring me comfort, but they don’t. Just hearing her name is a reminder of all I have lost. Every muscle tenses up from me trying to hold in the reaction. 
 
    My body tries to break my composure with a slight tremor in my hands. I grip the chair with all my strength. There isn’t a thing I would want more than to read that letter, to see her words and hold them to my heart. The aches can be felt through my entire body from the pain of not being connected to her. I refuse to think about her and be reminded of how I had love and pushed it all away. Then this fucker swoops in and lives my life. My blood boils over and it takes everything not to kill him. 
 
    With controlled practice I slowly say each word clearly. “Don’t send them to me, I cannot know the details.” My heart shatters and my voice cracks. “She can’t ever come here,” I realize my mistake and add on quickly, “none of the kids or Ol’ Ladies.” Because I can’t see her beautiful face, the face of a future I was robbed of, with the woman I love. 
 
    I think all that but don’t have the strength to say it out loud even in a whisper, the regret is so strong. It will never be safe for her or our son to be seen here without raising questions since the cops know I fucked Feather. I’ll never be able to write her back either in order to keep them safe. Tami may never forgive me for this, and I’ll never know what Solo will tell her, but love is a sacrifice I will do only for her and my son. 
 
    Before Blade leaves, he says he has photos of his kids to show me, but they’re of Cash and Tami, my whole world. I stare and memorize them as quickly as possible, wishing I had more time and that I could keep them. After he takes the pictures back with him, my mind can’t help but to reminisce over every smile and detail. It is devastating and perfect at the same time. My angel, her light shines through in those eyes. She can draw me in even through a photo. To me she is perfect, every single part of her. Alone, in the dark, I fall apart in my cell. The pain I don’t have to hide. All of it can be visible in the dark because no one can see me. 
 
    Tami disappeared as quickly as she came into my life. I make sure to push her away now, because I am not the man that could give her the things she deserves. I am a disease and would corrupt her and Cash. With her, my son has the best world and better than with me. She won’t hurt him with words or fists. I’ve tried to get them off my mind, but they drown me in despair, and they won’t let me go. Why can’t they let me go? I don’t deserve to have them. I am a fuck up. 
 
    I feel lost to the world for now, destined to live in a hell I never wanted, and the anger grows thicker than the pain. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 1 
 
    Current Day… 
 
      
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    Rocking Cash back and forth in the chair next to his crib, my fingertips run over his perfect little face. He’s grown so much, and each day he looks more and more like Pawn. Just like him, he’s so beautiful. His appearance is a constant reminder that his father refuses to talk to me. I don’t know why. I feel like a complete fraud. Am I even alive? Everything feels gray in the world. Without the touch, sound, and smell of Cash I wouldn’t feel anything at all. Sure, I rock him to sleep, but I know I have to do these things. When, God? My heart begs, when will I do these things because my body tells me that it desires and crave it? 
 
    I can’t help but allow the waves of pain to wash through me. Guilt that I am alive and wishing I wasn’t while holding a perfect baby boy. I hide away the remorse of my dark thoughts. I’m bitter and angry that Solo picked the club, over me. It cost me everything. It cost me him and our future. He fucking left me, all for the club. 
 
    I am such a piece of shit and my selfishness surprises me. That’s how I feel, he chose everyone and everything else over us. Can I kill myself and make the darkness go away? The fantasy pulls me into the depth of my mind, and I allow it to free myself, for just a little while. I want nothing but the peace only death could bring. Can you die from a broken heart? The answer is no, at least not for me. Because I am still alive but numb to the world. Solo is gone and has been dead now for a few months. I’m trying not to keep track of the days anymore. That’s been almost impossible. I’ve been better because before I was counting the minutes and hours. 
 
    Slowly I open my eyes and I stare ahead at the pictures I put up before of Solo with Cash. Also, pictures of Pawn with Solo. The loneliness creeps in like an assassin when it’s quiet like this. I swear sometimes I hear the sound of a motorcycle approaching. My mind likes to pretend it's him and plays tricks on me. I know that he’s not riding it, but I still expect him to come in at any moment. I just can’t turn it off, I don’t know how? He’s not ever going to call my name or kiss me goodnight. Nothing. I have had daydreams so real, that they are crushing when I realize it is all made up in my head. Like him riding home to us on his bike. 
 
    Alone, every human I have cared for has abandoned me in this world. I thought for sure Solo would never leave me. He did. I just wanted a simple life, and I counted on him to take care of me. Can you be angry at someone for dying while saving someone else’s life? It doesn’t seem right, but I hate him today for ruining what I thought could last forever. 
 
    I easily recognize the downward-spiraling of my mind. Shame hits me hard that I could even allow this around my baby. I would hate myself even more if I infected him with these feelings. Placing a kiss atop Cash’s head, I breathe in his sweet scent. His warmth and sweetness finds a small way to bring me comfort. Laying him softly in his crib, I leave and take my toxic thoughts with me. 
 
    Slowly, I walk into the bedroom Solo and I shared for just a short period of time. I lower myself into a chair that faces the bed. A bed that I haven’t slept in or touched since we were in it together. Nothing has been moved, not even the dirty clothes where he tossed them on the floor. I haven’t cleaned because, if I move anything in here, I will erase it all. Every trace of his existence will disappear, and I just can’t. I refuse to do that. It feels like he would die all over again. 
 
    My chest takes in quick and shallow puffs of air as I try to quell the shooting anguish. I physically feel the loss in every part of my body, the ache is so crippling. I just wish that I could go and be with him. Losing my life would be a relief. Except there is my little boy. I can’t leave Cash and he is the only thing that keeps me on this earth. But my Solo is calling me home to him. 
 
    I pull my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around my shins, allowing the sorrow to leak from my bleeding heart. My forehead rests against my knees and I pray for relief as the tears squeeze through my closed eyes. “Can I just fall asleep and see you? Just for a little bit,” I sincerely beg, but I don’t know if he will ever hear me. Is there a God? Does He hear me at least? 
 
    Like everything I have ever known, it never lasts. Leaving me alone and broken. Why did Solo have to bring me love only to leave me? He taught me to be brave and to live in this world. It’s almost as if he knew he didn’t have time without actually knowing. He cherished every second he could in life and also with me. I’d never known how to live before him. Now, I am barely existing and struggling to stay in the present. 
 
    I can’t go on this way, that much I know. Every day I stay in the same state of mind living within a paradox. Solo was a steady strength that I learned to believe in myself through his eyes first. From that, I grew a unique bond to Solo with trust and respect from the love he gave me. Now I have no option but to walk this life all alone again. How many times! How do I do this alone? I don’t know who I am. The biggest battle of this is, who the hell am I? If I knew who I was would I even be in this mess? 
 
    So many damn questions and never any answers. The choice is clear. I either start making an effort in this world or I may as well not be in it. Doing nothing is doing shit for me. I’ve come so far to lose it all. In the end none of it mattered. 
 
    After my tears have dried up, I wipe my face dry with my t-shirt and force myself to move. I check the closet and, sure enough, all his things are still there. My fingertips graze over the fabric reverently. Every piece of clothing bringing back memories of us together. Like the day he took me to lunch and Vegas went into labor. That day, he told me that I could be anything I wanted to be. He believed in me and loved me unconditionally. He adored my shyness and insecurities. He saw all of me. The burn inside is like a fire has been lit and nothing can put it out. When you fall and there is nothing to catch you but the flames. Love is hell. 
 
    Inside I rage and lose myself to the pain. I grab his shirts by the fistful and throw them out. The crazy inside of me breaks free and I roar in agony. My hands are clenched at my sides and I scream until I can’t any longer. Heaving I bend forward and I ask, “Why did you chose them and not us.” My hands hold my neck with each inhale and exhale my heart rate slows down. 
 
    Swallowing past the lump that forms in my throat, I straighten and brace myself to push forward and not crack. A shoe box must have fell from the shelf from up above. On the floor lies all the photos and unopened letters I sent with Solo to give to Pawn. All of them. 
 
    Searing regret that I ever cared for Pawn runs through each pore inside. I gave that asshole much more than he ever deserved. Hastily, I pick up the photos and the letters placing them in the box. How could he not care to know and see his son? “That son-of-a-bitch!” 
 
    Charging outside, I toss the box and the contents in the small fire pit on the back porch. After finding the lighter fluid and a match, I torch the past. The flames helping to calm the regret that has been mixed by agony and hate. By the time the fire dies down, I promise myself not to surrender and keep pushing forward. He’ll never receive another note from me. 
 
    With what little strength that is left, I put one step in front of the other. Like a zombie, I pick up my laptop and turning it on, I sit on the couch in the living room. I open the folder that has millions of words and thoughts of love and anger. Letters that express everything I wish I could tell him today, this minute. It’s the only thing that has kept me going. 
 
      
 
    Solo, 
 
    The first time I saw you, I just knew you were special. I didn’t know why or how, but you just were. I was a shy girl and unsure of who I was. I grew up alone and felt that I was nobody in this world. Another lost soul. That all changed after I got to know all of you. Confidence came and I was fortunate enough to experience more of the world. 
 
    I saw so much, probably too much, while working at the bar. The night that you and Pawn were voted into the club, at your patch-in party was when I realized how lonely I was. It was also one of the worst nights of my life. I think you know why, you guys left with those strippers. It killed me, I wanted what you were giving them. That night we flirted and talked, I thought maybe you saw the possibilities too. After that, I pushed myself to talk to you more. Still, it was casual flirting and nothing more. 
 
    Finally, you started to make a habit of talking with me. It felt good to be noticed. Day by day, we grew more confident around each other. I always wanted to know, why did you wait so long to go for me? We never really got the chance to talk about why. Was it because of Pawn? Or because Blade kept everyone at bay? It seemed like he did. I guess I will never really know why. 
 
    I never did tell you how much money I had put away from that diamond I stole when Battle Born rescued me. But you, your love was more precious than any of that. You made me a millionaire by giving me your love. Us, we were rare. I would give it all away just to have you again. The irony is that one decision brought me here to you. I am a millionaire with no love that can be bought. 
 
    Just know that I would never change a thing, ever. Even if I knew what was going to happen later. I guess there is one thing I would change. I would have run to you sooner. For a short time, I had it all. I had your love. 
 
    You blew me away, 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    Saving yet another letter among the hundreds, burying them away, I shut the laptop before setting it on the side table. Time has no significance; I don’t want to be me anymore. I force myself to shake off the thoughts and get ready to leave. It’s almost time for work at the bar. I take my time putting on my boots and swiping some mascara over my eyes. My hair is then wrapped up high on my head in a messy bun. I can’t leave it down for everyone to see. Solo loved my long, blonde hair down. 
 
    There is a soft knock at the front door before I hear someone calling out, “Tami, I’m here.” 
 
    Cash’s only living grandmother, Julie, meets me in the foyer. Her soft hand tenderly touches my cheek. “How are you, beautiful girl? You look better.” She tries to look deep into my heart, and peer into my soul, but no one has that right. I quickly shut her out by snapping my eyes closed and turning my face away. 
 
    I only manage to touch her hand and my lips raise slightly, “I’m surviving, a day at a time.” 
 
    She pulls me into a tight hug. “Love you. I’ll stay for the week while you get back to work, okay? I’m here for you and Cash.” After Pawn went away and Cash was born with no complications, Blade and the brothers sat down with me to discuss telling his mom about the baby. No one but us was to know about who Cash’s biological mother was. I was terrified to meet her. Blade, Axl and Tank went to tell her first that her son was going away to prison and that he had a baby with me. 
 
    She was hurt that her son never spoke of the details of his life with her. This whole time she thought he was on a bender. It wasn’t uncommon for them to not see or talk to one another for long periods of time. When I sat down with her, I did my best to explain the fabricated situation. That we broke up and then found out I was pregnant after Solo and I was together. I was expecting Julie to hate me for the story, thinking I was a slut, but she was understanding. Surprisingly, she thanked me for allowing her to visit her grandson. 
 
    To say I was relieved to be able to develop a great relationship with her has made everything a thousand times easier. I love that Cash has a loving grandmother. Solo explained to me later, that Blade made it clear to her that her husband was to never be around Cash nor me. I didn’t want to know the details as to why. I already had an understanding that Pawn’s dad was a horrible father to him. I didn’t need more details and Solo and I had never spoke of it. Julie has never brought it up, and it’s not my place to ask questions. Eventually, there will come a time where Pawn and his mother will have to work through that history. 
 
    Regardless, Julie has been sincere and loving with her support since we met. She’s been here as much as her work schedule lets her get away. “Thank you, I’ll be out late. I’m not sure what time I’ll get in.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about it, okay?” She pulls back and smiles. I nod before saying goodbye, still the smallest acts of affection are hard and awkward for me. These wounds are taking their time to heal. Only for Cash, will my heart open for; he is the only exception. Today is my first day going back to work at The Black Rose. Question is, can I survive the memories in public? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 2 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Nothing. 
 
    As I read in a book, laying on my bed, the guard comes closer and anticipation fills me if I will receive anything today. At first, I would be informed by Solo and see their pictures regularly when he would visit. Never did I read the letters, but I couldn’t stop myself from looking at their faces. He would force me to listen to the updates and the rest he would take them back with him. We agreed to never leave that stuff here, it wouldn’t be safe for them. Then, after he died, Tami started sending updates of her and Cash on her own to me. It made my life a fucking hell to have her words so close and not to be able to read them. I couldn’t allow myself to break and I know deep down that her words would break me. Only she can do that to me. I hid them from myself and the inmates. Tami was unknowingly putting herself at risk. She tried reaching out to me to see if I was okay, and I never said a word back. Like I did when Solo was alive, I kept pushing her away. Eventually, all contact from her stopped. 
 
    I wasn’t good enough for her then, and I am not good enough for her now. Once again, mail is delivered to everyone but me and I deflate as he passes by my cell. I shouldn’t be, but the disappointment is there none the less. What did I expect? Her to fight for me? How can I tell her how I feel? All the hate that I have for myself. The anger I hold over my head because my best friend died, and I couldn’t even protect him? 
 
    Everything feels wrong. I miss the son I’ve never even been able to hold or see in person but only read about and look at in pictures. It’s too much, and I can’t show any of that emotion in here. It’s not safe. 
 
    For all I know, Tami has had too much shit to deal with since his death to give a fuck about much else. Not getting her updates or talking with my best friend has increased the loneliness. It is for the best, but I can say that I feel even worse and more isolated without her in my life. Her handwritten words, even as friends, meant something to me. Just as I always have done with her, I pushed her way again and left her alone. I knew that she cared for us both. It still pisses me off that she loves him, even in death. 
 
    It doesn’t matter. I won’t be surprised if, by the time I am out of here, she will have another man. A better guy, a guy that is not in the MC and has a better life expectancy than guys like me. 
 
    I let her go because I loved her and knew that I wasn’t right for her then, and I was right. 
 
    I think of daisies and remember that Tami smelled like a flower. She was fresh and a sweet angel. The book rests on my chest as I daydream about her. About the few times I was lucky enough to have her in my arms. 
 
    “Anderson,” the guard hollers for me outside my cell. I really despise him calling him by my last name. “Bunk check, get up on your feet.” Captain Dick of the jailors waltzes in and I stand tall, keeping my back to the wall while he tosses my space. Gradually, the hazing has slowly become a living nightmare. At first, I thought the guards would loosen up after I showed that I wasn’t going to give them shit. It hasn’t worked. 
 
    Now, the guard rips my blanket off the bed and flips the mattress over. Not satisfied, he tosses everything off my shelf and the book where I hid all the pictures drops to the ground. The photos scatter over the floor at my feet. Pulling my shoulders back and clenching my fists at my side, fighting against the urge to pick them all up. 
 
    He bends over and collects one of Tami’s where she’s smiling at the camera while holding Cash. From the angle the picture was taken, you can see the top of her breasts. The asshole whistles low while glancing over the photo. “She’s a hot piece of young ass, Anderson. I wonder who’s giving her dick while you’re locked up in here.” My jaw clenches and I refuse to answer him. “Maybe I’ll check on her for you. God knows I love tight, young pussy like hers. You must be a stupid fuck to have left her out there.” 
 
    He steps closer and keeps running his mouth. All of it comes rushing back to me. Everything that I have lost in the last few months. And I want nothing more than to rip this man apart with my bare hands. They clench as I make a fist and my nostrils flare as I’m glaring into his eyes. My body begins to overheat as the pressure becomes too much to bear. My skin is on fire and my escalating blood pressure makes the vein in my neck pulse. I hate all this fucking shit. Tired of being their fucking pawn. 
 
    His mouth moves but I hear nothing. The asshole turns, his elbow ramming me in the gut as he does so. I hunch forward and heave from the impact. Choking on the words that I want to kill him. He yells out a code and I’m left defenseless. He pummels his fists into my face over and over and I swallow blood. 
 
    Visions of my dad come forward as a kid and the broken bones I got from his hands. The boy inside hides, but the man grows into an angry trapped beast. I’m forced to be the beaten boy. Mentally, I snap. I can’t be him again, be the victim at another man’s hands. I’m about to fight back, but luckily the world goes dark and my body goes limp before I come to again. 
 
    The fire in my chest wakes me from the darkness. My ribs feel like shattered glass that are still broken from the beating they gave me a week ago. I wrap my arms protectively around them and force the air into my lungs. I feel like I could die from the pain and wish they would kill me and get it over with. More guards come in and join in on my beat down and begin kicking me. I curl into a tighter ball to protect myself the best that I can while I wait for them to stop. My body shakes from the intense agony and I hold on tightly, counting each kick and hit. 
 
    By the time I’m done counting, I reach ninety-nine, and they finally start trailing out of the room. The head guard and another one drags my lifeless body off the floor and out of the cell to the medic’s office. “One of these days you’ll break, and you’ll tell me which one of your brothers ran Brad off the road.” 
 
    I don’t look up, not that I can anyway, but manage to mumble, “Fuck you,” between my wheezing and the blood that pours from my mouth. I’ll never tell them how that piece of shit cop tried to help frame us, and how he followed Axl around. The dirty cop got exactly what he deserved. 
 
    “You know, if you keep fucking up, attacking officers will get you years added to your sentence. So, fuck you.” The bastard laughs and tosses me onto the medic’s office floor. “Lights out.” His boot swings for my face and that is the last thing I see for a while, completely blacking out. 
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    “Wake up, son.” The faraway voice coaxing me to come back. But I fight it. At least here in the abyss there is nothing. I want wherever I am to last forever and never come back, but he keeps calling me. Slowly, my body responds even though I am screaming at myself not to. 
 
    I moan and try to open my eyes, but they are too swollen. I can’t feel my face and my hands are chained to the bed at my sides. I tug hard at the restraints, my body stills with the shooting pain through my ribs, remembering the beat down I took. 
 
    “Hold still, you were out for a day from the assault. I can’t give you pain meds,” the nurse or doctor explains. I feel like my head is going to explode. Another way the guards inflict their torture, forcing me to live with the battered body they left me with to endure. Maybe one of these days, they will take it too far, I can only hope. 
 
    I lie here and wonder how I’m going to make it out of this shit hole alive. If those guards manage to prove that I attacked them, they will definitely add time to my sentence here. 
 
    It looks like I am back to where I started, framed and out of luck. A pawn in the games these motherfuckers keep playing. Chances of me winning are slim to none. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 3 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    “Is that your kid running around the bar?” I look at the toddler out in the crowd, who bumped into a table, and then back at Kat. Since things have somewhat settled down around here, she covers a few shifts a week. 
 
    “Yes,” she chuckles. “Tank just showed up with him and brought us dinner.” Kat glances at me while clearing off a tray and stacking everything into the bin of dirty dishes. 
 
    “Things have really changed, you know. I remember one time you said that you would kill to be me—” My throat constricts and locks up before I can say the rest. 
 
    Kat’s body freezes before she sets the last glass down, and stares at me with sorrow in her eyes. “Tami, I hate that things have changed so much for you. It is painful now, but, one day you’ll be able to live again. I promise.” 
 
    My head shakes back and forth thinking about Solo, the person he was to me, and the things we had planned. I wanted to live out the dreams I had planned for us. Waiting for them to happen and come true. Show him what we could accomplish together. He made me believe the words I’d read over and over. He was it. It is infuriating to me that she thinks it could be so simple. She didn’t love her ex-husband like I love Solo. 
 
    “Really, Kat?” Her head snaps back, surprised by my bite. “I don’t remember you losing someone you love unexpectedly, that died because someone murdered them. Have you lost Tank? I can’t stand to hear one more time that I will be okay.” Quickly, I clean off the bar top, shoving glasses towards her. “It is never going to be okay again. I will never have what I wanted. It died the day he died!” 
 
    Kat nods her head, “You’re right. There’s a part of you that will never be okay again. But which part of YOU do you want to hold on to?” Only she can see the agony behind the angry words. Her arms come around me and my brave facade that I tried so hard to hold shatters. It feels like a million splinters exploding in my chest. The burning inside is deep and all-consuming. “I want to be you so badly now,” rasping my confession onto her shoulder. 
 
    “Me too, T, me too. I wish I would have never said that to you,” Kat quietly admits and holds on tightly while the tears pour from my eyes. She has always had my back and never left my side. Kat is never afraid to face the most impossible challenges. I’ve never been alone, only a shell of the person I recognize. This mean girl, full of hate, I don’t know who she is. 
 
    “Hey,” Tank startles me and I pull back only to see his concerned face. “Let’s take a walk, lil’ T.” He doesn’t leave me any room to argue when he wraps his arm around my shoulders and guides me out the back and through the office. 
 
    When we reach the outside, I feel a gush of fresh air and inhale greedily. Relieved to get out of the bar, I glance around the property. It helps to clear out and calm the emotions that have been haunting me. Deep inhales and exhales, I push for freedom from my own chains. 
 
    Far off in the distance, you can see Cuervo sitting with Emilia on their front porch. His bike is parked out front. I keep looking, focusing on the world and not me. Not the fucked-up girl I’ve become. Glancing to the right is the old shop which Vegas turned into a brewery. It has been bustling with new business that she and the Battle Born MC have grown together. The sounds come forward stronger and the fog I was wrapped in has lessened. 
 
    Tank’s arm tightens around my shoulder, faithfully supporting me. A small gesture of what is real. He steps forward and I move with him, walking the property. I now just notice that Eli is skipping next to us as we walk together, up the old dirt road between the two buildings, up the mountain. “He is a picture of what being carefree is, isn’t he?” Tank casually comments. 
 
    Eli runs ahead, chasing a few birds off the road that fly away into the distance. I wish I could be him, or those birds. To live so free that my heart is as light as an innocent child’s. “He really is, Tank.” 
 
    “Tami,” Tank looks ahead while walking, keeping his eyes zeroed in on Eli. “Life is hard, and we can’t even keep our own kids from the pain they are about to feel. Their lives will change, but we will always guide and protect them the best that we can. We can’t protect them from everything though.” It’s up to them to choose their own path. Hopefully, with the guidance we provide, they’ll choose wisely. In the end, it’s up to them and sometimes pain you’re meant to endure is inevitable. 
 
    I try to analyze the meaning of his words before asking, “Do you feel bad for what happened to Solo?” If a piece of him feels responsible for what happened to his brother. 
 
    “Every day, every second of the day. I feel like I failed you both. If I was here, then he would be alive. I would have my little brother and you would be happy. If only, lil’ T, we would and could do it all.” 
 
    “You didn’t fail me or Solo, Tank.” Tears threaten to fall once again, but I blink them away. “He chose to sacrifice himself. I was there and I watched him do it.” 
 
    “I know that. But our hearts don’t listen to reason either, do they?” Tank’s knowing eyes peer down at me because, no, I haven't listened to reason for a long time. My heart has been broken and won't heal. I can’t accept the truth and I refuse to think about it. 
 
    “No, they don’t listen at all. My pain holds me in the past. I feel haunted by Solo and his memory. What scares me most is I can’t find myself without him. I leaned on him so much, he was more than my man, he was my friend.” He taught me how to be strong for myself and I haven’t been living up to that. In a way, I feel like I’m failing him as well. 
 
    Tank’s voice is carefree and light as he starts reminiscing. “You know, when I sponsored him into the club, he was always the first one at the clubhouse and the last one to leave. He worked harder than the rest of us. He did party too, but not like the rest of us. Solo had balance in his life at such a young age that most don’t and never do.” He continues to tell me stories of the early days when he and Pawn joined the club. 
 
    About a mile up the road, I ask, “Why do you think it took him so long to approach me?” A question I’ve been craving the answer to for so long, but only feel brave enough to voice today. Because for some insane reason, I doubted he truly loved me. 
 
    This time it is Tank that thinks about my words before answering. “It was a necessity for him to wait, lil’ T. For one, you were really young when you came to us. You both had a lot going on. He also had a lot to lose going after you, the club and his best friend. There came a point too, when he had to decide if you were his everything and when was the right time to go for it.” 
 
    Sacrifice. That is the word that resonates with me. It circles the air around us and the truth of it all. Solo sacrificed not only in the beginning but also in the end. He paid the ultimate price with his life so the rest of us can live. That’s who he was. “I wish all the time, that I had more time with him. It is my only regret.” Did he just want to rescue me, or did he love me? I don’t know if I’ll get those answers now or ever. 
 
    Tank nods his head, “Me too, T, me too.” He takes a long inhale then releases it. “That’s the thing. We sometimes have a long road ahead of us. And some roads are shorter than others.” 
 
    Just then, Eli comes running over to Tank and asks to be picked up. Tank lifts him, holding him effortlessly. “We never know where the road will take us. We have to stay open into believing in our paths and our choices. Don’t look back, Tami. There ain’t nothing there for you. We have to keep looking forward.” 
 
    I know that Tank is right and, someday, I hope to get there. I don’t know if I can today, tomorrow or next month. But, someday, I will feel like the old me, or a better version of who I am now. The thought stuns me. I now see that I’ve been looking back, but that girl is long gone. Somehow, someway, I need to figure out who I am today. Cash deserves a happy childhood and good memories. He needs the best of the woman and mom I can be. Most of all, I want to be that. 
 
    Eventually, we turn back around after our long walk together. Just as we reach the back door, he has one more thing to tell me. “Hey, T, just hang in there okay? Keep pushing yourself every day to get better. We’ll beat this and grow stronger as a family. Nothing will ever touch that.” 
 
    I nod, “Yeah, someday I will wake up and this won’t hurt so much.” If only I could trust the words. Find a way to be in this world without the consistent reminder that I may be alone for the rest of my life. 
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    Tank 
 
      
 
    After leaving Tami at the bar, I dropped Eli off with Emilia, Cuervo’s wife, and rode over to the Clubhouse. Blade texted he had information and wanted us there ASAP. Swear to fuck everything is ASAP and it better be. These fuckers are always so fuckin’ dramatic with shit sometimes. Cuervo jumps on his bike and is riding behind me on the way there. Funny how that old fucker can’t leave my side now. Who can blame him, really? 
 
    We park our bikes and meet everyone inside, ready to start church. After the rundown of the usual business, we get to the why we are really here. The Prez’s face turns cold. 
 
    “Our informant in prison told us that Pawn has been getting the shit kicked out of him. First, it was just the normal territory shit between inmates. There are a lot of allies of the old Prez who are locked up and looking for a little payback. Nothing that Pawn couldn’t handle. But the guards have been harassing him.” 
 
    Axl looks up from the floor to add to the story, “The guards are targeting him because of that cop who died trying to trap us before. They are trying to beat a confession out of him, hoping to get a name of who killed their own.” This is bad for him. He has no real cover in that place. My skin crawls with anxiety and anger fills the space that is left. 
 
    The room falls silent before Blade finishes, “Pawn’s keeping all of this to himself, which means he doesn’t feel safe enough to get us the information. Not much we can do about his position in there. I put a call in to Stryker to see what we can do to help him. Until then, we keep a watch on those guards. Spider is digging up what he can. Until we figure out a way to help him, everyone keep your shit together. We don’t need any distractions until this is dealt with.” 
 
    An idea comes to me and, if this is what I have to do, I will do it, for my brother. I may just end up next to him in a cell. Or, I will come out looking like a hero. I’m betting on the latter. Popping up from my chair I get to work. It’s past time to get ahead of this and I’m just crazy enough to make my plan work. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 4 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    It’s been months of exhaustion, months of constantly fighting these fuckers off in here. It’s no wonder the prisoners are more fucked up coming out of these rehabilitation facilities than they were before. Inside, you are locked up with a bunch of criminals with a direct line of hardcore and dangerous contacts. 
 
    Because of my behavior, they have revoked all my visitation rights. I haven’t spoken with anyone from the outside in a few months. That’s making me feel edgy and isolated from the world. 
 
    In a way, it has helped. I can push away the memories and live in the “now”, because looking forward fucks with my head. I’ve managed to make a few friends in here that I know have my back and I have theirs. That’s how we survive, by forming alliances for protection. Time still drags on in slow motion and it feels like nothing ever changes with each passing day. 
 
    The weight bench is finally free, and I take my turn to lift weights while I can. From the extra exercise, I have built a stronger body than I have ever had before. Now, I have gained more weight and muscle than the guards that have been after me. 
 
    Big G, a guy I made allies with, gives me a chin lift, signaling that he’ll take my back and also spot me while I lift. After adjusting the weights, I lie down and start my reps, maxing out my limit for the day. I lift as much as I can for as many reps as I can. My muscles burn with each lift and I welcome the pain as I feel myself growing stronger. Exercising has helped to deal with the stress, making me feel more normal and not like such a caged animal. 
 
    Still, I can’t do anything about the occasional beatdowns, however, with every blow received, I vow to repay them all back in the end. That’s all my life is, an endless stream of violence, anger and revenge. 
 
    I suddenly get a small dose of hope as Loco, my cell mate, walks past me, quickly murmuring in my direction, “Prez knows.” That’s all I need to hear. I can’t do shit about what happens in here, but I do rely on my club to do what they can until I’m out of here. 
 
    I haven’t been able to get a word out to my MC about what’s been going on, but it looks like Loco has been in contact with them. How, I have no idea. I have completely underestimated my roommate and who this man really is. 
 
    I watch him as he walks around the outside of the yard and stops at his usual corner where he lights up a smoke, taking in deep inhales while keeping his eyes on everyone. He doesn’t normally keep much company, and everyone seems to have an understanding when it comes to him that goes unsaid. 
 
    When I stand up from the weight bench, Big G drops down in my place for me to spot him while he does his reps. I keep my eye on everyone around us and especially Loco. 
 
    “G, who is Loco, on the outside?” I question while he pumps the maxed-out weight bar several times. He heaves ten more reps before his arms starts shaking and can barely lift the bar up to set it back. He sits up and turns sideways to face me, “Why are you asking, white boy?” 
 
    “He’s got a lot of pull around here. Just don’t want to step on anyone’s toes, is all.” That’s a lie, I need to know who Loco is. 
 
    Big G eyes me curiously and his head tilts sideways but bargains anyway, “I want a few packs of smokes and Snickers for this kind of information, from commissary.” 
 
    “I can cover it next Friday.” I stand with my arms crossed and wait. It’s a lie. I could cover the tradeoff today, I just don’t want these greedy fuckers to take advantage of me, seeing me turn over easily at every demand. 
 
    He stands and the almost seven-foot-tall giant rounds the bench with a serious gleam crossing his face. “He ain’t nobody on the outside. He’s spent his entire life in lock up and made something of himself from his time and contacts in prison.” 
 
    “What kind of contacts?” This is the first time I’ve heard anything about Loco. Is his reach that big? 
 
    “He controls all the prisons in Nevada and most of California. The bosses call him to get the shit dealt with when they it need done. Fucker’s made more money selling drugs from the inside than out on the street.” Big G leans in, “Don’t make a debt with Loco that you can’t pay, or those guards that have been giving you problems will seem like a first date compared to the shit he can have done to you.” 
 
    “I hear you, G.” His eyebrows raise in doubt and he gets back to lifting his weights, ignoring me for the rest of our yard time. 
 
    I pick up the dumbbells and start curling while watching the rest of the yard and some guys who are playing basketball. Not too far along into my curls, the same guard that usually is in the visitation room walks the outside of the fence. He stops close to Loco with his back to him. Loco lights a new cigarette and turns his head sideways, holding the smoke between his thumb and middle finger before blowing it out. 
 
    If you weren’t looking for it, you wouldn’t have seen it, that he’s talking to the guard. A few more words are said, and the guard moves on, but Loco stays put, stomping out his smoke. 
 
    The dots start connecting. Could he be communicating through the guard and feeding the MC information that I can’t? God, I can only hope. 
 
    I continue working through my usual routine and concentrate on my task, too afraid to hold onto those possibilities too much. I need to stay focused on staying alive. 
 
    “Move, Anderson.” One of the old bastards, that supported the club before Battle Born took over the Reno chapter, threatens behind me. 
 
    Slowly, I set the weight down and turn to face the cocky bastards. The sick asshole in the middle holds the pictures of Cash and Tami together. He slams the photos to my chest, pushing me back with the force of it. Rage consumes my thoughts when I peel the photos from my chest and see the jizz coated over them. 
 
    “Fine bitch you got at home.” He grabs his dick and moans. The assholes that flank him laugh along with him. 
 
    Hatred pours from my thoughts, wanting nothing more than to beat him until he doesn’t breathe anymore. But, I know that as soon as I attempt anything, the little punk ass guards lurking in the yard will have my balls tied up in court, with more time added to my sentence. My teeth grind together, halting the words I want to say, I swallow. My hands shake at my sides from the blood that pumps through my veins with psychotic wishes to end this fucker. 
 
    Peeling the ruined photos away, I concentrate on my haggard breaths and tuck the photos into my back pocket. I then wipe my hands off on my shirt and step back, then another, memorizing the motherfuckers’ faces, every detail, as I continue backing away. If I stay here, I will fail, and I can’t fall into their twisted mind games. Even though inside every pore in my body is roaring to free the maniac and unleash hell. 
 
    When I am out of their reach, I take off in an easy jog and head toward the gravel track where I start running laps. The pictures burn a hole into my soul, firing my need to move faster and harder. The need to burn off the adrenaline a necessity to survive another minute in this cage. 
 
    For miles, I run, thinking about the men I want to kill and can’t touch yet. I think about Tami, the woman I want more than anything to love and protect, and about the son I want to hold close to me. I can’t do a damn thing right now. Their faces torture me and play on repeat in my mind. Regret that I have had to push her away. What she must be going through because I left her. Alone. Her worst fear. 
 
    I broke a promise to her, to never leave her. She can’t hate me more than I already do. Disgust with myself and my choices circle around me constantly like vultures. 
 
    Then, there’s Solo. The memory of his face breaks me, and I sprint as I’m thinking about the friend I lost. He died protecting Tami and Kat’s kid. He was defending our MC, the brotherhood. We had promised each other that we would remain brothers and, the last time I saw him, I was a bitter asshole to him. The memory that comes back is one that I will always regret. 
 
    “Hey, Pawn, how’s shit going on in here? You need anything?” 
 
    Solo strolls in from the doorway and meets me at the table. Jealously, the ugly bitch, overtakes any rational thoughts I may have had. Why? Because he always gets the shit he wants or needs. He has her and my kid while I’m doing time for Axl and his fucked-up mess. 
 
    That’s all I ever am, everyone’s fall out boy. It should make me feel better that my brother comes in once a week to check in with me, but instead, it is just pissing me off more. Every detail about their lives and his freedom. His fucking freedom. 
 
    “It’s been a fucking vacation,” I deadpan, seething out my hatred toward not only him but the world. My stomach grumbles from starving slowly in this hell hole. Those fucking guards keep taking away what minimal food there is. Usually, they have the cooks give me small amounts, or a fight breaks out where I am getting jumped in the cafeteria and then I get sent to my cell or solitary without food for twenty-four hours. 
 
    “Brother, we are trying, but you got to tell us what’s going on.” Solo’s concerned eyes try to hold mine, looking for answers. But I have none to give as a guard makes a pass between the tables. The threats have been made clear. If I talk, they can make my stay worse. They know about Tami and Cash because Solo thinks he is doing me favors by talking about them, but now it’s made them a target. If I talk, she can get hurt. 
 
    Overwhelmed and stressed, I bite his head off and take my anger out on him. “Take your bullshit memories and stories and get the fuck home to your Ol’ Lady and kid. You don’t need me and I sure as fuck don’t need your happy fucking stories. Did you ever think how this shit would make me feel? Go the fuck home and don’t feel that you need to come visit me to make yourself feel better about everything. Fuck you and fuck her, too.” 
 
    Solo leans forward and growls under his breath, “You’re pissed off, fine. I can take your shit, Pawn, always have and always will. The minute you start saying shit about her or Cash is the day I’ll end it for you.” 
 
    A menacing cocky chuckle leaves my body, “You want to join me in here?” 
 
    “No, asshole, she is worth more than this place. I can wait for the right time and place. I warned you once, that’s the last.” 
 
    “By all means then, take your shit and go home to your perfect little family, Solo. Enjoy what was supposed to be mine, that you stole,” I grit out, my heart bleeding out with each word spit at him. Aiming to ruin anything I can for him. 
 
    Solo raps his knuckles on the table and leaves me with an icy stare, no sight of my friend in there, but the man willing to kill to defend and protect his family. The problem with my words is that I wish I believed them. But I don’t, this is all my fault. I blow out the air from my chest and deflate back into my chair as I’m watching him storm out without another look back. 
 
    I care about Solo. He’s been my best friend and a father to my kid when I couldn’t. Most of all, I love her more than any other woman I have ever touched. I felt higher with her than any other drug I’ve done. It’s my pride that has destroyed my life, not them. 
 
    The gagging and gasping for air pulls me out from the flashback. With how hard I was just sprinting, I can barely stand. I grab onto the chain fence as I violently heave and will my body not to vomit. 
 
    That was the last time I saw Solo and the last words we exchanged. The words of an asshole, just like my dad, the abusing prick that I learned from, come out. I would give anything to have that day back to tell Solo, Thank you. 
 
    I pull myself up to almost standing and blink back the pain, not only from the burn in my lungs and legs, but from the damage I have done and the friend I will never see again. 
 
    The alarm sounds indicating that it’s time to head inside. I’m forced to suck in my feelings, burying them deep inside, the real world is waiting and I’m its bitch. There is no room for emotion here, but someday, somehow, I’ll make it up to my friend; my brother. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 5 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    Cash has grown so much in the last few months since my first day back at The Black Rose. He crawls all over the house and I have had to find inventive ways to keep him confined; from getting into trouble. Concentrating on him has helped me push past the hardest part of losing Solo. Trying to regain my strength and find the part of myself that’s still lost has been a daily challenge. 
 
    “Come on, baby!” I encourage him from my spot where I’m sitting on the floor. Excitedly, he races his wiggly body back to me. His few white teeth poke out with his big gummy smile. He crawls as fast as he can make his knees and hands to move in sync. When he gets within my reach, I pull him up to me and hold his tiny body tight. My little man has kept me moving and fighting. 
 
    It doesn’t matter how I got him or how he came into this world. He was always meant to be mine. I claimed him instantly the moment he was placed into my arms. No one will ever touch him. Cash is everything to me. Every second spent with him is a reminder to me that there is good in this world. Even though I constantly battle with healing the broken pieces I’m left with. He keeps me alive and fighting. I do it all for him. 
 
    His tiny hands hold onto my shoulders to steady his wobbly legs underneath him as he stands in front of me. 
 
    “Kisses for momma, Cash?” I ask and pucker up my lips to him. 
 
    He squishes his lips together and leans in for a goobery, wet kiss. He holds my cheeks and repeats, “Kiss, momma,” before giving me one more. 
 
    “Thanks, baby boy.” I shift to get up and Cash starts to grow irritated that our time is up. His body bounces, his little whimper and pout steels my heart. “My little man is going to be a lady’s man. One more, then we go.” 
 
    His soft little chubby hands hold onto my shoulder and I point to my cheek. He gives me a quick peck, “Yep, I am going to have to watch out for all those girls, Cash.” 
 
    Crossing my legs, I stand and carry him, willingly, and his bag out to the car. Working and writing, I have done my best to find the balance to be his mom and spend time every day to just play with him. I want to be a good mom and, more than anything, I need Cash to know how much he is loved. That is my new purpose in this life, to build the man, this little boy will one day be. 
 
    I buckle him into his car seat, and we head over to Emilia’s house where she and Cuervo wait with a prospect to help babysit. Cuervo steps down from his spot on the porch and helps me with the bag, shutting the car door for me as I carry Cash. 
 
    “¿Cómo están ustedes? How are you both?” I can’t help the grin and the feeling of being cared for by this old biker. He tries as often as he can, Emilia too, to teach the kids Spanish. I love it and I treasure them. They make me feel like Cash has the best grandparents in the world. Race has no meaning to them, just the love for our family. 
 
    “Bien, gracias, Cuervo.” I catch the hard biker off guard. I’ve never been confident in the past to even whisper the words out loud, always too worried that my Spanish would sound horrible. One thing I have learned lately though, is that those small things are just that, too small to worry over. 
 
    “¡Mierda! Look at you, mija, you make me so proud.” He takes Cash from my arms after we walk through the door. He sets the bag down next to the others and hollers out, “Emilia, otro cabroncito está aquí en la casa para ti.” He ruffles the baby’s hair. 
 
    “Cuervo, if you tell me another asshole kid is here, I am going to starve you.” A pissed off Emilia comes barreling into the room. She glares at Cuervo before her face softens and she walks over. She first gives me a tight hug, “Hola, mi chica bonita. Hello, my pretty girl.” She lets me go and drags Cash away from Cuervo and into her arms. “Mi precioso bebé, my precious baby.” She kisses his cheeks and takes off, then halts and looks back at me. “Have a good time with the girls. See you soon, mija. No te preocupes, okay?” 
 
    “Sí, no estoy preocupado. I am not worried.” I wave goodbye as I blow kisses to Cash and Cuervo follows me outside. He stops me on the porch by placing a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Mija, I’m so proud of you. The mother you have grown into for Cash is strong. Men think we are the strong ones because we have the muscle to back up our words. But you have the courage to love and made the choice to live with the pain.” 
 
    My eyes burn and my throat constricts at his words. I’m stuck, unable to say anything in return. “Ven, come.” He directs me over to a small table to the side of the porch where shot glasses are already waiting for us. He pours two shots, handing one to me, “To you, mija, una madre muy fuerte. A strong mother.” 
 
    I swallow back the rush of emotions and touch the glass to my lips before slowly tilting the glass back and gently pouring the tequila down my throat. 
 
    Holy shit, the burn from it starts to heat up my insides. The taste is so strong, like nothing I have tried before. My eyes bulge out and my mouth slams shut as my body tries to reject the poison I just drank. 
 
    “Smooth, yeah?” Cuervo asks, chuckling, and takes the glass from my hand. “That was your first shot of tequila?” 
 
    I just nod my head yes and he boisterously laughs, “Que bueno, you’ll need more with that little one. I’ll send you a bottle.” 
 
    “A bottle?” I croak. 
 
    “Sí, you have a boy, mija. He’s gonna challenge you. But that’s a talk for another day. Adios, have fun.” He slaps me on the back, sending me on my way, and I stumble down the stairs with a burning gut and a lot of questions in my head. I hear him laughing behind me and I turn around, almost tripping over myself and falling in the dirt. Cuervo is standing proudly, holding up a shot to toast me before downing it. 
 
    I start questioning my sanity as a mother for leaving my son with a man who is drinking while babysitting. Thank God Emilia and the prospects are here to help because I don’t think he’ll be babysitting at all. I kick up dirt up behind me as I head over to The Black Rose. Jenn reinstated Wednesday girls’ night. 
 
    Walking into the bar through the back door, I find that the girls set the tables up with dinner that’s already been cooked. It looks like it was Kat who volunteered to prepare our meal for tonight. She has warmed tortillas and fajitas waiting for us. I storm in and grab a water bottle from the table, then start chugging it with no hello or nothing. The room instantly goes quiet and I can feel their attention focused on me. 
 
    “Tequila,” I take another long drink. “Cuervo,” I state. Still winded, I wipe the water away from my lips. 
 
    Vegas and Dana chuckle, and Kat’s eyebrow raises, “You drank tequila with Cuervo?” 
 
    I nod my head, not quite believing it myself, “And spoke Spanish too.” 
 
    The room bursts out laughing and Jenn slings an arm around my shoulders. “I love you more every single day, girl, every damn day.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks, Jenn.” I shake my head at her and spot Blade, Axl, and Tank watching us from the parking lot. “You want me to let them in?” I question and start shifting my weight to open the door and invite them to join us. I don’t get too far because the room erupts into a unanimous, “No!” and I am tugged back into place. 
 
    “No,” Vegas adds a little calmer, “We are at a standoff.” 
 
    Dana nods her head and adds, “They think they get to have all their fun and then want to hang out with us all the time, but the fun isn’t reciprocated.” 
 
    Kat scowls, “They can have our lives and bodies, but they don’t get to own us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jenn holds me tighter, “Girls night belongs to the girls, and it’s time we take Wednesday back.” 
 
    “To Wednesday!” They all cheer and chug from the Coronas they’re holding. I, as usual, feel a little out of the loop, but that’s okay. I don’t know if I even want to be involved in this war they have going on. 
 
    The guys just glare, then pull out their phones and start making phone calls and texting. We all watch in fascination while we start eating. A few minutes after they have gone back and forth, they pull out a steel barrel can and dump paper inside of it. 
 
    We go back to chatting and laughing even though we keep watch of the growing crowd of men out in the parking lot. “What in the actual fuck is he doing?” Jenn comments flabbergasted as Saint and Axl carry the BBQ around the front and light it up. 
 
    “Don’t go out there,” Kat warns, “He’s setting you up.” 
 
    “He knows how sexy I think he is when he mans the grill. That dirty asshole is playing with fire,” Jenn sneers. 
 
    “Hey,” Dana interrupts, “I remember all those times he would cook for us before all this,” she twirls her finger around in the air. 
 
    “Yeah, God, back then we were in the puppy state of love. Things were so different then,” Jenn agrees, not allowing the past to blow back in and disrupt her life anymore. To me, that is amazing. I want to be that, one day to stand with my chin high and stare down the world. On my own. 
 
    Vegas laughs, “Yep, until those bikers came into the bar and changed it all. One day we were kicking ass being single and ready to mingle, then bam, lust struck and knocked up.” 
 
    “I remember the night that Axl thrust his hips and sang Cherry Pie to me and then again at the Halloween party. Gave me a striptease. He has to be the stupidest, but funniest, asshole I have ever met,” Dana retells the story with love in her eyes. 
 
    I grow pensive and start sinking into my sad memories. I push really hard not to fall back into despair, but I want to share. “Solo gave me my first kiss in this bar. It was a little peck. But he was the first, and it was right here. I feel him here—” I trail off, needing to stop but managing to find the strength in me to smile. A step at a time. 
 
    Kat’s face beams with pride, “It’s a good fucking bar. Great memories. You girls remember that time we got stoned at the clubhouse the first time together?” 
 
    A room full of smirks are shared, then Kat pulls out a blunt. “It’s only fair, I think, that we make new memories with Tami.” 
 
    “Oh shit, seriously?” Dana groans. 
 
    “Fuck yes, we are,” Jenn adds with a devilish gleam. 
 
    “Jenn, should you be getting high?” I question, truly worried about her sobriety. 
 
    “Probably not, but this I won’t pass up in a million years.” She doesn’t sound worried one bit, then adds, “Light that up. I am going to set the mood with some music.” Jenn gets to work, quickly putting together a playlist while Kat whips out a lighter and lights the blunt. She inhales deeply and holds it for as long as she can before passing the weed to Vegas. 
 
    She takes the joint and does the same before passing it around the group. Dana holds the joint, “I’m soooooo getting into so much trouble.” 
 
    Vegas nudges her shoulder. “Do it, you belonged to me first.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re not going to spank my ass red for this.” 
 
    “I can, if you want me to?” she laughs back into her face. “Come on, Dana, viva la revolution.” 
 
    “I want it on record that you are the worst friend,” she grimaces and takes a drag. 
 
    Vegas’s face looks disgusted. “I want it noted that it was Kat’s idea. And I am the best goddamn friend ever, note that,” she pokes at Dana’s arm. 
 
    Dana coughs out at the bud of smoke and covers her mouth when she notices a heated Axl glaring from the crowd of men standing around their bonfire. “I’m fucked.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Kat laughs, taking the joint from Dana since she stilled like a statue. 
 
    Kat holds it in front of me with questioning eyes. I’m tired of not living and making memories, and I want to try to be different. I grab the joint from her and take a long drag in, holding it for as long as I can, then blowing it out in a cloud so thick, I just have to touch it. My hand comes forward through the haze. I feel so amazing that I don’t even notice that Kat took the joint from me and has already passed it around. 
 
    Dana hands it back to me saying, “Suddenly, I don’t give a fuck what Axl thinks. He is sexy, though.” She waves and blows him kisses from her seat. All of us turn to watch as the guys bust out laughing while Axl can’t help but allow the crack of a smile to break out into a full-blown smile. He shakes his head at her and grabs another beer. 
 
    I turn back to the group when Dana asks Jenn, “Play our song, Jenn?” 
 
    “Coming right up.” Jenn stops the song that was already playing, and the speakers blare out the lyrics to Cherrie Pie by Warrant. The joint is long gone by now and the five of us dance to hers and Axl’s song, then a few many more before we tire out. 
 
    “Kat, do you see that?” I nudge her, and her glassy eyes follow mine to where Tank is standing shirtless, in front of the fire. I blink and blink again. “Can you ask him to put a shirt on? Those nipple piercings are glowing from the fire and are very disgusting for me to see.” 
 
    Nodding along, she whispers on her way out of the bar, “Girls’ night is so over. I’m growing horny for my Ol’ Man. Catch you bitches later.” She waves but doesn’t look at us, on her mission to get him. She’s out the door and flying into Tank’s wide-open arms, wrapping her legs and arms him. She devours his face while he bumps his way to an unknown location in the dark. 
 
    Axl, watching the scene from just seconds ago, whips his shirt off and shoves at Blade to do the same. Blade shoves him back and shakes his head no. Axl shoves him again but stops when Blade gives him a look that promises death if he keeps the shit up. He throws his hands up into the air and charges into the bar, aiming for Dana. He spots her easily and drags her by her hand into the bathroom. 
 
    “Gross,” the rest of us say in unison and head out to the small bonfire where it is much safer for our ears. Vegas tucks herself into Blade’s side and Jenn does the same with Saint. 
 
    My gaze wanders around the group until I find an intense pair of eyes narrowed in on me. Snake is standing, watching me over the flames of the bonfire. But my heart and thoughts belong to one man, and I look up at the stars. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, I feel a little more whole. He will always be a part of me, no matter where I go or what I do, and I suspect that the pain is always going to linger, no matter what. The only thing that has changed is that it’s been easier to not crumble and fall apart. I am living and feeling in the moment. A smirk lifts the corners of my mouth, today was a big step. I’m getting there, a little stronger every day. 
 
    Some people will forever be a part of us, others are here just for a short time. But those you love, even in death, will never leave you. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 6 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    It’s been over a year since I got locked up and thrown away behind these cement walls. I look over the minimal cell and the meager belongings we are allowed to have, which is next to nothing. Loco rests in his bed, calm and cool, as the days drift by. How he feels so relaxed, I have no idea. I guess the difference is that he’s been here so long, he adapted along the way. 
 
    “Be ready,” he calmly warns me from his spot on the bunk bed. 
 
    “For what?” He’s barely said an entire sentence the whole time we’ve been here together. 
 
    “What your club has paid for, revenge.” Slowly, he sits up and listens intently in the silence of the night. His beady dark irises focus like lasers on me and, for a minute, I prepare to take on Loco. But the sounds of footsteps break up the creaks in the nights. The guard that talked to him a few months back slows, then stops at our cell. 
 
    Carefully, he places a small package onto the cement floor and leaves just as quietly. Loco strides from his bed and picks up the package, unwrapping what looks like a towel, then holding two shanks in his hands. My heart hammers in my chest and I pop up from my bed, holding my fists up, readying for the oncoming attack. 
 
    Loco shakes his head at me. Flipping the knife in the air, gripping the blade, then holds out the handle toward me. He nods his head, “You’ll need this for what comes next, cabrón.” 
 
    Slowly, I take the weapon and wait, listening for any noises from the outside. The anxiety ramps up every single slight sound. My eyes dart around in the dark waiting for whatever he has planned to come next. I can no longer hear the guard, only the inmate night crew that cleans and mops the hallway floors. 
 
    Suddenly, shouting erupts from where they’re standing, and a blaze of fire lights up the cell across from us. “The pinche pendejos that work for the cops won’t be an issue any longer.” Loco holds his shank up to his own neck, gliding the weapon straight across without touching his skin. 
 
    His meaning crystal clear. We are going to kill them all, today is my revenge. My hand tightens its grip tighter on the shank. Every punch and kick they delivered coming back to me. Remembering the beatings I was forced to take again, like a helpless kid, raises the killer to come out. I want blood. My nostrils flare and my back tenses preparing to unleash a lifetime of demons on these fuckers. 
 
    Watching, as the loud screeching pierces the air of each cell that those fuckers are in is lit on fire. One guy tosses a liquid from the mop bucket and the other holds a small flame that lights them on fire. They quickly complete their joint tasks with a savage glee in their eyes, then move on through. 
 
    The fire alarm sounds, and the guards come rushing in as all cells are rolling open. More shouting ensues and chaos is unleashed among the inmate population when they are freed from their cells. “Watch your back,” Loco warns me one last time before he stealthily hunts his prey from the shadows. Following closely behind, I anxiously wait for Loco’s signal. 
 
    Guards try to subdue the riot that has broken out. Old grudges that have been pent up come forward, and inmates start fighting each other to death. They’re choking and stabbing who they can while they are free from the confines of their cells. The stench of blood and scorched flesh assaults my senses the closer we get. 
 
    The madness, like a virus, seeps into every man on this floor. Kill or be killed. A perfect playground for what is to come next as a guard approaches and yells for us to get back into our cells. Loco charges him and, with three fast punches to his neck, the guard falls to the ground, choking on his own blood. 
 
    I scan the floor until the man, who I want dead more than any of them, comes into view. Across the room, I find the head guard that always ordered my beatdowns and torture from day one. All sanity flies out the window, snarling I charge forward. Sprinting, I catch up to him and tackle him to the floor. 
 
    He struggles under me with his face on the floor. I pin him down and jab the shank into his neck as hard as I can, then again and again until he’s lying still underneath me. My hands are coated red and I roar holding the weapon with all my strength. Releasing my revenge and a warning for who I find next. But it’s not enough, I want and need more. I jump up and follow suit, killing the guards that started this war as they cross my path. I kill two more before I find Loco on top of an inmate, choking him to death. 
 
    Before it is too late, I run the distance and take a guard down, who’s raising a gun to aim for Loco’s life, standing right behind him. A shot goes off, but it’s high. Loco, done with his victim, watches me as I struggle to gain the upper hand, choking the guard since I lost my weapon. He finds it and drives it into the guard’s skull right after the piece of shit managed to get two good hits to my stomach. 
 
    His death I will never forget. The feeling of his life leaving his body as he twitches under me, convulsing, can be felt in my hands. In a trance I freeze to the spot. Loco grabs the back of my shirt, bringing me back and drags me up from my grip around his throat. Once we are back into our cell, he orders me to hit him. 
 
    “What the fuck? Are you crazy?” I shout back. 
 
    Loco charges me and lands a hard hit to my nose and blood sprays. He backs up and I finally get it, we need to cover up the blood painted on us. I go for his face, slamming my fist into his nose. We don’t stop. Blow after blow, the fight feels as real as the others. Except, we aren’t aiming to kill. We are wrestling each other down to the floor before more guard’s storm in and pull us apart. We are cuffed and hauled to the middle of the floor. 
 
    The crazy motherfucker pulled off the impossible, and my mind is blown. He managed to take out the inmates and the guards that Stryker and Blade asked for. And it looks like we are covered in our own blood. It took a long time to get here, and a huge weight has been lifted off my shoulders. I’m not completely safe from everything that happens inside these walls, but I am a lot better off than I was, say, just hours ago. 
 
    I don’t see Loco again for a few days after we are pulled apart. Luckily enough, I’m not charged with the murder of the four guards I killed or any of the other inmates that died. For once, life is starting to get a little easier. 
 
    I am on the countdown of when I will get out of this place. 
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    Blade 
 
      
 
    I called an emergency Church in the early hours of the morning. As soon as our blackbird, or guard, that’s been keeping eyes on Pawn for us and relaying messages to Loco called with an update of the riot, I called everyone in to update them. 
 
    “Blackbird confirmed that, with the death of the guards and the riot, he’s able to move on to the next phase.” My hands run through my hair, helping to relieve the stress. “He’s collected enough evidence from those assholes to file a report of them harassing Pawn.” 
 
    “What’s next?” Tank questions. 
 
    “We use it as leverage to get Pawn out early, or the information will be filed as a lawsuit. Stryker is working on a deal with the DA as we speak. He’s requesting that they reopen his case and subpoena the records to prove his innocence, or a lot of people are going down. It took us a lot longer than I wanted. But we had to allow the guards to do what they did to get to this point. Unfortunately, Pawn had to deal with it. It will take some time still, but we are hoping we can shave six months off the original two-year sentence.” 
 
    “That’s better than two years, and a lot better than those assholes who were trying to frame him for more. And those cops? They could be problems for us in the future,” Axl, the VP, states. 
 
    Tank smiles, “Don’t worry, brother. I have a plan.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 7 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    “What is going on here?” 
 
    I can feel the strong, heavy hand of a man sliding across my back, and the deep baritone of his voice sends tingles up my spine. I’m not sure why that is, but it’s freaking me out. I jump back from the boxes on the floor of the storage room. Turning around quickly, my heart is hammering in my chest. 
 
    “Hey,” Snake speaks softly and holds his hands up, “Kat said you were back here cleaning and organizing. Just thought you would maybe need these hands?” He tilts his head to the side and shrugs a shoulder, laying on a real sweet smile to top off his look. 
 
    My body releases some of its tension but I’m still uncomfortable being crammed in this small space with another man. “I just need to place that box up on the top shelf, and then I’m done. That’s all I needed to do.” 
 
    Snake, Vegas’s brother who is part of the California chapter, bends over and picks the case of Jameson up, lifting it effortlessly and sliding it back onto the shelf. “You sure that’s all you need, sweet girl?” He steps forward, crowding me against the shelves behind me. 
 
    Naturally, my eyes fall to the floor and my cheeks start burning, “No, I- ah– am good here.” I clutch my hands in front of me and twist my fingers together. 
 
    His calloused fingertips run along my forearm before they lightly touch my chin to raise my face up to him. A few awkward seconds pass as his gaze sweeps over my eyes, cheeks, then land on my mouth. My lips curl in and I rub them together, trying to think of something to say or do. 
 
    I eternally scream at myself to do something. Why am I being such a coward? I’ve lived through so much worse. Wake the fuck up, Tami. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I finally force myself to ask coolly. 
 
    Snake’s gaze comes back up to look me in the eyes. His hand drops but, quickly, he leans further in when he places his hands on either side of me on the shelf behind. “Is it not obvious, Tami?” 
 
    “To me? No. It’s not. Why are you here, in Reno?” I duck under his arm and add some space between us. I know he’s just looking for an easy hook-up. Not here and not this girl. He follows me out and I shut the door behind us, then lock it with my set of keys. When I turn around, he is right behind me, I cross my arms over my chest and stand my ground. 
 
    His lips are so close to my ear this time that I can feel the heat coming off him, and my body reacts. My cheeks heat all over again and my breathing grows labored. “Work. Doesn’t mean I wasn’t happy to come back to check on things though.” He pulls himself back and allows his gaze to peruse my body before he winks, then struts away from me. 
 
    I feel frozen to the spot staring at his retreating back. Doubt runs through my mind in a vicious cycle, I thought that I was ready to go back to work and making some positive progress by moving on in some way. But this thing with Snake has me crawling back inside of myself and missing Solo. He taught me to be braver and to always protect myself. Things I already knew, but he wanted me to be bolder. Open my wings and fly in this world. 
 
    I didn’t want to have to think any more about how to deal with these kinds of things. Just the thought of him causes my heart to shatter all over again. I’m sure it will never completely heal, because each time the cracks begin to mend something destroys it. The continued breaking hurts just as bad as the original damage. How am I supposed to move on? I don’t want to be alone. Snake doesn’t mean to hurt anyone with his actions. He doesn’t want a girlfriend. I know that he is a big-time flirt. This just makes me realize how much of life I am missing. Love. 
 
    I breeze through the bar area and find Kat pouring a beer. “Taking a break,” I call out on my way out the door. I don’t dare chance a look at her or give her the opportunity to ask me questions. Hastily, I walk around the side of the parking lot and rest my back against the building. The sun feels comforting as it’s warming my body. I close my eyes when I feel the heat being picked up by a gust of wind and swirled around the few loose strands of hair that have escaped my ponytail. 
 
    I’m not sure what, why, or how to explain it, but I pull the hair tie away and release my hair into the wind, allowing the gusts to whip it around. Solo loved my hair down and wild. Slowly, I start to crack and fall apart. 
 
    “I love you and miss you so much, Solo.” My left hand comes up to run over my tattoo, whispering the words out loud, “Consume my heart, thoughts and world with you. Always & Forever.” The exact words he said to me that are etched into my skin permanently. “That’s exactly I how I feel,” I croak into the silence alone. “That you will always be a part of me, consuming my thoughts. I know I need to let you go, but I don’t know how to do it, and I don’t want to either.” I don't want to feel love anymore. When will something so normal, not send me spiraling and I’ll be okay again? The loneliness creeps inside. I miss his arms and soft touches. Missing him something fierce. 
 
    I’ve been doing really well not crying for a while, so this is taking me by surprise. It’s the small moments that creep up and haunt me the most. The ones that I don’t see coming. I slide down the wall and the tears escape slowly along with my descent to the ground. I rest on the hard sidewalk, sitting cross legged, and watch the sun starting to set. “I need you,” I rasp into the wind, hoping that he hears me. My hope falling with me to the ground. 
 
    I’m not saying that I don’t want to live this life anymore. Just wishing I was stronger and resilient to live with what I have been given. Cash needs me, and I need him. My love for him is the only thing keeping me going. 
 
    The only thing I struggle with is how I will live without Solo. Will I be able to deal with the loneliness or the guilt of being alive? Anything I do, I question if he would be okay with it. I live as if he is still alive, just stuck in this state between heaven and earth, but there is no such thing. 
 
    I hear footsteps approaching. I don’t look up as the person slides down and sits next to me on the ground. “I used to drink and pop pills to take the pain away. Watching you reminds me of the girl I was then. Except, you are stronger than her, Tami.” 
 
    “No, I am not. I wanted to die. It was only Cash who kept me alive.” I refuse to believe Jenn. She’s been through so much more and worse than me. 
 
    “That’s just it. I had James to love me and I chose the drugs first. No one or nothing will stop you from what you want if that’s what you choose.” She pauses and looks down at the ground then back up. “It doesn’t matter if our stories are different. I’m not ever going to compare lives. We all go through shit, that’s a fact,” she huffs a breath. “I can go get Cuervo if you want to drink?” 
 
    “No! God no, he is too much for me,” I confess, and I am okay with that. I’m thankful for her. I love that she is trying for me and cares. 
 
    “Tami, when you are ready to accept the life you have now and embrace the woman you really are deep inside, all that doubt will evaporate. That is when you will truly be able to move on. You’ll remember the man you loved with so much respect and reverence that you will know that he supports and loves you. Solo wants you to be happy. Whatever that is. You are the one holding you back. It’s normal, though, what you are feeling. That is my point. You are perfectly normal. All your feelings, accept them.” 
 
    Jenn is telling me all this while looking out at the setting sun as it peeks just barely over the horizon. She pats my knee and gets up, walking back into the building, giving me space to think. 
 
    Out of everything we said, a couple stick out the most. I am normal and Be confident in who you are as a woman. A smile grows because Solo tried to teach me that, too. For today, I will accept that every stage of my grief is okay and allow myself the grace to feel a little broken. A small little seed is planted and, hopefully, it will grow. 
 
    I smile at the sun, something I haven’t done in a long time. Something that’s so simple. I see the beauty of the world and the world sees me back. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 8 
 
    Tank 
 
      
 
    “Alrighty, ladies. I need you to line up,” I stand with my arms folded across my chest and survey the inventory. Axl is standing next to me holding a clipboard and a pencil. I don’t need him to jot any notes down. It’s just fun as fuck that I got him to do it. I try really hard to hide my grin, but Kat is standing across the room with one arched brow, and the woman is testing me. 
 
    Ignoring her, I go back to my task at hand and raise one hand to rub my chin and pretend that I’m thinking over the options in front of me. My plan is simple. I’m getting those dirty pigs the same way they got Pawn. Framed by a bitch. Unfortunately, the girls could get a charge for prostitution. I’m about fifty-fifty on this. The other downside is that we are going to have to ship them out on a trade for new girls. Because the guys here won’t fuck them after this is over. 
 
    “Axl, we got Cocoa, Sunday, Red—” I stall and Axl stops writing. Thankfully, K-Love helps a brother out. 
 
    “Crystal, Amber, Star, Cherry, and Diamond. Too bad Topaz isn’t here. I bet she could suck the cock off a cop for you.” Kat glares, looking disappointed that my ex fling isn’t in the lineup. Axl holds the board up to his face and uses it as a shield to laugh behind. 
 
    My arm flexes and I punch the back of the board, getting him in the nose. He flinches and cusses, and this time I laugh. “Fucker, who’s side are you on?” I then turn back to the task at hand. “Anyway, that’s awkward, Kat, no need for the claws. You know that I love your kitty.” She rolls her eyes and takes a seat at the bar, hopping up on a stool. 
 
    I point at Sunday and then Cherry. “You and you, let’s go to the garage to talk about a game plan.” 
 
    “Tank, why did you pick Sunday and Cherry?” Axl questions on our way. 
 
    “Because you can’t have a Sunday without a Cherry on top, or a threesome, potato, tomato,” I chuckle at my word play here. 
 
    “That’s not how you say it.” 
 
    “Get on the same team, Axl. Fuck, if you want to lead the special op Cops Takedown just say it, dude.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot and no I don’t want to. But seriously, why Cherry?” He scratches his head, looking confused. 
 
    “Ahhh,” I stop and shoo the girls along to the garage. “Because we are going to have to make a trade for more club pussy, and I am going to mention to Blade, off the record of course, to make a trade with Fuego’s club. Snake is going to flip his shit. He’s been doing her steady now and she is hooked on him. Serves that asshole right.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with him hitting on Tami at the bar?” My best friend questions, knowing me better than almost everyone. 
 
    “We all know that shit was out of line,” I defend, Kat and I head into the garage with the decoys. I lay it out there that they have to solicit money in exchange for sex. Well, at least make it look like it, and we need to gather proof before I can move forward with the next phase. I am going to take the pictures to send to the D.A. a nice blackmail email to fire those assholes. Then, they will be mine. 
 
    “We all set here?” I ask the group. 
 
    “I want to get paid to do it,” Cherry states with no shame. 
 
    “Charge him, honey, it’s up to you. Plus, the club will throw a little extra on top. The better you do, the more you’ll make.” 
 
    Kat shakes her head at me. She knows that they will get paid the same, no matter what. Can you blame a guy, though, for wanting them to feel special? Nope, I sure can’t. 
 
    The both of them take off with enthusiasm and Axl goes to do whatever he needs to do before we leave for our night out. Kat saunters over to me and wraps her arms around my neck, “Tank, the girls always trust a happy guy. What a scammer you are beneath the jokes is a pretty face.” 
 
    “Only you, K-Love, sees the truth.” 
 
    “You use your evil for good, baby, that’s why I love you.” She leans in and kisses up my neck, to my ear. Her teeth scrape across my lobe and she whispers, “I’ll be home waiting for you, naked, don’t be long.” Her hand reaches down and grips my stiff dick before walking away. I watch her hips swaying back and forth until she’s out the door. I groan and a new jolt of energy pushes me to hurry up and off these cops so I can get my Kat off. 
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    Spider 
 
      
 
    “You have the photos and what I need to send to the D.A.?” I roll back from my computer and find Tank standing at the door. I’ve been anxiously waiting the last twenty-four hours for him to bring me the damaging evidence to take these motherfuckers down. 
 
    “God, it was a long night, but yeah, I’ll email you what I have now.” He taps on his phone and a ping pops up with a notification of the pictures he sent. “It got even better. He was pulled over for swerving by the highway patrol. When Sunday went down on one, he swerved the car and both guys were caught with their pants down, literally.” 
 
    “Where is Sunday and Cherry now?” 
 
    Tank’s boisterous laugh fills the air. I’m not sure what is so funny, but then he answers, “Snake has them. They’re on their way to Sacramento. They handed the officer fake ID’s so they should be okay and won’t be identified. No previous record. It worked out freaking perfect.” 
 
    “Good. With the report filed at the prison with the guards trying to beat a confession out of Pawn and now this, on top of the dirty cops who arrested him, it should be enough to get him out early.” 
 
    For once, the dust is settling, and maybe, just maybe, I can get some time and head over to Sacramento to check on my own business. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 9 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    For the past few months, I thought a lot about what Jenn had said to me on that day outside the bar. Something sprouted and took root in me. Something that I can’t even tell you how or explain. But it wouldn’t stop. I had first become addicted to typing my feelings in the laptop. It was just a journal to vent out every single fear and ache. I still write letters to Solo sometimes, but then, I started writing a short story. 
 
    That has grown into a bigger dream, and I love the book that I started putting on paper, so to speak. I have no idea if it is any good or not. Or, if anyone will ever even want to read it, but it feels like I can make us, Solo and I, real. The first few chapters are about how we met. I even included Pawn and the story of the three of us. Every page after that is a wish or a dream we had together. I’ve gotten into the habit of staying up late, learning how to put this out into the world. I’m not sure that I ever will, but who knows, maybe someday? 
 
    By expressing my feelings through the story, I released a lot of pent-up emotions. It was a safe place to do so. What I didn’t expect to find is how much I was thinking about Pawn in the story. The hurt and anger I was harboring there. For months now, I have pretended he didn’t exist because it was easier. I’m still not fully able to focus on that. Maybe sometime in the future, because I have time before he is out. He has refused to speak to me and that hurt so much more than I realized. I’m angry that he doesn’t at least want to know about Cash. But I push all that to the side for me. I need me to be happy. 
 
    Getting back on my feet has been a battle. Being at the bar and around other people has helped to pull me out of the coma I lived in. I’ve started to enjoy going in and laughing again. I don’t mind the work at the bar, and I am grateful that I have had that, especially when I desperately needed it. 
 
    Walking around the house, I pick up Cash’s toys that are scattered all over. He is so close to walking now, and every day is an adventure I can’t wait to discover with him. I dump his toys in a small laundry hamper in the living room and notice a pack of Solo’s cigarettes sitting on the end table. 
 
    At first, I never moved them because I didn’t want to touch anything, needing it to be the way he had left it. But now I have to. Small steps, I remind myself. 
 
    My hand shakes a little as I bend over and pick up the pack. I flip the lid open, breathing the familiar smell in, then decide to take them outside. By the backdoor hangs a flannel of his and I pull it on over my arms. 
 
    The inside of the chest pocket feels heavy. I reach inside only to pull out a lighter, and I stare out for a moment. One night springs to life in my head and I remember every second of it. We had a fight. It was our last one. I remember how stupid it was and how mad I was at him. He had left his clothes on the floor again and couldn’t seem to remember to put them in the hamper. Which was not even two feet away. I yelled at him from the bedroom while I stuffed them inside. Solo came barging in, annoyed and pissed off at me for it. He started tossing the clothes from the hamper back onto the floor then he growled at me to leave him the hell alone. 
 
    Earlier that day, he had gone to visit Pawn and I suspect that he had a bad day. We were on each other’s nerves which didn’t seem normal for us. After he was done, he grabbed this shirt off the chair and come outside to smoke. I teared up in frustration and felt sorry for myself before realizing what could have been going on with him. 
 
    I walked outside and wrapped my arms around his body from behind, resting my cheek against his back. Instantly, his muscles relaxed, and his shoulders lowered. He tugged me around from behind him and hugged me with one arm. I kissed his lips and whispered my apology. He did the same. 
 
    We never talked about what had happened on that day. But I stayed with him and waited. He turned me around at the banister of the deck, keeping one arm slung across my chest, with his hand resting on my shoulder. That night we made love for hours and laughed together, forgetting all about the dirty clothes on the floor. 
 
    I blink, pulling myself from the frozen state where I am in remembering all these details. My hand grips the door and I go outside. I light a cigarette and stand in the same spot we did then. I try to inhale the smoke, but I start coughing, never having tried it before. Mostly I puff on it just enough to keep it lit, flicking the ashes away. I get the hang of it after a few small inhales, then put it out. 
 
    Tucking the lighter inside the pack which I then place back inside the shirt pocket, I walk back inside and hang the flannel where I found it a little bit ago. With a little more courage, I walk into our bedroom and pick up his dirty clothes and take them, along with the hamper, to load the washing machine. 
 
    Solo died the next day at the clubhouse, after our fight. Always, I will embrace every single memory of him. If only, we had more time to share these together. 
 
    Letting go of the people you love is nearly impossible, but it is never goodbye forever. The love never dies and that never fades. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 10 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    My release from the State Pen was sudden and unexpected. I was pulled from my cell and given my old clothes to change into. In a rush, I grab the few personal items I have and then I am directed across the building. This came as a shock to me. It almost felt a little like a jail break and a lot too easy. The guard wouldn’t tell me anything while walking me through the hallways as he didn’t have a clue either. My mind was spinning in confusion and I felt they were setting me up. 
 
    Tap it down. I keep telling myself over and over. I spent most of my life taking care of myself and trusting no one, until the MC. But here I am, alone, and I have no backup. My eyes dart around looking for anyone who wants to hurt me. A sweat breaks out over my skin. 
 
    The guard ushered me inside an unknown office and slammed the door shut behind me. Inside, I met with the club lawyer and the same judge that had sentenced me. I was briefed quickly by my lawyer that I was going home today. 
 
    Home. 
 
    As soon as those words left his mouth, I froze. The world stopped spinning and all I could hear was an echo of voices in the distance. My heart stopped beating and the panic of the realization paralyzed me down to my core. 
 
    I had set my mind into believing that I would have at least six more months in here. Today, I am leaving. Right this moment, I am walking out as a free man. What the hell am I going to do? I don’t have a home. I have a room at the clubhouse. Is that where I am going to go? And fucking shit, it scares the hell out of me to go see my son, Cash. I’m not father material. Suddenly, I want to run, like old times. 
 
    “Pawn,” the lawyer calls. “You’ve got to sign to get out.” His face is full of humor because he clearly sees the shock written across mine. Taking the pen from his stretched hand and glancing down at the papers, I see there is a line with my name on it. Eric Anderson. My hand trembles while I scribble my signature across the crisp white legal pages. 
 
    He slaps my shoulder and the judge gives me his parting words of advice, “Stay out of trouble. Find your purpose out there, Mr. Anderson. I don’t want to see you back in here again.” 
 
    I nod my head and manage to shake his hand, my words lost. I can’t form a response even if I could think of the appropriate thing to say. Before I know it, I am led out the side door of the prison, through the staff entrance. I’m about to ask where my ride is when I spot Tank standing in the alley next to two bikes. The lawyer gives me a salute and leaves in his expensive black car. 
 
    “We figured you weren’t ready for everyone to be here.” Tank steps around from his bike, noticing that I’m still in shock and gives me a backslap before handing me my keys. “Let’s take a ride and let this all sink in a bit?” 
 
    “Yeah.” My body moves on autopilot and I shove the contents from my hands in my saddle bag. Like an old habit I swing a leg over the seat and sit atop my bike and my feet plant as I push it up to balance on the tires. My hands grip the rubber handles and I take my time feeling it all. My mind races at where this is going next. The emotions explode in my chest. But this time the prison is in my head. The anger, hatred, and guilt want out, but how do I do that? 
 
    Tank cranks over his bike distracting me from my fucked-up state. I concentrate on what I can, my old bike. The heavy weight of the machine, the smell of gas, oil and leather all comes back to me like home-sweet-home. 
 
    My heart is hammering in my chest when I crank the engine on, and the vibrations roam freely through my veins. Freedom to hit the road and to choose a direction is calling to me. Never again will I ever take this life for granted. 
 
    Tank howls like the Road Dog he is, flips off the State Penn and laughs at a few guards in the yard on our way out, like the real fuckin’ maniac that he is. 
 
    We don’t stop. We drive for hours, exploring every road within the area, and find some new ones. I’m about to signal for us to stop but he beats me to it, taking the off ramp from the freeway. We drive around what I first thought was a park but turns out to be a cemetery. 
 
    My head spins when we park and Tank nods for me to follow him. We find Solo’s grave and the world has lost its meaning for words from me once again, as I look down to where my friend lies peacefully. 
 
    “Pawn, a lot has happened, brother,” Tank sighs and quietly keeps talking with a shallow rasp. “We need you to come back to us. There is a lot you need to work through in your head. Take your time and sort that out. Come back to us stronger, fighting. Cash, he’s gonna need you at your best.” 
 
    I’ve never in my life hugged another man, and it’s hard for me to show Tank what I am feeling, but I do. I give my brother a hug. 
 
    “I want that, Tank. There’s a lot I need to get straight. I want to be a good dad for Cash.” 
 
    He slaps my back and pulls back, “He’ll be waiting for you, just don’t take too long, yeah? Work out a piece at a time. You know who to come to if you need help.” 
 
    “Kat?” I poke at my friend. 
 
    He chuckles, “Are you kidding me? She’s only good at plotting and killing. That woman is ice cold.” He jokes, but we both know it’s far from the truth. “Make your peace, brother.” His gaze goes from me to the tombstone. “Here are the keys to the peace-out cabin.” Tank hands me a set of keys and a piece of paper with the address before he starts walking away. “Don’t take too long.” 
 
    “Peace out?” I holler after him. 
 
    He turns around, walking backwards, “Where there is peace and quiet and you can hear yourself think. The peace-out cabin aka peace out, I’m leaving the world for a couple of days.” Tank flips me the peace sign and I watch him as I’m being left alone. His three-piece patch is fully on display and it hits me right in the heart. My brothers, the Battle Born MC. 
 
    At first, I feel a little tongue tied and awkward before I find something buried away to say. Letting go of a breath, I turn back to face the reality of where my best friend is now and will the courage to speak up. “To say I never saw this coming is an understatement. I would take back that shit I said to you the last time we spoke if I could. I’m full of hate, Solo, and it’s not your fault or anyone else’s. Fuck dude, I do hate you for taking her from me. Taking my kid as your own. I’m pissed you were the better choice and better for them. And now I am stuck in this abyss of what the fuck do I do now? You would know though. You would go running in like a prince and make it all better. I’m not you brother and never will be.” 
 
    My body grows tired and I slump down in the grass to rest my back against the headstone. My forearms resting on my knees. “I’ve been fucked up for a long time. I need to figure out how to move past that, to be a good father to Cash. A part of me was relieved that he had you and Tami too, even though I hated it at the same time. Truth is, I wanted to be you, because you would have been a great dad, and I hated you for it. That’s why I was such a dick. I knew that when I got out, I could be a part-time parent and those old habits would be okay because you would cover for me like you always did when I fucked shit up.” 
 
    A humorless chuckle rattles its way out, “Again I was counting on you to be there before you even had to. I bet you knew it too, and was ready to protect them from me. You were more of a friend and man than I ever was before. And now? Now, I am scared shitless that I will be a piece of shit father, like mine has been.” 
 
    A blackbird lands a few yards ahead of me and the meaning is striking. Can Solo be guiding me even from the grave? Coming back into my life, reminding me to make the choices in my life that are right? 
 
    “I will try, Solo.” 
 
    I’m not a fool to believe that this will be easy, starting over, but I want to try. What that means, I have no idea. I need time to figure this out alone. There is too much out there that can distract me. I want nothing more than to smoke and get high this very minute. I would do it, sitting atop my friend’s grave because I am that man. The one that says fuck it, light it up and let the drugs take over. I don’t want to be, but can I beat the past that wants to drag me down? It is much easier to do nothing because doing something is admitting the truth. I am not the piece of shit that was beaten into me to believe. If I choose to believe I am not, then I have to face the facts, that all along I blamed my problems on my father and wasted my life. 
 
    The complicated part is that I am me and I am stuck between the old me and the new me. I don’t know who this man really is. At some point, I have to be strong enough to be a better man than I was before. 
 
    Can I choose the road I have never traveled and be stronger for it? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 11 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    From the outside looking in, I can see Amanda, my friend who was taken all those years ago. She seems to be doing okay. She has a nice job as an assistant at an advertising firm in Sacramento now. A while back, Solo gave me a folder, on my birthday, with her information in it. He was right, or knew, that I would want to see her. 
 
    Emilia agreed to watch Cash for me for a few days. It took some convincing that I needed to check on an old friend. Eventually, she gave in and it made me doubt my decision. Was I making the right decision? In the end I told myself, yes, I needed to heal that piece of me and, at the same time, show the universe that Solo was buried in my heart. He knew the barest of me and knew that I needed to tell her how I felt one day. 
 
    My palms feel clammy as I’m watching her. She’s beautiful with her dark brunette hair and red lipstick. I push forward and walk through the door just moments before closing time. She shuffles things around on her desk, then looks up, surprise replacing her easy-going nature and her smile drops off her face. 
 
    “Hey, it’s me.” I try to pull off a breezy greeting but, let’s face it, I can’t. “Would you like to grab a drink or dinner? I would like to talk with you.” It is hard to see her after all this time, but I forced myself to see this through. 
 
    Her hands smooth down her blazer and her customer mask takes over, “I would love to.” She looks over to the door hesitantly, then back to me. 
 
    I jab my thumb up over my shoulder, “There is that bistro on the corner. I’ll grab a table and see you in about fifteen?” 
 
    She politely agrees and I wave goodbye on my way out, not entirely sure that she will even show. But that is okay with me because I made it this far. With each step, my spine straightens, and my head comes up. The busy street and life don’t intimidate me like they used to. It seems, lately, the whole world has more color and grows more vibrant with each day that passes. I push away the doubt of her reaction to me. I just caught her off guard is all. 
 
    I find us a small table by the window, with tall chairs, and I sink into one. I order two waters with lemon and wait. Watching the street, business people hurriedly walk past with their briefcases and purses. 
 
    Some men loosen their ties or remove their heavy suit jackets. I’m not left waiting too long before I see Amanda walking toward the doorway and finding me quickly. She seems to be in a hurry with her quick strides. Amanda pulls out her chair and sits across from me. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she starts, “I- ah- was just so surprised to see you standing there that I was speechless.” 
 
    I wave her concern away, “I bring a lot of the past with me. I understand. Would you like to order anything?” I ask, because I need to know how long I have to say what I need. 
 
    “A real drink would be great.” She grabs a hold of her ice water, her fingers clench around the glass. Amanda’s tension permeates the space and I quickly flag over the waitress. Promptly taking Amanda’s cocktail order. 
 
    “I’m not going to waste your time. I’ll get to the point. I am so very sorry for what happened before. I regret that I wasn’t there for you right afterward, and I carry that with me every day.” Hard words are said, because these words bring back memories, I am certain, that she never wants to relive again. 
 
    Her eyes narrow in with every word spoken. “We were kids, Tami. That’s not your fault. I was eventually okay. There was a woman who helped us. She got me set up with this survivor’s foundation. She made sure that I was okay.” Amanda crosses her arms over her chest. “If this is all you came for, you didn’t need to.” 
 
    My mind circles around to what I have been told. The MC funded her counseling, healthcare and also helped her get into an apartment. She doesn’t know that, and Kat is the woman she is speaking about, the one who helped her. The waitress drops off her vodka tonic and Amanda takes a long drink before sitting it down. 
 
    “I’m happy you got the things you needed. I just really wanted you to know that I cared. I wanted to see for my own eyes that you were okay.” 
 
    Amanda’s left hand comes up to hold the glass and I catch the engagement ring on her finger. “That’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you, it’s new. I’m getting married to a banker in about a year.” Her body relaxing back and her shoulders come down. “How about you?” I watch the reaction and it occurs to me that bringing up her past, to a now stranger, was a bad idea. 
 
    I think about her question, and I know for certain that I don’t want to tell her about Solo and make this about me. “I have a son who’ll be turning one in a month. His name is Cash and has these beautiful blue eyes and blond hair. He is everything.” 
 
    Amanda takes a quick glance, “He has your hair,” she comments absently, peering at the picture on my phone. 
 
    “I would love to think so, but I have a feeling he is all his dad.” 
 
    We spend a few more minutes catching up on life, but I can see that she has moved on with her life. I couldn’t be prouder that my family helped give her the life she deserves. 
 
    After she finishes her drink, I move to stand up and am caught off guard when her arms wrap around me in a tight embrace before she pulls away. “I am so happy to see you today. Where did you say you were living again?” 
 
    “In Reno, just over the hill. Look me up if you ever find yourself that way.” 
 
    “Hopefully, we can meet up soon.” Her words aren’t as enthusiastic as I would expect, but I don’t know her anymore. I chalk it up to that she is right where she should be and, today, we said our goodbyes. We aren’t meant to be lifelong friends. We had a time in our lives where we needed each other, and that time has passed. We can move on with memories and remembrance. 
 
    I’m certain we will never see each other again. I am happy I can let her go. It’s time to face the truth and move on. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 12 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    The peace-out cabin needed work and Tank, the ever opportunist, made sure that I knew. When I showed up, there was a note on the table with a list written by a woman, no doubt Kat, a list of chores that needed to be completed. 
 
    Tank added in his block style writing, Pawn, since you’re up here, work is a good way to sort through shit. Let me help you. 
 
    I can see the smug bastard’s face even from here, how excited he was to pawn off his chores on me, the asshole. Pawn. Stupid asshole is in my head now with his puns. During the first week, I power wash then stain the siding. Conveniently, he left everything I would need to complete all these chores. 
 
    I’ve put off seeing my mom at this time. I needed a little peace and quiet to say goodbye to my friend, something I didn’t get to do before. She is going to kick my ass for not coming to see her sooner. Mom will be upset that I never told her about Cash before going away to prison and that I haven’t seen Cash yet since I’ve been out. I haven’t been ready; I hope she will understand why I kept all of this to myself. 
 
    In the garage, I store what is left of the stain I used, and clean up the mess around the outside. There is still plenty of time to go see my mom, so I take a shower and clean myself up. Before I know it, I find myself standing outside my childhood home. My fist raises to knock on the weathered screen door that’s barely hanging on by the old rusty screws. The wooden door behind it swings open and the mean old drunk that is my father is glaring at me from the other side. 
 
    “Julie!” he hollers, slurring his words and clutching his Natural Ice beer can. “Your piece of shit son is on my porch.” He turns and stumbles away, like I am nothing but trash to him, easily thrown away. 
 
    I clench my fists as I do my best to control my thoughts of barging in there and beating the life out of him. That was what happened the last day I lived here. He was bloody on the floor when I was seventeen. Our last fight was so brutal, that had my mom not begged me to stop, I would have killed him, I know it. I wish I would have, he’s worthless. 
 
    He knows that if she shows up with a bruise, I will kill him. Yet, she stays. I can’t imagine what she does to survive and why she does it. But my mom refuses to leave and there isn’t much I can do to convince her if she won’t listen. 
 
    “Eric,” she gasps in the doorway and charges through. Her arms come around my neck and I spin her around before setting her back onto her feet. 
 
    “Hey, momma.” One arm holds her close to me. 
 
    She lets go and claps her hands together. “This is just the best day, other than when Cash was born.” She’s not happy and her comment proves it. Mom leads us to the table on the porch and settles in. She asks me a lot of questions about prison and I explain that it was a glorified babysitting building. I can’t worry her about the crazy bullshit that actually went on in there. 
 
    “And Cash, sweetie, how was that?” 
 
    When I hesitate, which she picks up right away, and the drilling begins. Stopping her before she gets too far, I lay one of my biggest confessions on her. I didn’t tell her about Cash because I didn’t know if I would be in the kid’s life after I got out. What if I couldn’t hack it as a father with Solo here? She listens and she fights back the tears. When I tell her that I have been out for a week and this is the first stop I have made since I have been out. Her scowl says it all. She’s not happy one bit. 
 
    “I get that you needed a little time to get your head together. But that boy needs a daddy that loves him. Tami needs your help. She’s doing what she can alone with all our help. You,” she points, “of all people, would know what that is like.” 
 
    I hang my head, “Mom, I’m terrified that I am going to be like him.” 
 
    “Well, you’re doing a great job of it so far. If you keep running from your problems, Eric, how are you ever going to prove to yourself that you are not him? At some point, you need to know that you are worthy of love. You run because your father taught you not to love yourself enough to have good things. When are you going to stop listening to him and be the man I taught you to be?” 
 
    The hurtful words rest on the tip of my tongue like a dagger. When will she learn that she deserves more than what he gives her, and leave? I’m tired of everyone looking for me to be better when they do what? Nothing different. 
 
    “Don’t go there with me, Eric,” my mother warns, clearly reading my thoughts. “This isn’t about me, don’t try that argument with me.” 
 
    I concede, because it is my mother and I didn’t tell her a lot of shit. I hate every story she makes me listen to; her stories of Cash and Tami together. The stories I’ve craved to hear for months now. Mom doesn’t realize she’s digging a dull knife in my heart. The more I hear, the more I feel like shit. I know I fucked up for not being there with them. Tami shared all this with Solo and not me. Now she’s been doing it all alone. 
 
    Some foolish part of me wants to hear more because I deserve the agony. Maybe it’s a good reminder that they are better off without me, anyway. Mom fits in as many as she can before I have to leave to head back to the cabin. Before I go, she warns, “Go home, Eric, go see that boy before it’s too late.” 
 
    Too late for what though? Cash will always belong to me, he’s my blood. I’m way out of my depth here because there isn’t much I can lose at this point. Tami isn’t my woman, and she made her choice. My pride wanted to be her number one. Selfish, probably since I knocked up a club whore, but there lies the truth; she didn’t care enough to see past all that and see me. 
 
    In the end, it wasn’t me. 
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    A man can get lost in the woods. That’s what I wanted, not to be seen. Not only by Tami, but everyone else as well. Here, I don’t have problems and I don’t have to face anything either. I know I’m being a fuckin’ dick and been hiding from the world. I turned my time up here from decompressing to avoiding. My time is coming to an end; I can feel it. I’m getting a big boot in the ass from the brothers. I deserve it. 
 
    My problem is Tami. I can’t face her after what I have done and not unleash everything. I don’t trust myself with what I will say. I have been trying to avoid her and save Tami from my messed-up mind. I hate myself for caring as much as I do. What will I do when I see her again? Love or hate her? 
 
    It has made me feel useful that I completed all the chores on the list during this last month. I found a fishing pole in the garage and now I’m sitting in a chair, casting my line into the small lake near the cabin when the rustling of feet coming up the trail alert me that my peace is over. 
 
    I reel the line in and start packing up the chair and the cooler of beer I have with me. Tank and Axl emerge from the tree line a little out breath but also relieved to find me. 
 
    “You’re coming with us,” Tank announces. “Your work is excellent but, bro, you need to get back to shit.” 
 
    Axl picks up the chair, “You have a kid, bro, he—” 
 
    “I know I’ve been a shit, I’ll come back to the clubhouse.” Walking down the trail, they both follow closely behind. 
 
    “We had a lot more to say, asshole,” Axl hollers behind me. 
 
    “Nothing my mom hasn’t already said,” I yell back. But I sat on my ass, anyway. Why? Because if I go back to the clubhouse and fuck other bitches and do a line of coke, then smoke some weed, Cash and Tami will fade into the distance because the drugs have a way of becoming my mistress. At least, up here, I could pretend that I was a better man. Hiding out is over. 
 
    It’s time to find out if I’m the man everyone else has always believed in, because I sure as fuck haven’t shown it. I’m all in, and last thing I want is to fail again. More importantly, I want and need to be Battle Born. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 13 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    “Happy Birthday, Cash.” I kiss the top of his head and say a little prayer to give thanks, to whomever is listening, that this sweet boy is all mine. The room full of the Battle Born MC family just finished singing him Happy Birthday. I start cutting the cake, but it feels odd; something is off. They all seem to be on edge, and the guys keep looking at the door. Who could they be waiting for? A car door slams. It must be the food or beer they are waiting to be delivered. 
 
    Ignoring the change in everyone’s behavior, I concentrate on Cash and remove the candle I had blown out for him. I try handing him a spoon, but his excitement is too much. He ends up knocking it out of my hand and it hits the floor. I bend over to pick it up and come up face-to-face with Pawn. How is he here? How is this happening? I thought he had more time away in prison. 
 
    I heard the door, but with this many people in the house, I didn’t even think. My hand drops and the spoon clatters back to the floor. Tears well in my eyes. The sudden rush of relief and anger lacing my bloodstream are like a hit of adrenaline. My mind gets dizzy and I don’t know what to feel or say. The room falls into silence, waiting for me to react. It feels like a horrible test. I want to tell the asshole to leave, but at the same time I want to hug him. 
 
    All the times I tried to keep in contact, only to have him push me away, come to the surface the strongest. But Cash—I can’t even yell or scream at him for all he has done to hurt me. I didn’t even know if he would come home and be a dad to Cash. 
 
    “How are you here?” the disbelief is clear as I mumble my thoughts. 
 
    “I got an early release.” Pawn’s face is surprised. Did he not want to be here? 
 
    Kat tries to help. She places a hand on my back. I almost want to crumble and fall to the floor. But I have become stronger since the last time he saw me. I am not that meek little girl anymore. Far from it. Red hot rage covers any feeling of remorse for the man I used to care for and who I had thought that I loved. I thought he had cared for me, too. 
 
    Steeling my nerves, I play nice and polite, while inwardly I want to scream what a selfish prick he really is. “It’s Cash’s birthday,” I grind my teeth together, trying to keep an even tone. Bending forward, I unlatch Cash from his highchair and pick him up. 
 
    “Baby, say hi to your daddy.” Who has never tried to reach out or acknowledge us. 
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    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Oh, hell to the fucking no. 
 
    Axl and Tank told me before we left that there was an important party, I had to make it to. Let’s just say that I thought it was going to have bud and bitches. They warned me that, if I didn’t follow, I would be stripped of my cut which they had brought for me. But whose party, I had no idea. 
 
    Now, I follow them inside, and my gut is churning as I’m looking at the house. Even more so when I see her. My angel, the one I tried so hard to forget. Even though her long blond hair is swept up in a messy bun, I would recognize her beauty anywhere. She’s picking a spoon up from the floor and is next to the damn cutest little boy I have never seen. 
 
    I can’t turn away and as I wait for her to stand, I’m captivated by everything. The curves of her body and her endlessly long tanned legs. I get lost in a trance as my eyes roam over her soft pink lips. My mind jerks to reality when her mouth slightly opens and she intakes a gasp seeing me for the first time. Our eyes lock into a familiar embrace and I can’t look away. She draws me in. 
 
    I can see how much Tami has changed. Her once carefree nature has vanished. Those hazel eyes that used to be sweet and innocent are now showing so much more fire and anger behind them. She asks me how I am here, and the bitter tone is noticeable. I answer, but I don’t answer what she is really asking, why am I here. I never contacted her the whole time I was locked away. Tami is standing tall, straightening her back before handing Cash to me. 
 
    “Baby, say hi to your daddy.” Cash waves his hands in my direction and I pull the small kid to me to hug him. My mom shoots me daggers from behind Tami. It’s a strange feeling and awkward with all eyes on me. I don’t have a clue how to be a dad or act like one. This would have been so much better had I met with her first and then Cash alone. He wiggles around and tries to get away from me. Tami crosses her arms and lets me suffer in silence before she turns away with a bright red face about to explode. 
 
    My mom jumps into action and rubs his back and soothes the guy, “Hey, Cash, are you ready to eat your cake?” He stills at her touch and voice then smiles, and I try to follow her lead. 
 
    “Cash, is it your birthday today?” I feel like a real shit. Did they tell me the date he was born? I remember them telling me about it, but I forgot, and not that I even thought to ask. I even show up with no gift. Really fucking cool. “Can I have some of your cake?” That’s all I could think to say. I don’t even know what to say to my own son and I hate myself for it. Swallowing hard, I avoid everyone’s faces and settle into the seat at the kitchen table. My stomach is in knots over the mess I made. 
 
    My mom picks up and set’s his plate from the highchair in front of us. Conversations start to pick back up as I sit and help him eat his cake. She pats my back and leaves us alone, walking in Tami’s direction. Tami stares out the window, crossing her arms over her chest, not even looking towards us. 
 
    Unfortunately, I steal the show while the brothers start talking to me more, welcoming me home. Asking me questions about being locked up and what I’m doing next. This couldn’t have turned out any worse. 
 
    There stands my mom, huddling with Tami in the corner, both forgotten, along with Cash and his birthday. They pass whispers back and forth and I know I am in deep shit. I can feel it deep in my bones. Of all the days to come back, I had to be dragged back today. I didn’t listen to my mom or Tank. This is the worst possible timing. 
 
    Cell phones are busted out and pictures are being taken of us. I took something so special away from Tami and my son; I wonder if she will ever forgive me. This is not what I wanted to do to her. Hurt replaced the anger and I can see it clear as day. My gut drops and I sink further down in my own depths of mistakes than I was before. I’m desperate to change something for her. I need to try, the disappointment on her face is worse than any beating I have ever taken. 
 
    When Cash loses interest in eating, I stand and bring him back to her and ask, “Mom, will you take a picture of us?” As I get Tami cornered in the kitchen, I lean in and whisper, “I’m sorry, angel.” 
 
    She gasps and then trembles when I pull her into me while holding Cash in my arms for our first family photo. The feel of her body next to me is almost too much. I can smell her shampoo; the silky scent is captivating my senses. Still she refuses to speak or acknowledge me. Tank’s eyes are locked onto Tami. He knows exactly what’s going on with her now. Why he did this, I don’t know, because I could have been dragged back home tomorrow. 
 
    This past month, I dodged all of them. Every time Tank, Axl or Blade came to see me, I promised to come home the next day, but chickened out. I had no phone so they couldn’t reach me either. And now I regret it all. 
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    Tami 
 
      
 
    When Pawn whispers the name, he used to call me, angel, it’s like a dagger to my heart. How could he say that to me? I never in my life thought that he would ever say that to me again, and today of all days is so unfair. Without warning of him coming home early, I’m not prepared to face him and our past. 
 
    My heart and brain go to war as I feel so conflicted with the brokenness inside. He has managed to shatter me within seconds. How could he do that? How? I never did understand him or why I am now reacting the way I am. It’s not right, though, and I freeze up. I had Solo, so why do I care? 
 
    As soon as the picture of us three is taken, I bolt out of the kitchen, needing some air and distance. My mind races and my body feels deprived of air. I don’t know how to navigate these extremes. Right when I think I have my life on track, it is blown apart again. 
 
    I rip the flannel away from the hook with Solo’s smokes inside, throwing it on, and head out to the back porch to light one up. Taking in an inhale of the toxic fumes that light up my bloodstream. I sigh as the drug invades my senses, making me feel dizzy and relaxed. 
 
    The door opens, then shuts, effectively destroying my peace and quiet. “Tami, take a breath,” Tank tries to reason with me. 
 
    “I am,” I snap at him and hold up my lit cig as evidence. 
 
    Tank’s eyes bug out at my outburst, “Cool, can I have one?” he relaxes a bit and leans against the banister. 
 
    “No,” I refuse, and I really don’t care either. I’m so pissed at all of them that I want to kick everyone out. 
 
    “No? Why not?” He tries to hide the grin, amused by my temper. 
 
    “These were Solo’s and you can’t have them.” His eyes soften and my eyes well up again. Blinking back the pain, I hand him my smoke, “Here, we can share.” It’s not his fault that Pawn is a piece of shit and Solo isn’t here. 
 
    “There she is,” he takes the cigarette from my hand. “I am going to have to limit your time with the bitches in there. I thought I lost you, Little -T.” 
 
    “Shut up, Big T, you’re a pain in my fucking ass. That was bullshit in there and you know it.” Even though I am pissed at them, I know Tank would never hurt me on purpose. 
 
    Tank’s big, boisterous laugh fills the air before he takes a drag and blows out smoke circles. “Tami, he needed to be here. I know it hurts you and you have every right to feel angry. But baby T needs his dad. Pawn needed to see what he was missing. I am sorry it caused you any additional pain.” 
 
    “Well, his dad can go suck a big d.” This time we both laugh. “I know that Cash deserves to have his dad here. That’s why I didn’t run when I saw him, but really Tank, that man deserves shit from me.” Because I tried to give him me and he threw me away every single time. 
 
    “What if he doesn’t stick around for Cash?” I fume and puff away my frustrations. Tank lets me rant and say everything between drags to get the energy that has consumed my body out. He supports me and tells me that everything will be okay. I’ll believe it when I see it. 
 
    Together, we finish the smoke and I find the courage to face the man who tore my heart out and left me; when we promised to never leave each other no matter what. 
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    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Tami comes back inside with Tank right behind her. She appears to be more relaxed. I know because I watched her like a hawk from my spot in the kitchen. When she lit that smoke, I was shocked that she did that. Her hands flung in every direction in the air and he nodded along. Whatever Tank said to her, he helped her, and that’s all I care about. 
 
    I keep my distance and try to help or play with Cash whenever needed. I stick to the other room and talk with the brothers avoiding any other confrontations with her. Cash yawns and curls up on the floor where he was playing with Blade’s, Axl’s, and Tank’s kids. Scooping him up, he snuggles into my chest and sticks his thumb into his mouth. 
 
    My hand rubs his back and the surroundings fade as I rock him in my arms and smell him. Memorizing the feel of his weight and thankful that they made me come here for this today. Even though it was hard on Tami, I needed him more than my stubborn ass had realized. The longer I stayed away, the less likely I was ever coming back, and they knew it. 
 
    When I turn my body, I catch her reflection like a halo in the window watching from behind me. She holds a toy to her chest for a moment and then hurries out of the room. I hold onto Cash and know that deep down in my bones I could never hurt him, ever. I will find a way to be a better father than I have been up to this point. 
 
    Wandering through the hallway, I find his room. After I lay him in his tiny crib, I remove his shoes and cover him with a blanket. Turning around, I see photos of me. Stunned, I stop in my tracks and the night light casts a glow across the frames. Some are of me and Solo together. Shit, that hurts. 
 
    I hang my head with my hands on my hips and break at the sight. The pictures undo any brave exterior I had left in me for today. I am suffocating in the small space and the place he lived in before he died. I jet out of the house as fast as possible. 
 
    It’s time to get faded. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 14 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    Last night was one of the worst nights of my life and now I truly know what it is like to be a parent. Let me tell you how bittersweet reality really fucking is. To cope, I wrote a lot into the very early morning and poured my heart out into my book, Hiding Our Hearts. 
 
    It is about the three of us. I tell the story of how we found one another but in different circumstances and different places. Except in my book Solo leaves me, he doesn’t die, because I would rather have it that way. It all feels the same. 
 
    My mind reals over the words of heartbreak and the betrayal I wrote. Pawn leaves me for another woman and I am left alone. I scream at them in the pages and my heart bleeds within the typed words. 
 
    How I wish this wasn’t true, but the reality is, it is true, and it’s the life I live. Cash doesn’t exist yet, because in my book he will be the strength I hope to find by the end of it. Can I find that happiness again? 
 
    I couldn’t get ahold of Vegas last night after the party and she is not answering her phone. I need a day before I go back to work. When I pull up to the clubhouse, I feel a little apprehensive to walk in, but it doesn’t stop me. I unbuckle Cash from the car seat and help him walk into the building holding onto one of his hands. 
 
    One of the prospects stops me at the door, “Hey Tami, who are you here to see?” He stands right in front of me, blocking me from the view of the common area next to the bar. 
 
    What I want to do is tell the little asshat to step out of my way. But I try for sweet even though my blood boils, a rage that seems to gain more momentum with every passing day. Taking a second, I loosen my muscles and sweetly respond, “Just looking for Blade or Vegas, excuse me.” 
 
    He tries to talk me out of it, but I am not having his shitty excuses. What is he hiding from me? I place my hand on his shoulder and step forward edging him out of my way, “Do you know where they are?” I pick up Cash and hold him on my hip as I power down the hallway and stop dead in my tracks at what I find. 
 
    My heart drops and I swear when it picks back up, it hammers so hard in my chest. I could die from the power behind it. Here, before my eyes, is Pawn passed out on the couch in only his boxers. Empty liquor and beer bottles litter the tables, along with a variety of drugs on top the coffee table. 
 
    Cash squeals at me to get down to explore and the naked slut startles awake, her full tits that were laying on top of Pawn on full display. She does have the decency to look ashamed and cover what she can with her arm. She scrambles around looking for her clothes and nudges Pawn awake. 
 
    “Crystal, baby, what are you looking for,” he mumbles, yawning, and sits up, grabbing a bottle of Jack and freezing when he sees me. He is holding the bottle in midair with his mouth hanging wide open. 
 
    “Welcome home, baby,” I spit and charge out the way I came in with a screaming baby in my arms. Those are my first words spoken to Pawn directly, and ones I will never forget. My temper is on full display as I rip the car door open. Cash fights me while I buckle him in and I’m close, so close, to losing my shit for good. 
 
    “Tami,” a deep voice calls from behind me and I jerk, smacking my head on the roof of the car. I hold my head and back out. “Son of a bitch.” I rub the pain away and turn around to see Snake behind me. 
 
    “What happened in there?” he asks, concerned, patiently waiting for me to respond to him. 
 
    “What happened in there?” I start to crumble, and the nice Tami facade starts to dwindle in the parking lot. “What hasn’t happened, Snake? The last ten months since Solo’s death has been an ever-loving nightmare. And that piece of shit never thought to come see us in the entire month he’s been out.” I gasp for air into my lungs while I finish my tirade. “Ask me how I know that information? It was causally brought up at my son’s birthday party last night, that he was forced to show up for!” My body shakes as the adrenaline spikes, “Here he is, drugged out of his mind, and hungover when I am supposed to go to work.” Cash screams and cries in the background, thrashing in his seat. 
 
    The sobs overtake my body and I can’t control myself. I lunge for Snake’s open arms. He wraps me up in a loving embrace and rocks me back and forth. My hands clutch his cut in my iron-tight grip, “What have I become?” 
 
    His hold grows tighter and one hand runs over my head as it falls forward to rest on his chest. The pain leaks out in the form of tears wetting his t-shirt. Selfishly, I take everything I can from Snake. I take it all because being selfish for once feels so fucking good. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    I quickly get my pants on and look for my boots, stuffing my feet into them. I go to grab my shirt, but the smell of the night after effect is so strong that I toss it to the couch. 
 
    Charging the doorway, I am stopped by Blade with his arms crossed over his chest, blocking me from the doorway. “Get your shit and get to my office.” 
 
    “I need to talk to Tami.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I open my mouth to say more, but his hands come up and he shoves me back. “You need a fucking shower to wash off that hangover and that bitch’s cum from your cock. She doesn’t need to see this shit from you. Get showered and get to my office now, asshole.” He stands firm, and the Prez waits for me to do as I am told. 
 
    Ducking my head, I take the warning and I turn around and walk to my room and look out the window. Tami holds onto Snake and he comforts her while I watch Cash wail from my view. My heart shatters. I am the piece of shit father I have always feared. 
 
    There isn’t a shower hot enough to wash away the fucked-up shit I did last night. There is no take-backs from getting loaded and fucking any whore I could get it up for. The night was more than bad, and I buried my pain in alcohol, drugs, and willing pussy. 
 
    After I’m showered and dressed in clean clothes, I face my biggest problem at the moment— Blade. Inside of the office stands the Prez, Axl, and Tank. They point to a seat in front of them and I slink into the chair. 
 
    The three of them have a stare that gleams of retribution. I have no doubt of what is about to come my way. I steel my nerves for the ass chewing about to be served and that I deserve. 
 
    Tank starts first, “Do you have a clue what it has been like for her to raise that boy alone since Solo died?” 
 
    “How the hell would I know that?” I snark back. 
 
    “Well, if you would have read her fucking letters, you would know. She came here looking for Vegas because she has a shift to work tonight. Were you planning on going to see if you could help watch the kid so she could get back to some normalcy?” 
 
    I can’t even respond because who knows what I was going to do today. Probably get loaded and continue the party. When I don’t answer, they know exactly what I was planning on doing tonight. A remake of the night before. 
 
    “Didn’t fucking think so,” Axl snarls. “She loves that boy like she carried him. Tami gives him a home to live in feeling protected. Why? Because of you, Pawn, you ignorant motherfucker. She does it because that woman has a heart.” 
 
    Tank throws up his hands, “Pawn, we got you out six months earlier for Cash’s birthday. We wanted to have you there for him. You keep pissing away shit, that is what you are going to end up with, a mountain of shit.” 
 
    The Prez nails my coffin shut, “Choose, Pawn, because it is either Cash or the drugs. I will ship your ass off to Elko or Las Vegas if you choose drugs. Tami already chose us as a family, and we claimed her the day Solo stopped breathing. Until a man can convince the three of us his worth, she belongs to us, her brothers. You feel me?” 
 
    I don’t say a word but take my ass chewing. I am left behind alone, sitting in the office with the guilt and consequences of my addiction, drugs and looking out for me and what feels good. I take it all because being selfish for once feels so wrong. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 15 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Tami has kept clear of me and a whole month has passed. I can’t blame her for it. Tank gave me an update the next day, after she found me with a slut, that we would share Cash. She came up with a schedule that Tank passed along to me of the days that I am supposed to have him. He drilled into my head that when I pick him up from Emilia’s or Tami’s house, if I am not sober, he has ordered Cuervo to throw his machete into my chest. Every time, I have been a hundred percent sober, but I am slowly slipping. 
 
    The crazy bitches or Ol’ Ladies have promised a mysterious death if I let any of the club sluts around the little man. They’ve kept me on an active watch. I’m not even kidding, if the club girls see me walk in with Cash, they sprint out of the room and always one of the Ol’ Ladies is at the clubhouse. Today, it is Jenn sitting at the bar. 
 
    She’s earned her respect with the club girls and they are scared to death to cross her after she almost slit Feather’s throat in front of them all. She’s become the boss bitch. If one of the girls get out of line, they send Jenn in. 
 
    My mom has rearranged her life to help teach me to take care of Cash. The days that I do pick him up from Tami’s, she is there and Tami is nowhere to be seen. I’ve avoided the bar at all cost, and she has the club. An unspoken understanding of ground rules has been laid out for us and where our territories are. 
 
    On the days that I don’t have Cash, there has been an endless stream of drugs and pussy. I can’t bury the pain away. Tami is in the core of me, craving to shed her free from the confines of the darkest place I could hide her. When I have Cash, he helps me to feel connected to her. Every day, I fall in love with the idea of being a dad. The two worlds go to war trying to win first place in my life. And fuck if I can’t decide which I crave more. Each day I battle to not go to her and take them both with me. My fuckin’ pride tells me that I destroyed any love that there was that Tami had for me. Isn’t that what I wanted, to move on without her? 
 
    I underestimated her strength. The irony of it all, she is stronger than I will ever be. Instead of using my words to tell her how broken I was, I punished her to make her understand. Except, now I wish I could take it all back. I wish I would have written her back and had faith in my club to protect her; swallowed my pride and been her friend when I promised her I would. 
 
    I should have showed her support when she was doing that for me and my son, when she had no reason to. Cash runs around the backyard at the clubhouse with the toys lined up. Back here, it’s like a daddy daycare for bikers. That thought is hilarious to see how far we have come. 
 
    Cash and I have bonded this last month. Having learned his habits and schedule, I feel comfortable taking him on my own now. Jenn plops down on the picnic table next me. “You’re slipping, you see that, right?” 
 
    Even though I want to deny it and ignore her, I know exactly what she’s talking about. The fine line that all people walk with addiction problems. You try a little more or at times when you know you shouldn’t, but fuck it, you do it anyway. 
 
    “Yeah, Jenn, I see it.” I grit my teeth because the last thing I want to do is piss her off. 
 
    “Pawn, you got to get out of staying in the club and get help. Find your own house and stop using.” 
 
    Her words piss me off and I can’t help but bite back, “Because you’re so fucking great, right, Jenn? The poster kid of sobriety.” 
 
    She laughs out loud at my outburst, “Yeah, you’re on edge. I bet all you can think about right now is sneaking a few hits of that bong, or tossing back that whiskey, letting it burn your throat and coat the thoughts of how worthless you really are.” 
 
    “And your fucking point, Jenn?” 
 
    “I still have those thoughts every day, except I love pills and vodka. Sounds like a great time to get fazed and make the world a hazy reality instead of the brutal truth. You are a drunk and a pot head. You love the drugs more than you love yourself, because the drugs are easy. Life is ugly, messy, hard, and tragic.” Jenn turns to look me dead in the eyes, “But I learned that I am more than the bottom of a bottle. Life, as jaded as it can be, is amazing when you get through the hard shit and worth every day to be sober. Saint and my girls are worth it. I’m dead inside when I do the drugs.” 
 
    I confess to Jenn what I haven’t said to anyone, “I was counting on Solo being alive so I could still be the fuckup I wanted to be. It makes me feel like shit that I was pissed he left me to take care of my own shit.” That’s the raw truth of it all. I do miss my friend, but that is part of the reason I feel the guilt for those nasty thoughts. 
 
    “Truth is ugly. You have to let it go. You are human, Pawn, not perfect. Forgive yourself and stop hiding behind your dad for the excuse to be a piece of shit too.” 
 
    My head snaps back surprised that she knows about him. “Your mom,” she explains. “We’ve gotten close.” She shrugs. “Get your life structured. Get a job and a house to keep you busy. And I mean a real job. Then when you are ready, ask for forgiveness from the people you have wronged and let the past go.” She stands from the table, “I will hurt you if you hurt that boy. I am his aunt, and no asshole will fuck up his perfect childhood.” She raises her eyebrow and tilts her head slightly before drifting back inside. 
 
    Fucking-A, I can’t complain about that one bit. I shoot a text off to my mom and ask her to help me find a house for me and Cash. Maybe one day I can get her to move in. It’s a start, anyway. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 16 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    I was grateful for the peace the last couple of months has brought. It gave me time to write in my book. The hard part of that is, I thought about Pawn and those feelings we shared. I thought the time apart would grow some distance between us, it did not. It felt like we picked up right where we left off. After I realized that, the guilt set in. I cared for Solo, so how can the world be so unfair and give me a puzzle to solve? 
 
    Except today, I can’t think about those things because I promised myself, I would do this today. Cash is gone with his dad and I stand in front of the closet full of memories. I brought a stack of boxes to pack away Solo’s things. I wanted to do this alone because I wanted my privacy to cry and mourn the loss. What if I don’t go through with it? I didn’t want anyone to see. 
 
    I think through my options and how to start. Giving myself some direction will help me if I think of it as a task. One box, I decided, will be for donation, another to save, and one more to toss. I start with the dresser and toss out his socks and underwear, then his pants. Once they are all boxed up, a stark realization hits me that he mostly had clothes here because he moved into my life. We didn’t even have time to buy furniture together. 
 
    With each article of clothing, I take my time and hold on to the memories before I say goodbye to each one. The pain is still there, just not as crippling as it has been before. I pick up the clothes from the closet floor that I threw around a few months back, and the wave of emotions come with. I toss the whole handful in a box. Dropping them like poison. 
 
    The dryer buzzer goes off and I pull out the new sheets and blankets inside. Stripping off our old bedding is like ripping stitches away from a wound. I start to bleed and the agony creeps in. I sob and lose it. My emotions are pulling me into the deep end of loneliness. The feeling leaves me bare and raw. I pull the warm blankets around me and fall into a heap on the bed, curling into a ball, trying to wrap myself up and hide from the exposure. I’m not sure how long I lay here like this, but eventually exhaustion pulls me under. 
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    “Tami,” a voice pulls me from my sleep. My swollen eyes start to open. The salt leftover stings, and I rub my eyes before I can focus on Pawn’s face standing above me. Not today, I think. I can’t fight with him today. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” I croak and untangle myself from the blankets and rub the sleep away. Nervous to have him in here, I walk into my bathroom, hoping that he will be gone by the time I am back. I splash cold water onto my face and straighten before walking back into my room. Pawn still stands there looking around with an ashen face. 
 
    “You were cleaning out your room today?” 
 
    “I needed to get it done, yes.” I’m unsure of what to tell him. I feel so lost in this world and having him here alone, makes me even more unsure. Why would he care anyway? 
 
    “Cash is asleep in his bed. Let me help you do this.” He pleads with me. I start to shake my head no before he stops me, “Let me do this for you, angel.” 
 
    I swallow the knot in my throat and concede to let him help me. Any other day, there would be more fight, but I can’t today. “Can you take those boxes to your truck?” There isn’t many so he is back rather quickly, and he helps me bag the bedding in large trash bags. “Take this to be thrown away.” 
 
    We get to some of his t-shirts and flannels that I didn’t toss before. I can’t bear to part with them. Unlike the others, these are untouched. I stall and look over them in the closet, hanging there with his sweatshirts. I loved wearing them all the time when we were home and even when we went out. Pawn’s hand lands gently on my shoulder. 
 
    “Keep your favorites in a drawer and then pack the rest. We’ll leave some packed away in the closet. Will that work?” 
 
    My hand finds his and I squeeze it. “Yes,” I rasp through the tear that falls. One by one, we take the clothes down and lay them on the bed. We start telling a story with each shirt and take turns. Some I laugh, and some I cry, but together he helps me move past the biggest hurdle, removing Solo from the house, the way he left it. 
 
    “Why did you decide to do this today?” he asks, sitting next to me on the bed. 
 
    “He died one year ago tomorrow. I wanted to make it. I wanted to be able to tell him that I’m doing better. I did it for me.” Closing my eyes, I breathe through the crushing pain of feeling alone and untouched for a year. I had it good for a while. I miss Solo, my friend, the man who protected and cared for me. 
 
    Pawn’s hand lightly touches my face and turns me to face him. He wipes the tears from my cheeks with his thumbs. With our faces close, he leans in and places a single kiss to my forehead. The action so soft, I slowly drift my eyes open to find unshed tears looking back at me. 
 
    Tiny wrinkles have etched into the corner of his eyes. Pawn has aged just enough to be seen. My hands come up to his face and I feel the roughness under my touch that I missed so much. Running my fingertips over the lines, the smallest of touches so intimate and comforting. It is real. My blood pressure picks up as his mouth slightly opens. 
 
    “I’m sorry I was such an asshole, Tami. I missed you.” The emotion behind his words is killing me when a single tear does fall. “I couldn’t talk to you when I was gone because I couldn’t survive not having you.” His confession tears at me to break free from the chains of my guilt and pull him closer. 
 
    My body craves the connection, like a need deep in my bones, to be with him. Before I know what is happening, I give, and pull him into me. Softly and slowly I touch my lips to his. Warm, gentle, and inviting, I go back for another one and then lose control of myself. 
 
    My fist grips his shirt and holds on tight. Pawn’s hands hold my head in place not willing to let me go. My leg swings over and I sit on top of his lap. “I felt so guilty for needing you this whole time, for missing you every day you were gone. Pawn, I mourned us, and that guilt has ruined me.” Finally, I free the truth I didn’t want to believe myself or admit. 
 
    Pawn’s arms snake around me, holding my body to his. My hips grind down on his hardening dick, feeling it through my leggings. “We both have our wounds that need to heal.” Pawn confesses, bringing me closer and our faces together. Our tongues collide and the air is shared between us as it’s ignited with a fierce passion and lust circles our bodies. 
 
    My hands roam to his hair and I start to explore him like I never have before, with abandon. He tugs at my shirt and rips it over my head and then removes my bra. I gasp when his rough hands caress my tits. 
 
    Quickly, he has us flipped and is pulling my pants away from my body and, just as fast, I help to remove his pants when he tugs his shirt off. My hand runs over the angel tattoo over his chest, not remembering it being there the time we were naked together before. 
 
    “For you.” He brings my fingers to his mouth before kissing them. Pawn drops down on top of my body, warming me in a way that I haven’t felt in a long time, since him. I welcome Pawn and his comfort. I want it all. 
 
    He kisses and licks my skin, all the way down my body before he reaches my pussy. Pawn pushes my legs wide and dives in with a hunger as he starts to lick my clit. My body shakes from the sensations I haven’t felt in so long and I allow them to consume me, to fly me away. 
 
    My body contracts and I come around Pawn within minutes. I eagerly pull him up to my body. His lips slam down on mine and we nip at each other. Pawn’s steel cock slides through my folds when I wrap my legs around him and guide him into my body. 
 
    I burn him into my soul, a connection so strong it is all-consuming. Pawn thrusts slowly, groaning into each thrust. We become the lovers we always wanted and were meant to be. It chokes me up, but I can’t stop. 
 
    He thrusts harder, bringing me to ecstasy, and making me see the possibilities of love that I thought I never would. My hands scratch at his skin, my need to claim him coming alive and igniting a possession I have never felt. 
 
    Pawn groans again when I dig my nails into his skin, wishing I could make him bleed for me. “Yes, angel,” he rasps into my ear. “Fucking hurt me, give it to me, give me all of you.” He unleashes years of pent up feelings into every thrust and comes cradling me into his body. 
 
    Pawn doesn’t move far, just enough to tuck me into his body, and I fall asleep feeling protected and cherished in the arms of another man and I can’t seem to care. For the first time since Solo died, I feel alive. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 17 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    The gut-wrenching dream wakes me from my deep coma-like sleep. I didn’t plan on wrapping my body around hers so tight that I would fall under her spell and stay the night. However, my body had other plans. After taking what I wanted for so damn long, I could never let go of her. For once, I wasn’t afraid, until now. 
 
    My arm tightens around her body and I take a long inhale of her hair. Tami’s back is snuggled in tight to my front and her head rests on my bicep. But the pain lingers from the dream as I wake. 
 
    The early morning rays haven’t even broken through the sky yet and I start to spiral downhill. I dreamed of the day Solo came to me and he asked me to take care of her if he ever couldn’t. The thoughts take me back in time. When I was up at the mine and waiting for my sentence. I think back over his words our last words before I went to prison. 
 
    “A big part of me lately feels that we were only meant for a short time.” Solo turns to me, “I will always love her and protect her no matter what. Will you do the same? If something happens to you or me, she belongs to us, always and forever.” 
 
    This time his words and confession make me turn to him, “Solo, we will always be brothers. But Tami will be the force that tears us apart. What that means when I’m out of prison, I don’t know yet. She is buried in my soul. I will die for her.” 
 
    The raw and ugly anger comes forward and panic sets in. All the world comes crushing and tumbling around me at once. My mind a battlefield, where I am my own worst enemy. I know Solo was planning on leaving no matter what, that he felt it. At the time though, in his mind, he was leaving the MC as soon as I was out. 
 
    My chest shatters, the pain consuming my body. I can’t stay here another second. I need to clear my head. Slowly, I untangle myself from the bed and Tami. She doesn’t wake as I dress back into my clothes. Bending over, I kiss Tami on the forehead and her eyes pop open. 
 
    Her warm soft hand snakes out from the comforter and she sees the truth written on my face. That I am walking out the door. She runs a hand over my cheek. It’s almost as if she knew I would run. Tami takes her time running her hand over my skin. 
 
    Cash breaks the moment and begins to cry in the early morning. Needing the distraction, I swiftly walk to his room and pick him up from the toddler bed and hold him to my chest for a moment. I do the same as I did to Tami and kiss his forehead. 
 
    Am I really doing this? Can I walk away from her and my son? He settles down and I take him into Tami’s room where I find her dressed in an old t-shirt and shorts. Cash cries for his mom and she goes to him. Her need is obvious; she needs him as much as he needs her. 
 
    She cradles him to her chest and soothes him, rocking him back and forth. I turn to walk out but her voice stops me, “Pawn.” I can’t and won’t turn around. “My love for you scared the shit out of me. It was so unreal, I didn’t know if I would survive without you in it. A part of me knew that one day you would leave me. I now know I can survive.” 
 
    The sting of her words spurs me on to walk out on the woman I love. Once I am in my truck, I slam my hands on the steering wheel and peel out of her driveway. There is only one thing I know of that will help me to forget and drown out the misery. 
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    Tami 
 
      
 
    The reality slams into me all at once as Pawn kisses me goodbye. The action triggered the reality I hid from myself so well. I picked Solo because I thought he was what I needed to live, to be happy. Pawn would eventually be the one to say goodbye. Except, I beat him to it. I said goodbye first. Solo was stable and reliable. We loved each other, but we weren’t in love with each other. We fought more and more. He never really moved into my house. God, he was planning on leaving me, eventually. 
 
    The signs were all there, and I just refused to believe that another person in my life could move on without me, like nothing. I put on a brave face believing that love took work and held onto something that wasn’t there. 
 
    I hated myself when he died because I felt a little better inside that he didn’t leave because he wanted to. That guilt ate me up inside because how could I find some sort of peace in that thought? Most of all, the worst of it, was my thoughts of Pawn, that he never would talk to me. Solo saw my face fall every time I didn’t receive a letter back. It was so unfair to all of us. I wanted to love him more so badly. 
 
    Now Pawn is gone for good and I believe I will always be unlucky when it comes to love. It hurts like a motherfucker. Difference is now, I won’t bow down to the misery. I take Cash with me back into my bed and run my hands through his hair until he falls back to sleep. “I promise you, baby boy, I will never leave you. Me and you kid, against the world.” 
 
    I seal my vow to him with a kiss to his cheek and roll out the other side of the bed. Finding Solo’s flannel, I walk outside and light the last one in the pack, alone. “Hey, Solo,” I croak after my first exhale. “Today is the day you left me. I see some things now that I didn’t before, and I am sorry for that. You are someone I will never forget in my life, ever. You taught me what love could be like and, most of all, to have wings and the strength to be me. You tried so hard for me to love you.” Taking in a deep drag I exhale the hardest part, “We eventually would have parted, and you saw that. I’m just now seeing the full picture.” 
 
    I inhale the smoke deep into my lungs because the words burn on my tongue and I crave the relief. Something to soothe the agony. “Today, I have to face the truth and be brave. I will always love you. We never would have had the happily ever after like I dreamed about. Sorry, Solo, you don’t know how sorry I am.” 
 
    The truth washes over me like a tidal wave of betrayal, but at the same time I feel free. The contradictions war over the other, but I know that he forgives me. He would want me to move on and forgive myself and someday I will. But today is for him. 
 
    I finish the smoke and look out at the sun, “My dearest friend, you will never be forgotten but remembered with the warmest feelings.” Love is a fool’s game if you have never played before. I lost because I didn’t know how to play, but now I do. 
 
    After coming back inside and checking on Cash, I box up the rest of Solo’s things. I take the boxes to the garage. Some may not understand why, but I’ll tell you why. I can’t stop myself from moving forward any longer. I am ready to believe in me and not the lies I wanted to believe. 
 
    I fold the flannel and set it on my dresser and place a picture of us next to it but take all the others down I have of him and put those in my car. I make the decision to show the MC my support today. They’ve held me up this entire year and I want to give them back the love they have given me. I am not alone. I have a family to take care of. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 18 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    In the clubhouse there is peace among the men. They sit in a quiet, contemplation with few words spoken, as I walk in with the girls and bags of groceries. Today, no matter what, I will honor the man Solo was. 
 
    “What are you up to?” Blade asks with a worried look on his face. 
 
    We halt and I stand up front with Cash on my hip and the bag containing pictures in my other hand. “Solo was there for every one of us. Remember that party he threw for Tank? And the countless times he made sure every person had what they needed around them?” 
 
    The men stare at me and the room has gone silent, waiting for me to finish, “I’m remembering him today like he deserves. Without tears and mourning. I am making sure you all have what you need today, like he would.” 
 
    “Fuck, lil’ T, you killed the shit out of that.” Tank barrels through the crowd of men and hugs me, squishing Cash between us. “Proud of you.” 
 
    I hug him back and pull back enough to pass him Cash, “I brought some pictures I had taken.” One by one, I pass out the pictures I had printed and framed to Solo’s brothers. Peace. Their eyes show so much appreciation that the giving was almost selfish, it felt so right. 
 
    The room takes on this simple but humbling feeling that I know we all can feel. Because he is here. There is no doubt in my mind. Solo would never let anyone down. It wasn’t who he was, and he would want to be here with all those that loved him. 
 
    The door cracks open to the front entrance. Abuela barrels inside with Fuego and our California family on her heels. “Hurry up, I told you she would be here, but you don’t listen. We had to stop by her house first. I don’t know why after all these years you think you know more than me.” She scolds the whole way until she finds us waiting for her grand entrance. “Mija, ven aquí, come here.” She jabs her purse at Snake and presses forward. She envelopes me in an embrace so tight, I feel her strength not from her body but her heart. She shares every piece of her in that moment and transfers it to me. 
 
    It’s no use, I can’t fight back the overwhelming feeling that overcomes me. With tear-filled eyes, I croak, “You came.” 
 
    ”Sí, mija. Tu eres mi familia. ¿Dónde está mi bebé? She lets me go in search of Cash and does the same to him. Takes him into her arms and holds him. Sharing with her family a bond that can never be broken. Watching her is inspiring. 
 
    Fuego and the members all give me a hug and I’m touched they remembered and came here for us. Even though Solo is gone, we are included because they are here just as much for him as they are for me. The room settles down and we work as a group to get everyone a plate of food. Abuela sits with the children and talks with them, spending what she finds the most precious things in the world, their little souls. 
 
    “You holding up, T?” Tank asks and stands next to me holding his plate. 
 
    “Today is hard, but I am so much better. Having every single one of you has made a difference. I’m getting there, even though the days are lonely, you all find a way to make it bearable like today. I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
    “You never will be alone, T. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I do, I have you all to help me get through it.” I bump his shoulder with mine and watch the crowd mingle. The day is special, we made food and laughed at the stories we shared of Solo. Blade hung one of the framed pictures I had of the members with him to the wall in the bar. He then hands me a beer from over the bar top. 
 
    I’m so shocked that Blade enjoys my discomfort. He pushes the beer closer, “Like Tank said earlier, we are all proud of you.” 
 
    Taking the beer from him, I pop the cap off and take a small sip. He holds up his beer and whistles loudly, gathering the attention of the room. “To family, and taking care of each other. To Solo, never forgotten.” 
 
    A cheer erupts and I smile, but at the same time a small tear escapes that I quickly wipe away, adding, “To love and living without regrets.” 
 
    “Battle Born.” Blade finishes and we all cheer to the end of a horrible day that was made better. Love comes in many forms and, little by little, I am learning what a real family and love is. Giving yourself. 
 
    “Mija,” Abuela calls me from the doorway. “Can you help me a moment?” 
 
    “Sure,” I call out and quickly walk with her out to the front door with her. 
 
    Once we reach my car, I am surprised when she stops and turns to me handing me my own keys and purse. “You have something you need to do today. Inside your purse you will find a letter. Let your heart guide you and take time for you today. We will be here when you get back.” Her soft old, wrinkly, shaking hand runs across my cheek. 
 
    “Before his death, I asked him to write you a letter. You see, he came to me and he described what he was feeling. He could feel his death or end was coming. He was worried about you, not his own life, about who would take care of you. He knew he would have unfinished business to take care of. I just helped to guide him to an answer. He sat for hours thinking of every word, knowing you would need him. I think a part of him needed you too, to see his words and love.” She stalls for a moment, allowing me to feel through the bomb she just dropped on me. 
 
    “Let this bring you peace, because there was love there between you and him. You have a choice to be faced with and know that this has come full circle. The three of you, your paths were meant to be intertwined. But now, you need not to feel guilt or regret. You gave Solo your heart completely. But it’s time for you to move on and find happiness. Te amo. You have so much life to live, be brave and fearless.” She squeezes my hand and shuffles back inside leaving me alone. 
 
    Anticipation fills my head and I start to panic at what she could have possibly be sending me to do. Getting into my car, I take in the view and relax. I feel brave enough to do what she asked me to and start the engine. I think about it all and drive around for an hour. The pain ever-present but not crippling. I let my gut lead me and I find myself at the place that Solo proposed to me at. 
 
    I haven’t wanted to come here in over a year. This is the exact spot where we promised each other forever. Before I get out of the car, I take the white envelope out and pop the door open. I rest my body on the hood and look out over the valley and remember the night Solo and I made love to each other here. 
 
    I blink and the sting of guilt in me is pushing forward to be released. This time, I accept the agony because it is time to be freed. I sit in the dirt, alone with the letter in my hands, and I wait a moment because I need to feel him. My heart will always call to him, always be a part of him. Taking a deep breath, I pull out the letter and I read the words. My heart pounds violently against my chest. The whole time! She had this with her this entire year and never gave it to me? I’m grateful, but at the same time it’s unbelievable. 
 
      
 
    Tami, 
 
    Hey blondie. I can’t describe what I have been feeling these last six months. It’s been the most confusing in my life I have ever felt. I want you to know that I have loved every second we have spent together. Every single second. I could live off your love the rest of my life and be completely happy. 
 
    The day at the hospital I saw you and Pawn together in the bathroom. Your love with Pawn is different from ours. I couldn’t understand it at first. But then I did. While we feel love for each other, you and Pawn matched. The same earth-shattering passion we didn’t have. 
 
    I don’t know what will happen tomorrow, but I felt that you and I had limited time. If in the event, for whatever reason, I am not here with you tomorrow, I fucking love you. I want what is best for you and live out your dreams. If that is with Pawn, then that is what is meant for you. 
 
    We gave each other everything we could and now you need to give that to Pawn, but more. Do not let a day pass by thinking that you don’t mean the world to me. Don’t you dare think that I didn’t love you. If you’re reading this, I am not here any longer. Go to Pawn and don’t be afraid. Don’t hold back. Once he realizes your love like I did, there isn’t a thing on this earth that will stop him. He won’t leave your side but will love you and share a life we dreamed of. Live that love for me. I’ll be watching over you. 
 
    Always & Forever, 
 
    Solo 
 
      
 
    It takes me several passes to get through the letter. Through all the tears and blubbering, I cry out for him. It’s hysterical. He’s right, the guilt and the wondering that I have lived with has consumed me. I did, I did love him. Why was he only meant to love me for a short time? Only to die and leave me with this hollow dark pit. He’s not here to help me through this, but he is. Solo made plans to support me. 
 
    My chest heaves with agony and my heart bleeds for him. “I fucking love you too, Solo, for always and forever.” I clutch the letter to my chest. “I hate that you left me here. We would have been happy together.” I plead with him to take his words back to heaven with him. 
 
    Slowly, my breathes even out and my hand loosens its death grip around the paper. I’m fighting against what I have to do and what I want. Right now, it doesn’t make sense.  My head and heart are at war against each other, but I have his words to get me through the next part; moving on. 
 
    When the nightfall comes down, and the darkness covers the world, I decided I need to go back and face the truths I wish I could leave buried. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 19 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    Those first few steps back into the clubhouse are the hardest. It’s as if this place holds all our truths and secrets. Walking in is an agreement to your family and yourself to pick yourself up from the ground and fight. But I won’t let Solo down. Tomorrow, I’ll read his words and maybe one day I will understand them better. I find Kat at the bar and slide into the stool next to her signaling for a drink. 
 
    “Cash okay while I was gone?” I let out a long sigh. Worry is always chasing me. It’s not just me anymore. Everything I do also has a ripple effect for him. 
 
    Kat pats my back, “Of course, Abuela has been with him this whole time and Emilia. They are laying down in the spare room.” She always knows when to press me for answers. Right now, the support with the quiet is exactly what I need. 
 
    Instinctively, I look around and I notice that Pawn was missing from the clubhouse and I do wonder where he’s been all day. But I don’t have to wonder long when he stumbles in through the door with Topaz, the in-house stripper for these guys who makes house calls. 
 
    Tank chokes on his beer and his fist clenches when he catches who Pawn brought in with him. It’s obvious to everyone where he spent his day, high and getting laid by strippers. I knew today would be a messed-up day for him, but the rage that builds in my gut is pure hate. Thank God, Cash went with Emilia and the other kids to lay down in the spare room. Not only do I want to protect him from Pawn, but also me. My temper is lit. I’m so fucking pissed off, I could kill him. He has a son he could spend his time with. Cash could be his everything. 
 
    I glance at Kat next to me to see if she picked up on who walked in. Her eyes zero in on Topaz and then she turns to me. I hold up my beer signaling that I’m okay, but cheers, this could get entertaining. She quirks an eyebrow and smirks. Earlier, I told her what happened between us last night. She wasn’t happy about what happened, but she understood. Kat gets up from her seat to stand by my side. Tank’s eyes light up and he sits back watching the scene unfold. 
 
    We all know shit is about to go down, the air is suffocating all of us with the tension. Pawn is loud, greeting and shaking hands with all the brothers before he gets to me. I take a long drink of my cool beer and turn in my seat to face the other way, ignoring that he’s quickly approaching me. Fuck him. 
 
    The stool is whipped around and I come face-to-face with an angry biker. My beer is spilt over my arm and the counter and I slam my glass down to meet his bloodshot eyes that are glaring into mine. He snarls, his liquor-soaked breath in my face, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Get away from me, Pawn,” I growl back, the warning tone clear. 
 
    “Here to snag another brother since you buried one already? Too chicken shit to be alone, Tami?” snarling his disgust for me. 
 
    “I only loved two men in my life.” My voice raises, and I growl back, “one is dead and the other one is about to die if you keep running your mouth.” I shove my body past his and away from the bar. I don’t get far before I am spun around like a rag doll and my chest is squeezed up against his. 
 
    I’ve lost all sense of where I am and try to shove him away from me and shout back, “Does it make you feel better that you fucked someone else, Pawn? Does that stripper fulfill that empty void you feed with alcohol and weed?” 
 
    Topaz holds her hands up and starts to backtrack slowly toward the way she came in with Pawn. “I was just dropping him off.” 
 
    He grips my cheeks and pulls my attention back to him and growls, “Not even a little fucking bit since I wasn’t fucking you.” 
 
    I think this is the moment I full on snap. They say you have a limit and I never understood that until today. That girl I was before all this is gone. Here stands a woman that is broken and tired. 
 
    My nails sink into his arms and I shout into his face, “Maybe I would love a dirty fuck. God fucking knows you could never get the job done.” 
 
    The men snicker and Pawn’s evil face scans the room before coming back to mine. But I’m not done, not by a long shot. 
 
    “How could you just leave us?” My voice drops. “Never have you asked if Cash is okay, never asked if I am okay. You made your bed, Pawn. I tried to be there every step of the way, but no, you take care of you, just like you did before.” I grip his cut and pull until our noses are mere centimeters apart, “I won’t take Cash away from you, because he needs you. Don’t think I’ll be your bitch ever again, you have enough of those, baby.” 
 
    Pawn loses it and laughs in my face, “He’s not yours, Tami, he’s mine. You have him because I let you have him.” The smug look on his face begs me to slap the shit out of him. I let go and I step back and swing my hand for his cheek. The burn is intense. But nothing compared to the storm brewing in my body. 
 
    Pawn’s face whips to the side from the blow, and slowly he brings it back to face me. Murder shines in his gaze when he sizes me up. 
 
    “Fuck you, Pawn, he is mine! I’ll bury your ass if say those words to me again. Don’t forget which one of us was off getting high and laid,” I yell at the ungrateful bastard. “I may not have birthed him, but he was born into this MC because you were gone. We took care of him because we loved you. He was gifted to me with trust.” I thump my chest and then point a finger at his face, “I did my best to keep you included with the letters and pictures you sure as hell never gave a fuck about. Don’t think for a second that your words can push me away like they did before. Watch yourself, I’m not that young woman you left in the dust. You hurt your son and you will answer to me, got it?” 
 
    I shove him away from me, the adrenaline giving me the strength to do it and I take off down the hallway. I try to slow down, but it’s near impossible. Emilia tries to stop me, but I have my baby and his bag in my arms within seconds and we are out the door of the room. With a sleeping Cash, I silently storm back down the hallway and flip Pawn off on my way out with my son. 
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    Pawn 
 
      
 
    You know in life when you have gone too far? Well, today is my day. I heard it loud and clear. Tami, I never read her letters, not one. It’s hurt her and I have destroyed us today with my anger. But, I also see it coming, or rather the big pissed to hell and back biker. Tank pushes himself up from the couch and slowly approaches me. Coming for his prey. Clapping his hands, he snarls, “The Oscar for the biggest dick of them all goes to you today. You ungrateful bastard.” He stops just right in front of me. I cringe when I see it, his fist headed for my nose, but there is no stopping it. Blood sprays on impact. “You little fucking disrespectful puke. You want to pick a fight with my lil’ T? Come at me bro, fight a man.” 
 
    Something in me needs to feel the release or maybe I am just that suicidal. I ball up my hand into a tight fist and swing for his face. He easily dodges them and bounces around, taunting me, and slaps me in the face, “You like being a little bitch, I’ll slap you like one.” His hand comes from the left and slaps me hard, the sting igniting the fuel that’s been burning for years. 
 
    “Fuck you, Tank,” I roar and charge him. Wrapping my arms around his waist, I take us both down to the floor. Tank makes an oomph sound when my weight lands on top of him, but he quickly gets up on top of me. 
 
    He knees my stomach. “Keep acting like a victim and your old man has won.” Tank grabs my shirt, lifting my head off the floor, and punches me in face. Lights out. 
 
    Ice cold. I heave, fighting for air, coming to. Freezing water drips down from my hair and I sit up from the floor to find all the brothers glaring down at me. Tank holds an empty bucket in his hand. 
 
    I wince when I touch my face to wipe the water away. Blade holds out his hand and pulls me up from the floor and I sway a bit before I drop onto the couch. The look on all their faces is enough to sober me up. 
 
    “Everyone but the brothers need to get out.” Blade’s voice thunders and can be heard clearly by the entire room. The women are seething and walk past me with disgust. 
 
    “We’ll settle our shit later,” Kat threatens and leaves out of sight. 
 
    “I don’t ever want to hear you ever say again that Cash is not Tami’s. Or hear you say that shit to her ever again. There is some shit I can tolerate, and that is not it. We are better than that to put the women down that support this club and you.” Blade takes a moment and stands with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “If you need to patch over to another club, let me know. I won’t have you destroy what we have here or Tami. She belongs to all of us. And Solo, he was our brother. To say I’m disgusted with your actions doesn’t cover jack. Do something like this again, I will cut your patches off myself.” The Prez stands firm and waits for me to acknowledge his words. 
 
    Pushing past the remorse and the pain, I stand from the couch and regretfully apologize, “Aye, Prez, I hear you. It will never happen again.” My skin crawls with the guilt behind my actions and with each word said. I took out my hate for myself on Tami. Why? Because she is the person I care for the most, besides my son. She made me realize what a fuck up I can be, especially today. 
 
    One by one, they each file out of the bar area. I’m left alone with the smell of my own fuckup and it smells pretty fucking bad. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 20 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    “Hey, fuck face,” Jenn gloats from the other side of the parking lot. “Looks like you finally hit rock bottom. What are you doing about it?” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about, Jenn?” Slowly, I set my bike on its kickstand. I parked around the back of the tattoo shop in hopes of avoiding people. No such luck here. 
 
    “Well, those bruises and a broken nose look pretty bad, so I called you a fuck face. And by what I saw, you deserved it.” She taunts and smirks at me and pushes her sunglasses on top of her head. 
 
    A few strides and I stand in front of Jenn after getting off my bike my shoulders raising to my ears, “And what is your point?” 
 
    “You’ve been abused your whole life, Pawn.” The cheeky face she once had drops and a forlorn one replaces it. “You only know how to hide or feel angry to show emotion because others make you weak in your eyes. So, you tore Tami apart and pushed her away along with your brothers. Pretty soon, you won’t have them anymore either.” 
 
    Jenn is right about one thing; I hate showing any weakness, it has become my control. If others can’t see it, they can’t hurt me. And fuck if it doesn’t stem back to my old man and being locked up in jail or juvey. I’ve used my fists for years to get past the pain and smoked away the emotions. 
 
    My body shifts from one foot to the other not knowing what action to take. If she were a man, I would fight. Why do I stand here? I guess that is because I need help. I feel it deep in my gut if I don’t start today, I may as well pack my shit and leave like Blade threatened yesterday. 
 
    Jenn watches me and patiently waits for me to come to terms with her words. I think of Tami, Cash, mom, and my brothers. Can I be different and what does that mean or look like? I nudge my chin at her and cross my arms over my chest to brace myself for the impact of what comes next. 
 
    “You need to know you are loved, Pawn. Most importantly, you need to love and forgive yourself. Possibly others too or find a way to move past them. Deal with your past, find love, make yourself better, and then learn to love others.” Jenn’s soft face is alarming, usually she’s wrapped up tight and unreadable. 
 
    “What do you mean find love? My mom cared for me, I know she did,” my voice raises. “Fuck my dad. That asshole can eat a bullet for all I care. Solo was my brother. He was my best friend…” I choke on the end, unable to finish. Tami picked Solo and not me. 
 
    “You’re fucking pissed at your mom for not leaving your dad and not protecting you. She chose your dad over you.” 
 
    “Who said that?” I scream into her face and pound my chest, “I know she loves me.” 
 
    Calmly, Jenn looks me square in the eyes. “Ask yourself why you’re so pissed I said that. Why Pawn? Don’t bury this shit. Work through the dark and ugly. Grab that shit with both hands and for once admit the truth, to yourself, for you.” 
 
    My chests heaves with each breath, instinctively I want to fight, but it’s not Jenn I should be fighting. I gasp and swallow my pain like a razor blade sliding down my throat. “The kid in me wished and begged for my mom to leave and she never would. She was weak and I don’t want to be her.” 
 
    “But you are.” 
 
    My head snaps back in disbelief. “Explain that one to me.” The sarcasm drips off every single word. 
 
    “Gladly. You are like your mother more than your father. She cares too much that it has crippled her choices. You learned more from her than you ever did him. Deep down, you are more upset at her than you are your father. She is the one that betrayed you. Hating your father is easier because you don’t care for him.” 
 
    My world shatters and I fall forward, placing my hands on the wall to support me and the world on my back. I rest my forehead on my forearm and I clinch my eyes tight, longing for peace but finding none. 
 
    There is the blow that I was waiting for. Delivered and hit its target dead center in my heart. I fight my instincts to use my words like poison and bite my tongue. The emotions swirl around in my head and I work through them as best I can. 
 
    Finding some strength, I push off the wall and face the tiny little devil. “How?” I am not even sure what I am asking, just surviving. 
 
    She nods her head. “Think about the truth, Pawn. Accept it for what it is and embrace the pain. When you are ready, talk to your mom about how you feel. Be prepared for the pain that this will inflect on her. Only talk to her when you are calm.” She hesitates and lightly smiles. “Maybe, come talk to me again after you have had some time to heal a little.” 
 
    This Jenn is not the woman that I met years ago. “There’s just so much.” I confess, “I really fucked up with Tami. She may keep my kid away from me.” I rub the back of my neck and chuckle. But it’s all nerves and guilt. 
 
    Jenn easily recognizes it, “Give Tami some time alone. She won’t keep Cash from you. You can apologize when things are better for you. A fight would cause you to hit the drugs hard. Work on you. Start at the bottom and let’s work your way up.” 
 
    “When did you get so smart?” 
 
    Jenn toes the dirt with her boot and rests against the wall behind her. “It’s no secret about why for me. But how? I started working on my drug counseling certificate. I’m not finished, but I volunteer to help. It helps me too. None of us are perfect. Just some more sick than others.” She slides her shades back down, “I expect a text soon, or I will come find you again.” 
 
    “Are you using me to make yourself feel better?” I tease. 
 
    “Absolutely. When we all are happy, we’ve won the war, let’s take down this battle. I’ll be your friend, your support, and when I need it, you’ll be mine. But if you tell anyone I’ve grown soft and shit, I’ll stab you.” Jenn points a finger at me and leaves with, “See you around, dude.” 
 
    Sighing, I drop years’ worth of shit at my feet and stand with my hands on my hips, watching Jenn walk back to her car at the Brewery. We walk through the fire in this life, will I come out the hero after the ashes have fallen? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 21 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    I’ve fallen in love with two men in my life. Both of them having their own unique meaning to me. Each so different in their own way. I sit in the grass, cross-legged, by the grave where Solo rests and think of the words I want to share with him. 
 
    “I miss you terribly, especially when I have the crappy days, like yesterday. There’s so much that has gone on and more in my head. But first, I need to tell you something and it’s big. I think you already knew, on some level.” 
 
    A black bird lands on the ground a few yards around me and hops around pecking at the bugs. I’m not sure why, but it’s comforting to see it. It’s beautiful and carefree when it flies. The wings are strong and graceful, Solo always said he wanted me to have wings and fly. To be brave and to be me. My heart rate picks up and I want to reach out to the sky. Instead, I sit and let the peace wash through my veins and calm me. 
 
    “I think we felt love for each other. Never before experiencing it in my life, I didn’t know the differences or emotions. What I know I felt now, is that I loved you more as a friend. I would have settled. I loved you, but I wasn’t in love with you. I think you knew that all along and you felt it even when I didn’t. I was blinded by the thought of love, but you always knew and wanted me to find my own way. Who knows how bad it would have gotten before you left? I would have stayed by your side and dragged you down. I did love you. I did. Just not that all-consuming heart-wrenching love that tears you apart.” The truth stings, but at the same time it brings freedom. The truth gives me wings. Freeing the guilt, I have held myself captive to. 
 
    The black bird hops towards me and I crack a small grin before continuing, “I wish I loved you like that. After you died, I had to forgive myself for that truth. How could I feel that way about the man I promised my future to? Solo, you were the best man and I will forever honor you. I think I found my answer. You never fought for me sooner because you weren’t in the mad love rush. We had a convenient love, born from a friendship that never evolved passed that.” 
 
    “You grew tired trying to fill that void you felt, and I see how we started to grow apart in just a matter of months. Thank you, for everything. A part of me wants to ask for your forgiveness. But it is me that I need to forgive. Love you, always.” As the last words leave my lips, the blackbird flies away and is lost in the nearby trees. 
 
    It is true, I will always love him, the person and friend he was and the lover I had for the briefest of times. I believe in love and things happening for a reason. If my life isn’t a testament to that, I don’t know what is. Abandoned at a young age and almost sold to sex traffickers, I didn’t just coincidently end up here and I didn’t just end up with Solo on accident. 
 
    I needed him and he was mine for a reason and for what it was. He was only meant to be here for a short time on this earth and I am happy that I got to spend some of those beautiful days with him. I wouldn’t take any of it back because I learned so much. 
 
    Pulling my knees up to my chest, I think about Pawn and what happened between us yesterday and the night before. I’m pissed and disappointed that he did what he did, getting high and forgetting about his best friend and son. I circle back to the letter that Solo wrote, and with Pawn, I don’t know how he has so much trust in him. How could I even trust him after everything? Hooking up with strippers like I mean not a damn thing to him. Forgetting about his son and brothers. Will this be the dad Cash has growing up? The thought makes me sick to my stomach and my walls go up higher and stronger. 
 
    He has always been able to draw the utmost incredible emotions from me. Anger, doubt, passion, and love. Trust though, I hide from him because I have my issues with trust. I feel it’s not if but when he will destroy me, and I chose Solo to protect myself. I was right and the sadness sweeps in like a cold winter breeze, the man I really wanted to love me doesn’t at all. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 22 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Things have gone back to the way they were before. I pick up Cash from someone else and drop him off without seeing her. The loneliness has crept in tenfold. I miss her more now than ever. Every time I pick up Cash, I can smell her on him. I needed time to think over the conversation that Jenn had with me. I was too angry at my mother and life to talk with anyone. Tank has let me work alone in silence, until now. 
 
    He calls me over to the mini bar and sets down a few beers. Tank then settles into the chair next to me and hands one over. “Have a seat,” he invites, but it’s more like a demand. 
 
    Tank smirks, “Your face is looking better.” He pulls the beer up to his lips and takes a swig. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for noticing. I just started breathing through my nose again.” Sarcasm was never needed more than now. 
 
    “Well, I won’t say I didn’t mind teaching you a lesson, and you deserved it.” He tilts his head to the side, “It’s been a few weeks, have you talked with Tami?” 
 
    I shake my head, “No, I figure that we needed some time to cool off. I really fucked up. We hooked up the night before and then I pulled that shit.” 
 
    Tank spews his beer from his mouth all over the floor, “You are lucky that I didn’t know that. Shit would have been a lot worse for you.” 
 
    Raising my hands, I defend, “I like my face, it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Did you fuck the strippers right afterwards?” Tank’s eyes squint, and he is preparing for the worst. 
 
    “No. I got very fucked up and loaded. My dick didn’t even jerk. My head isn’t the same. I can’t bury the shit anymore.” 
 
    “Why, brother? You had her in your arms, why would you let go and not hold on tight? Isn’t that what you wanted this whole time?” 
 
    “It’s fucked up, Tank, I know. I’m trying to figure out who I am and not fuck it up all at the same time. Then there is my mom.” I fill him in on what Jenn and I talked about the other day. 
 
    He scratches his chin, “Jenn has a good point. Although, the way I see it, your mom is just that— your mom. You don’t need to talk to her about how you feel now about her choices in life. You know why you feel what you do. Maybe you need to just forgive her and move on. Leave that shit in the past. You don’t have shit to prove to anyone.” 
 
    Tank holds onto his words carefully before finishing. “You are going to miss out on a lot of good if you don’t bury the past and choose to look forward. Tami makes you feel weak and that would scare the shit out of any man. Let me tell you, I feel more alive with Kat than I ever have in my life.” 
 
    “Your woman didn’t choose your best friend over you.” 
 
    “Did she? Or did she choose the easy way because she was a chicken shit just like you and you gave her no damn real reason to pick you? You folded and let her run.” Tank snorts and adds on to rub it in a little more, “You were never a second choice, just a bad choice.” 
 
    I’m about to tell him to fuck off, but I know he’s right. Never did I run after and take her like she belonged to me, that I would protect her like we both craved. Can I forgive my mother, Tami, and myself for all these choices we have made? 
 
    “Pawn, you can choose to analyze why all day long. Or you can accept that we all make mistakes. Tami needed to grow and, honestly, you did too. What is important in your future? Having her in it or not?” 
 
    “Really Tank, just like that?” 
 
    “You are looking at a man who’s lived it. Now I own her ass and it’s everything. I am the king of my own castle and my shit is in order. You don’t know how Tami feels about you or Solo. Did you ask, or, are you just going to assume your whole life that he was her love of a lifetime? Trust me, the story is much deeper on the inside and often messy.” 
 
    His words catch me off guard, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Tami loved Solo because he was easy, and she could predict him. There was no passion, Pawn. Tami was inexperienced. She didn’t know what love is, and until you live it, then don’t you understand it. She just started to see it, how she only cared for Solo and then he died. Can you imagine the guilt she had after that? Then the other man she cared for left her alone. She loves you with that passion, I see it in the way you fight.” 
 
    Unease encases my mind, “How do you know this?” 
 
    “Did she and Solo ever have an explosive fight? Want to rip each other’s clothes off and fight to the orgasm? Fuck no. They had those easy feelings. I know because I’m old enough to watch you all, and most of all, I’ve lived that shit.” 
 
    I take a long chug of my beer and the information swirls around like a hurricane and something starts to build. Shit I have never felt, and it is scary. Hope. 
 
    “What would you do, or did you do?” 
 
    “I trusted that I know myself to handle the bad times. Those are guaranteed to happen, eventually. I trusted that my brothers and Kat had their reasons for the things they did. I had faith, brother, to see it through and travel the road with no regrets.” 
 
    I stand and toss my empty bottle into the trash and before I leave, he throws out, “There’s only one way to be you, Pawn. Start living and do better than yesterday. Things will work out.” 
 
    I nod and throw my hand up and head out for the day. I throw my leg over my bike seat and crank it on, revving the engine a few times, feeling the power between my legs. Knowing I need a few minutes to air out these feelings, I hit the open road. I think over the past, the future, and most of all what is important to me. I guess this whole time I have been waiting for something to show me the path I should take when I have known it this whole time. The letters, I have never thrown away. They have been with me this whole time and I am done pushing away the things I crave, my family and the woman I love. 
 
    It’s been in me and the biggest thing I realize on this journey is, it’s me. I am the man that creates my way and chooses my destiny. I don’t want to be the coward that runs from the hard times anymore. I want Cash to be proud of his father. 
 
    Pulling over to the side of the road, my body trembles at what I am about to do, read the letters and look at the pictures I have hidden. Pulling them out from the saddlebag, my fingers run over them all. I see it now, the hard pull in Tami’s smile. She was being strong for us. 
 
    Jenn was wrong; this is the moment when I hit rock bottom. I abandoned her and I can see the truth with my own eyes now that it isn’t masked by my own bullshit and lies of what I wanted to see. Desperately, I wish I could go back and do things differently and protect her from me. 
 
    My heart rate picks up as I open the first letter and read her words. For Tami, it narrated like a robot. Going through the motions of the day-to-day tasks of being a mother and how Cash is doing as a baby, her heart completely missing. 
 
    Mine pounds with every lost piece of her exposed without her knowing it. She’s stronger than I’ve ever seen, and I abused her love. Letter after letter, I read them all. Tami is right when she yelled at me that she can live without me because she has. I just can’t live without her. 
 
    My hands tremble and the shame I feel for not being the man she deserved has been seared into my body. Never again. I’m coming for her, and Tami won’t have to know what it is like to live alone anymore. This time, I’m doing everything right. 
 
    I race back to my place and barge through the door looking for my little guy. My mom is in town this week watching him for me while I have been at work. I find him playing in his room and the smile on his face is enough to confirm that no matter what, I know what the right choices in my life are. Cash and his mom, Tami. 
 
    I may always be the man that loves to smoke and do dirty shit on the side, but I’m not hiding behind the drugs anymore. He jumps up from his toys and I pick him up giving him a big hug before setting him back down. After some time is spent playing with Cash, I find my mom in the kitchen making dinner. 
 
    “Hey, baby.” She smiles, handing me a plate. I set it on the counter and I look at her for the first time not as my mother, but a woman. My heart hurts for how much she has been through and has never lived the life she wanted or expected. Instead of resenting her, I feel resigned to the hard times we live through. Pulling my mother into my chest, I hug her. 
 
    “Love you, ma.” She freezes before wrapping herself around me. 
 
    She pulls back a little and looks for any clues on my face, “You okay?” 
 
    “Better, mom. A whole lot better.” I don’t need the words like I thought, because I can feel it. Last thing I want to do is upset her. 
 
    “Okay, let me feed Cash and I’ll go drop him off.” She makes a slight movement to step around me, but my hand catches her arm. 
 
    “I’ll take him to his mom. You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    She squints, ready to pepper me with questions, but I hold up a hand. “He needs me to be better. I need that too, and I want to. Now, sit down and I’ll grab Cash.” 
 
    She plops down in her chair and I grab the whole world sitting in the room and take charge right now, starting today. I am going to be the man I want to be. Some days may be shit, but I’ll own those too. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 23 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    To say I am a little nervous is an understatement. I can’t imagine what I am going to say to make this seem okay without giving away what I am doing. 
 
    “Why are you talking to yourself out here?” Vegas’s eyebrows hit her hairline and expectedly waits for me to answer her while she opens the door to the brewery. “Are you quitting on me?!” 
 
    My hands fumble a bit and I dive them into my pockets. I have nothing but the truth, “Yes.” 
 
    Her bright red lipstick frames her teeth with a wide smile, “About time. What are you doing? I want all the details.” She ushers me inside and makes me a coffee in the machine by her desk and then one for herself before setting across from me. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly what I am going to do yet. But I realized that I can stay here and work at the bar and be happy. But I want something so deep in my life that when it is the end, there is no doubt in my mind that I lived and I loved.” 
 
    Vegas’s eyes water. “I am so proud of you. You remind me so much of myself before I left California and took off on my own. I want to see you soar, honey.” She wipes a small tear away from the corner of her eye. 
 
    I’m shocked at her confession and she can see the questions swirling around the room. Vegas tells me about a young girl who knew of only the things that she was taught, raised in the life. But she wanted to experience life as her own. Craving the freedom and high to find the girl outside of the mistakes. To be the woman she could be proud of. 
 
    “We watch our mothers or the women around us and we think, that bitch knows her shit. But everyone sheds a tear before they find themselves. Tami, you are living and being you. Every day it cements that confidence in your heart a little stronger. Now go do the things that makes you crave to live. I am so excited to see what you do.” 
 
    Leaning forward, I hug my friend and sister, “Thank you. It scared the crap out of me to tell you.” 
 
    She pulls back and laughs, her body shaking, “I’m only a hard ass at the bar. Those men and prospects will get away with murder if I’m too nice.” 
 
    “I can work until you find a replacement,” I offer, feeling that I need to do that. 
 
    She waves her hand at my offer, “Nah, you go be you, start your new life today. It will be good for me to cover the shifts.” 
 
    Her eyes twinkle with a knowing look that I’m hiding secrets and she wants to ask but holds herself back, barely. Maybe one day I will share, but for now, it is all mine and I love that I have something just for myself. 
 
    After I finish my coffee, I wave goodbye as she hollers out “Good luck,” just as the door slams and I head home to get to work. I’m excited and I don’t know what I will find at the end of this, but it is intriguing, and I need it. These last few years have pushed me down, but I’m ready to fight back. 
 
    In the spare room I clear out some of Cash’s stuff and load my car and drive to the thrift store. Donations go to the women who are victims of abuse and that makes today just a bonus. Instead of buying new furniture, I find a used desk, chairs and shelving. 
 
    I don’t have a truck or muscle, so I call Tank and ask him if he can pick up my stuff from the thrift store and deliver it for me. He laughed at me, “I’m always down to ditch work early. I’ll be there in a few, lil’ T. Head home. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Jumping back into my car, I blast the radio and roll down the window. The whole way home I sing my heart out and release the tension the has consumed my thoughts. Wanting and needing better has been a priority. I’m set on finding a man that won’t go and bone a stripper at every obstacle in life. 
 
    Yes, I need the passion. But most importantly, I need him to see me. Love can’t be bought, and it can’t be sold. I may have some money tucked away from that diamond. I’m not using it to live like a millionaire, but to live rich. 
 
    Parking my car in the driveway, I run inside and start making more room for the furniture. Too anxious to wait and I pop open the laptop on the kitchen table. Browsing the internet, I find videos and buy a few programs. I’m deeply engrossed in what I am learning that I am startled when the truck’s door slams shut. 
 
    Quickly, I shut down the top and race to the door. Holding it open as Tank, Blade, and a few prospects start to unload and then carry it in. 
 
    Tank looks at the furniture then to me and asks, “I could have bought you new furniture if you told me you needed it.” He shoulders past me angling the desk to carry it through the door. 
 
    “It’s okay. I just saw it there and I needed a desk.” I stumble and Blade huffs next to me as he passes through, holding back a laugh. I could afford a big fancy desk if I wanted, but I don’t. I want to help, and I left a nice tip for those ladies. 
 
    After the last piece is brought in, I go into the room and ask them to move the desk to face the room instead of facing the wall. 
 
    “T, that doesn’t make sense, the desk should go against the wall.” Tank complains. 
 
    “Don’t touch it.” I place both hands firmly down on top of it. “I can see the room and see outside too. When Cash is in here, I can keep an eye on him. I’ll be spending a lot of time in here and I want to see the window.” 
 
    Tank saunters forward, “Why will you be in here for a long time on a computer? You aren’t into some kind of online kink, are you?” 
 
    “God, no. I’m starting a legitimate online business.” 
 
    “Of?” he prompts, not letting it go. 
 
    Blade and the prospects stay, and their heads bounce between us both. 
 
    Sighing, “Fine, it will be for women who go online and forge chat groups to talk about their problems.” 
 
    “You couldn’t pay me for that shit.” Tank knocks his knuckles on the desk, “Looks like I’m done here, got to check on the garage before I head home.” 
 
    He leaves and Blade winks, not fooled one bit by my story, and leaves me alone. I’m going to text Kat and ask her to put up a firewall against Spider. I know these nosy guys and I don’t need them in my business. If I warn Kat, I hope, she can keep them out of my business just for a little while at least. 
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    The day passed by quickly and I made a long list of things that I need to start doing. I’m running ideas through my head just as the front door opens and shuts. Instantly I hear Cash call out ‘momma’ and I holler out, “Kitchen, baby boy.” 
 
    His excited little feet pound on the hardwood flooring down the hallway. Smiling, I pick up my dinner plate from the sink and bend over to place it into the dishwasher. Cash comes racing into the room and I stand to turn towards him. 
 
    I freeze and my breathing locks up when I see Pawn’s handsome face staring at me from the entryway. Cash runs into my legs and I bend over to pick him up and hug him to me like a safety blanket. Clenching my eyes shut I kiss his chubby cheek and whisper, “You ready for a bath?” Pushing past the agony, I exhale. Quickly, I walk past Pawn and whisper “thank you” on my way to the bathroom. 
 
    Just seeing him stand there, his presence makes me feel less than a mother and a woman. I let him impact my thoughts about myself and I hate that I run to protection mode. The things he has said, me not being Cash’s mother and sleeping with other men like some club whore, cut me deep. I’m not ready or feel strong enough to fight him today. God, not today. 
 
    In the bathroom, I get busy, and I start the water. The noise along with Cash’s squeals drown out the chaos in my head and heart and give him a bath. I concentrate on him and push away the pain that wants to wrestle me down to floor. 
 
    Why? I ask myself when those small whispers sneak in. Why did he have to push me away so much? At times, I think we have love, and then he finds a way to make the pain more real than any love in the world. 
 
    Cash soothes the hard times, like now. He’s washed and, in a towel, I take him into his room and dress him for bed. Normally, I can lay him down in his bed and he falls asleep but tonight I need him. Wrapping him in a small blanket I cradle him in my arms, resting in my lap and I rock him to sleep. Humming and brushing his soft hair with my fingers until he is asleep. I reassure myself that he is mine. I am a good mother. 
 
    Gently, I place him in his bed and cover him with the blanket instead. Leaving his nightlight on I stand at the door and watch over him. His tiny exhales barely lift enough to be seen. The world starts to right and I believe in me. I can relax and have faith in who I am. I feel it warming me from the inside out. My hand rests on the doorframe and I drop my head to the left, resting it on the frame. He is my life now. Cash is mine, I know this deep in my bones. 
 
    “Hey.” A deep male’s voice startles me and a heavy hand rests on my shoulder. I jump and my heart rate packs a punch to me hard. The drastic change steals away any calm I just had. I stay glued to the spot because I know this man, God, do I know this man. I was counting on him being gone. 
 
    “Can we talk a minute?” he rasps into the darkness, hitting the core of me effortlessly. Pawn’s hand squeezes my shoulder and I want to fall to the floor. His touch is my undoing. Pawn’s whispered words of kindness are my kryptonite. How can you love a man that doesn’t love you? 
 
    It breaks something inside me. I can’t do this anymore. This pull back and forth will only end up hurting Cash and I can’t do that to him. I push off the door and lead us to the front porch where the night air does little to calm my nerves. 
 
    I sit in the swing like we did when he brought us food and beer all those months ago with apologies and promises. The sting pierces my lungs at the memory of what else we did that night. The intimacy we had being naked and exposed to each other. Except I don’t think he has ever been so transparent with me and I see it now. Almost lover’s, but not quite. 
 
    Hanging my head, I will myself to keep the emotions at bay and to be stronger than him. His weight pushes us back and we swing when he sits down next to me. We don’t say anything because there has just been so much hurt between us. You can feel the mountain that separates us now. 
 
    The sorrow hangs heavy and unforgiving in the air and catches our hearts in the mix not willing to let us go. We are captured between our mistakes, forgiveness, and our future. 
 
    “I want things to be so much better. I want to be better,” a choked-up Pawn starts to explain. “I had my doubts of who I was before, and I hurt you. I can’t say how sorry I am for the things I have done to you.” I can tell he wants to touch my hand by the way he moved his back when he lifted it. 
 
    “There are many things that I can forgive,” I start and pause, looking for all the right words. “I am not perfect and have made my own mistakes, but Pawn, there is one thing that I will never be okay with.” I turn my head and I stare directly into his eyes. “Cash is my baby. I held him, fed and cared for him seconds after he was born. I’ve been his mother since day one. If you ever hold that over my head again, I promise you, you’ll cease to exist for me.” My voice cracks at the rawness of those words. As much as it would destroy any chance for us, I won’t allow him to take my baby away from me. Not ever. 
 
    Pawn’s eyes shimmer with what I could assume was a tear. “You’re right. I was wrong to say those things to you.” He looks down to the porch and hangs his head, resting his body on his forearms on his legs. “I don’t have all the right words today. I am going to show you that I can be Cash’s father. I don’t want you to yell at me like you did at the clubhouse. I taunted you to give me a reaction, and that was wrong.” 
 
    “You may have done that. But it’s not an excuse for me. How did you think I would react after what we did, Pawn, and then you leave to get high and laid? I’m not going to be your part-time girl. It’s better if we forget that happened and concentrate on Cash.” Because I can’t even think about it without wanting to throw my fists in his chest and beg him to take back something that can never be undone. My body hums between somewhere of anger to sadness. It’s a deadly combination and I walk a fine line of keeping my words and reactions in check. 
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    Pawn 
 
      
 
    I look at her and see the damage I have done. All the reasons I would tell myself to leave. The doubt starts crawling in like the devil telling me lies. Pushing them away, I promised myself to be better. I have to take her pain and give her time to heal for what I have done but she’s wrong about one thing. “I never slept with Topaz or any other stripper that day.” 
 
    “Stop,” she begs, “I can’t keep going around and around. Pawn, we’ve never been exclusive to each other. It’s none of my business-” 
 
    “Tami,” I interrupt her rant, “I haven’t slept with another woman, kissed another woman since you.” 
 
    Her hand comes up to her throat, and she shakes her head back and forth, not willing to believe the truth today, but she will. My body craves her touch, the softness of her skin, the scent of her. 
 
    “Come here, angel, please.” This time I beg. 
 
    Tami’s soft sob gets caught in her throat and the tears roll down her beautiful face. Gently, I cup her face in my hands and kiss the pain away. “I’m sorry for everything.” 
 
    “You left me when you promised me you would never.” Her hands grip my shoulders. My cut she grasps onto with all her strength. “How many times are we going to say goodbye? Every time it gets harder.” Tami exhales and swats my hands away from her face, “You left me, and I was alone and had Cash. I wanted to die, and you weren’t there to even talk to. You never asked about him or me. Nothing!” She screams and cries through it all and I let her beat my chest with her tiny fists. 
 
    I’ll take it all, the only person on this earth that can. I’ll allow her attack against me because her love, her heart, I abused. She starts to tire, and I grip her wrist at the middle of my chest above my heart. “It will never be goodbye with us, Tami, you are in my blood, laced with love. I’m going to do better.” 
 
    I don’t promise and make guarantees, I’m going to show her and win her back, where she’s always belonged. There is no alternative for me. I’ve lived in darkness and she is the light. Everything in me is addicted to her without her there is nothing. “The letters and pictures Solo brought me, I could only tolerate to look at the pictures. I was in a fucked-up place Tami and I wasn’t ready to read your words yet, because that is how much you meant to me.” 
 
    “I’m so tired.” She chokes and pulls to get away from me, but I won’t let her go, not yet. 
 
    Tugging her to me and bring her up to sit on my lap draping her legs to the side. “I didn’t give up on us. I kept the letters that you sent me, and I read them. I’m sorry Angel, you were alone and hurting. I didn’t give you what you needed. My love.” My arms wrap her up and her head falls to my shoulder. Her submission telling me everything. She needs me, to give her myself and love. I get the intimacy Tami needs on a level I never did before because I need it too, I’m not afraid anymore. 
 
    “Go to sleep. I’ll hold you awhile and take you to your bed.” Even though it will destroy me to leave her alone. I take my time and hold on to her trying to reconnect anything I can. It is selfish what I am doing, but I fucking need her like I need my next hit. 
 
    I know I can be a better man. A hundred percent sober, I know will never happen. I just hope that’s enough for her. Laced with her love and lust I can do it. Tami’s breathing slows and I take my time thinking about tomorrow and the next day. Something I have never done. With them my whole world fades to just us. 
 
    Who knows how long I sit here, but eventually I get up and carry her to her bed and lay her on top of the comforter, pulling the blanket on the very end over her body. Bending forward, I kiss her temple and whisper, “I’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
    We’ll never say goodbye. I’m here and I’m taking her and Cash along this ride with me. I’ll show them, what a family is, and work every day to make their dreams come true. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 24 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    His arms are my home. Last night I needed to feel him. I craved to feel the warmth of love. Even if Pawn doesn’t love me, I needed to feel a connection to someone. He doesn’t realize how much I’ve hidden away my feelings to protect myself from him. Last night is proof of how I will crumble for him. My heart will submit, and I know I hid away from him before because of it. I used Solo as a shield. 
 
    Pacing along the floor of my empty room the morning after, thoughts and feelings swirl around in a potent cocktail and I can’t seem to calm the guilt or pain that chases closely behind. I throw a hoody on over my PJs and bolt into my new office. 
 
    Turning on the computer, I pull up the last doc titled, Hiding our Hearts. I sip my coffee and turn on the music connected to my phone’s playlists and close my eyes. I think about the words that target the war going on inside and I begin to type the words. 
 
    Dawn hits the curtains and I obsessively type for hours. My ideas come faster than my fingers can type out the words strung along into a melody of a sad love song. My heart lies along these pages. It is everything. It is me. 
 
    I find my way, word by word. It’s beautifully broken. 
 
    Embracing it all, I accept the fate of these words because there is no other way to release the tragedy that has become my life. I don’t stop until everything has been drained and I find some peace for now. 
 
    I type the very last word and then hit, period. My fingers still and only then do I release a breath from deep inside. Slow and steady, I accept my feelings. The past, and the questions all become silent. 
 
    Faith. 
 
    I repeat the word over and over and it becomes clear to me. I’ve had none, and that needs to stop. More than ever I need this, and I crave it. I want that with all the other words, love, strength and trust. 
 
    More than ever, I now understand Pawn better and it shatters my belief of him. He is like me and I was scared. I could see the broken and abused in him. Pawn needed someone to be his home too, and I wasn’t strong enough to give that to him before. Solo was his back up in life, just like in mine. He kept both our fears at bay and protected us. I didn’t understand, and now, holy shit, where does that leave us? 
 
    With everything that has been broken, can I be the woman that he needs, his home? Strong enough to face the dark and not run when it gets rough. I have to be for Cash, but that is easy, he has to need me. But loving someone unconditionally, even when they may not love you back, is scary for a girl that grew up having nothing, it is dangerous. 
 
    To have faith in myself to stare down the possibility of being alone, with no love and be happy because I love myself, takes strength and faith. I think about Vegas and how she packed her life up into a car and left to start over because she deserved more. Putting everything she had in her bar, and if she lost it all, so what? What she did, taught me to always have faith in yourself. If one avenue doesn’t work out, there is always another. 
 
    Jenn faced the men in her life and told them she hated them. She fought an addiction and killed her rapist to push away the broken pieces of her heart and heal. From her, I learned it is never too late to start over and fight for what you want. 
 
    Kat faced the cartel and her husband. She fought to save her son and could have died doing so. Kat almost pushed Tank out of her life to sacrifice her love for what was right. To protect her son at all costs. Selfless. Everything she does is to protect those she loves. 
 
    I want to say that they are fearless, but that is not true, they were terrified. The difference is they have faith and trust in themselves. This whole time I have been blaming Pawn for his shortcomings, but it is time I look at my own. Face the truth of why I have feared opening myself up and face them. These women above all are resilient. 
 
    It’s startling to see yourself in a different light. I can’t lie, it’s not just Pawn that has hurt me. I have done my fair share. More than him, I need to forgive myself and do better. I want better for myself. Let it all fall where it may and be okay with the fact it may hurt, but I did it right. 
 
    I hid Solo’s letter in my desk, and I take it out and read over his words again. Today, they speak louder to me. He believed in us, the better versions of us that we could never see, Pawn and me. Now, I see me too. The girl to the woman I want to be and that is the key. I believe in me for the first time in my life. I trust me. 
 
    The only hurdle I face is, do I believe that Pawn hasn’t slept with these women like he says. Can I let it go? The best thing I can do is start over. Work on myself for now. Do the things that make me happy. Find me first. See where the pieces fall in this life and trust that in the end, I am enough. More than enough. 
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    Pawn 
 
      
 
    It was the hardest thing I have ever had to do last night, leave Tami and Cash in that house alone. Their safety has pressed hard into my soul and now I get it. This must be the feeling that the men before me had with their woman when claiming them, giving them their brand and protection. There is pride that I feel that has been sparked. I am that man that will kill for them. They are mine. 
 
    For the first time in my life I don’t feel the need to flush my system with the toxic shit of the world. I may not be a saint, I’ll still smoke and drink, but I don’t feel the demons lurking in the corners of the world coming for me anymore. 
 
    The world looks different today. I’m no fool in that, I know I will have these ugly days, but I know that I am more and stronger than the demons now. I wave at Jenn and Saint from the driveway. I stopped by after work to talk with Jenn and check in. She asked me to keep checking in and for her I will, I don’t feel I need to, but maybe it’s good to keep my head on track. 
 
    She laughed pretty hard when I told her that I won’t ever stop smokin’ the shit and pounding beers, but I promised her not to use them to drown out the pain. Maybe that’s the key, but I’ll leave that up the girls to figure out. Fuck, all I know is that I have a chance at life. The rest will work out. 
 
    I rev up the bike, throw my shades on, and head out to buy dinner for my family. I’m coming home, now is the time. I smirk on the drive; the sun heating my face, it feels like heaven shining down on this new man. He’s ready, and he’s going to bring down anyone or anything that stands in his way. Forever battle born. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 25 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    I park the bike outside of Tami’s house and I spot her through the window looking out at me. I wave my hand in the air. My eyes roam over her beautiful face and her blonde hair shines in the rays. She reminds me in this moment, why I have called her my angel for so long, because she is. She, like me, is perfectly imperfect. Just perfect because she is mine. 
 
    Her face is unsure and weary, and I understand why. Mostly, I have only showed her the bad. I want to show her the good. She tentatively brings a hand up and it drops quickly. She’s not giving me much but hell, she isn’t hiding either. 
 
    I jump off my bike and pull out the takeout of burgers, beer and a juice box for Cash. I hold them up and show her, tilting my head towards the porch. Tami’s face radiates happiness and nods yes, then she’s gone, and the curtain covers the window. 
 
    The easiness holds me hostage to the spot. The simple things that I never could feel before making me happy. Filling more inside than a drug ever could. I snap out of it when I hear the door crack open and I take the steps two at a time, reaching them at the top. My arm with the beers wraps around Tami and Cash. I place a quick kiss to their foreheads and usher them over to the swing. 
 
    Cash animatedly reaches for the juice box and I hand it to him when Tami sits him down between us. His little face lights up and his little hands clench around the cardboard box and juice squirts all over him. The best part is, Tami full on heartedly laughs at his giggles and his smile that holds only a few teeth. 
 
    She changes her mind though when he squeezes it again with all his strength and hits her face and chest when he aims at her. Her hands fly up and quickly takes it away. 
 
    “Cash.” She scolds, “That’s not funny.” 
 
    This time I laugh at her, “You can’t blame the kid.” I pick up the poky-lipped face little stinker and set him in my lap. I hand him a chicken nugget while Tami wipes herself dry. 
 
    Together we sit and eat. She doesn’t tell me much about her day when I asked and that shocks me a little bit. “You didn’t have to go to work today?” 
 
    “No.” She shakes her head a bit and looks the other way at the street avoiding my question. 
 
    My fingers run over her shoulder causing goosebumps to raise and I hold back the thrill that it brings. Her reaction to my touch is intoxicating. “You off for the week?” I poke at her, because I know she’s hiding. I don’t need to know, but I can’t pass up the opportunity to harass her either. 
 
    “No, I’m not working at the bar anymore.” My fingers stop the small circles I was tracing, and she tries but fails miserably to hide, at first, the smile that cracks free and then the full-on gloating one that she got me. Tami takes a long drink from her beer and turns to face me sitting sideways on the bench. One leg curls up to her and the other hangs as she swings it back and forth. This is my angel. This is how she is meant to be in this world. Picture perfect. 
 
    “I’m working from home, from my laptop.” She proudly admits, “I’m growing my own business online.” 
 
    My eyebrows hit my hairline expecting her to finish, but she chuckles, “Nah-ah. It’s all mine right now. Maybe one day I will share.” 
 
    “Proud of you.” I blurt. The words surprising the both of us. “When you are ready, I want to hear all about it.” 
 
    Her smile lights up her face again and I want nothing more than to touch those lips with my own. But we need so much more, we need everything and to have that, I will take it slow. 
 
    Cash fusses and I set him down on the porch, he falls in place and crawls around a bit finding the random toys that has been left out for him. I scoot over and pull her legs to rest over mine and wrap her up with my one arm. One hand glides across her silky legs and the other massages her head when it falls to my shoulder. She groans and closes her eyes and I fight back the hard-on the husky noise evokes. 
 
    She and I sit, watching the sun begin to set and Cash play. Being here, with them, brings out a longing deep inside for a connection that has been exposed. Taking a leap, I tell her about talking to Jenn. Tami stills for a moment and her gaze locks with mine. I don’t leave out any details and how she has helped me. Tami takes my hand and holds on tighter when I explain about my childhood. I tell her about what it was like growing up and showing weakness has always been hard for me. It’s not anymore because I learned what my weakness really is; family. Jenn and I have a pact to check in with each other to keep the darkness in check. I’m open with her about smokin’ weed but not letting it be a crutch anymore. 
 
    I tell her everything that is important. Rather than telling her that I love her, I show her. That everything I have thought about has everything to do with her and Cash. She doesn’t say much but listens. Eventually, one of her hands rest on my leg and the other lands on my chest. My free hand takes hers and embraces it there. For the first time she sees the man behind the bullshit from before and I know my time is coming to an end when Cash gets moody and starts to cry. 
 
    Tami gets up to pick up our mess and head inside. Swooping up Cash from the porch, I take him inside to start his bath. I take my time playing with him and the bubbles until his eyes are droopy and pull him out and dry him off. After I dress him in his pajamas and lay him in his bed, he’s out within seconds happily. 
 
    Quietly, I step out leaving the door barely cracked. Tami is back outside but her back is to the door and a sweater is tightly wrapped around her body. I wrap my arms around her waist and rest my head on top of hers for a moment before she turns around and looks up to me with her bright hazel eyes. 
 
    My fingers sweep back the blond hair blowing into her face. Both of my hands cup her face and laying a soft long kiss on her lips I rasp, “Good night, Tami.” 
 
    When I pull away, she whispers, “I don’t want you to leave me.” I feel and know that is so much more than just tonight. It’s a small confession of her fear. 
 
    “Not ever leaving you, even when I tried, I couldn’t.” I pull her into my body and hold her. “I’ll be back every day until you believe it.” 
 
    “Then what, Pawn?” Her eyes bounce between mine looking for the answers and reassurances. Her heart cracked open just a little for me. She’s testing me and giving me a chance to earn her back. 
 
    “We find out what happily-ever-after is all about, is what, angel. But we find out together.” 
 
    Tami’s head falls forward hitting my chest, and she shakes holding in her laugh. “Smooth, really smooth,” she croaks. 
 
    Lifting her head, I kiss each corner of her mouth and then one last one in the center. “Tomorrow.” I promise not only her but myself because it takes everything in me to fight the lust flowing through my veins. 
 
    Letting her go, I trot down the steps and to my bike and I crank it on. She places her hand to her lips and kisses her fingers before waving goodbye. Tami laced with love is fucking powerful. She is my drug and my ultimate addiction. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 26 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    A few weeks have gone by and my balls are in pain. Each night we’ve talked and hung out with Cash as a family. Then, when he went to bed, we took things a little bit farther without actually seeing each other naked. My hands have touched every bare inch exposed from her clothes. But they itch to uncover the rest of her. I’m dying and I can’t hold out any longer. There’s only so many hand jobs a man can take before he needs his woman. I’m at that point, she better be on board with the Pawn train headed into her station because as far as I’m concerned, it’s done. There ain’t anything more that needs to be dealt with. 
 
    I’ve never, in my life, spent more time talking and romancing a woman. It hasn’t been bad, we both needed it. I wanted her to feel important to me. I scoot onto the stool across from Kat at the bar and she glares at me from over the top of the draft beer handles. “What do you want?” she growls at me. 
 
    “I fucked up and it won’t happen again.” Normally, I wouldn’t give a shit what these women thought of me, this is for Tami. 
 
    “Sure as hell won’t. You mess with her and you’ve engaged war with me.” Kat keeps her glare and passes the beer along to the guy and he takes off leaving us to settle our shit. 
 
    “I hear you Kat. But so we are clear, I’m going after her and she will be mine. I will fuck up along the way. Not like before but give us enough room to figure our shit out on our own. I know you’re her family, but I got her.” 
 
    Kat scans my face looking for any signs that I may be bullshitting her, when she doesn’t find any she comments, “Fair enough. You break her heart…” She leans across the bar, “I’ll hurt you, I’ll make what Tank did to your pretty face feel like a fucking facial.” Kat waits for me to nod my head before she rests back on her heels and pours me a draft. 
 
    Slowly she slides it across the bar and if I’m being totally honest, I’m a little worried about drinking it. I don’t think she would kill me, I’m worth more alive than dead at this point. Tentatively, I take a small sip. 
 
    A boisterous laugh sounds from the corner of the room and I turn to find Tank laughing. He gets up from the corner table and slides onto the seat next to me and smacks my back. “Glad to see you and the Ol’ Lady have made up.” 
 
    Kat turns slightly, her black hair hiding part of her face, but her look is fierce. “Sure did.” She glares and goes back to helping the next customer. 
 
    Tank’s body shakes while he requests, “K-Love, can you grab me a whiskey and a chaser?” He totally gets off on his psychotic wife and finds her death threats amusing, crazy fucker. 
 
    Kat saunters over and makes a show of pouring him a shot of whiskey with her full tits on display. She’s fucking evil. I try looking around and ignoring her. She hands him first his shot then pops a beer open and slides the glass bottle across to him and winks before helping the next customer. 
 
    “I’m gonna need you to cover the bar when I finish my beer. Kat is going on break.” 
 
    I groan because he’s taking her to some place within the building. He’s made a point to claim her in every available spot possible. I think the asshole has a kink letting the other guys hear him get her off. Freaking show off. 
 
    “Can’t, Tami is on her way, right?” I chuckle to bust his balls. 
 
    Tank sighs heavily, “Damn, yes, I just asked her to meet me over here after she drops off Cash with Emilia.” 
 
    “She thinks her and Kat are hanging out tonight?” 
 
    “Yes, Pawn, I know how to set someone up. She’ll be here right about… now.” 
 
    The back door opens and Tami walks in wearing black leather pants. My blood pressure picks up at the sight. The urge to run my hands over her leather ass becomes an obsession. She wore black boots that begs to be taken out on the road. On my bike. With me. 
 
    She pulls off the leather jacket not noticing me yet and her blonde hair falls down her back. The weeks of pent up lust comes forward in full force. Need. Full blown ecstasy spikes my thoughts and what every second would be like alone. 
 
    My breathing picks up to a heavy pant. I’m not going to make it very long. Tami sets her jacket on the office hook and walks in with a white t-shirt with the letters printed across her modest size tits, “Chingona,” in black scripted lettering. 
 
    She walks behind the bar and gives Kat a hug. Kat whispers into her ear and Tami startles before turning to me. Fuck me. My angel looks like she came here from my dirtiest fantasies in hell. Her hazel eyes are rimmed in black makeup and red lips that I want to smear with my cock. 
 
    My muscles tense and I’m about to haul her out of the bar before Tank hits my shoulder and lets lose another round of laughter. “Bro, chingona, I wonder where she got that from?” 
 
    Kat smirks and Tami looks to Tank then Kat for an answer. Kat takes pity on her and says, “I gave this to you to remind this guy,” she points over to me, “who the hell you are. Chingonas are the most badass girls. Fuck with them and they will kick you in the cojones.” 
 
    Tami’s eyes bug out and her face reddens. Her hands fly up to cover her shirt, but to do that, she has to hold her tits. Tank chokes on his beer and Cuervo walks up. “¿Por qué estamos pateando los cojones de alguien?” 
 
    “We’ll be kicking his balls,” Tank points his bottle at my face, “if he pisses Kat or Tami off.” 
 
    “Sí.” Cuervo turns his deadly stare at me. “Pinche moro, lo que yo tome esta noche lo pagarás. ¿Me entiendes güey?” 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    Leaning over to Tank I ask, “What did he just say?” 
 
    Cuervo leans over to me and buts in, “That you, pinche asshole, are buying mi cerveza y tequila. Put a hundred on the bar.” He demands, sitting next to me. “You want into esta familia, you pay.” 
 
    Tank’s expression morphs into this conceded look like he’s made it. I’m confused as hell as to what I have paid into but it’s important, so I pull out a hundred, slapping it on the bar. 
 
    “Mija,” Cuervo barks at Tami, “Put your hands down.” Her hands drop to her side and his head tilts to the side, “¿Qué es esto?” He points at her chest, “Who gave that to you?” 
 
    Tami cracks a small giggle but doesn’t say anything. Cuervo swings his attention to Kat. She shrugs and flips her hand in his direction, dismissing his disapproval. They start to argue in Spanish with hands flying into another’s direction. 
 
    “No sabes lo qué es la chingona.” He laughs at Kat and she passes him a tequila and Corona. 
 
    “I know what chingona is, Cuervo.” Kat raises a brow with a dirty look and a firm stance. 
 
    “¿Y ella? Tami no lo sabe.” I’m lost here, but I’m guessing Cuervo is asking if Tami knows what is. 
 
    “You didn’t see Tami at the clubhouse, Cuervo.” Tank adds in and starts to tell him the story of our last fight. Cuervo sips his beer and his fingers rotate the shot around on the table listening to the story. I’ve seen some shit coming back from prison so even though I feel the stare of Cuervo on the side of my head, I don’t give a fuck what he thinks. 
 
    Slowly I get up and move around the bar, Tami watching me the whole way. We leave them to their crazy bickering, and I take my girl into my arms. “Hey, angel.” Her hands trace up my back over my shirt re-lighting my desire on fire. Pinning her against the cabinet with my body I slide my leg between hers. The heat radiates off her delicious body. Placing my elbow next to the side of her head I lean in blocking our faces from the crowd. 
 
    Our noses almost touch and she whispers, “I missed you.” Her hands run up the front of my chest and a low growl erupts from my throat. “Missed the fuck out of you.” 
 
    Tami’s hands coax me in. Her mouth opens and I capture her tongue with mine. My hands trail up the outside of her thigh, and under her shirt, until I find her smooth hot skin. Nipping and kissing I show her my desire for her. Tami grinds her pussy on my leg ever so slightly. My grip holds her hip, wanting it all. To shred all our clothes away and exposing her sweet and salty flesh. 
 
    The temperature spikes and we are close taking this into the office before a beer bottle cap zings through the air and hits my arm. 
 
    “Hey, we have beer to drink first,” Tank demands. 
 
    Tami’s head falls back and hits the wood behind her with a thud. Groaning in frustration I push away before I take her hand and lead us back to the bar. I sit on the stool and position her to rest back into my body between my legs. 
 
    Kat pushes a beer for the both of us across the bar, “Cool off kids, you have the whole night.” She winks at Tami. That makes me damn happy, because to Tami, this is her family and I want everything for her. 
 
    “Only a few drinks.” My fingers graze over stomach, “I want to get drunk off of you.” She trembles under my touch and arches into me. All the doubts are obliterated. Tami has grown into the woman she wants to be, and I crave to consume her as my own. 
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    Tami 
 
      
 
    Pawn stands up from the stool where we have been the last couple of hours. Curiosity has my interest peeked and my heart spikes. Like a slave I follow, my heart won’t allow me to hold back. Every small touch, every look has connected us, drugging our lust just that much deeper than ever before. Unbreakable. I want and crave it all. The ugly and good, infect me with her. 
 
    He walks us to the dance the floor and spins me around with our hands connected above my head for a moment while I spin. My palms land on his chest giving me a taste of his strength. He holds onto my hips as we sway from side-to-side together. 
 
    Participating in the fun instead of being behind the scenes is addicting. When I worked at the bar, I did my job and then went home exhausted. This has shown me, how much I needed to leave to be alive and live. Stop surviving and start living again. I haven’t laughed like this and felt so carefree in my life. 
 
    Pawn pulls me against his body. Our hips graze with every sway. Every ridged muscle I can feel against my back. His soft touch roaming from my hips to my waist. My body is a map he can’t stop himself from exploring. This time his hands have strength and purpose. Pawn nips at my neck, “I’m going to love you. I can’t have enough of you.” He nips more, “I’m going to hold you every night in my arms.” 
 
    My head falls back as he kisses up my neck, “I’ll never leave your side. I’m going to love you as if there is no tomorrow. I love you, angel.” Pawn rasps into my ear, “A love with no regrets.” 
 
    I snap my head up and gaze into the eyes that holds all the promises. All the doubts and outbursts have collided and evaporated, I can see the change behind his blue eyes. 
 
    My heart explodes like he unlocked some safe where my heart has been hidden away. And as scary as it is, I can’t seem to care. My hands dive for his face dragging his lips to me. The collision is a finale of the storm that has been brewing for years. Lightning has struck and I can’t help to feel like it is us right here in this bar, finally our love has become real. 
 
    There is no denying the passion that races through the twists of our tongues and our hands the tug at our clothing. I jump up onto his body, wrapping my legs around his waist. He holds onto my ass as we continue the kiss. 
 
    Off into the distance there is cat calls and whistles. “I love you, Pawn,” I whisper against his lips. The song ends, and slowly I let go, my feet hitting the floor, but I feel like my heart is soaring. Pawn, his handsome face, he smiles for me, a smile I have never seen. A genuine happy all-teeth smile. Tugging his hand, I start to back up towards the door and he follows along. This time his eyebrows rise, asking me, “Oh, really?” 
 
    I give him a coy smirk and mouth, “Oh, yes.” 
 
    We turn and race out the doors of the bar hand-in-hand. At some point, it started raining. A miracle in the desert and unlucky because we have his bike, but we take it anyway. He jumps on first as we are pelted with rain and drenching our clothes. 
 
    I swing a leg over, then we jet out of the parking lot. Every turn I hold on tight but on the strait away I touch him anyway I can. Not able to keep my hands to myself. Teasing him with every touch the whole way. 
 
    My fingers find his nipples under his shirt and I lightly tug and pinch them. He accelerates the gas and I laugh out loud, the excitement chasing us. Drunk on each other’s reactions. I run my palms down his legs and up and over the crotch of his pants a few times right before we take the turn to our house. 
 
    He slams on the brakes and I jump off as fast as I can, knowing that I taunted the beast, making a run for the door. My hair is glued to my face, and the rain runs into my eyes. I fumble with the keys and I shriek as he runs up the sidewalk. His feet splashing in the puddles on the way. Finally, I unlock the door. It slams open, hitting the wall when I run past with him just a hair behind me. 
 
    His iron fist tight grip on my arm tugs me back. Whipping me around, slamming my back into the wall behind me. Pawn is panting as he rips off his soaked shirt and I follow suit. Tearing away first my shirt and kicking off my boots. It’s now a race to who can undress the fastest. Clothes hit the floor with a splat from the rain. 
 
    Down to our underwear, we collide. Pawn picks me up by my thighs and he grunts, “Mine.” 
 
    “Yes,” I hiss. “Yours. Give me your all.” The feel of his strength under me, pushing me to take it further. 
 
    His nails dig into the meat of my ass and he takes off to our room, tossing me onto the bed. Pawn tears the thin black strips of my underwear away from my body and I reach behind my back to unsnap my bra. Throwing it away into the darkness. 
 
    Pawn covers my body with his and sucks on my nipple. His teeth scraping across the sensitive flesh, lighting my pussy on fire. I need more. He feels my hips grind, searching. His fingers run through my folds before pumping them in and out of my pussy. My hands dive into his short hair tugging the hair on his head. 
 
    He finds the other one and sucks hard before biting down slightly and pulling his teeth over my nipple. My body freezes and goosebumps ripple over my skin. Pawn kisses down the center of chest, reaching my pussy. He gives no mercy and dives in, his tongue laving my clit. Bringing me to indescribable pleasure and quickly licks and circles my clit. His finger slightly moves down and my heart pounds. Anticipating where he is going. Then he finds my virgin asshole. 
 
    I pant, “Oh God, yes.” Everything I have ever fantasized right here, right now. 
 
    He hums and with the sensation of that and him slowly entering me there I arch my back. Gently, he finger-fucks my asshole while his tongue is relentless and brings me to orgasm so hard, my pussy is convulsing with the orgasm as my body contracts. 
 
    Pawn spreads my legs apart even further and pushes himself into my once recovering body. He holds my knees while fucking me with all his strength. I reach out and clench onto the sheets holding on. 
 
    Quickly, he pulls out and has me flipped over on my hands and knees when he re-enters me from behind. Pawn grabs and then pulls the hair at the back of my head, arching me into him. 
 
    It’s brutal, raw, and love all wrapped up into one perfect fuck. One love. He doesn’t slowdown or loosen the fierce hold he has on me and the angle soon has me panting and begging for more. And more. 
 
    My legs seize and I come a second time around his dick. He moans from the pressure of me squeezing him. He lets go of my hair and hammers into my pussy. Taking what is his. Pawn releases what has been a long time coming. He gives me what I always wanted, him. Who he really is. Dirty, raw, passionate, and beautiful. 
 
    Never apart, never again. 
 
    Us. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 27 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Tami lies on her stomach completely naked from the night before. The sheet on an angle doesn’t cover much. Her blonde hair now awry and a mess. My gaze memorizes this moment, every inch of her. My dirty angel. 
 
    She has one knee bent and her arms are up around the pillow supporting her snoring. Chuckling, I watch a few more moments, but lust wins out and I need her. My tongue snakes out and I lick up her side from her hip to the flesh that pokes out from her breast. 
 
    She giggles and swats me away, but the awkward angle prevents her from hitting my face. Capturing her wrist, I place it gently behind her back and dive back in teasing her some more. I run the scruff of my beard over the same spot. 
 
    I’m surprised by her reaction when she moans. My angel has a little kink in her that is begging to be unlocked. That makes my dick rock hard within seconds. We began a little play to test this idea. Taking her other wrist, I pin it with the other one and torture her the same way on the other side. Again, she moans, and I know she’s ready for more. 
 
    But this morning, I know she needs more. My girl needs to feel me, to hear me say the words. I know this because I need them from her too. Kissing the middle of her back, I release my hold and she turns over on her back. 
 
    Tami reaches for me, “Your eyes have more wrinkles.” Soft fingers lightly run over my skin. She glances at my body and does the same as me and explores the changes. “You’ve packed on more muscles.” 
 
    I don’t want to tell her that was all from lifting in prison or go down that road. Her fingers feather over the angel tattoo on my chest for her. Bending forward, I lay a tender kiss above her heart. 
 
    “I want you, Tami, all to myself.” I move to position myself between her legs and hover above her. “I want us to live together and be a family.” 
 
    She gasps, “I don’t want you to leave. I want you here, always, with me and Cash.” 
 
    “I want that too. A love with no regrets.” Tasting her lips, I rasp, “I love you.” 
 
    She trembles slightly, “I love you too,” before wrapping her legs around my body and pulls me inside of her. Fucking perfect, heaven and hell, my woman, my universe. 
 
    Tami takes me to places I never even dreamed could ever be possible. We take our time together this morning before we decide we need to pick up Cash. We take my bike over to Emilia and Cuervo’s house. It’s very close to the bar, where Tami left her car parked last night. As soon as I park the bike, Tami jumps off and then sways a bit on her feet. She holds onto my shoulder a moment to steady herself. 
 
    Taking off my helmet, I get off and help her with hers. Holding her face into my hands I ask, “Are you okay, angel?” 
 
    She pulls me into her body and takes a breath, “Yeah, maybe just too much fun last night. I just felt a little dizzy and nauseous for a second.” 
 
    “Grab Cash, and we’ll go get you some food.” Kissing the top of her head, my arms possessively encase her into me. It’s probably nothing, but the fear is there, and that new feeling is a learning curve, one I have never experienced before. 
 
    Tami stands up on her tip toes, plants a quick kiss on my cheek, and leaves her keys with me before going in to grab our son. I turn on the car and open the back door as they come down the steps. She hands me his bag and a toy pops out, hitting the ground. 
 
    Bending over, I reach for the toy and notice a piece broke off the corner. “Is this new?” It doesn’t look like one I’ve seen him playing with it before. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe Emilia got the toys mixed up with one of the other kids that she watches? I’ll take it back inside. It also could have been a toy he got on his birthday.” Tami is about to exchange Cash with me for the toy, but I shake my head no and hold onto it. Looking closer, I realize there is a small device inside the toy. I need to get this over to the MC as soon as possible without her knowing so she won’t worry. 
 
    “Nah, the corner broke. I’ll ask her who it belongs to and buy them a new one if we need to. Jump in the car and let’s go eat.” I keep my voice as even as possible. Worry snakes up my spine and it all could be for nothing. My gut tells me otherwise and I can’t afford anything to go wrong. Not now, not when I got everything back. 
 
    Purposely, I place the bags in the trunk, “I need to make a quick call.” I walk a few steps away and glance over to see that she’s buckling him, and I wave when Blade picks up. Tami’s face doesn’t look convinced that everything is okay, but allows me some privacy. 
 
    “We may have a problem.” I fill in the Prez on what I found, and he instructs me to go to the diner. He’ll have the prospects pick up the toy without Tami knowing and get the brothers over to Cuervo’s STAT for a sweep. 
 
    Thank fuck, I release the breath I was holding. I couldn’t take it, if something bad happened to Tami or Cash. Feeling a little more relaxed, I take them out for breakfast like promised, but I do keep my focus more on the surroundings than I normally would have. 
 
    Even though I don’t think they are in any danger after I drop them off, a prospect keeps an eye on the house when I leave to work at the clubhouse. If I am away it at least makes me feel better that someone has eyes on them until I return. Shortly after arriving, Blade announces we are having Church and we follow him into the room. The whole time I’m waiting and expecting to hear the worst. What could they have found though? 
 
    The door is shut and a tense Prez addresses the group. “A bug and tracker were found this morning.” Blade fills them in on the toy from earlier. “We didn’t find anything in Cuervo’s house. Someone is tracking or targeting us or Pawn through the kids. No one knows for certain where the toy came from. I’m guessing not long if it was just noticed. Just because it was found in a toy, I’m not limiting anything or anyone. Everyone start digging and looking into any possibilities. It could be one of others planted.” 
 
    Spider tosses in his part to update the brothers. “I get the job of scanning all the shit’s toys,” he explains, exasperated. “Everyone needs to go home and sweep their houses and vehicles. Report back ASAP if you find anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Keep surveillance on high alert until we have more.” Tank adds in, “Kat can help Spider.” 
 
    Blade nods a confirmation and finishes, “Don’t ever think that you are not the one targeted, odds are, you are the one. Think about who it could be in your life. Every single one of us. As our family has grown, so has our enemies.” He lets out a puff of smoke and sits back in his chair then dismisses us all. 
 
    Tami wouldn’t have any enemies. I have a whole lifetime of people to comb through and start at the most recent. It scares the shit out of me that they could be after me and doing it through them. How did they get so close and a plant a toy that we never knew about it? I can’t let my past touch them or anyone else’s not when the world I’ve wanted just appeared. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 28 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    The nausea rolls through me and has been getting progressively worse the last few weeks. It hasn’t been terrible but even brushing my teeth some mornings has been a challenge not to gag. I thought that maybe I grabbed a bug from one of the kids or just nervous maybe from all the changes lately. But I don’t think that is it. 
 
    Pawn moved out of his own house and we have been doing great. So that’s how I find myself here at the urgent family care. What if I have a terminal illness and something happens to me and Cash doesn’t have a mom? Who will take care of him? I’m about to bawl my eyes out with all these crazy possibilities when the nurse calls my name. 
 
    Blinking away the hysteria, I walk back with her. “Hello, I’m Teagan. Let’s get started and have you stand on the scale.” She smiles brightly and helps by taking my purse while I stand there. Teagan then takes me to an exam room. She jots down a few notes on her iPad and asks me a few questions about my symptoms. 
 
    I describe in detail for her how I have been feeling. “The nausea and dizziness comes and goes, depending on how busy you are?” Teagan is very sweet and understanding. I feel comfortable right away. 
 
    When she asks about my last period, I feel a little embarrassed and probably explain too much. “It has been a little while since I’ve kept track of it.” I stumble with the correct words. How do I say that my boyfriend died, and I am the mother of my now boyfriend’s kid but he’s not my kid? On paper I gave birth to him, but I didn’t. After a few failed attempts, I just rush out, “My world has been upside down and I don’t know.” 
 
    Teagan reads clearly the distress I am under and places a hand on my arm, “It will be okay. Could you pee in this cup for me?” 
 
    She leads me across the hall to the bathroom and gives me the instructions. She then lets me know that she and the doctor will be in after a few minutes. It startles me to my core that at my age, I haven’t seen a doctor, except in emergencies and that’s been only a few times in my life. I don’t know my weight or keep track of anything. If you asked me about Cash, I could tell you everything. He’s gone to the doctor at least five times since he’s been born. 
 
    I promise myself to find a regular doctor after today. After I have done as instructed, I go back into the room and wait. Thankfully, it doesn’t take too long and an older short male doctor walks in with all gray hair. 
 
    He’s very pleasant and checks my eyes, ears, and heartbeat. After a few more questions, Teagan knocks, coming back into the room and hands the doctor a report. 
 
    “Tami, there is nothing physically wrong with you. But there is something we need to address.” He scans the paper and then addresses me. 
 
    I gulp back the tears, scared it will change my world. 
 
    “You are having a baby. Congratulations, mom.” He smiles and shakes my hand. “Teagan will give you some information and set you up with a doctor for care.” He smiles happily and leaves us alone. 
 
    I blink, oh my God, I blink again. Breathe in and breathe out, don’t freak out, Tami. I try to coach myself for several seconds, but it’s not helping, not one bit. I am freaking the fuck out. My mind races so swiftly I can’t even land on a spot, except I am carrying Pawn’s baby. Oh my God, does he even want kids? I don’t know… 
 
    “Go ahead, girl, you’re freaking out and I get it. Let it out, so when you leave here I won’t worry.” Teagan rests a hip against the counter and waits patiently. 
 
    “I-I just moved in with my baby’s daddy. We weren’t together long. How far along am I? I-I don’t get it?” Holding my hands out to her, I look to her to help me piece this together. 
 
    "Without knowing specific dates, we can only estimate how far along you are. However, your OB/Gyn will be able to tell you after they run some blood work and do an ultrasound. Having said that, morning sickness usually appears around the sixth week," she explains easily. 
 
    I’m about to tell her that we just had sex for the first time when I freeze and realization smacks me in the face, “We had sex about a month and a half ago.” I let out a long exhale, “God. What am I going to tell him?” 
 
    Teagan sits in the stool across from me. She looks me sternly in the eye, “You are going to realize that a baby is a gift. You are happy and excited and can’t wait to tell your baby’s daddy the good news. Make it special for him and celebrate girl! As for the rest of it, you’ll have a lot of doctor appointments and feel a little miserable.” She laughs at herself, “But it will be the best damn thing to happen in your life.” 
 
    She waits for me to let that sink in a moment and butterflies do start to flutter around the idea. I do grow a little excitement at the idea of us and another baby. Cash will have a sibling. I get to feel what it is like to carry a baby. Pawn gets to see it all and he can experience the good things from it. 
 
    “Now, I’ll give you a few cards for doctors. You can pick whichever or find your own. But make your appointment this week.” She stands and gives me a few pamphlets on pregnancy and orders me to drive straight to the store and buy vitamins. 
 
    First, I run to the drugstore and buy the vitamins. Then I text Vegas that I need to talk to her right away and where she is at. She confirms within seconds that she is at the brewery working. I need to ask her about how she told Blade. My girl will know what to do. In the very least she will understand what I’m dealing with and the crazy that won’t seem to calm down inside. 
 
    I’m not even sure how I managed to get here. It seemed like all the streets blurred and only took seconds. When in reality, it took me at least thirty minutes to get here. 
 
    “I’m not panicking, I’m not.” I chant out loud to myself and park my car. Barging through the doors of the brewery I briskly walk into Vegas’s office where she is working on her computer. I throw myself into the chair across from her at the desk and swallow hard. 
 
    Vegas turns in her seat and pulls her black-rimmed glasses off her face and sets them on her desk. She entwines her fingers, resting them on her lap, “You want your job back already?” She tsks her tongue at me teasingly. 
 
    Without saying a word, I take the pills out from my purse and slam them on top of her desk in front of me. 
 
    “Pawn?” She starts to pepper me with questions. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “A month and a half ago.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Shit is right.” I finally deflate and fall back into the chair. 
 
    “You are going to go tell him.” 
 
    “Yes, of course I am going to tell him! We live together.” I give her an ‘are you crazy’ look lifting one brow at her. 
 
    “No.” She pushes back from her desk and holds one hand up, “I mean, you need to go right now to tell him. Girl, these men bleed for their women. It would break his spirit if you didn’t run to tell him right away.” 
 
    “I was scared that he wouldn’t be excited or possibly not be happy. I needed a little encouragement. Things had been rough with us before and this is one of those things that could spin out of control-” 
 
    “Get your shit.” She interrupts me then looks at my bottle on the desk then back to me, “And your vitamins. You are going to run into that man’s arms and jump and yell the club down that you are having his baby.” She picks up her purse and keys. “That man deserves the world. Let’s go, Tug.” Vegas pats her leg and Tugger, her black lab, jumps up from the floor to follow. 
 
    “I can go. I don’t want to stop you from working.” She has lost her damn mind. 
 
    “I’m not going to miss this!” She shouts incredulously. This time looking at me like I’m the crazy one. Together, we take her black Tahoe over to the clubhouse and the entire time she chatters about being an auntie again. I grow more confident that yes this is going to be the best thing that ever happened. The scary unexpected shock is wearing off. We breeze into the bar area and it’s deserted except for a few prospects. Vegas barks at the prospects asking where the men are, they respond quickly that the brothers are in church. 
 
    Vegas calls Blade, but when he doesn’t answer she starts pacing. “It’s like he knows when to answer and when not to.” Growing increasingly impatient by the second, I try to calm her down, but she isn’t having it and sends Blade a text saying they need to talk, it’s important. 
 
    Within seconds, he comes storming out and finds Vegas. He beelines in her direction, “Everything okay?” His hands gripping her shoulders, his face holds a very intense scowl. 
 
    The guys have all followed closely behind him. Vegas’s smile though is full-on gleaming, “Tami needs Pawn.” And she points into my direction. Heat flushes into my cheeks instantly. I hate being in the spotlight and this went too far. God, why did I ask her for her help? 
 
    “Tami?” Pawn calls my name and my mental rant stops. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Stunned, I stall, trying to find the words on how to rectify this train wreck. “Can we talk in the garage?” I prompt, but Blade has other ideas. 
 
    “If it’s so important that the whole club had to stop church, out with it here,” he demands, not looking pleased with us in the least. 
 
    Straightening my back, I clear my throat and hold Pawn’s stare, “I’m pregnant.” I quietly respond and at first, I don’t think he heard me at all. Pawn’s face doesn’t twitch or move at first, he is stone. 
 
    I open my mouth to say the words again, this time a little louder, but Axl beats me to it. “I can hit him, that worked for me,” he adds in and steps closer to Pawn, but Blade barks at Axl to stop. 
 
    That seems to crack Pawn from wherever he went to and the smallest smile breaks free. “We are having a baby?” Something clicks and the smile I was waiting for springs free. “I got you knocked up?” 
 
    I nod my head yes and a tear lets itself free. “You can never leave my side. You know that, right?” I quickly wipe the evidence away. I’m not sure if I am happy, scared or a combination of both. 
 
    “Fucking, never.” Pawn steps forward and holds out his arms to me, running I jump into his embrace, meeting him halfway. He picks me up and swings me around in a circle before setting me on my feet again. Pawn’s lips devour mine. His hands hold me close as he whispers, “I love you, angel.” His fingers tighten and his hold is fierce on my clothing at my back. 
 
    Tank whistles as loud as he can than adds on, “Drinks, we are having a baby!” 
 
    Spider’s disgusted face leaves us and directs his foul look at Tank, “They are having a baby, you dumb ass, not you.” 
 
    Tank shrugs and comes bounding over and takes me away from Pawn, “My lil’ T is gonna be a momma again.” 
 
    “Yes.” I agree and happily hug Tank. I am then passed around to the brothers that all congratulate us and give Pawn high fives. I get to Spider and he barely pats my shoulder like I’m a bomb about ready to detonate and shoos me along in disinterest. 
 
    Snake, Vegas’s brother, hovers in the corner and doesn’t make a move to join the crowd or help us celebrate. It hovers in the back of my mind, why is Snake back in town? But there’s too much going on to pay too much attention. Especially when Pawn drops to one knee in front of his brothers. 
 
    “Tami, will you be my Ol’ Lady and have my baby?” Pawn asks hopefully, taking my hand. 
 
    “Of course, you are my baby daddy.” I chuckle at him and how cute he is. “Two times now.” 
 
    “Will you wear my ring, when you pick it out, and take my last name?” 
 
    “Yes! Now are you going to kiss me or not?” 
 
    Pawn stands and dips me back, “About time you asked, woman.” He gives me a kiss fit for a biker’s princess. 
 
    “I’m so fucking happy, Tami,” he rasps against my lips when he pulls me back up. Our foreheads touching, we hold on for as long as we can. “We have a chance to have it all, together. I’m never letting you down, you are everything to me. My endgame.” 
 
    “Mine too,” I whisper. 
 
    The heart is the strongest muscle in our body and has an endless capability to love. Pawn is everything and worth every fight along the way to make it here. It may not have the perfect happily ever after like in my books, but it is perfect to me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 29 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Looking down at the headstone, it feels odd to be here. Last thing I want is for Solo to be where he is and me alive and happy. Parts of me wish it were the other way around. Tami and Cash belong to me and even though that feels like the best thing in the world, it feels so wrong, because my friend has been missed. Tami and I have started shopping and filling the house with everything we will need for the baby and our lives. Solo has been heavy on my mind the last couple of weeks and today I had the courage to face the man and friend I miss, my brother. 
 
    I speak out loud, hoping he hears the words, and maybe it will help me to move on, “A lot has gone on since I went away and then came back from prison. Mostly, I have been working on myself. I had to learn to let go of the past. Had to forgive my parents. The biggest of all is I had to believe in myself like I did you.” 
 
    The wind picks up the cooler breeze, the change in the air is felt through my thin t-shirt. Tucking my hands into my jeans I try to find some warmth. The same black bird that has always been here flies down and lands on top of the headstone. I’m not a religious guy, but the presence of the bird has happened more than once. It feels right. Is this a sign? 
 
    Clearing my throat, I get back on track with why I came here. “Thank you, Solo, for everything you did and who you were. You were the man I looked up to. You always had my back and took care of them when I couldn’t. I don’t know what would have happened between all of us when I came out. I like to think I would have found it in me to fight for her. That’s messed up, I know, but I think you know why I am saying it. I know that I won’t ever be the best man in the world, but I am the best for her, Solo.” 
 
    I know he knew the connection that Tami and I have. I think back to the day at the hospital bathroom and the look in his eyes was fear that day. If I hadn’t been in the position I was, I think things would have been different. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter how things could have happened, it just was meant to be what they are. It took me a long time to come to terms with what happened to you and what you did. You loved her and protected her when I couldn’t and then died for the club protecting us. You are just, fuck, you deserved so much more. I promise you this, I will never forget what you did. Never take what I have for granted.” 
 
    The bird squawks and I am distracted, lost in memories and pain. Acknowledging the truth, I will always carry some guilt that I lived when he didn’t. It will never make sense, but I am grateful. 
 
    “I have to tell you that I asked Tami to be my wife and Ol’ Lady. There’s more. She is having my baby. I can’t ask for your approval, but I wanted to tell you. It’s not the same without you and never will be, but I will keep my promise to you to protect her and love her. Rest in peace, brother.” The last few words are lodged in my throat and is painful to push past. But it needed to be said. 
 
    The black bird hops a few times and then soars off into the trees. Like the bird, I’m ready to face what is in front of me. The past and wounds have healed. Scars will be the reminders of where I have been and what I can do. 
 
    Today, telling him, was the last thing I needed to be free. Ready to give my dreams wings. I’ve set my demons free and been born a new man, battle born. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 30 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    “Tami, are you ready to head out to the Prez’s house?” 
 
    Tami comes walking down the hallway into the entryway with a tumbling Cash at her side. She holds onto his hand and my life feels whole. I can picture her with her belly full with our baby and that lights my world on fire. “We are coming,” she announces and waits patiently for Cash to keep up with her. 
 
    Patiently, I stand in awe of her and wait for them to meet me at the door. When she is close enough, I reach for her neck and bring her to me. My lips catch hers off guard and she gasps into my mouth. I steal all of it for myself. Tami’s heart is laced with love. “I love you,” I whisper against her sweet lips. 
 
    “We love you too.” She steps back from me and holds my face, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Never better.” I wink at her. 
 
    “Good.” She playfully winks at me and her hand falls away. 
 
    Bending over, I pick up my little man and toss him up high in the air before catching him. He squeals and I ask, “Are you ready to go to a party?” Cash is chill, just like Tami, and the next words spoken, are words that I wasn’t expecting. 
 
    “Go, dad.” He bats at the door trying to get me to move with him. 
 
    “Holy crap. He said dad!” 
 
    Tami’s face beams with pride. “He did.” 
 
    I hug him a little more and he starts to squirm in my grip to get away and walk himself out the door. “All right, we are moving.” Opening the door for Tami, she walks through first. 
 
    “Thanks, dad,” she smarts. 
 
    Reaching back, I lay a hard smack on her ass, “I’ll show you later how bad girls are treated.” 
 
    Tami halts and turns, “I can be into that so you better.” 
 
    “Go.” This time, I demand because there’s no room to continue this discussion. 
 
    On the ride over to their house, Tami scoots over to sit in the middle of the bench seat. She rests her head on my shoulder and naturally picks up my arm and resting my hand on her thigh. My fingers run along her smooth skin at first. She then entwines our hands together and wraps her other hand around my bicep. The move albeit small makes me feel like the king in her world. It is everything. 
 
    Pulling up at the house, I take Cash out of his seat in the back. We walk into the party together with Cash between us. A prospect stands at the door and lets us through. When we are close enough to see the crowd Cash wiggles away and runs towards the group of kids in the back yard. 
 
    Vegas is out back with her twins, who are turning two this year. Dana also has Maddison out there and Kat with Eli. Tami excitedly waves and follows Cash out to the backyard. She fits in like my brothers are her home and the Ol’ Ladies are just as, if not more, integrated into her life. I don’t know where she starts and ends, Tami just fits. The kids’ excited screams can be heard through the whole house that is packed with our family from Sacramento. 
 
    The women run around setting out food and chatting. Abuela bosses the crew around while drinking her Corona from the shade. There are so many family members packed all into the house, I don’t know who is who but a few faces. Of course, Fuego and the MC brothers he brought with him. Vegas’s cousin, Jazzy, stands off to the side. 
 
    Blade thrusts a drink into my hand, and I look down at the chilled bottle to see the Corona he planted there. 
 
    “Congratulations.” I lightly tap my bottle to his. 
 
    “Thanks bro, and you too. Of all the brothers that we have, the last one I pictured to catch up to me was you. Don’t get me wrong, I’m fucking proud of you.” The Prez holds my gaze his intent in his words dead serious. Coming from him, it means everything. He slaps my shoulder and looks away to the crowd. “Be sure to get food before Vegas’s family tackles the table first.” He takes off outside and I’m left standing there when I realize he was dead serious on the last part. 
 
    A line has formed at the table and plates are filling up quickly. I’m in no hurry and find my way outside and stand under the shade with a few members. Tami has three plates she pushes along the table with her that I watch carefully while the guys shoot the shit. 
 
    I comment here and there but keep my eyes on her at all times. This may be the Prez’s house, but she walks around without a brand, cut, or my ring on her finger. That, I need to remedy as soon as possible. Snake and Cowboy, those dirty fuckers, watch her from the yard opposite me. 
 
    Can’t say I blame them, but it doesn’t mean that I’m okay with them doing that either. She finishes spooning salsa onto the tacos and looks around the yard until she finds me. Jealousy is ugly, but my pride is inflated when she spots me and heads straight for me. I’m a lucky asshole. 
 
    Her long blond hair flows in the breeze behind her with every step. Long tan legs flex with every step and every fantasy comes to life whenever she is in sight. Reaching me, my hands possessively touch her, claiming her. Sliding my hand from her waist, I cup her ass. 
 
    “Hey.” Her smile is brighter than the sun. “Brought you a plate.” She bites her lip when I squeeze her ass. 
 
    “Thanks, angel.” I take the plate from her and walk us over to where Cash plays and bend over to pick him up. I carry him over to sit down next to Abuela in the shade. 
 
    Tami and she spends a few minutes chatting and catching up. I’m floored at how much Spanish she has learned in the last few years. It’s needed in this case because Abuela is fairly drunk and slurring her words making English even harder for her to remember it seems. A few times she makes me chuckle. 
 
    She’s unfiltered and loud when she comments, “¡Tami, vas a tener un bebé!” 
 
    My head snaps up and Tami’s taco hangs in midair. “What? How did you know I was having a baby?” She coughs out the words and sets the food on the plate. Clearing the food lodged in her throat. 
 
    The yard goes quiet from all chatter and all focus is on us. Abuela doesn’t seem to be bothered by the scene. “Tu cara, es brillante como las estrellas.” Her hands fly through the air. 
 
    “My face is bright like the stars?” Tami’s cups both cheeks listening intently. 
 
    “Sí. Solo el amor puede hacer que tus ojos brillen así.” 
 
    Tami doesn’t move or flinch at the words. The sun is completely blocked, and I look to my left to find Tank standing there with Kat. She mumbles out, “Only love can make your eyes shine like that.” Kat steps closer and touches Tami’s shoulder, “Is it true? You are having a baby?” 
 
    Tami stands and laughs with happy tears streaming down her face and exclaims very loudly, “We are having a baby!” Kat holds her close and soon all the women are swarming around her. The conversations pick back up like before, the men not interested. 
 
    “They are having a baby, K-love,” Tank teases, pointing at us. The rest of us getting a laugh out of it. 
 
    “Shut it, Tank. She’s my family. We are having a baby,” Kat defends. 
 
    “I agree baby, we all are.” Tank looks adamantly for any one of us to argue their logic. 
 
    My smug face looks over to find both Snake and Cowboy with surprised faces and I hold up my beer. Like a cheers to my family, my woman. Claimed. 
 
    Fuego soon appears with Cuervo and Ghost and a bottle of tequila is shared. Shots are passed around in celebration. I take one, but duck out of taking anymore. Last thing I want is Tami having to drive me home because I get drunk, it just wouldn’t feel right. 
 
    Food is all forgotten for the moment and Tami is laughing and talking with her friends. So much has changed, and yet more is to come. The road paved and I am ready to take hold of it with both hands. I help Cash eat and pick him up, setting him in my lap. 
 
    Abuela turns her attention to me, “Proud of you, mijo. Take good care of them. Your road will be muy duro, very hard, at times. Be fuerte, strong, for them.” Her stone-cold face startles me. Gone is the carefree woman of moments ago. She reaches for my hand, “Be their strength and bear the pain, este dolor, that comes from being un hombre, a man. Sooner than you think. If you thought you have battled before, that was a warmup for what comes next.” Her surprising harsh grip is released, and she sits back lighting a smoke. 
 
    Her words tempt me to ask questions, but I feel the wall that has been placed there. It was meant to be heard. The questions will be answered in time. My spine tingles with anticipation and surprisingly not dread but a knowing feeling grows in my head and chest. For them I will lay down and die, this I do know. 
 
    Abuela turns and her wrinkled eyes shine when smiles with appreciation. I heard her and the message has been delivered. 
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    Tami 
 
      
 
    A night I will remember for the rest of my life, no doubt. My whole world stands right here in this yard. Every single person here, in our unconventional way, has gathered to become a family. 
 
    Never in my life had I pictured that I would be in the position that I am, but here I am living my best life. Pawn, I know, will never be that man that society considers to be normal. But he’s special in his own way. 
 
    Even from my spot I feel him just yards away from me. Watching me and the desire is same I have for him. The draw pulling us back together and always will. I’ve let go of the past, I’ll never forget it, but there is no room for it here. 
 
    I chance a look and turn to my left and there he sits with the softness and comfort behind those blue eyes that have the extra wrinkles that I find sexy and endearing. Somewhere along the way the brokenness started healing. A braver person inside came forward, and she grew wings. 
 
    I can hear the girls around me chatting, but the draw is too great to hold my attention any longer. Like a magnet, I’m drawn to him and his arms and sit on his lap. My arms wrapping around his neck, I hold him close to me. 
 
    “You need me, angel?” he whispers softly into my hair. 
 
    “Always, Eric.” I haven’t called him by his first name in so long, but I feel like he is so much more than Pawn. To me, he is him, but also the man of my babies, Eric. 
 
    He tenses at first, from the shock, but then those soothing hands pull me in even tighter to him. “I missed that, don’t ever stop calling me that.” His voice holds promises that hold true, his heart. “We are buying you a ring tomorrow.” 
 
    “Just for me and you.” Pulling myself away just a little, I kiss the corner of those eyes and whisper, “I find these so hot. My baby daddy is sexy.” 
 
    Pawn growls low, “I think it’s time we get out of here.” 
 
    Before I let him move, I kiss the other one and then his forehead. When I get up, I catch Abuela watching us intently and I see the sorrow written in her reflection. I don’t know much about what happened to her husband, but the love there has never died. 
 
    I can’t help myself and I give her a big hug telling her how much I love her. 
 
    “Buena suerte, Cariño. Good luck, sweetheart.” 
 
    Pawn has a sleepy Cash in his arms when I return and together, we tell everyone our goodbyes. I ask Vegas where Jazzy is, and she states that she left as soon as Spider showed up, and not to worry about saying goodbye. I feel for the woman. It’s never comfortable to feel vulnerable, and whatever has happened has shaken her down to her core. 
 
    Life is messy, and I put it out in the universe to keep my good luck running. I’m grateful for all that I have been given and the man at my side. A night that will be remembered and treasured my entire life. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 31 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Stepping out from Church I exhale, releasing the pent-up frustration. We only have a few leads on who could have been following us around, but nothing quite adds up to why. I’ve called in every guy I know that could owe me a favor, nothing. Still, it doesn’t sit right with me. My skin crawls, the feeling running deep in me that we are, or I am, missing something. 
 
    Deciding that answers won’t be found this minute, I head out into the garage and get to work. I crank the volume up on high and let the radio drown out the doubt. Checking the task list, I start on the bikes first and breeze through the maintenance within a few hours. Tank doesn’t even try to keep up with me. Lazy fucker spots my determination early on and sets a steady pace allowing me to lead. 
 
    After the trucks are done, I head outside to the back of the property. The prospects took good care of the greenhouse while I was gone and decided to turn it over to them completely. Standing in here reminds me of one of my last days here when Solo and I had our fight. Moments that choke me up every single time when I think about them. Today, I wish I could ask him what he thinks about what is going on and what we should do. 
 
    Shaking my thoughts away, I examine the plants and soil. Every so often I stop in to make sure everything is running smoothly. It is perfect, just as every time before I’ve come out here. Today, I think will be my last day. I wouldn’t say that I’m letting go but more of moving forward. 
 
    It’s been hours that pass by in a blink of an eye and it’s time to wrap up the day. Before I leave, I grab my cut from the garage threading my arms through. Tank and the other guys already left, and I find them in the bar with beers in hand. The party just starting to warm up as brothers start to filter in. The club girls give me their best smiles on my way through. Not them, or the promise of drugs, hold my interest anymore. 
 
    But I do grab a lit joint and take a hit before I pass it back to one of the brothers. I may not want to get ripped anymore, but I’m no saint either. A hit here and there isn’t going to hurt. I’m on a mission to get home to my woman anyway and blow out the bud on my way. I stomp past with a stone-cold face and shut down any hopeful glances with the pissed off straight face I give in return. The Prez is a smart man. No one wants to hang out with a moody bastard. 
 
    The ride on my bike home is relaxing until I pull up onto my street and find a car, I have never seen, parked there. Instead of pulling in the driveway I immediately pull over, parking on the street. Terror spikes in my blood and I run around to the side of the house. I can’t seem to shake off the tremor of fear that overtakes every single muscle in my body. I grip the handle on my revolver and flick the safety off with my thumb. Slowly, I creep around looking into the windows of the living room, making my way around to the front. 
 
    The front door swings open and I take aim. My finger slightly tightens with pressure on the trigger. Dark hair with purple fills my vision and my body tightens. Coming through the door, she shrieks and hits the porch. My lungs deflate and I drop my gun to my side. 
 
    “Fuck, Jazz, I almost blew your head off. Whose blacked-out mobster ride are you driving these days?” 
 
    She let’s go of the grip she has tight around her head with her fingers locked together behind her head. Jazzy peeks up from her spot on the porch as I get closer. 
 
    “Have you been arrested before?” I reach down and help her up to her feet. 
 
    “Um, arrested? A few times. Why the hell were you pointing a gun at my head?” She huffs while brushing her clothes off. 
 
    “Like I said, your ride, whose is it?” I grumble, trying to work the edge off my tone I roll my shoulders back. 
 
    “I had to borrow it. Mine’s in the shop. I just swung by to tell Tami I was headed out of town.” 
 
    A rumble of a bike sounds off in the distance and Jazzy’s face turns white before she hauls ass off the porch and down the sidewalk. She turns the engine on, the tires screeching when she floors it out of the driveway. The car is almost up on two wheels, she takes the first left so hard. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” I know Tami has been watching from the doorway the entire time. 
 
    “She’s hiding out from Spider. I’m guessing that is him heading this way.” 
 
    The bike in question comes to a halt with a very pissed off Spider on it. He tosses his helmet in the grass and stomps towards us. “Is she here?” he demands. 
 
    “No,” Tami says flatly. 
 
    Spider’s evil gleam looks her over, not convinced, “She was here?” 
 
    “A bit ago, yeah.” 
 
    “And?” He presses for information, irritated at having to ask. 
 
    “You know, Spider, when you leave town, you say goodbye to the people important to you.” Tami has an unusual bite and pointedly glares back at him. “Jazzy’s not here. She drove away in a car. I don’t know where.” 
 
    “She isn’t driving her car. The GPS says it’s still in California.” He fumes, not understanding. 
 
    “Maybe try calling her then. When you’re alone.” Tami smarts, then shuts the door behind her. 
 
    “Fucking women,” Spider barks at me. “If you see her.” He stabs my chest with a finger, “Call me.” He whips his body around and quickly leaves, snatching the left helmet up from the grass. 
 
    “Why did Tami say ‘alone’?’” I holler after his retreating back. 
 
    “Don’t fucking worry about it.” He slams his helmet on his head and takes off on the bike much like Jazz just did and peels out of here. 
 
    Hearing the front door squeak open I confirm, “I don’t want to know, do I?” 
 
    “Nope,” Tami answers walking out with Cash. “Let’s grab dinner. I’ve been working in my office all day and I need to get out of here.” 
 
    Not arguing with my woman, I just load them all up in the car and drive them downtown to find a place to eat. Tami fills me in on her morning sickness, “It’s been bad. In the mornings, I swear if I don’t run and get cracking first thing, my day is screwed. It almost makes me feel diabetic. If there isn’t food constantly crammed in my mouth, I’m sick all day.” 
 
    “I wonder if it’s a boy then. I could eat all day.” 
 
    “I’m going to get fat,” she whines. 
 
    I laugh at her and she scowls, “Just big titties baby, I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Did you smoke today, Pawn?” She glances at me suspiciously. When I don’t answer she swats at my chest, “You’re an ass, call me baby again and you’ll find your ass walking.” 
 
    Capturing her hand, I plant a kiss and entwine our fingers together, resting them in my lap. “You’re an ass and you knew this. One hit, that’s it. Angel, I don’t care what size you are as long as I get-” 
 
    “I get it,” Tami stops me. “Cash doesn’t need to hear that.” Shaking her head, she finishes her day by telling me the new words he is learning, but what she says next has my full attention. 
 
    “What did you just say?” I ask stopping her rant of updates. 
 
    “I said next month my first book, Hiding Our Hearts, will publish. I’m ready to release it into the world.” Tami beams with pride and happiness, “I’m not telling anyone though, not yet.” 
 
    “Why not? You’ve worked your ass off to do it.” 
 
    Tami looks out the window, “It’s been all mine. No one really knows what I’ve been up to, and it has just felt great to have something for me. I’ll share eventually, but it was my escape when I was alone. Another world I could live in that was better than my own.” 
 
    Her words hit me in the heart. I didn’t know what she did after Solo died and how she got through it. “Tami,” I start and pause because these words are all new for me and I struggle for a moment. “You can always talk to me about any of that. I want to be the man that brings heaven to you when you’re living through hell.” 
 
    The smile on her face when she turns towards me is pure gold, “I know that I can, and I will. I’m just being a little selfish with it for a while.” 
 
    “When you do, they will be so proud of you. Good job, that’s freaking amazing.” It blows my mind the hoops she’s had to jump through to get to this point and am so proud that she finished it. “Send me the link to my phone. I want to be able to look at it.” But also, I have an idea. 
 
    We find a small diner and as soon as we get Cash in the highchair the whining begins. He’s crabby and clings to Tami. “I wonder if he’s getting sick.” She rubs his head and takes him out holding him close. I ask the waitress to box our dinners and we agree to take him home. 
 
    Tami sits with him in the back seat of her car not willing to leave him alone. As soon as we hit the freeway, he’s fast asleep and Tami asks if I can stop at the store to buy medicine for him. When I don’t respond, she looks up at me but I’m too focused to explain what I am focused on. I could be wrong but doubt it. 
 
    There was a blacked-out car parked at the restaurant I noticed when we first parked. It speeds up behind me now, and my heart rate picks up. Wondering if we are being followed. I keep watch from the rearview mirror and turn on the blinker to get off the freeway and the car does the same. 
 
    Fuck. Across the intersection there’s an on ramp from the one I’m getting off. As I approach, I gun it across the intersection the car engine revs from the change. 
 
    “Pawn, what are you doing?” Tami is shouting, startled she has no idea how much trouble we have gotten into. She is being tossed around in the backseat and holds onto Cash. 
 
    “Hold on, we are being followed.” I bite out the words barely escaping my clenched teeth. Swearing to myself when the car behind us swerves around the intersection and races to catch up to us. Another car joins the chase, and that’s when I know, I’m fucked. They are after me and I’m alone without my brothers for backup. 
 
    Tami is busy placing a bawling Cash in his car seat and trying to calm him down. She then puts her belt on and frantically fishes her phone out of her bag. I swerve to miss a car in front of me that cut me off and her phone flies out of her hand when I swerve to miss the collision. “Shit.” She is out of her seat in seconds and hurriedly looking for her phone on the floor. 
 
    “Fuck, Tami, call Blade and tell him we are being followed.” Barking the orders at her, I regret, but I can’t stop the stress from taking over. Tami pops back up with her cell phone. I glance quickly at her and back to the road. The fear in her eyes seizes my heart with the same. With her phone in hand, she dials and waits for him to pick up. The seconds feeling like minutes. 
 
    “Blade, we are being followed.” Tami explains where we are and what happened. The worry lacing her voice as she gives him the licenses plate number and the car’s description. 
 
    Is it another set up, more dirty cops coming back for revenge? I try to breathe around the panic that’s setting in. My chest heaves and my grip on the steering wheel is choking. It’s an unmarked cop car, so why aren’t the sirens on? Clearing my head, I keep my focus on the road and not who it could be but trying to think of a way out of this alive. 
 
    “Blade said it isn’t a cop car, the plates are fake.” Tami keeps an eye on the car behind us. Her breathing is labored, and you can hear the slight tremble in her voice while answering all of Blade’s questions. “He said to stay on the road as long as you can. They are coming.” 
 
    I don’t have that long. He said that more for her benefit than my own. I speed ahead when more cars move out of the way. Fuck, I will be pulled over for reckless driving any minute. So much could go wrong within seconds. It’s not only me in this car, I am terrified that I can’t protect them. 
 
    The car’s engine behind us roars jolting forward and rams into us from behind. The impact jolting us forward, startling her and she reaches over and places an arm over Cash’s car seat she ducks her head and shields him as best as she can. The little car violently sways from side to side, I hold the steering wheel as tight as I can. But the car goes for it again and again. The hair on the back of my neck raises. Tami’s small car is no match for the souped-up one trying to push us into an accident. Other cars on the freeway slow down and get out of our way. My shoulders tighten and I glance around scanning for a way out. 
 
    The cops are going to be called and I’m in a trap. If I stay on the road, I could be busted for this and they could be seriously hurt. With them in the backseat I have no choice. For their safety, I get off on the next exit, jerking the steering wheel. The tires are screeching, barely keeping their traction on the road. Sweat is beading on my forehead and my muscles tense from my neck down to my feet. Cash is screaming his heart out and Tami clings to him repeatedly reassuring him and trying to calm him down. 
 
    I have no faith that this car can take another hit and they won’t be harmed. The car behind us engine revs up again. I stomp on the gas petal, but the red engine light comes on and there is no hope for us in this car. This time, the hit is harder, and the back tire is blown out on Tami’s side. Even with her seat belt on the force flinging her body like a rag doll. 
 
    If they want me, they can have me. 
 
    Yanking the car to the right, I pull over to an empty parking lot and the car follows us. Ripping into a screeching halt just behind us. The other is whipping around and blocks the front, boxing us in. Hastily, I demand to Tami, “Be strong for the kids.” Because I may not make it. If this is it, I had it perfect for a while and worth every damn second. 
 
    She begs me to not go, but I have to. For them, they can’t touch my family. Whatever I have done, I will pay for to keep them alive. I can only have faith my brothers get here in time to protect them. With a few deep breaths I ready myself for what could happen next. A few seconds is all I could have left and turn around to give her a kiss. “It will all be okay.” I kiss her forehead and then Cash’s. He tugs at my arms wanting me to pick him up and protect him. I swallow hard, the loss and anguish choking me being lodged in my throat. My boy needs me to hold him and I can’t. 
 
    The speaker picks up from the car and the man demands that I get out, with my hands up. “Tami, try to get out of here.” I plead with her, our eyes catching and silently, I say goodbye. I can’t look away because it will all change. I need her and the sadness is greater than the fear. The words that I love her are buried deep inside, she can’t hear my doubt, it will crush her. 
 
    Turning around, I steel my nerves and determination takes over. The need to protect them against these dicks turns me into the man I hate. The vengeful fighter. Kicking the door open, I hold my hands up and stand then shut the door. One by one they get out of the cars and draw their guns at me. The car at my back, fires off two rounds, and I whip around to see they have blown out the front tires of Tami’s car. 
 
    She screams from the noise and scrambles to get Cash out his seat. My boy is hysterical and there isn’t shit I can do for them now. My jaw is clenching as the anger is flushed through my body. Tami clutches him to her and his little hands hold onto her for comfort. The void hits me that I can’t stop this. I’m failing to protect them. That’s not acceptable, they belong to me and they can’t do this to them. 
 
    Squinting into the dark, I try to identify the man behind the gun that will pay for this. I can’t recognize any of them which is not good. My mind races trying to place why they would want me. Doesn’t matter because we will find them in the end. I keep the frustration at bay, and the rage that simmers just below the surface. 
 
    I Keep my hands up because if I’m dead they are in a lot more trouble. Maybe I can stall them long enough that the brothers can get here. A man dressed in a cheap suit from the back of the car causally approaches and the others follow. So not a big player, just stupid enough to get himself wrapped up in some bullshit. My hands lower slightly but they stay at my sides. 
 
    “We want our money,” he demands snarling his venom. 
 
    It takes all I have to keep my strength and not to shout back. “I don’t have your money.” Evenly and measured I press forward, “Whatever it is I will get it for you, how much?” 
 
    “The money you and your MC stole from me for that little cunt in the car.” 
 
    My head whips from him to Tami. Realization slams into my gut, he bought her to use and abuse. “I’ll pay what she was worth to you, but they go free.” The words like acid on my tongue. There is no amount of money that can replace her. 
 
    “It’s going to cost you a shiny nickel to even the score.” He snickers at some joke I don’t know what he is referring to. 
 
    “We’ll make a deal, but this set up you have is bullshit. Even the score and handle it with my brothers here.” 
 
    “Why the hell would I do that for you? Your club stole from me. What I’ve found out about you is, you’re everyone’s pawn, the fall boy. I would rather work with you.” 
 
    Fucking asshole, at one time those words would have lit my fire, but not today. What he thinks of me means nothing. “Fine. What is it you want, the deal you’re looking for?” 
 
    “You stole her and took her virginity from me. You can’t replace that, but the boy can. Do you know what a man will pay for a virgin boy’s asshole? It’s much more than a virgin pussy.” He snorts, the dirty fucking puke deserves so much more than death. 
 
    Guns or not, fury takes over and I lose it lunging forward. My hands itching to wrap around his throat. I know as soon as I do it, I shouldn’t have, but the decisions have been made. The scene is set, and I’ve committed to killing him. 
 
    One of his guards comes forward and swings a metal pipe at my head. I block the blow with my arms, but the crack of the bone is excruciating. Fire erupts from not only the pain but adrenaline and anger arousing the beast from within. 
 
    With my other arm I aim for the guy’s stomach down low first then managing to get a hit to his face before the rod is laid across my back. I can’t breathe, the air is stolen from my body and the force propels me forward. Falling to my knees, I am grabbed by two of their men. The guy drops the pipe and the clanking to ground can be heard mixed in with the cries coming from the car. I can’t look at them, but I do see the fists that are coming down before they collide into my face. 
 
    I’m held in place, on my knees, and even though I try to fight them off, I can’t get free. A prisoner is what they have made me. Unable to stop what is happening. It’s useless as there are too many of them but the beating is a punishment I’ll gladly take. Flashbacks hit me and floods my system with adrenaline. But it isn’t enough to get free. Not even when they rip her out of the car with a bawling Cash. I pull and flex my arms. The need to protect them is stronger than the burning pain felt throughout my body. I almost get free, able to use my fists and boots to beat the two men that held me. My fist flies to knock one out, but the pipe is used to break a rib and then possibly another. 
 
    My body heaves wanting to pass out and puke. Curling in, I hold onto my ribs. The pain is like lighting, electrifying and paralyzing. Falling back down to my knees, I take in the pain and breathe through the nausea. Controlling my response, the best I can, but the roar that escapes I can’t help but release. “Leave them alone, come for me.” 
 
    A gun is cocked and pressed into the back of my head. Instantly I freeze at the feel of the cold steel to my skull. The boss chuckles and circles around her, pulling out his own handgun. “Awe the young and beautiful girl from New Mexico, Tami, we meet again.” He pauses looking her over, “A mother now I see. Where is my diamond at princess?” 
 
    She holds her head up staring him in the eyes, “I do not have your diamond,” Tami states flatly. 
 
    “But you know where it is?” He hisses, “You gave it someone didn’t you?” 
 
    Tami shakes her head back and forth. Her nostrils flaring while holding herself together. The boss nods his head at his men. The few at my side begin to beat me with their fists and then boots. The rage is un-comparable to red hot pain in my body. If I were free, I would bring hell with me. 
 
    “Stop!” She shouts, “I don’t have the diamond anymore.” 
 
    Blow by blow the beating doesn’t stop, and my body starts to go limp. The world begins to fade. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” The boss snarls, “Stop.” The hits stop raining down, but the pain still feels explosive. I cough up blood and fight myself from blacking out and blink my swollen eyes open, still fighting. “I know that Blade sold it for you. Thing is I can’t steal back from him, but you, I am going to take from you.” 
 
    The guard standing behind Tami grabs her violently by her hair. She gasps from the pain and clenches her eyes shut for a moment. The boss rips Cash from away from her body. She fights to free herself even from the death grip from the man behind her won’t allow her an inch. Tami claws at his hands and tries to kick at him to get away. 
 
    Fear spikes me into action and I push myself to get up but the man with the gun clubs me in the back of the head and my arms are held captive. Held at gunpoint again. The burning in my eyes and heart catches on fire, watching my life being ripped away from her, from us. My head is dizzy, and I can’t see anything in front of me. The weight of my body sways and the men have a hard time holding me up. I fall forward and my arms are stretched out at my sides. 
 
    With every step that Cash is taken from her she grows increasing desperate and reaches for him, “No, stop. I’ll give you all the money you want. Don’t take him.” She fights against the guard and he laughs into her face. “Your son will be worth more money than you ever would have.” 
 
    “Please, I can get money, don’t take him.” She croaks out every word. 
 
    Cash wails calling for his mom, big fat tears running down his stained red blotchy face. 
 
    A woman steps out from the shadows and waltzes forward, but I can’t see her. My vision is too blurry and my body fights to stay conscious I can’t let go, there’s still time to save them. Words are thrown back at Tami, but I only catch the end. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of your son for you.” The bitch thinks she’ll live through this. I’ll fucking find her and torture her myself. Adrenaline spurs on the hatred and gives me the energy to stay awake. 
 
    “I’ll fucking bleed you dry, whore,” I roar, even though the shattered ribs are protesting the movement and agony shoots through my chest. 
 
    The motherfucker of a boss kneels before me. “Tell Blade that stealing from me, was always going to cost him.” The final blow comes with the pipe to the side of my head and I black out. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 32 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    A man approaches the car and my body tightens with the paralyzing fear. Anticipation clings to my heart that is ripping through my heart. What will happen next? Every muscle tightens and my eyes are wide open unable to blink or glance away. He rips the door open and easily drags Cash and I out of the car. My head is on fire from the hair I am sure he has pulled out with his punishing grip. But that isn’t the worst part. 
 
    I have to hear and see the beating that Pawn is taking because of me and my choices. My blood thunders in my ears and the need to run to stop them from hurting him is all-consuming. But I don’t move because Cash is also in danger because of me. I hold still hoping that I can get us out if I cooperate, that they won’t touch my baby. I’m sick to my stomach from the stress and I gag but hold back just barely from puking. My breathing is erratic, and I can feel Cash’s cries vibrate through my chest. Tightly I hold him to me even though the pain is unbearable from the bruising grip from the man holding me in place. 
 
    The whole time I want to scream that I have his money, but he thinks Blade has it. If I told him that I have it, would he kill me and the unborn baby? Blade always said, “Never say anything, even in the end, if you’re going to die it won’t save you. You may get someone else killed.” 
 
    I tried to be strong for them all, but then Cash is ripped away from me, my façade is shattered. “Don’t, please not my baby,” I beg. My body violently shaking from fear, but I fight to get free. I kick and scratch as hard as I can like a wild cat to get him back. “Please, I’ll pay you, anything.” The walls I’ve worked so hard to build are exploding into dust. A man swings his fist low and connects under Pawn’s chin. His head snaps back and his body goes limp falling backwards. My body trembles and I shiver like I’ve been doused in ice water. Every push and kick is useless, and I can’t get free. I can’t save my family. 
 
    Cash cries and is calling for me. There is nothing I have done to be able to get to him. My heart tears into two, the helplessness is overwhelming. It gets even worse when she approaches me. Amanda, how could she do this to me? 
 
    “Funny, friend, you never begged for my release when I was raped while you sat and listened. Or, when they took me to be fucked.” Her face is completely different from the woman I saw just months ago. Evil and darkness stands before me now. 
 
    Spitting in her face I scowl, “Fuck you, Amanda. Whose idea was it in the first place to steal the diamonds? You did this to us.” I’ve never understood the need to kill a person, but the virus hums through my veins like a disease she’s spread. 
 
    Amanda wipes the saliva away from her cheek and shrugs, “Not the way I see it. It wasn’t hard for me to go find him and offer him money to fuck you over and he was happy to help me.” She gloats, “Now you get to be the one fucked over. Or your precious son.” 
 
    My mind scrambles and I don’t know what to do, “Take me, not him. I’ll give you money, I’ll give you it all.” I would trade my life for his. Anything in the world to buy me more time for help to get here. 
 
    Amanda hackles, “I don’t want your fucking money. I want payback, bitch. But don’t worry, I’ll take care of your son for you.” She leaves with those parting words of betrayal. Her back turned, she is ice, her revenge she has taken. I fight and push to get to my son. My strength is useless, and death would be too easy than to feel the sting of impending torture to come to your child. 
 
    “I’ll fucking bleed you dry, whore,” Pawn manages to growl from the concrete. His face is so swollen, the blood coating his face makes him unrecognizable. 
 
    My limbs go weak and my head feels dizzy. No, don’t kill him. I don’t even know what is happening; my mind has left my body and I’ve shut down completely. Cash screams for me to get him and my head whips back to him. I call and beg for him, praying my little boy hears me. He pleads for his mom to save him from the car and I can’t move. Desperation like this is killing me from the inside out. My body wants to fight for him even knowing how helpless this has become. Gone was the safe world of happily-ever-after’s and here I am without the thing I need to survive— my family. 
 
    The boss swings a pipe for Pawn’s head, and I fall forward pulling for my freedom. Pawn’s lifeless body slumping to the ground. Downward I spiral and I feel like I have nothing to lose. My hands give up the fight and they cover my mouth, tears flooding my vision. I shake my head back and forth, “No!” My legs turn to nothing and give out unable to hold the weight of my past. 
 
    I’m dying inside and the grip the man has on my hair is nothing to the splintering of desperation inside that is clawing to be free. Cash is tossed into the car and the first car drives off. Taking everything that can’t be replaced. My son. He is gone and the car speeds away with him. 
 
    My blood-curdling scream pierces the air, “Cash,” as I call for him. “What have I done?” I cry and choke on the words. My chest is heaving with a burning agony I have never felt. Despair has filled the air surrounding me. Still, I fight and try to break free with everything in me. 
 
    The guard who has me captive in his clutches tosses me forward, like trash, into the street. My feet are unable to find balance and I trip over myself. Falling to the asphalt, the rough ground biting at my flesh. My hands and knees sting from the tearing, but nothing compares to the immense ache inside. I crawl over to Pawn, picking up and laying his head in my lap. Blood paints my skin and clothing. You can’t stop yourself from falling. Only when you hit the bottom, do you know you’ve landed. 
 
    The coldness of the world seeps into my body. Tracing its way through every pore infecting me with doubt and agony once again. The cruelness I thought I could escape, but that’s a lie. None of us escape the bite of the world and the demons that run free. I want to say that I am holding on but I’m not. I’m dying here with Pawn in my arms. All I can think of is why? All of them at once and it’s a bitter reality to live with. Flashbacks hit me and all I can see is Solo’s dead and bleeding body on the ground. 
 
    Frantically my hands wipe away at the blood. Terrified that he is gone, if I can remove the blood then he will be okay, right? My fingers tremble but still when I feel his warmth I wonder if I am wrong. A stark contrast to the cold that’s been cast through my body. My fingers can’t stop shaking the trauma holds me captive and I feel like stone. I’m so cold. His face was horribly beaten with cuts that are still seeping blood. We had so much to do, so much life left. The rumble of bikes can be heard off in the distance. Coming for us but they are too late. 
 
    “You can’t leave me here with our babies. I promise Eric, I will get our baby back. I didn’t think taking the money would hurt any of you, I’m so sorry.” I gasp for air pulling in as much as I can, “God take it all, but not them.” 
 
    The lights are shining bright and illuminating the haunting left-over scene. The boots that are pounding towards us grows closer with every crunch. It is impossible for me to move from my spot or care. I sit here and run my fingers through his hair. My other hand is resting over his heart, thank God, it still beats, and his chest is moving. He’s still alive and I clench my eyes tight. Pawn is alive. A car door is slamming and soon I’m picked up and torn away for him. 
 
    Whipping around ready to fight off whoever is behind me. My mind snaps and my fists swing for the man that grabbed me. Heat builds and warms my core. Anger explodes and I want to hurt someone for taking everything from me. 
 
    “Tami,” Tank’s large hands easily take my wrists and holds me still, “Lil’ T, come here, sweetheart. Let the guys take Pawn, okay?” I pull and tug and scream to get away. His grip is strong and stings. The contrasts waking me up and I can see him through the cloud I was drifting away in. 
 
    “Tank,” gasping I relax just barely enough to explain, “They took my baby, Cash is w-with them.” My hands clench and I pull away. Tank gently lets me go. 
 
    “Who?” he questions, demanding an answer from me. 
 
    “The guys that I stole the diamond from and Amanda. They came back for payback and they took h-hi-im.” Tank tries to hurriedly push me along, but I can’t leave this spot, because Cash was last here. My lungs explode, filling with oxygen. “Stop,” I scream. “You all are too late!” 
 
    “I know, Tami. Get in the SUV. We need to get you both to the hospital.” 
 
    “It’s too late,” shouting again, I refuse and hating that he’s not listening. 
 
    Tank swallows hard and braces my shoulders gently, “Woman, it’s not too late. And if you scream at me one more time,” He stops for a split second, “I would slap your ass into reality if you weren’t pregnant. Now, get your scrawny wild ass in the car and get your head on straight, lil’ T, because your kids and Pawn fucking need you.” 
 
    I blink and then shake my head, at some point my nails have dug into Tank’s arms and I release my claws. 
 
    “Yeah, wake up princess and move.” He taps my shoulder and leaves one hand at my back guiding me quickly along. 
 
    The brothers have already loaded Pawn in the backseat and he’s starting to wake up. But it gets ugly. I get into the passenger front seat next to Tank and he speeds out of the parking lot while the brothers hold Pawn back from tearing the world down, fighting everyone who in is his way. 
 
    “Where is Cash!?” The roar that comes from him is pure insanity. Tank sees the crumbling that crashes into me. What I have I done? Will I ever be able to fix this before I lose Pawn too? 
 
    “Hold on T, you have got to keep your shit together,” Tank warns, and he’s right. Steeling my nerves, I let out what fear I can and concentrate on the road. A mile at a time until we pull into the hospital. Pawn is taken by force from the vehicle like a caged animal. Instinctively, I want to follow and make sure he is taken care of. 
 
    Vegas is there waiting for me at the entrance. The stress on her face is recognizable, but she coaxes me along with her. “Don’t worry about Pawn, they will put him to sleep so they can help him get checked by a doctor. Blade is working on finding Cash. If anyone can find your son, it’s him, Tami. Blade will do it.” The conviction in her voice helps to calm the chaos that has taken me on its wild ride just a little. 
 
    I nod and I move to follow in the direction of where Pawn was taken, fighting to be free. “Tami, we need you to be checked out as well. Were you hurt at all?” Her gaze examines my body, and she is worried about the amount of blood on me. 
 
    “It’s not mine.” I bring my shaking hands up and look at them and my clothes, which are painted with it. My shirt and pants look as if I was in a war. My eyes tear up and large drops are released when I clench them shut, the memories coming back in full force. My chest burns and then heaves before caving in. “They beat him in front of me and Cash.” 
 
    Vegas wraps her arms protectively around me and holds me up. “I want to die. They took my little boy because of me. I had no idea, God, I had no idea.” I let out the agony that trapped, but it does nothing to free me from it. I deserve it. 
 
    “Shhh. Let’s get you changed and checked out by a doctor. We don’t want anything to happen to this person, do we?” 
 
    “I can’t…” My words fall from my lips. I can’t do that to Pawn, have another good thing taken away from him. 
 
    Vegas reads my thoughts and rubs my shoulder and begins to lead me inside, “We won’t think that way until we know that is the case. I bet you things are just fine, but we need to take care of you both. Hang on to me, I got you.” 
 
    If I wasn’t so stressed, I would have stopped to see the pain that lingers in her eyes. The loss of her baby still a scar that will live within her, wounds that will never fully heal. She is brave and leads me through the maze of hallways and an elevator ride to the OB floor. 
 
    She squeezes my hand, “No matter what, I am here. No matter what. Let’s check on the little nugget.” What she doesn’t say is, she will be here if I lose my baby. My God, I can’t lose our baby. 
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    Tank 
 
      
 
    My phone pings with a text from Kat, informing me the doctors cast his broken arm and wanted him to stay sedated for a few more hours. He was a caged lion when he was dragged into the van and even worse when he realized that we took Tami away. I could barely hold the man down when we plunged a needle into him to put him to sleep. There was no way he would sit through an x-ray and everything else they needed to do for him with everything going on. I stood there a brief moment and looked down at a man that fought for his family. He more than has my respect. I vowed to bring them back together as a family. 
 
    Tami is back with him now and resting while a prospect is at the hospital watching over them. I didn’t want to leave my lil’ T alone, but I had to. As much as it killed me to ask Vegas to help her, after losing her first baby, it had to be done. We all had to pitch in to get us through the mess. 
 
    Tami would want her son over anything else in the world. As soon as she and Pawn were safely in the hands of doctors, I was out the door and on the road. The haunted look on her face was one I hope I never have to witness myself again in this lifetime. 
 
    I’ve been on the road for hours now, chasing down the assholes that stole Cash straight from the arms of his mother. None of that has gone down well with anyone. Stryker and his VP Titan have locked down the southern border tight. The hitmen are closing in, blood thirsty, the internet is cutting deals for a team to bring these men down, it’s countdown to not if but when. They signed their death warrant. 
 
    I’m right behind Blade and the brothers on their bikes. My job is simple. I’m bringing home Cash today. No doubt about it. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 33 
 
    Blade 
 
      
 
    The whole time I have to live with the guilt of what I have done. I can hear everything that is going on. Somewhere along the way, Tami dropped the phone and thank God the call didn’t disconnect. 
 
    Spider is gone, but Kat was here, and she quickly jumped in to trace the call and record it. Tank lead the guys out to go find them. Kat took over command with laser focus in Spider’s office. 
 
    Every scream and cry will forever be imprinted in my soul for the rest of my life. I’m holding on by a thread myself with the aggression and anger from the whole scene. The chaos since we moved up here has reeked enough havoc among my men and now the women. 
 
    I can hear the muffled, cracked voice of Tami come through, “You can’t leave me here with our babies. I promised Eric I will get our baby back. I didn’t think taking the money would hurt any of you, I’m so sorry.” She sniffles, “God, take it all, but not them.” 
 
    The sound of the motorcycles pulls in and the SUV to pick up Pawn and Tami. 
 
    Tank’s strangled voice assaults my ears, “Tami, lil’ T, come here sweetheart. Let the guys take Pawn, okay.” It sounds like he’s approaching a wounded animal, and I guess you can say he most definitely is. 
 
    “Tank,” she gasps, “They took my baby. Cash is w-with them.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The guys that we stole the diamond from and Amanda. They came back for payback and they took h-hi-im.” 
 
    I can’t take anymore, because it’s not helping. I can’t allow the club to fall at the mercy of what I did. It’s time that I show the world how ruthless I can be. The eyes of the underworld will see how I hunt. 
 
    Turning the speaker down, I order Kat, “Put a bounty on their heads. Alive. I want Cash unharmed or no reward. Make it viral to the best hitmen of the underworld. Call Stryker and let him know I will be out hunting. You know how to handle the rest.” 
 
    The clock has started, and time is against me. Every second that passes is a risk of life and death. A game never to be played with the thugs and thieves of the world, only if you can stand to lose it all, I can’t. That drives me to be the most lethal man in the world. 
 
    I bark at the Prospects to round up the women and kids, bring them here, and lock down the club. Barging through the front doors, I find Fuego and his men, Cuervo, and Axl, my VP, ready at the bikes. The pressure builds with every step down the path to retribution. South. We are coming for them. The wolf pacing inside of us all howls in our minds, waiting to be freed when our bikes turn over. The gas igniting our need for blood and vengeance. 
 
    Hide, motherfuckers, the Battle Born MC is coming for you. 
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    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Heat. That’s the first thing I feel waking up before the shooting pain cripples me from moving. Someone is next to me, but where? Barely, I can peek open an eye to find Tami’s blond head and her body curled up at my side on the bed. 
 
    My left arm feels too heavy to pick up normally and I see that it has been casted. Breathing is near impossible with sharp pains bursting with every inhale. I groan, running my hand over the bandages. The aches are immense but bearable. When my mind starts to un-fog from the drugs pumped into my system, I realize that Cash is missing from the room and the reality slams into my chest more forceful than any broken bone. 
 
    He is gone and I’ve failed them. 
 
    The fingers from my right hand roam over Tami’s back and land in her hair. Her head is resting next to my hip and her feet are dangling off the end of the bed. They would be better off without me. I couldn’t figure out who was coming for us and I couldn’t protect them in the end. 
 
    My mind goes to war as the dirty thoughts I listened to before come and settle in to attack me like an old friend. They whisper the lies I would listen to. “Pawn, run far away,” they taunt, “go light up the bud and the world will disappear. Let me be your mistress. I’ll take care of you, baby.” 
 
    My body itches to listen. To get up out of this bed alone and leave behind the love that I don’t deserve because I wasn’t man enough. Isn’t this enough of a sign that I’m not cut out for a wife and kids? 
 
    The shame settles in but the look on Blade’s face is front and center. His resolve to, no matter what, protect his club, woman, and children. Fuck! Internally, I scream. I want that. I can’t be weak and fold. Abuela’s words come to my mind, “Your road will be very hard, at times. Be strong, for them. Be their strength and bear the pain.” 
 
    Clenching my eyes shut, I fight off all the old lies. Shedding away the weakness, my resolve comes back with every beat of my heart. I’m still here, I’m alive and there is still a fight in me to be the man I need for them. My blood pressure spikes. Could something worse have happened to Tami while I was out? Did she lose the baby? She must feel the heavy breaths that pump in and out of my chest. Holding the anger, pain, and worry inside that war each other to be free. 
 
    Her head comes up and those beautiful eyes open. The deep dark circles and puffiness show me the torture she’s been in while I was out. “Eric,” she chokes on a sob. 
 
    Slowly I set the bed up with the remote and she straddles my lap gently encasing me in her arms. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t know they would ever come after us, I didn’t know I swear.” Tami pleads for my forgiveness and strength because she feels even more shattered by this than I would have known. 
 
    How could I be angry at her for how cruel this world can be? “Don’t cry, angel, I know it’s not your fault. It’s not good for my baby…” the words trailing off, because I could be wrong. What if? 
 
    Her forehead touches mine, “As far as what my doctor said last night, the baby is okay, but I am supposed to take it easy and check in with him regularly. But how, Pawn, when Cash is still missing?” Hope spreads through me like a hit of relief. 
 
    A single tear falls from her face, coating my cheek. “Have faith. That Blade and the MC will take care of us. They will bring him home to us.” I don’t say alive, because like her, I have never believed in miracles. Until she does, I will for the both of us. My hands run over her body, and there is proof of that with her here, faithfully at my side, believing in me and alive. That’s all I need to know the truth. There is no stopping love from making you a believer in miracles. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 34 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    Vegas stands at the doorway with her keys in her hand. “Are you ready?” I can barely move. Let alone, think past the next move or know what is up or down at the moment. 
 
    Looking around, I feel lost. I start to panic looking for my purse, phone, or anything that belongs to me. “I can’t find anything.” But what I am looking for really is a diaper bag and a person. Without him in my world, it feels bare and empty. 
 
    Vegas’s soft touch halts my nervous searching and irrational thoughts. “All your stuff is at the clubhouse.” 
 
    I nod and try to pick myself up from where I am, desperate and scared. There’s no room for that though. I’ll be strong and hold on. Minute by minute if I have to. Taking in a deep inhale I look up and straighten my spine. 
 
    “There she is.” Vegas is trying to coax me into the world. “Keep breathing, honey, I got you.” 
 
    Pawn slowly gets off the bed and sits in the wheelchair when the nurse strolls in. He grumbles at her, which she reminds him that she is required to push him out to the car. I would bet on that she doesn’t want to do it anymore than he does. 
 
    Together we walk out of the room and side-by-side and we wander silently down the halls. How will this all turn out when the dust settles? When we reach the elevator, I look up at the ceiling and practice the breathing that I need to keep the strength I need to see me through this. 
 
    Pawn’s hand grips mine from beside me and I look down. His bruised and battered face is almost unrecognizable. His hand squeezes mine and my eyes clench tight. He’s alive, Cash is still alive, I can feel him in my heart. I know what death feels like and it’s not here. I squeeze his back. Hope is alive. 
 
    The ride is silent on the way to the clubhouse. All our thoughts circle around the unknown and wait for the answers no one has yet. Only one thing is certain. There will be an end to today. 
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    Pawn 
 
      
 
    My old room feels different as Tami and I walk in and find stuff from our house already here. Our clothes and bath stuff sit on the bed. The space is dead because the man that lived here before no longer exists. His past demons still haunt the room like a bad dream. 
 
    If I could wish to take back my past? I wouldn’t. There has been a lot that has been learned and one thing is my past can’t wear me down. Picking up the shower supplies I take Tami’s hand and lead her into the bathroom. I turn on the shower and let the water run while I help her undress. The fatigue, I can see is taking its toll on her. I need to wash away the emotions that have bound themselves to us. 
 
    She doesn’t fight me but lets me take over. Once her clothes are removed, I help her into the shower, and we hand each other what we need. I let the hot water hit the back of my head and everything fucking hurts. Not just the gaping hole in my chest. We dry off and lay down with her on the small bed and pull in close, spooning her from behind. Selfishly I take her comfort and anything I can. Looking for reasons to stay strong because like my ribs, the world is broken without my boy here. 
 
    “Go to sleep, momma.” I kiss down her neck and shoulder and pull the blankets up and over us. Encasing us and praying for some relief from the agony. My body is as broken as my spirit is and as painful as that is, that is nothing compared to watching your woman shatter before your eyes. 
 
    Tami lets loose what I know she’s been trying to hold in. Gut wrenching sobs break free and I hold onto her. “Let it out. I’m here and will always be here. Say goodbye to those fears, angel.” I take what I can because I need her whole and I vowed to protect her, even though my mind screams for relief. Her body shakes and Tami’s hands cover her face. “I’ve seen my share of bad times, Tami, and this is the worst, but we are still fighting. Be brave, angel, and believe we can still have it all. Together we can do anything.” 
 
    Tami doesn’t respond but settles down. It takes time, but she gives into the needs her body has and falls fast asleep. I reach around her with my right hand and cradle her stomach down low. Never in my life have I prayed for anything more than I do now. More for her than me, I ask for this. To keep this baby safe. I’ve been through it all, I may not be deserving, but I need this baby to make it. This baby was meant to be my angel on earth and not heaven. I fight against the bad thoughts that tell me I’m not enough and tell the universe I am. 
 
    I could make it through the loss, but I know it would tear her world apart. The heartbreak would change her, and I don’t want that. I need her to be the way she is. The change would eat me alive. My strength I dig deep inside for her to take from me the will to survive and persevere the tough times. It strange, the feeling that comes to me is it is a she. 
 
    My body weakens and I fall in a heap next to her. Tami is my vice in this life, with her I can fight it all. Never alone but always as one, living for forever. I’ll walk in the pits of hell, so she never has to. 
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    Tami 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure how long I am out for, but when I do come to, I am all alone. Today I have no pride, there is no room for it. I need someone to lean on, my once free wings feel too heavy to fly. The emotions are overwhelming and has humbled me. There is nothing more important than the family you have. 
 
    Walking out into the bar, the quiet is stifling. Deciding I need a tea I go to the kitchen and make one then head out back. There I find Kat and Vegas smoking. I find a chair and take a step towards that direction when their heads snap up to me. 
 
    “What?” Their faces are holding a secret. 
 
    “They found him,” Kat answers. 
 
    The tea I was holding crashes to the ground. The mug breaks into pieces and the liquid splashes up onto my legs. 
 
    “They found him?” I whisper. 
 
    Vegas stands and comes to me, “That’s all we know. But it’s good news. Blade and Tank will go to hell and back for you. Hang on, T, they will bring your baby home.” 
 
    My heart pounds in my ears and I sit down holding my face in my hands. 
 
    “What is it?” Pawn demands from the door. 
 
    My head pops up and my relief floods every pore, “They know where he is.” 
 
    “I was just coming to tell you, angel.” He holds up his phone, “Just a little longer, okay?” 
 
    I nod my head and Vegas passes by, “I’m going to make you another tea, sit there and don’t move. Let the sun seep in. I’ll be back in a few.” 
 
    Kat’s worried and tired face finds mine, “She’s been worried sick about you too, you know.” 
 
    Being lost in my head, I didn’t have time to think how this would affect her with her own loss. Even though she’s had the twins, some scars never will go completely away, and this one is hers. The baby she lost. Instinctively, I hold my own belly. 
 
    “I have to believe that we will be okay.” 
 
    “She will be,” Pawn answers. Both Kat and I give him a questioning looks. “The baby, she’s a girl, and she’s stronger than we give her credit for. My angel will make it.” 
 
    I’m up and out of my chair, wrapping my arms around his middle. I hold on because he has made it possible for me to. 
 
    “Everything okay,” Vegas announces herself coming back out. 
 
    “Yes,” Pawn says, “we are having a girl.” 
 
    Vegas stalls, speechless for a moment. “I would love that.” Not bothering to ask how or argue. 
 
    Even with the bright information the somber mood hangs onto us. Until the sun sets and hopefully, I will have my baby in my arms, will all be okay. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 35 
 
    Blade 
 
      
 
    Glaring at Spider from across the rundown gas station parking lot, I’m pissed. I don’t know how much exactly, or if at all that he’s part to blame for this fuck up, but his head has been rammed clear up his ass lately. I’m going to find out once and for all what he has been up too. All of us feel the pressure but no one more than me. I gave Tami the money, but they went after her because kidnapping my kids was a much harder target. 
 
    They thought taking her son was easier. Suspecting that since Solo died she was unclaimed, and they could get back at her for stealing from them in the first place. It all traced back to her in the end. The kicker of it all, they think I made money off it. All of them do, except me and Stryker know the truth and that is how we are leaving it. I paid the club dues and gave the rest to her, which could have been my cut, but it wasn’t. Pacing back and forth I try to work off the anger that keeps building into a bomb wanting to explode. 
 
    Spider keeps me in his peripheral but doesn’t say a word. He’s smart enough to know when to approach me and when to let shit lie. This is one of those times. Eventually, he and I will have it out about what is going on. 
 
    My phone alerts to me a call from Kat, “Eyes on him, just north of Death Valley. Stryker is on his way up from Las Vegas. I’m sending you the tracking information from the hitman, alias is Nocturnal.” 
 
    The line goes dead and I wait for the text to come through. A small green dot shows me their location and I race back to my bike realizing we are just behind them. Pulling my shades down and my black bandana over my nose and mouth, I jump back onto my ride. Whether the guys are ready to roll out or not, I tear out of the parking lot. 
 
    The heat radiating up from the highway is stifling and feels like a furnace burning your eyeballs from the hot wind. I hold my phone in one hand as I come up behind what looks like a desert storm truck and I stay on his tail. Up the road are two old police cars that are stripped down to almost nothing. A park ranger stands in the road to Desert Valley, blocking the entrance into the park and stopping the first car he approaches. Seconds pass before the whole scene changes. 
 
    He reaches behind his back and pulls out his gun with a silencer. Three rounds go off in quick succession. The truck in front of me swerves deep to the right and T-bones the car behind the first. He doesn’t stop, kicking the truck into gear and pushing the car off the road until it flips when the tires dig into the sand. Dust covers the area like a storm came barreling through. 
 
    Parking my bike, I jump off with my gun in my hand and find that the park ranger has his aim trained on what is more than likely the boss in the front seat. The wind is picking up and the howl can be heard through the abandoned valley. I edge my way around the front of the car with my gun raised. From where I stand, I can see that Cash is okay, but he’s screaming at the top of his lungs, calling for his mom. 
 
    Once I’m at the passenger seat, I find a dead Amanda with her blood splattered across Cash’s face. Her eyes are open and a bullet hole between the eyes. The friend that Tami cared so much for in the end sold her out. Revenge won out. That’s how they had to have found her. I wanted them all dead when I found them all those years ago. Had I killed her then, this would have never happened. Never again will I go against my gut instinct. 
 
    Ripping the passenger seat open, I rip the man responsible from the seat to stand in front of me. He laughs in my face, “All’s well that ends well. I should have fucked Tami when I had the chance instead of taking this stupid little cunt.” 
 
    Rearing my gun back, I slice the butt of it across his face. He falls back against the car. The roar of bikes are parking along with the SUV that Tank brought and our rock crawler. I don’t let up. I rain down the blows like he did to Pawn. The pent-up frustration becomes the energy to make him bleed for me. 
 
    Tank is the first man to dive into the car and takes Cash out. The screaming toddler settles down when he’s in the arms of his uncle Tank. He’s taken away from all the commotion, then put in a vehicle headed home to Tami. 
 
    I hold him up by his shirt until he is limp. When he falls to his knees in front of me, I lift my foot connecting my boot with the side of his head. His lifeless body collapsing into the sand. Everyone swarms around the scene and my men take a look at the stupid fuck. “Beat him but he stays alive. Then load him in the truck.” 
 
    One-by-one, they take their hits, payment for taking from the MC. Spider raises his boot and stomps on his face then uses his steel toes to break a few ribs. 
 
    I walk around the car and hold my hand out to the park ranger, “Nocturnal.” 
 
    The evil gleam covers the slick bastards face, “Tell the Black Widow we are even, debt’s paid.” He doesn’t shake my bloody hand but turns his back to me and walks away, leaving in a small unmarked Ford Ranger truck. The other truck that plowed the car off the road, follows the other one like nothing happened here. Kat will never cease to amaze me. Never. 
 
    I make a call to Stryker asking him to get a crew up here to clean this up. 
 
    “Stryker, we’ve got a mess up here at the north entrance of Desert Valley State Park.” 
 
    “It’s all done?” he questions. 
 
    “Just one more, and then I’m heading out.” 
 
    He hums, “Call me tomorrow with details.” 
 
    We hang up and I walk briskly over to the rock crawler and sit in the passenger seat. Saint drives us out further away from the road. The brothers jump out from the back and drag the thief out. The piece of shit that’s tied up, is dragged through the dirt. 
 
    “Pin him to the desert floor, spread out and find me what you can.” The man’s clothes are cut away from his body as he’s nailed down and staked to the hot sand. Hot enough to fry his flesh. The heatwaves emit from the surface in waves. He winces from the burns from both the sun and the sand he lies on top of. 
 
    “Tell me now, how you knew I had your money.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” He defends wheezing through his words. 
 
    “But you did.” From a small box I take out a scorpion by the tail and place it on the man’s bloody and bruised chest. The little beast tenses and flinches when I poke at it with a stick. 
 
    “Okay, stop, I’ll tell you what you want,” he begs hyperventilating. 
 
    It rears back and then its sticker digs into the man’s chest. He hollers out when stung. 
 
    “Can’t be worse than a bee sting. C’mon, don’t be a pussy.” Once again, I poke at the scorpion and it strikes at his chest again. He cries out and the brothers and I get a kick out of his cries. The insect runs off into hiding and when he calms down, I ask him again, “How did you know I had your money?” 
 
    “Amanda contacted me a few months back, she said she had information on the diamond they stole. She knew Tami had it when they parted.” He wheezes in discomfort, then finishes, “There’s no way those girls could sell it. It had to have been you. Amanda paid her back for what they took. The bitch wanted her payback in the end. Tami went and saw Amanda, that’s how she knew where she was.” 
 
    “Driving through the desert for a reason?” 
 
    “Yeah, she was going to be dumped,” he admits. 
 
    Done with the stupid cunt, I pull my blade out from my holster. The thief begs and pleads for me to stop. But there is no stopping what he is getting. Slowly, I carve the word, THIEF, across his entire torso. He squeals like a hog at the slaughter. 
 
    Wiping my blade clean I look up to see Cuervo headed our way, the heels of his cowboy boots sinking into the sand. But what he holds send a shiver up my back. A rattlesnake hisses as he carries it, holding onto his head with one hand and the body coils around his arm rattling. Warning Cuervo, there is death behind his bite. 
 
    The man blubbers with an intense fear of what’s coming. Snot and tears mix in with the blood running from his nose and eyes. “No, just shoot me!” 
 
    Cuervo kneels next to the man, reciting the Prayer of the Holy Death, “La Santa Muerte, grant us your protection.” The snake hisses and Cuervo brings the fangs to the man’s flesh at his leg and the venom seeps into his body. The screams of terror would bring a lesser man to his knees, but not me and not my men. 
 
    Cuervo pulls the snake away and holds it tight to a rock on the desert floor. Taking his machete out he brings the weapon down. Cutting the head from the body he tosses the head next to the thief. Cuervo then cuts off the rattle and pockets it. Silently, he walks off into the desert alone. 
 
    Taking a picture for Kat. She’ll send out a warning to our enemies and allies to spread the word that we found our thief, a snake, and the bounty has been claimed. I walk over to Spider and Cowboy. “Stay with him. If he lives long enough, let the coyotes finish the job. Then burn and bury him.” 
 
    Only play with a group of thieves if you know you can win. Betting on winning with shit odds will put you in the mercy of Battle Born MC. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 36 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    At the front steps of the clubhouse, I release the smoke that has filled my lungs. Instead of taking too many prescription painkillers I rolled a joint and lit it. It’s helped with the pain management and the stress of the last twenty-four hours has brought. I haven’t heard many details, and it’s been humbling to sit back and wait for information. A position no person or man wants to be in. I’ve lived through the mercy a few times and one I hope to never experience again. 
 
    I’ve held onto hope that my brothers would deliver because every moment that he is gone is an ache that I never in my life have felt. My chest feels as if someone has dug my heart out with a dull blade. I won’t sleep until he returns. As the sun starts to set so does my hope. Little by little it dwindles away with the fading sunlight. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” Jenn approaches and stands next to me. 
 
    “Holding on with everything I got.” I assure her. 
 
    “Good. If you need someone I’m here too. I know you men like to look tough and shit. But if you need, I’m always around.” 
 
    “Jenn. I appreciate that and everything else you have done for me along the way. There ain’t many bitches I would call a friend. You would be one of those bitches.” 
 
    “Wow.” She holds a hand to her chest, “So proud to be considered a bitch. Keep smoking, you’re getting funnier by the second.” She shakes her head at me, “Hand that over to me.” 
 
    Hesitantly I pass over my joint eyeing her suspiciously, she takes a drag and coughs out, “I forgot to mention.” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “That Tank should be here in less than thirty seconds.” She winks and drops the butt into the dirt and puts it out with her boot. My mind spins and my heart is bursting with pride and hope. The blood returns the heat my body that has been lacking since Cash has been gone. 
 
    Tank’s truck pulls in and I run over to the truck, opening the backseat door where Cash is fast asleep in a car seat. Unbuckling him as fast as I can, I gather him up and hold him to my chest. Everything in me relaxing with the weight of him in my arms. Ten thousand pounds of worry leaves my body and I can breathe. That ache in my chest starts to loosen and I can feel happy again. 
 
    “Daddy,” he mumbles halfway awake. 
 
    “Thank God.” I look up to the sky saying a small thank you to the heavens. His little voice and tiny body are my entire world. Swinging him side to side I take comfort in his presence. I hear a commotion behind me as Tami comes running to us and yelling Cash’s name. 
 
    He perks up and squeals for her as she approaches. She steals him from me and falls to her knees, planting kisses all over his face. He is smiling and finally Tami is whole, we are whole. 
 
    “Dude.” Tank interrupts my moment with a whisper. 
 
    “What?” I sarcastically whisper back irritated. 
 
    “Cash needs a bath.” 
 
    “I know.” What the hell is telling me this for now. 
 
    “Bro he had… splatter stuff all over him. I cleaned it off. But he NEEDS.” His eyes bug out looking at Tami. “A bath, ASAP. You picking up what I’m saying now?” 
 
    I look over to her and think of the shit that could have been on his face, and having a pretty idea there was blood, and her kissing him all over makes me gag in my mouth. 
 
    “Good, you got it,” he smarts and smacks me on the back leaving us alone. 
 
    “K-love, baby, your man is home,” he hollers walking into the clubhouse. “Your king needs a beer and tacos.” 
 
    The asshole leaves me alone to figure out how to pry Cash away and get him cleaned up. One thing is for sure, those clothes will be burned, and Tami and I will have it all. A love and life she has dreamt about. It will never be easy, but I know I can be the father and husband she needs. I feel it. I’m more than ready to see the baby she has growing inside her and what Cash’s future holds. They all a bigger part of what the world is, and I see it now, what a man is. I’ll have their backs until the day I die. 
 
    Gathering Tami and Cash from the ground I hold them both close to me and walk us into the clubhouse. Kat comes running with Eli right behind her. “Thank God, he’s home.” 
 
    Tami’s lip trembles, “What if he is affected or remembers?” 
 
    Kat rubs Cash’s back, “I think with your love he will heal and not remember anything. He wasn’t with them long enough.” She nudges Tami, “I’ll make dinner, the king has demanded tacos. He’s like feeding a bottomless pit.” 
 
    Tami may not see it, but I do, Kat is pushing Tami along to move forward. Which is everything she needs, and I follow her lead. “Let’s get him bathed?” 
 
    Tami goes along with it, giving her a task keeps her mind on track. I mouth a ‘thank you’ to Kat and we take him into the bathroom. By the time she has the bath filled I have him undressed. She takes him from me and plays with him, handing him a few toys. While they are occupied, I pick up his clothes and I take them outside. 
 
    In a burn barrel I toss a small stack of wood and his clothes, including his shoes. Looking around, I can’t seem to find any lighter fluid. I’m about to give up when Tank comes through the door with a cup of liquid. “Gas.” He pours the liquid over the contents inside the barrel. “I saw you searching around and thought I would help out.” 
 
    Striking a match, I toss it inside. The flames ignite, and in that moment, I give in and falling to my knees. It is all over. “Thank God.” I hold myself up by placing my hands on my knees. There is no stopping the few tears that are escaping. The relief is so tangible as if I could reach out and touch it. If I lost him, I would have lost them all. I never want to know what that world looks like. A true prison that I could never be freed from. 
 
    Tank gives me a few hard pats, “Let it out brother, you had a lot to lose.” 
 
    Allowing myself a few more moments of exposing my fears and gratitude, I take in a deep inhale and get up to my feet. Drying my face with my sleeve. 
 
    “Sucks growing up, doesn’t it?” Tank asks with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckle. “It’s not made for the weak.” 
 
    “You’re going to be okay from here on out. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I do know that. Tank, I can’t thank you enough for everything.” I tell him about all my regrets not being good enough Tami. The times that he was there for her when I wasn’t until now. “I needed you guys and there was a time I could have thrown it all away. I’m glad I didn’t, that we are standing here right now in this moment and not worse. Because had I left, who knows what could have happened.” 
 
    “Don’t go there in your head because it all happened for a reason so the bad wouldn’t touch Cash. You are the man you were meant to be. You protected them the best you could. We all work as a team.” 
 
    Tank reaches out and gives me a half hug when the backdoor opens and a little Eli comes running out with two beer cans and a root beer. He hands one to Tank and one to me. Tank opens Eli’s root beer and hands it to him. I’m thankful for the distraction and the second I have to let it all go. 
 
    “Mom said only one,” he seriously states with a finger in the air. “One.” 
 
    “Maybe for you little dude. Your mom doesn’t tell the Road Dog how many.” Tank sighs, “It’s so hard to teach this boy when his mom is constantly butting in.” 
 
    Eli grins and takes off running back to the house. “Where is he going?” 
 
    “To tell on me. The kid stirs the shit. My team building efforts need some remodeling for his generation. Plus, he’s part Black Widow. I need some creative lessons.” 
 
    “Yeah, because what he just did has nothing to do with you at all.” Popping the can open, I take a long pull of the ice-cold beer. 
 
    Tank smiles around the can he’s holding up to his mouth, “That too, we are so fucked.” His boisterous laugh fills the air, clearing the area of any leftover dread. “Take the good with the bad. Because the good is what gets us through it.” 
 
    Holding my can of beer up, I say, “Cheers.” 
 
    Kat calls us in to eat and I go in search of Tami and Cash. I find them both asleep in my bed. Tami has him curled up, wrapped up tightly to her. They’re out cold and resting. I leave them alone and sneak back out to the bar. 
 
    On my way, Blade crosses paths with me and signals for me to follow him back into the office. He calls Kat on his phone. It isn’t too long before she is shutting the door behind her. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” he asks her, his tired face looks as if he hasn’t slept in days. 
 
    She nods at Blade starting to fill us in. “I looked back over Tami’s receipts and phone records. She reached out to Amanda shortly after Pawn was out.” 
 
    “Which would make sense of the timeline of everything.” Blade rubs his face, “Thank you.” Kat knows she’s dismissed and leaves us alone. “I gave Tami the cash from the diamond she stole. Not only that, I invested it for her to make money. I put it into a stock and I pay someone to manage it for her. It’s quadrupled from the four grand I originally had and continues to grow.” 
 
    He lights a smoke and rests back into his chair, “I was responsible for her and I failed. You have my apologies for the mistakes I made. If I could go back I would but the only thing I would change is saving Amanda. Tami should have never known how to find her.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone of us would have known that her friend would have gone to those lengths to pay her back.” Even though we know Solo did it to help her, I still will defend him. “What is going to happen with her now?” 
 
    Blade explains to me that Amanda was already dead when he arrived, or he would have tortured her. Her sole purpose was only to hurt Tami and pay her back for everything she suffered. “After being raped and tortured when your friend is living the life you wanted can make you crazy. Tami’s heart was in the right place just didn’t see that evil existed there.” 
 
    Call me crazy, but Blade has changed, but he is more concerned about her than I would even suspect. “Why, Blade? Why are you helping Tami?” Something just feels off. 
 
    Lighting a smoke, he tosses the pack and lighter on the desk. After a long drag, he holds my gaze with a sternness that because he hesitates, I know for him it personal. “She’s my sister. My mom knows and Stryker is dealing with that and how to tell Tami. The truth it is eating him alive. With everything that has happened he wanted to wait. But she’ll know soon.” 
 
    “How did you figure it out?” There is only one set of eyes that I have ever seen like hers. A hazel so bright it’s like looking at a tiger. 
 
    “Tami has identical eyes to Stryker.” Sitting back in his chair he rubs the back of his neck, “She told me a story of living in New Mexico on the streets. We run our shit through there regularly. I remember my old man being gone on business there. Just a hunch I didn’t know then, but I had her tested.” 
 
    “Who all knows about this?” 
 
    “Me, you and my parents. Now that you know, I have a message from Stryker. Marry her, soon. He’s on his way to check on her and you.” Blade blows out a cloud of smoke. There is no joking behind his father’s threat. 
 
    The lump that forms in my throat is hard to swallow. Who Tami really is, and she doesn’t even know it yet. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, holy shit. Guess who will be giving her away at her wedding?” 
 
    “Tank is going to be pissed, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. That’s the best part. It’s hard as hell to get that arrogant prick to calm down.” Blade stands, “Take care of her.” 
 
    “I wish I didn’t know before her. That is fucked up, Prez.” 
 
    “No. Because it gives you time to get your head on straight when they get here to tell her. So, get her ready. That’s your job. And I think it would be smart of you to have a ring before Stryker gets here unless you’re okay with another bruise on that face.” 
 
    Blade drops a bomb and leaves me alone staring at a wall. Just keep piling the shit on. May as well get it all out in the open. My body is exhausted, and I find myself curled up in my bed next to my woman and out like a light. We can deal with the rest another day. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 37 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    Constantly over the last few days I have kept Cash within arm’s reach. He’s been spoiled rotten with attention. I took our safety for granted because he was born into the MC family. I couldn’t have been more wrong, quite the opposite actually. In some cases, it has put us at a greater risk. Days, I’ve spent thinking over my actions and how that has affected all of us. 
 
    When Blade comes to the house with Vegas and the twins, I’m surprised he came to check on me at home. Standing at the curtain, I watch as Vegas and Blade help the kids out of the car. Absently, I brush it off as Vegas wanting to stop by. 
 
    Between her and Kat they have been at my side constantly this last year to hold me up. You would have to know, I guess, what it’s like to lose your life in the midst of the chaos of the world. I understand now why Vegas was relentless in taking care of me and the unborn baby. She wanted to protect me from her pain. Why Kat is always diligent in watching over us, protecting her family. We are what we know and what we have become. Together, we take off everyone as one. 
 
    This I know for a certainty; without them I would have been a lost soul and searching. Even Blade knew when I met them that I was family. He could have easily shipped me off like the others. Some things in life pull you together. It’s up to us to decide our future and allowing our choices to build the life we want. I’ve learned from and watched these people enough to feel such a great respect for each one. They have shaped my life like a family should. 
 
    I leave my spot at the window and start a pot of coffee, anticipating this will take a while. I welcome it and have been waiting for the Prez to make a call. I just didn’t think it would be a house-call. Arms wrap around my middle and kisses are slowly placed up my neck. Goosebumps erupt and desire catches. 
 
    “Eric, Blade and Vegas are here,” I inform him, effectively dousing the flame he wanted to light. 
 
    Pawn groans, “It’s been awhile.” His hands grip my tits and the doorbell rings, “Fuck.” He lets go and answers the door. I get out some donuts and set out mugs at the table while the coffee brews. 
 
    Pawn leads in the Prez and his Ol’ Lady into the kitchen. Blade gives me a head nod and sits at the table. My hormones start to take over. Suddenly I feel grateful and loved. Giving Vegas a hug I choke, “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” She steps back a little surprised. 
 
    Pawn sees the emotion in my expression and takes the boys, “Easton, Tez, let’s go find Cash.” Directing the boys into the living room where the kids reunite. The cartoons are blasting and laughing has started at the sound of the toy box being dumped on the floor. 
 
    “Taking care of me.” I confess, “I don’t know what I would have done without you and Kat.” 
 
    “Of course, Tami.” Vegas touches my arm, “We love you and will always have your back.” 
 
    Pawn comes back in with a grin, “Don’t worry Angel, I’ll pick it up.” Knowing, any other day I wouldn’t be happy with the toys being dumped. 
 
    I bat his concern away and step away to get the coffee. At the table the three of them are waiting for me. I set the pot down and grip the napkin in my hands. “Since I was brought here, you all have been there for me. Never pushing me away but gave me enough to feel protected and to grow. Things I can never repay.” I dot the napkin at my eyes. “It’s been a hell of a ride. Don’t mind the crazy pregnant lady emotions.” 
 
    Pawn runs his touch across my thigh, and it helps me to keep going. “Blade, I am so sorry that I put the club at risk with that diamond. Pawn explained to me the risk of opening up to people that I don’t know. I can’t tell you how much I regret going to her now. I would have never, had I known.” 
 
    Vegas pours herself and Blade a cup of coffee while my chest heaves with the guilt of my actions and part of the chain that derailed my life. His head tilts to the side, “Tami, I don’t say this lightly, I am part to blame as well. I gave you the ammunition to shoot yourself in the foot. I had enough of an ego to believe no one would come after you. I didn’t know that Solo gave you the information to find Amanda. If I had, I would have stopped you. Spider let me know how you had the information.” 
 
    He takes a drink. “You didn’t know who she was now, and yes, put us at risk. But you learned the importance of what we do and why. Let go of the guilt and repercussions. That’s mine and Pawn’s burden to carry. Let it go. There is no point in you suffering any longer.” 
 
    Vegas looks between me and Pawn. “We came here to make sure that you guys were okay. I know that you need some time to let it all settle but today, go and celebrate together. Live. I’m taking Cash for a sleepover, spend time together and reconnect.” 
 
    Blade chokes on his coffee, surprised he is taking another kid back with them. He pulls his phone from his pocket and starts typing out a text. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Vegas clearly onto his action and suspicious. 
 
    “Texting the prospects that they are needed at the house later. I’m not chasing three kids all night.” Without shame he informs her, “They are little shits.” Setting his phone on the table, he stares down his wife. “Don’t thank me, but you’re welcome.” 
 
    She shoots him a disapproving glare. “Scared of toddlers, I’m shocked.” 
 
    “No, just not stupid,” he banters. 
 
    Her eyebrows hit her hairline, “We’ll see about that.” Focusing her attention back to me, “How are you feeling?” Vegas asks me for the hundredth time. 
 
    Her concern comforting, “I’m good, working through it all. But the baby, she’s good. She is relentless with morning sickness. Stronger than I can imagine, like her dad, she’s a fighter.” My hand falls to the tiny bump that has bulged out, “Like her aunts, she will be fearless.” 
 
    Blade’s face scrunches, “Aren’t you just a few months along? How do you know it’s a girl?” 
 
    “I know,” Pawn proudly declares, “Because I feel her. And she is strong because her mother has more heart than anything I have ever felt on this earth. That is what I feel, it’s her in there.” 
 
    Once again, I dab at my eyes, because those hormones are no joke. My family blows me away. I couldn’t ask for more and thank the world at what I have been given, love. 
 
    Blade finishes his coffee and stands holding his hand out to Vegas, his wife. She takes his hand and the intimacy is visible in such a simple action. The first time in weeks my mind wanders off back to the book that I want to publish. The desire to get back into the world is coming alive. 
 
    “Let me grab a bag for Cash.” I hurry and gather some clothes and small things that Cash would want. Like his stuffed animal he likes to sleep with that his grandmother gave to him. And that inspires an idea as I stuff it into the bag. 
 
    I find the group in the front yard. Vegas holds Cash in her arms nuzzling his cheeks and is blowing kisses causing him to laugh and playfully bat her away. I didn’t realize how much he was really treasured not only by me. Since this boy was conceived, he has been loved and protected by us all. Vegas must have been worried out of her mind when he went missing too. 
 
    Pawn and Blade argue and cuss over how to fit three car seats into the backseat. It is quite funny to watch them get pissed over the task. Blade throws one toy out and then a another to make room. Each one clanking on the pavement. 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell Vegas again, “For loving Cash too, and me. For being the woman you are and being strong for me when I was lost.” 
 
    She turns to me, “I’ll always love you like my sister, always.” Cash reaches for me and I take him from her. “I’m going to tell Blade tonight when he’s about to fall asleep from exhaustion that I’m pregnant again. This will make him flip his shit. Don’t judge me, I know it’s a little mean. But it’s fun to mess with him. And this—” she waves her hand in front of her, “Is icing on the cake.” 
 
    A furious and red-faced Blade pops out of the Tahoe and declares, “Give me the kid, we are ready.” Vegas chuckles and takes the bag with her, sitting in front. 
 
    Smothering my big boy in kisses, I finally hand him over and watch with Pawn as they take off down the driveway after loading three energetic boys. Everything that I have ever wanted is right here and the happily-ever-after that I will protect forever. Loving them all forever. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 38 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Tami and I stare at each other from across the cab of my truck. Each of us having very different ideas of what we wanted to do today. 
 
    “I think we need to go get you an SUV like Vegas has. I’m never letting you have a car again.” 
 
    She huffs at me, “I don’t think for one, that we should spend the day, living,” She puts into quotes with her fingers, “Buying a car that I cannot afford. I’m not making any money, yet.” 
 
    I bite my tongue that I would love to know how much money she and Blade squirreled away. But I don’t. I don’t care about her money. “It’s for us. I’ll pay for it. If you don’t want to go, then I’ll pick one out later.” I’m surprised when she doesn’t complain, but hey, if I can get it done and she doesn’t care, then I am all for that. 
 
    Starting the truck, I pull out of the driveway, “I have a better idea.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” Excitement consumes her and the bright sunny smile I missed so much pops back up. 
 
    “You’ll have to wait and see.” I taunt and put the truck into drive. Driving towards a small store that I have had my eye on. On the way, Tami hums along to the songs she loves on the radio. I pull into a small parking lot and she jumps out after me. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” 
 
    I hold the door open, “I want you to pick out the most beautiful ring in the world. One day soon you are walking down the aisle with me.” 
 
    “Planning our future?” she asks with a raised brow. 
 
    “Always, angel.” 
 
    She raises up on her tiptoes and lightly touches my lips to hers, “I love you.” Tami takes my hand and we walk in together. She tries to pick out a simple band with a small diamond. 
 
    “No, pick out the one that you can’t stop looking at.” I refuse to buy the easy one because she doesn’t want to spend my money. I push her along and she stops in front of one wrapped in diamonds. “Take that one out please.” I ask the girl behind the counter. Taking it from her I pull Tami’s hand up and slide it on her finger. Her breath catches. “This is the one, is there a band that goes with it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, there is. Would you also like to get a band for yourself while you’re here?” 
 
    Tami chuckles, “Can you please find one that you can’t stop looking at?” She teases. 
 
    My hand touches her face, “I already have, it’s you.” 
 
    Tami gasps, “You can’t say stuff like that to a pregnant lady, or she’ll cry.” Her voice cracks and she hiccups. 
 
    Pulling her into me, I kiss her lips. “I plan on keeping you pregnant and happy.” 
 
    “Happy yes, pregnant no.” Tami pouts. 
 
    I don’t argue for now and we finish up buying our rings. Tami wears hers out of the store. The sight makes my step a little bolder and my chest full of pride. My woman, my future. 
 
    When she shuts the truck door Tami blurts, “Can we go see your mom?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She must hear the shock in my tone and adds, “I was used to seeing her a lot before and I haven’t seen her in a while. I want to show her the ring too.” 
 
    We take our time and drive the distance up to the diner where she works. Walking inside I ask the lady she’s worked with for years where she is. 
 
    “She quit a few weeks back and moved out of town and wouldn’t tell anyone where she was going. I think she wanted to start over.” 
 
    We stand there stunned and then we both say at the same time, 
 
    “Your old place?” 
 
    “My old place.” 
 
    We run to the truck and drive back to Reno. The whole way, we both are filled with anticipation and hope that she left him. As soon as the truck is stopped, we race each other to the door. Tami knocks and I pull out my keys to unlock the door myself. 
 
    My mom shrieks when she finds us barging into her now house. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I scold her. “You didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “What the hell happened to your face and arm Pawn?” she counters. 
 
    “Club business mom. It’s okay.” She didn’t know what happened with Cash and I don’t plan on telling her either. 
 
    “It doesn’t look okay. And, no I didn’t mention me moving,” she admits. “If by chance something didn’t work out I and I ended up back there. I didn’t want you to be disappointed.” She drops the fact that my arm is broken, and my face is swollen and bruised to hell. Her gaze roams every bump and bruise. Thankfully, she keeps her disapproval to herself. 
 
    “But you did it.” I can’t help the smile that comes across my face. 
 
    She mirrors me, “Yes, I did. I applied for a job at the school and I’m a school secretary now. Come in and sit down.” My mom for the first time in my life looks different. I’ve never seen her so happy. “You must be hungry if you went to the diner.” 
 
    “Mostly to see you, but now that you said food, I’m starving.” Tami deciding she’s now starved and orders a pizza with extra everything. “Oh, do you have pickles?” she asks. “No, okay, can you put pepperoncinis on the pizza then?” She pauses, “Great, thank you.” Tami hangs up her call after giving the address. Mom’s brows furrow at her order. “I’m sorry I should have asked. Did you want something? I will call them back.” 
 
    “No honey, the extra-large pizza is enough, thank you.” Mom eyes her strangely but shrugs off Tami’s order. We sit around the living room while she tells us about her leaving and starting over. 
 
    “I guess when I was living with Tami, helping her with Cash, she gave me the courage to see my life differently. Even though she was scared and sad she did it. I came home after one of the last times I was there, and it hit me, I can stay, or I can try. I wanted to try. I wanted to be here, and I knew If I didn’t leave, I wouldn’t see Cash as much as I wanted. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but I needed the space to figure me out. It wasn’t easy and I needed some time alone.” 
 
    “Where is dad? Has he tried to reach out to you?” I’m floored that she did it. But also worried he may come back to drag her home. 
 
    “He doesn’t know where I left to. I left him with enough money to keep him drunk for a few weeks. I honestly don’t even think he cares about me anymore. There used to be love there. I guess I thought maybe when he got older, he would slow down and miss me liked I did him. And soon realized what a fool I have been. There hasn’t been love there in a long time.” 
 
    The pizza arrives and Tami digs in not offering any to us. Mom looks at her and then me, “What is going on here?” 
 
    Tami stops from stuffing her face with food and smiles around a mouthful, “We are having a baby.” 
 
    Mom squeals and hugs me, “You are?” and then hugs Tami, “I’m so excited. I knew you two just needed a little time to patch things over. You know that Eric told me about you.” She tells her all the details of every conversation I’ve ever had about her. 
 
    The whole time Tami looks from mom to me and when she’s done, she asks, “I thought you didn’t care about me that much back then.” 
 
    From across the room I tell her, “I’ve always cared for you. It just took me some time to understand how to show you.” 
 
    Tami walks across the room and sets in my lap wrapping me up in a tight hug, “Me too.” 
 
    “When is the wedding?” My mom exclaims, now noticing the rock on her finger. 
 
    Tami gets up and sits back down next to her on the couch, “That’s why we came to find you. To tell you everything. When, I don’t know yet.” Holding her hand out. My mom smiles brightly at the ring. 
 
    “As soon as she can plan it.” I happily inform her. “I don’t want another baby in this world and for Cash too, not to have us married.” 
 
    Tami’s eyes water again, “You’re killing me. I would marry you right now.” Her lip wobbles and she bats the tears away from falling down her face. 
 
    “We need a perfect wedding. You need to plan it out and have everyone and everything you could ever want there.” 
 
    Mom thankfully squeals in anticipation and I watch T.V. while they spend the next hour talking about weddings. My movie is over and I’m done and ready to take her home. Kissing my mom goodnight, we leave her alone. She and Tami discuss meeting up and make more plans for the wedding. We drive off and my mom waves goodbye from her doorway. 
 
    Tami found a way to get me and my mom to brave enough to be different. My angel is stronger than she will ever realize. Picking up her hand I kiss the top of it and hold it in my lap. 
 
    “Where to now?” Tami asks hopeful to live out another adventure today. 
 
    “Home.” I inform her. 
 
    Her face pouts a little bit. It is fucking cute how she looks disappointed, but I have an adventure waiting for her. We don’t live too far from my old apartment, now my mom’s place. My eyes are distracted, or more so my dick, to her legs. Tami rubs them together before crossing them over. Those short shorts she wears. Fuck. She doesn’t know the fire she is fanning. 
 
    Reaching over, I trail my fingers on the outside of her thigh. She shivers and relaxes back in her seat. Her pout losing a bit. My hand wanders over to the other leg. Slipping between her legs, I tug her over to me and dance my fingers across the sensitive skin on the inside of her leg. 
 
    Tami gasps into my ear, “You make shivers run down my body.” Her touch moves from my neck to my hair at the base of my neck, “You got me feeling hot.” Her lips kiss my neck then nip at my skin. “I want you to come on me.” 
 
    The whole way home she talks dirty to me. My dick is hard as steel and ready for her within seconds. After we park, we run into the house. Both of us need and want to feel the hot sexy skin-to-skin contact we’ve missed so much. 
 
    As soon as I push her through the door, I slam and lock it shut. Turning around she stands in the foyer. I take one step and then another until her back hits the wall. She wants me to touch her but I don’t. Not yet anyway. 
 
    “Take your fucking clothes off for me,” I growl into her ear. 
 
    I push away and sit on the couch with my legs wide open. “Get naked,” I demand and pull out a joint from my cut and light it. 
 
    Tami breathes heavily before she steps into the room. She messes with her phone until she finds what she’s looking for. A sexy slow song plays, and she starts to swing her hips before she toes off her sneakers. Next her shirt hits the floor. 
 
    Her bright pink bra is fucking perfect. My sweet dirty little angel. I take in a deep drag and blow my smoke up. Tami grabs her tits that have started to change. 
 
    “Love those tits angel, show me them.” Tami reaches behind her and takes off the bra that hides those small nipples from me. She drags her hands back up and grips them for me rolling them in between her fingers. 
 
    She keeps going and her hips roll with the beat while she unzips her shorts and pushes them down her smooth legs. Left dancing only in her string underwear. “Turn around.” 
 
    I bring the blunt to my lips and take in a hit of both the weed and the show in front of me. Tami laced with love and sex. I’m ready to fuck. Turning around, her panties have a crisscross ribbon and I groan when she tugs, and the underwear disappears between her fine ass cheeks. “Angel, I’m fucking hard for you. Get over here and suck me.” 
 
    Tami turns and saunters over, kneeling before me. Her fingers unclasp my belt and slowly, she unzips me. Her breasts sway with every movement. I take one more hit before I set my blunt down on an ashtray and push my pelvis up towards her. Slowly, she pulls my pants and boxers down around my ankles. 
 
    Her hands roam up my exposed legs then she strokes my dick. She leans forward and her tits rest on top of my legs. Her hard nipples send a jolt of lust through my blood. When her hot mouth takes my dick to the back of her throat, I can’t help but to grab her hair and pump her a few times up and down hard. 
 
    Resting my cast on the couch, I lean my head back, relaxing. The drugs and lust take over the moment. I selfishly enjoy the feeling of her, my woman, working my dick. 
 
    A few more passes and I order, “Get up here and put those tits in my mouth.” She crawls up my body, straddling me. My head comes up and I groan as she slides her hot and slick pussy down my steal shaft. Leaning forward, I suck on her nipple. I move to the other one and listen to her groan in satisfaction. “Angel, give me your fingers.” 
 
    Taking her hand, I fold all but two fingers down and roll them around my tongue. “Rub that clit, come on me,” I order, and she gasps when I place her fingers on her clit. I go back to sucking and lightly biting and pulling her nipples between my teeth. Soon her hips roll, and her hand picks up the pace. She explodes and her head drops back. 
 
    My angel looks like a sex goddess as her pussy grips my dick coating me in her pleasure. “Fuck me, Tami, make me come. Fuck your man.” 
 
    She brings her body closer and whispers breathlessly into my mouth, “I want you to come in me. Claim me, Pawn.” 
 
    My hand slaps her ass hard, “You fucking belong to me, woman. Fuck me.” 
 
    She groans and moves but not finding enough to excite her. Tami brings her feet up onto the couch on each side of me, pumping herself hard up and down my dick. Tami holds on to the back of the couch and slams her body on mine. “Yes,” I hiss. 
 
    Starting to come undone, Tami quickens the pace until she is almost there, “Hold still.” She stops all movement and I hammer her from underneath. Tami groans and her body tenses as the waves of pleasure take over. Tami’s cunt constricting around my cock and she screams out. Coming a second time and I’m coated by her. 
 
    “Fuck, yes.” A moment later, I follow. My dick, pulsating with my jets of cum, claims her again. She relaxes down into me and grinds us together. We let the final waves of pleasure wash over us. 
 
    My hands pick up her exhausted face, our chests moving rapidly to catch our breath. I slam my mouth to hers. Taking her lips and my tongue tangling with hers. “I’m not done with you tonight.” I growl between biting her lip. 
 
    “I don’t want you ever to be.” She rolls her hips, “It’s not enough, never enough.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 39 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    Twirling around in the mirror, I laugh at the dress I have on. “This one is just a little too much.” 
 
    “You think?” Kat snorts at the layers of lace and bell-shaped dress, “Less is more.” 
 
    “In this case, I would have to agree,” Vegas states, sipping on her sparkling water. “What do you feel the prettiest in?” 
 
    “The one with the train and the square top that has lace.” I turn around and look at the dress I have on and wonder why the hell I let the salesgirl even talk me into trying this on. After about the hundredth dress, it’s not even fun anymore. 
 
    I plop down on the couch next to Kat, Vegas, Dana, and Jenn. 
 
    “I love that one, it reminds me of Kate and William’s royal wedding. That dress was perfect. What is Pawn going to wear?” Jenn asks and turns her body to me on the bench. 
 
    “I think just a white shirt and black slacks. Left unbuttoned and the sleeves rolled up his forearms.” My mind wonders about how hot that would really look. 
 
    “That’s very specific.” Jen laughs, “But I get it.” 
 
    “Are we doing this soon?” Vegas comments, “Where are you thinking?” 
 
    “Can we at the clubhouse? The bar is there, the kids can play. The backyard is huge, and it just feels like it should be. Pawn wants to get married as soon as possible. The cake and flowers I’m not too worried over.” 
 
    “Nope, I’ll help, we all will help worry over it. Next stop is this baker, Kelly, that I know. She works from home and I know she can squeeze us in. Flowers are no problem. We don’t need invites this will be simple.” Dana is already on her phone. “We can get this done today.” 
 
    “There is one thing,” I feel a little hesitant to say, “I want you all to be my matron of honor, but since Tank is Pawn’s best man, is it okay that Kat is?” 
 
    “I so don’t want to do it.” Jenn laughs out loud, “Of course, I would if you wanted me too, but then that means I have to do stuff. Kat is your woman.” She points a thumb in her direction. 
 
    Vegas nods, “It only makes sense. Don’t worry about that. We will do whatever makes you happy.” She confirms by squeezing my hand. 
 
    “Good, because I would love all of you in your own style of leather and lace. Standing up there with us.” 
 
    “That we can most certainly find. All black and white? It would look phenomenal with orange and red flowers for the fall?” Vegas adds on excitement highlighting her ideas. 
 
    We plan out a few more details and luckily the dress I picked needs no alterations. The pants and shirt for Pawn we picked up at the mall. While there, we stopped at the shoe store and searched for a perfect set of heels. 
 
    Holding up a black pair I declare, “I’m so in love with these.” 
 
    The four of them turn and Kat smiles wickedly. “Yes, those are perfect. Tall heel leather straps that lace up.” 
 
    “When would I wear them again though?” I turn them in my hand admiring them. I’ve never bought super sexy heels before. 
 
    Vegas scolds, “Tami, that doesn’t matter. Wear them on your wedding day. No one will see them until Pawn takes off your dress and you know what else?” She snaps her fingers. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We need to go get black lingerie for underneath. Pawn won’t be able to paw it off your body fast enough.” Vegas and Kat nod agreeing with that idea. 
 
    When I don’t move or respond, Jenn asks, “What is wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t have enough money for all of this today.” I hate to put a hold on this all, but I don’t want to overspend. Or maybe, I’m just not used to spending money. 
 
    Kat shakes her head at me and passes me a black credit card. Flipping the card towards me with two fingers. My eyes bulge out, “I can’t, no I really can’t.” I refuse to take it holding my hands up. 
 
    “Yes, you can, because Pawn is paying me back.” Kat grins. 
 
    “You’re a liar.” 
 
    “Shut up and take her money. The bitch is loaded.” Jenn grabs my stuff and Kat’s card and heads to the checkout. 
 
    Vegas laughs, “Listen to the crazy one.” Kat winks and walks over to help Jenn. 
 
    “I’m going to pick out a dress for Maddy while we are here.” Dana happily heads to a rack of tiny clothes. 
 
    “Did you tell Blade?” I’ve been waiting all day to be alone to ask her. 
 
    “I did. At first, he was about to pass out. I’ll give you the details later, but in the end, he was very happy. We’ll have a baby a couple months after you.” Vegas beams and I can’t help but hug her, “When are you telling everyone else?” 
 
    “After your wedding sometime. I want you to shine for as long as you can. We have plenty of time to celebrate.” 
 
    My lip wobbles, “You know, you really are the sweetest.” 
 
    “It’s those damn twins. They have worn the fight out of me. I only have so much energy anymore.” 
 
    “Let’s grab some food in the food court and then flowers?” Dana comes back with her purchase. It’s so adorable and I can’t wait to see the little baby growing inside of me. Vegas rounds up the other two and we leave the store. 
 
    At the food court we have an array of choices for our own tastes. Jenn eats like a high school boy that never gains any weight. She wiggles her eyebrows, “So hungry.” She stuffs half of her Philly Cheesesteak sandwich in her mouth. “This girl stuff is hard work.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm says the person talking all day.” Dana taunts her. 
 
    “But it has mattered.” She holds up her French fry to defend herself before tossing it into her mouth. 
 
    Vegas face goes green a minute later at the smell from all our food and is suddenly up and out of her chair sprinting across the food court to the bathroom. We gulp down the food we were chewing. 
 
    “Oh, no.” I absently comment. 
 
    The three of them turning to stare at me, “Spill it.” 
 
    “Nothing to spill.” I comment and stuff more food into my mouth. 
 
    “Then why did she sprint like she just stole something, and security was after her? Hmm?” Jenn glares, “You two,” she points a French Fry at me. “Have a pregnancy pact going on, and by God keep those germs to yourself. I don’t want in.” 
 
    “Keep it quiet,” I hiss giving in. “She wants to tell everyone after the wedding.” 
 
    “So, we all have to pretend that we don’t know that we know. This feels just like that part on Friends when Rachel is knocked up.” 
 
    Jenn slurps loudly on her soda, “Mm-hmm. Just like that. Except I’m cool with keeping it under wraps because Saint is doing everything in his power to get me knocked up since Cash has been born and now relentless since you announced your news. You guys are really inconsiderate.” 
 
    Kat loudly laughs and punches Jenn in the arm, “Who’s the bitch now?” 
 
    “What, it’s the truth.” She shrugs. 
 
    We continue talking and a pale face Vegas sits back down. Her mascara is smeared just a bit. 
 
    Jenn can’t seem to help herself and taunts her more with her food. Vegas starts to gag and moves to sit at another table resting her forearms on her knees, “You bitch, you know, don’t you?” 
 
    “That lasted long.” Dana deadpans. 
 
    “Of course, we know.” Jenn sits back propping her feet up in the vacated seat. “That’s what you get for lying. But don’t worry our lips are sealed.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” Vegas takes in large deep breaths through her nose. 
 
    “I’ll get you some more sparkling water.” Kat knocks Jenn’s legs down from the chair as she passes. After Vegas gains control of her stomach, we head out and accomplish more than I thought was possible. Dana was so helpful and had a checklist of everything we needed. In one day, we had practically an entire wedding planned with the five of us. The day was one of the best of my life. Filled with my best friends that I consider my family, my sisters. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 40 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” Pawn is anxious and has been pacing this entire morning. I thought things have been going well. The last two weeks felt like we had reset the universe. This behavior from him is spiking my anxiety. “Is there something wrong again?” 
 
    Pawn stops his movement and holds onto my shoulders in our room. “No, angel. There is nothing wrong. Things are okay. Stryker wants to meet with us at the clubhouse and I would rather not, but we are okay.” He runs his hands up and down my arms. 
 
    I don’t question why he’s so nervous. He must know something, and I chalk it up to club business. The three of us get into his truck and we meet with Stryker and Blade at the club house as requested. 
 
    Walking through the clubhouse bar it’s boisterous and loud with the extra men here from the Las Vegas Chapter. Fuego and his men from California are due here in a couple of days before the wedding. 
 
    Pawn is drawn over to a group I have never met before. He introduces me with pride, “Brothers, this is my baby momma, Tami.” I’m passed around the group and meet, Audio, Jenn’s brother, a few others, but I miss their names, except Titan. 
 
    You can guess why the man is called Titan, he’s broad with muscles, tan, and eyes so light and bright they are captivating. 
 
    He takes my hand and places his over mine. “Very nice to meet you, Tami.” I’m not sure what it is but our gazes are fused together. It’s as if he sees something, but what, I don’t know. Pawn pulls me away from his grip. “Congratulations on your baby and marriage. Honored to be here.” 
 
    “Honored?” I parrot back, “Um, thank you.” 
 
    Titan addresses Pawn, “Stryker is waiting for you two in Blade’s office. We’ll chat soon, Tami.” 
 
    I squint my eyes, trying to decipher the obvious code everyone seems to know about around here. A little seed of frustration sprouts. I’ll admit that the hormones have some to do with it, but the secrets are starting to wear on me. I’m tired and sleepy and I just want some peace. Just for a little while. 
 
    Pawn holds on to Cash and I follow him through the crowd until we meet Stryker and his wife Moxie in the office. I stand there a little dumbfounded and confused. The unease settles in. I can’t explain why but that seeds grow stronger by the second the frustration and anger setting in for the ride. 
 
    Can I feel the unease? Yes. Maybe that is it. I’m just nervous and take in a calming breath. 
 
    “Tami,” Pawn calls my name, snapping me out of my thoughts. “You remember meeting the Prez of the Las Vegas Chapter before and his wife, Moxie?” 
 
    Blinking, I look around the room and Blade stands off to the side with Vegas. “Yes, I do. I’m sorry, but what is going on here?” 
 
    The man that called us here moves from around the side of his wife. His eyes collide with mine and my world starts to spin. Only briefly once before did I ever meet him, and it was such a quick hello. At the time, it seemed he didn’t care to talk to me. 
 
    His eyes are striking. They match mine perfectly. No words are spoken, and I start to step back, but Pawn is there. “It’s okay, angel,” he whispers. 
 
    Turning my head just slightly to the left I can question, “How?” 
 
    “Tami, I don’t have all the answers, but Blade figured it out early on. After you came to Reno, he met you. He had his suspicions and looked after you until we knew.” 
 
    Frustrated and startled, I accuse Blade, “You knew, and you didn’t tell me! How long? How?” 
 
    Blade doesn’t miss a beat, “It was your eyes at first. There is only one other person I knew with eyes like that.” 
 
    My head snaps back and I gulp back the sob that threatens to let free. It hurts that they didn’t tell me sooner. 
 
    “But of course, you knew that we’ve been taking care of our club stuff. Right before your birthday, when I sold the diamond, it made me think about it again. The area the people you were so easily in common with and knew about. There usually aren’t many coincidences in life. Call it a hunch but I had you tested and Stryker. It came back positive, he’s our father.” 
 
    “Holy Shit.” I blurt hearing what my heart was screaming at me. My body weighted down, and I step away and fall back into the nearest chair. Looking at them all and then Blade, “That is why you gave me the money and let me stay all along, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tears well up in my eyes because the truth hurts to a degree. Blade moves to sit next to me, “Black and white answer is yes, but there was something there Tami. I did care. I also had to protect the club. I didn’t know what I suspected until later.” 
 
    Stryker moves and squats down in front of me, “I didn’t know that your mother was pregnant. I never knew you existed. Forgive me, but I had to tell Moxie the truth first.” 
 
    She has been quiet this whole time and moves to stand behind him, “We decided that we couldn’t live this life without you in it. We wanted to talk with you sooner, but we felt you needed time after Solo’s death. I’m sorry if you felt that was wrong.” 
 
    “I-I just don’t know what to say.” All expectant faces look to me for answers, and honestly, I don’t have any. 
 
    Vegas clears her throat, “Tami, Blade cares for you, you are his sister no matter what. You are Stryker and Moxie’s daughter, they claim you. It’s one messed up perfect mess. Don’t read too far into the whys, but you have the whole package right before you. Just reach out, hold tight, and don’t let go.” 
 
    Stryker places a hand on my knee, “I’m so sorry you were without for so long. No family behind you. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, but you are never going to be one of them. Give me a chance to show you that you can trust me.” 
 
    Those tears I worked so hard to hold spring free. Stryker wipes them away, “Don’t cry beautiful girl.” Never in my life have I seen such a strong biker be so soft. 
 
    “It’s so hard, I’m pregnant.” I utter between breaths. 
 
    Stryker gently pulls me into his embrace, “I’m sorry sweetheart, please don’t cry. Can you forgive me?” 
 
    Can I? “What is there to forgive? You didn’t do anything wrong to me.” I take in another deep breath and release the tension that was built up. 
 
    He moves back and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Can I walk you down the aisle? I know I don’t deserve it, but I would be proud to show off my daughter on the most beautiful day of her life.” 
 
    I hiccup and Vegas sniffles behind me. Stryker’s eyes ping pong between us both, “Both my girls are pregnant?” He stands and his voice echoes in the room. 
 
    “Shit,” Vegas cusses to herself. “We’re not telling anyone yet. Keep your voice down.” 
 
    “I’m going to have more grandbabies.” Moxie declares with a quiet celebration. 
 
    “You boys are creating a whole club on your own with all these kids,” Stryker muses. 
 
    “Nah, it’s a baby girl,” Pawn corrects. 
 
    “Baby girls.” Stryker repeats, he and Moxie get wrapped up in a conversation on how they are going to travel up here more often. 
 
    “I’m sorry too, Tami,” Blade amends. “We wanted what was best for you all along regardless of what the outcome was.” 
 
    Wiping under my eyes, “It’s not easy, but I understand. Just keep things to yourself for a while. I could live without surprises for— Well, for Forever.” 
 
    “Promise. I’ll be a better brother.” Blade surprises me with the quick hug and the shocked looked on my face Vegas reads accurately. 
 
    “Now you know you’re loved, when Blade gives out a hug. Love you,” She teases. 
 
    “Love you, too.” 
 
    “Don’t be handing out my love woman.” Pawn pulls me up from the chair. 
 
    “Momma, sad?” Cash asks and I’m shocked how quiet he was the entire time. I take him from Pawn and snuggle my other favorite person in the world. 
 
    “No, Baby.” I kiss his big little cheeks. “Love you.” 
 
    “Love, momma.” 
 
    “Meet your grandpa and grandma,” I turn toward them. “Say hello, baby.” 
 
    Stryker stills with his hand over his heart at first. 
 
    “Hi, poppa.” Cash smiles, with the few teeth he has, proudly. 
 
    No one can resist Cash, not even the strongest man on the west coast. He comes to him and together they are off into another world with Moxie they play and get to know each other. 
 
    Vegas rounds the corner and whispers to Pawn, “You know you are so fucked right?” She taunts him. 
 
    “So, fucked,” Blade smarts, backing her up. 
 
    Pawn groans but pulls me too him, “So lucky.” 
 
    When I thought that I couldn’t even have more the world proves me wrong. The heart is the strongest muscle in our body and has an endless capability to love and grow. I’m not sure what tomorrow will be, but we’ll make the rules up as we go. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 41 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Today is the day. 
 
    Had you asked me a year ago that I would have Cash, Tami and a baby on the way. I would have laughed or punch you in the face for pissing me off by saying that to me. Through all the bad I battled and came out the luckiest I have ever been in my life. 
 
    Tami wanted me to wear this white shirt and black slacks. Happily, I will wear whatever the fuck she wants today. I check myself in the dresser’s mirror. 
 
    “Roll up the sleeves,” Jenn tells me from the doorway of my room at the clubhouse. 
 
    I turn and raise a brow, “That’s an odd and a creepy thing to say.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so too, but when we asked her what you were going to wear, she got all gooey eyed and said that and for a few buttons to be undone. So, make your woman’s dreams come true. I think you look like shit still with the bruising and cast, but she loves you and that’s all that counts, right?” 
 
    “Thanks for your honesty. While we’re sharing, that dress looks like shit on you.” 
 
    Jenn’s head falls back and releases a loud laugh, “You’re alright, dick. Break a leg today.” Jenn ducks out of the room and I seriously question how much time these women are spending with Tank. 
 
    Speaking of, I call my best man, “Where are you?” 
 
    “At the alter waiting for you, Tami’s about to walk down the aisle where are you?” My heart drops and I pull the phone away from my ear to look at the time. “Made you look,” he bellows from the doorway. 
 
    “Asshole, did the car show up?” 
 
    “Right on time. Now let’s get you to the alter.” Tank moves to button up my shirt. 
 
    Swatting his hands away I explain, “Leave it, my woman wants to see my chest.” 
 
    “That’s the weirdest thing I think you have ever said. But alrighty, let’s roll out.” Tank swings his arm in a grand gesture for me to lead. Reaching the doorway, I falter a bit at what I see. Every man in the MC stands tall from the hallway leading out to the backyard. 
 
    The tone is serious and not what I was expecting. I walk down and look each one of them in the eye. Towards the end is Fuego, Ghost, Axl, Saint, Cuervo, Blade and finally Stryker. 
 
    Stryker steps forward, “The day Solo died, the day I found out she was my daughter, Tami was claimed by each one of us to protect her. Take better care of her than each man promised to do before you.” 
 
    The respect I have had for these men has changed my life but now, my pride to belong with them overwhelms me in this moment. It is a slice of time I will carry with me. They have helped to shape me, been my family when I didn’t realize I even needed one. 
 
    Holding my hand out I shake Stryker’s hand, “Until the day I die. I will protect her with my life.” 
 
    “Good. If you break her heart, I’ll kill you.” He pats me on the back. 
 
    A statement he will make good on I have no doubt of. 
 
    Stepping out into the fall sunshine, Titan chuckles, “You are so fucked. Congratulations, and good luck.” He pops salami and cheese into his mouth. 
 
    “Nah, I’m the luckiest asshole to walk this earth today.” If I hadn’t been given the bad, I may not have ever seen the good in life. I’m ready to take it all. 
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    Tami 
 
      
 
    “Whose car is that?” I point, standing at the front steps of our home. Surprised to see the beautiful Tahoe that pulls in. It’s all white except the rims and windows are blacked out. 
 
    Vegas whistles low standing behind me holding the small train while I hold the beautiful bouquet of red and orange flowers. A prospect gets out and helps escort us into the car. 
 
    “Hey, whose car is this?” I ask. 
 
    “Couldn’t say, ma’am, Tank told me to take it to pick you up.” 
 
    We both look at Kat, “Is it yours?” 
 
    “Nope, I wish it was though.” We take in the black leather interior for a few seconds. Once the car is in drive, I forget about who owns it. The closer we get the more my nerves pick up. I didn’t believe that I would have a day like this. 
 
    Happy and anxious nerves that I can’t believe quite yet. We pull up to the side of the Clubhouse and Audio plays with Jenn the tunes to the wedding march. Stryker is waiting for me and is dressed in a stunning tux. 
 
    Down the aisles stands Moxie and Pawn’s mom, Julie. Together they stand with a little Cash dressed in a mini tux. “Oh my God, you boys look so handsome.” 
 
    Stryker places a kiss to my forehead and then rest my hand on his arm, “For you, anything. You look beautiful, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Let’s do this.” Stryker turn us and Maddy is held at the beginning of a short aisle. Dana coaxes her to drop the flowers and walk to her dad, Axl. Very sweetly she sprinkles the flowers on her way. Dana then points to the twins, with their little mohawks. They walk side-by-side following Maddy. She trips and the crowd gasps when she falls and then pouts. 
 
    Cortez leaves his brother and helps her up. He clasps her hand and holds onto the basket. The crowd awes and then laughs when Easton steps around them and proceeds ahead. Cortez then helps Maddy finish dropping the flowers. The scene and my heart splinters with how cute they are. 
 
    The music changes and guitars strum. Stryker, with the fierce confidence that is installed in the man, leads me down the aisle. I try to look at the faces, but it’s hard to do with a beating heart so fast I can barely breathe. 
 
    We reach the end and he hands me off to Pawn. “Remember what I said.” 
 
    “Every word,” Pawn nods. 
 
    Leaning forward, he steals a kiss before the song ends and the preacher can even start. “You are the most gorgeous angel I have ever seen.” 
 
    My hand touches his cheek, “I love you,” I whisper. 
 
    The song ends and the crown awes again, when they hear my whispered words. Pawn chuckles, “Thank God.” I swat at his arm, “Love you.” 
 
    “Let’s begin, shall we?” The preacher interrupts with humor in his tone. He gives us his blessing of an everlasting marriage and we listen to every word while we stare into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “Pawn, do you take Tami to be your lawfully wedded wife, for better or for worse, until death do you part?” he questions. 
 
    “Tami,” Pawn starts, “There was a time I thought heaven came down and stole you away from me. Took my angel from my life. Never in my wildest dreams did I believe that you would be returned to me. You’ve been the best mother to Cash and carry our baby now. Yes, I do take you now, always, and will love you forever.” 
 
    Blade hands over my ring to Pawn and, gently, he places the band with a billion tiny little diamonds over my finger. I grip his hand because his words where the sweetest things he’s ever expressed to me. 
 
    “Tami, do you take this man, Eric Anderson, to be your lawfully wedded husband, for better or for worse, until death do you part?” 
 
    My chest heaves and I try to control my emotions and breathing, “Eric, I’ll always love you, never giving you up. We’ve always been better together than apart. Nothing could steal me away from you. Yes, I do.” 
 
    “You may now kiss your bride.” Family and friends yell out their congratulations, but that’s all drowned out by the man standing in front of me. The kiss we share is surpassed by anything we have ever experienced together. 
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    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Tami is twirled around by her dad, the Prez of the Las Vegas chapter. Her blonde hair shimmers in the setting sun. The fall is a perfect backdrop for her. I hand Cash over to my mom. I am determined to steal away my wife. 
 
    “Can I cut in?” I ask her father. 
 
    He nods and leaves her with me, cradling her into my arms. “I saw something,” I whisper into her hair. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    My fingers dig into her sides, “Your black heels. For a bride that is really bad, angel.” 
 
    “Mmm,” she groans. 
 
    “When this song ends, say good tonight to Cash. I’m taking you home to peel away that dress to see what you have on underneath this.” 
 
    Tami’s nails dig into my back and I know I’ve got her right where I want her. Twirling her around, Tami’s golden hair is fanning out. I catch her and dip her backwards, kissing her chest. The crowd whistles and when I bring her back up, the blush on her cheeks is bright red. 
 
    My angel is the perfect contradiction of good and bad. Bringing her in tight to my body, I whisper, “Never letting you go.” 
 
    Her head rests on my chest. “Never letting you go,” she agrees. 
 
    Once the song ends, she gives our son kisses and we tell the family goodbye as we walk over to the Tahoe. Holding out the keys to her, I explain, “It’s yours, a wedding present. But I’m driving you home.” 
 
    Swiftly, I whisk her off her feet and gently set her in the front seat. If I could hold her all the way home, I would. While driving, I glance over at her and I see her staring back at me. This woman is perfect, she’s focusing on me and not even looking around at the wedding present I gave her. When we arrive, I again carry her all the way into the house and into our room. 
 
    I set her on her feet with her back facing me. Slowly, I undo every button and zipper. My fingers caressing over her skin as I push the fabric away from her body. Tami stands before me in all black lace underwear. 
 
    Leaving her in that spot, I walk around looking at her in every angle. She’s about to say something, but I raise a finger to her lips, I know that she wants to apologize she didn’t get me something more. “This is everything,” I say on my exhale, feeling like the breath has been stolen from my lungs. 
 
    My fingers dance along the fabric until she stands naked for me. Gently, I nudge her over to lay on the bed. I remove my clothing and crawl between her legs. “Wrap those heels around me,” I whisper. 
 
    She does, using the pressure on my ass to guide me inside her. Falling into place where we were always meant to be. Together. I love my wife and worship her body with every thrust and caress until she falls asleep from exhaustion. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 42 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    Months have gone by and Tami’s belly is large and ready for our baby to be born. I can feel her kick under my hand. 
 
    Tami groans, “She wants me to pee my pants, I swear.” 
 
    It’s really early in the morning, the sun hasn’t come up yet. But Tami cannot sleep very well. She is always hot and her body aches from our baby girl. I could feel her tossing and turning, which woke me up. 
 
    I think back to the day that the doctor told us it was a girl. I knew it and I loved hearing it. It’s perfect we have Cash and now a girl. “Did you pick a name yet?” 
 
    “I did, are you ready to hear it?” Her voice is scratchy. 
 
    “Hit me with it.” 
 
    “Mia Katherine Anderson.” Tami holds her breath and waits for my reaction. 
 
    “Angel, that name is beautiful.” I can’t wait to meet her. To me, this little girl will have the golden blonde hair and the same eyes as her mom too. I don’t want her to be any different. 
 
    “Eric, are you happy?” Her question is odd. Tami lately has been emotional and drained. 
 
    “Why are you worried, Tami?” Placing a kiss to her shoulder, I wait for her to tell me. 
 
    “I always worry. About what could happen tomorrow. Losing any of you would devastate me.” 
 
    “Angel, turn this way.” Tami struggles, but manages to face me. 
 
    “I promised you forever. I’m going to make that happen for us. I told you, I’ll bring you heaven, even when you think you’re living in hell. What happened?” 
 
    She huffs out some air, “I saw Topaz and some of the other club girls the other day. I felt like a huge puffy marshmallow next to them.” 
 
    My body starts to shake because she’s told me a lot how much she hates her swollen body. “I love your body, any size and shape, because it’s yours. This body takes care of me and the kids and loves me.” I push a few strands of hair away from her eyes. “Every moment is an adventure, I’ll never long for change without you in it. Back when I found out that Cash was conceived, I was so pissed because I knew if it was you, then my life would be okay. I wished it was you that was pregnant with him. There isn’t a thing I want more than this right here with you.” 
 
    “Really? I didn’t know that.” She relents. 
 
    “That’s what I should have told you then. I was scared and angry, but yes. I dreamed that it was you. I wanted you so bad, but I didn’t know how to be the man I knew you needed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Eric, I needed to hear that today.” 
 
    “Besides, these tits are fucking hot.” I try to palm them. But I get swatted at and cock blocked when Cash wanders into our room half asleep. I think since he’s figured out Tami is having another baby, he’s gotten very clingy with her and ends up in our bed almost every night. 
 
    Tami chuckles and holds the blanket up for Cash to slide in between us. He places his little hands on her stomach. “Say hi to Mia, Cash.” 
 
    “Baby?” he wonders. 
 
    “Yep, baby Mia, your sister.” 
 
    He plays along for a little while and soon we all fall asleep snuggled in one bed. It feels like my eyes just closed when a foot is jabbed into my back. “Son of a…” Popping my eyes open, I sit up and see that Cash is sleeping sideways. 
 
    I give into the fact I’m not sleeping anymore today. Stretching, I get up then shower and dress. I grab Cash a set of clothes and set it on the end of the bed for when I wake him up in a few hours. Out in the garage, I work on my bike a little, getting it ready to ride this summer, happy that Tami will be able to head out with me again. 
 
    Even though it’s been a great winter, it’s been long from being cooped up inside and I itch to get out. It’s close to time so I head out to the back porch and leave what I was working on for now. 
 
    “Hey brother,” I no longer go to the cemetery to talk with my friend. “It’s been really good. I still wish you were here at times, but I’ve accepted that from the first day you and I became friends to now, our lives were meant to be this way. I wondered if I would have fought for Tami when I got out. The answer is Yes. There is no way I couldn’t have. She was meant for me. My blood runs with her in it. I just want you to know, how much I love her and our life.” 
 
    I’ll never forget my friend, my brother, that lost his life. I just can’t ever change the fact that we both loved the same woman. It turned out the way it was meant to, and the timing was what it was, our fate. Since I’ve learned to accept the truth, I’ve come to peace with all aspects of my life. My only addiction is the woman I come home to at night. 
 
    On my way through the kitchen, I turn on the stove and place a pan on the burner. I head back to our room to find Cash playing on the bed next to Tami. He has her purse dumped out on the bed and a Chapstick is smeared into the sheets. “She’s going to kill us, dude.” 
 
    Huffing, I pick the little jerk up and get him ready in the bathroom then take him out to the kitchen. He loves to make pancakes every day for breakfast. It’s not too much longer that the smell wakes up Tami and she stomps into the kitchen. 
 
    “Cash, what did you do?” She holds up her favorite Chapstick in the air to him. 
 
    “Sorry, momma,” he whimpers and looks down at the floor with a big pouty lip. 
 
    “Damn it, just don’t do it again.” 
 
    “Okay,” he squeaks. 
 
    “Come here, baby, I’m not mad.” 
 
    He slowly strides over and she gives him a few hugs and kisses before she heads back to the room. I flip his pancake, “You’re totally full of shit.” I give him a raised brow, but inside he cracks me up. 
 
    “Momma loves me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Sit down.” I feed the little monster. Scariest thing I have ever seen, how blind that woman is to this little boy. 
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    We finish eating breakfast then Cash and Tami ride with me to the clubhouse. After church, she has a checkup with her doctor. Any day now the baby will make her appearance. Last week she started to dilate, whatever that means, but no baby yet. 
 
    We get through a rundown of usual club business before Blade gets to the point of why he called us in here when there is a banging at the door. 
 
    We open the door and a flushed-faced prospect announces, “Pawn, your woman is in labor.” 
 
    “What? How do you know?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t let me tell you a half hour ago, but her contractions started. I snuck away to tell you during one.” 
 
    I plow my way through the brothers and find Tami hunched over groaning alone in the bar. “What the hell is going on, Tami? Where is Cash?” 
 
    She points to the corner where he has her phone playing games. “Go,” Blade urges, “I got Cash. Get her to the hospital.” 
 
    Scooping Tami up in my arms, I race out to the Tahoe and place her into the backseat. Tank comes barreling out and I toss him the keys. I rub her back and try to talk to her through each contraction. It takes a little while to get through the traffic. 
 
    “How long have you been in labor?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She howls and braces onto the seat in front of her, “I think since yesterday my back was hurting, I didn’t realize I was in labor. Oh shit, God, damn it, motherfucker.” 
 
    Tank’s eyes bug out of his head and he starts laying down the horn to get people out of the way. He finally gets us through the thick traffic, and I carry Tami inside. I carry her over to the elevators and up to labor and delivery. Tank and I barge through the doors, both of us calling for help. 
 
    “She needs a doctor right now. She’s having a baby.” Tank points to Tami. 
 
    “My wife is in labor. She needs a doctor.” I plead for help. 
 
    The nurse comes around the desk and directs us to a room. “Are both of you with her?” 
 
    “I get why you would say that,” Tank starts, “But no, I’m her brother.” 
 
    “Thanks, please get out,” the nurse says. 
 
    Tank looks a little hurt and wonders out loud, saying, “I’ll make some phone calls.” Ever since he found out that Blade was Tami’s real brother, he took it a little hard and has been working overtime to claim his title. 
 
    I give the nurse all of Tami’s information as quickly as I can. We undress her and get dressed into a gown. I want to make a comment about her ass hanging out, but I know now is not the time, Tami would probably murder me. The nurse begins to hook her up to the monitors. I’m focused on Tami’s breathing when the nurse says she’ll be back in with a doctor. He’s an older man with gray hair. He makes quick introductions, not that Tami cares. She has sweat beading down her face. 
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    Tami 
 
      
 
    The miracle of childbirth is a lie. It is ugly and painful and not a beautiful experience. It is bullshit. After the doctor checks me, he lets us know that he will be back when it is time to start pushing. 
 
    “Angel, how did you not know you were in labor?” Pawn asks concerned, but it just pisses me off. 
 
    “I don’t have a clue what it feels like Pawn, and I’ve felt like shit for weeks. Weeks!” I scream ripping his head off. 
 
    If I wasn’t in so much constant agony, I would give him credit for not backing away and running but a contraction hits and hits hard. The monitors beep alerting the others to what I am already feeling. My hand grabs Pawn’s and I roar, “Fuck…” 
 
    “Don’t push yet, give us a minute.” The nurse patiently explains but I want to yell at her to fuck off. When it feels like the best idea in the whole world because your body wants to rip in two. Coming down just a little, Pawn brushes my drenched hair back. “We get to see our baby today.” He reminds me sweetly. 
 
    I ugly cry. In front of God, the nurses, and the doctor that came back in ready for delivery. “I hate you so bad right now.” 
 
    “I’m here, angel, I’m here for you. We got this.” 
 
    “Oh God!” I yell and jackknife straight up in bed. “Holy shit!” 
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    Pawn 
 
      
 
    “Breathe, Tami, breathe with me.” The nurse shows her, and I start doing it not knowing how else to be supportive. 
 
    The devil, that was my wife turns. “Stop it, or get out,” she hisses. 
 
    My mouth snaps shut, and the nurse gets the demon to concentrate on breathing again. The doctor rolls forward on the little stool and gets to work. “All right, Tami, on this next one you can push.” 
 
    She bears down and moans through the entire contraction. She pushes for another thirty minutes until our little girl enters, screaming to the world. Exhausted, Tami falls back and shuts her eyes relieved it is over. Her chest is heaving. Tami’s body is covered in warm blankets. The doctor finishes with her then examines Mia and brings her over to her mother. “Congratulations mom, she’s a healthy little girl.” 
 
    Tami’s face fills with wonder and amazement when a tiny little Mia is placed in her arms, on my birthday. Best present I have ever been given. The birth of my daughter and brand-new beginnings. “Love you forever,” I whisper to my girls. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Epilogue 
 
    Tami 
 
      
 
    It took some time, but I finally felt like getting out of the house after Mia was born. Post-partum is a bitch. I fully believe it was because she was girl. She drained every emotion out of me. My doctor told me that’s not how it works, but I know I am right. 
 
    Today, on her one-month birthday, I agreed to meet the girls for lunch at Kat’s house. Carrying the heavy car seat from the car, I knock on the front door and finally Tank answers. “Hey, lil’ T.” Quickly, he takes Mia from me. 
 
    “Big T, are you only here to get your turn at holding Mia?” 
 
    “Yes, I have to leave to go back to the clubhouse soon and I want to see my baby before I leave.” He shuts the door and sets her car seat down to take her out. Mia is a tiny little human, not even bigger than his gigantic arms. “Kit Kat, will you take our picture?” 
 
    Kat grins loving his sweet side and takes his phone, snapping a quick pic of them. “This will be like the hundredth picture of them on Instagram since she was born.” Kat mocks him, but to anyone who knows them she loves it. 
 
    “I’m ready, K-Love. Be ready to get the baby making oven ready to make one tonight. It’s on love.” Tank gets his snuggles in just as the others show up. 
 
    Vegas walks in. “I don’t know about that one, Dana,” she defends. “He is too easy of a pick for her. Where Paul, he lights her fire and makes her feel alive. That’s her real love.” 
 
    “Vegas, you always want the bad guy to win. Sean is sweet, and he understands her emotional needs. He has an emotional maturity most men don’t have.” 
 
    Vegas fake yawns. And the two continue to banter for a few minutes situating the kids. My back starts to sweat, and my mind spirals. No, they can’t be. Can they? 
 
    “What book are you guys reading?” I squeak. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Pawn dropped off the books that you wanted us to read. He said the next time we meet up that you wanted to talk about it.” Vegas’s eyes squint. 
 
    “Is it called Hiding Our Hearts, by M. Lewis?” I gulp and Vegas presses forward ready to pounce but Dana beats her. 
 
    “Oh my God, it’s you, Tami Melissa Lewis. M. Lewis. Sean is Solo and Pawn is Paul. No.” She shakes her head, “You’ve been writing, you published a book!” 
 
    A very pregnant Vegas holds her belly, “I’m so damn proud of you. So proud.” She turns to Kat, “You knew, didn’t you?” She scolds. 
 
    “Of course, I did. She asked me to put up a firewall awhile back. The draft was up. I’ve been reading it as she was writing it.” 
 
    “Kat, you can’t spy on me.” 
 
    “Sure, I can.” She maliciously laughs. “Here is a note from Pawn.” 
 
    I open the letter and find a really cute handwritten barely legible letter. 
 
      
 
    Angel, 
 
    I knew that telling the girls would scare you. I ripped the Band-Aid off for you. Congratulations on your first book. 
 
    Love you forever, 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    P.S. If heaven can be found, I’ll bring it to you. Enjoy your day. 
 
      
 
    I fold up the letter, tucking it away and spend the afternoon explaining the books and the hard emotions that I went thought in the last year; how my first book is what saved me. Me, I found a way to survive when all I wanted was to die and give into the pain. Love saved me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Bonus Scene 
 
    Pawn 
 
      
 
    “Tami!” I holler for her from the doorway. “Woman we have an appointment to get to.” We do and we don’t, but I’m not telling her that. 
 
    “Eric, you better be patient, it’s not easy with two babies,” my mom scolds, playing with Cash on the floor. Mia sits on my arm, my cast now removed. 
 
    “What babies, ma?” 
 
    She whips her head up and gives me a glacier glare. I hold a hand up, stopping the tongue lashing she wanted to give to me. Tami walks down the hallway wearing the short shorts she used to and a black tank. I bite my lip from saying the dirty as fuck things I want to say about my wife. 
 
    “Quit yelling and being an ass. Mia didn’t nap all day and I feel moody. Keep it up and I’ll just take a nap since your mom is here.” 
 
    “Hell no, kiss the kids goodbye. We are going.” 
 
    We swap kids around saying our goodbyes and I holler, “Don’t wait up mom.” She waves goodbye with Mia in her arms. Holding the door open for Tami, I swat her ass on the way out. “You look hot, angel. Those boots are coming off eventually, but damn, have I missed you in them.” 
 
    She abruptly turns, “Good, because for one night, I don’t want to be a mom, I want to be your woman.” Tami tugs me in close to her by my cut and plants a salacious kiss on my lips in our driveway. If I could get away with it, I would fuck her on my bike. Too soon she pulls away and I swing a leg over the seat of my bike. 
 
    She jumps on, wrapping her body tightly around mine. Once we hit the road, it gives me the same old feelings that have always been there with her, love and the freedom she gives me. I enjoy every moment with her. The speed resetting the clock and clearing our heads for the night. 
 
    We reach the Black Rose and I take her inside. Our friends all line up at the bar with beers in their hands. “Happy Birthday!” they all yell when she walks in. 
 
    “You remembered!” she beams. 
 
    “Of course. Tonight, you can be you, not a mom but a woman.” I remind her. 
 
    “Yours.” 
 
    “That too.” We grab our drinks at the bar and after a few dances I whisper yell, “I have a present for you, next door.” 
 
    Curious, Tami is always ready for the next big adventure. Walking into Battle Born Tattoo, she is surprised to find Jazzy there waiting for her. 
 
    “Come on girl, you can’t be that surprised. It’s time don’t you think?” she asks. 
 
    “Really, Pawn?” I can hear the hesitation in her voice. 
 
    “I told you I was taking it all, today you wear my brand and my cut. There will be nothing separating us, ever.” 
 
    “Surprise me then.” A buzzed Tami sits down in the chair. 
 
    I wouldn’t say I wasn’t sporting a woody when Jazz has Tami lay face down and unsnaps her bra to get the ink done. 
 
    Clear up her spine I had the letters scrolled into her flawless skin, Property of Pawn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What’s coming next? 
 
      
 
    Claiming His Forever, 
 
    Spider’s Story. 
 
      
 
    Add to your TBR NOW! 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Author’s Note 
 
    I would love to say that we all can walk this life and not feel the lick of the flames on our hearts and souls. It’s impossible. I had no idea how much I would love Pawn. He snuck up on me just like Tank did. Love the pound puppies. I’m sorry for those that loved Solo. I loved him too, but I wanted to stay true to the story I wanted to tell. I’ve enjoyed the journey with you all making the stories come to life. Thank you for that. 
 
      
 
    Parts of Pawn are me. The sorrow and self-guilt are me. Remembering the wrongs of the past. It doesn’t matter what our histories are we feel it and harbor those things deep inside. This year, I learned that I still had some of those hiding. After I wrote Tank’s books, they really came to the surface for me for a lot of reasons of just the natural progression of life. I didn’t know when I would be ready to write this book. I didn’t want to give in to the emotions. Truth is, it was a battle within me and I’m sure I will face many more. But what I learned is, it’s never too late to stand up for yourself, for you. Never. Grieve your losses and learn. But always learn to love in the end. Love yourself and forgive those even if they don’t understand. That is my truth whether others hear it or not, it’s mine. 
 
      
 
    Your heart is your strongest muscle, not your ass. So, don’t be one. 
 
      
 
    Scarlett Black 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Are you Battle Born? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    First, Sign up for my newsletter to get Battle Born News! 
 
      
 
    Then be BATTLE BORN & Join the Bitches Without Borders Readers Group Page. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Find excerpts nowhere else but on my website blog at 
 
    www.authorscarlettblack.com 
 
      
 
      
 
    Battle Born MC Series 
 
    Betting on Forever (Battle Born MC #1) 
 
    Nothing Lasts Forever (Battle Born MC #2) 
 
    Living for Forever (Battle Born MC #3) 
 
    Always & Forever (Battle Born MC #4) 
 
    Escaping from Forever (Battle Born MC #5) 
 
    Fighting for Forever (Battle Born MC #6) 
 
    Loving You Forever (Battle Born MC #7) 
 
    Claiming His Forever (Battle Born MC #8) 
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    Scarlett Black is the author of the Battle Born MC Series. Not really knowing where a story will take her is what she loves most about writing. She strives to write about strong women and the men who love them. She believes in love and the miracles that come from it. She enjoys giving her fans a happily ever after worth melting their hearts. These may be books, but they are written with her heart and soul. She is Battle Born. Are you? 
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