
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    INDECENT LIES 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    By V. THEIA 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 COPYRIGHT 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and events are the products of the author’s 
 
    imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, is coincidental. 
 
    Names and characters are the property of the author and may not be duplicated. The use of any real company and/or product names is for literary effect only. All other trademarks and copyrights are the property of their respective owners. 
 
    INDECENT LIES 
 
    Cover photo: istock.com 
 
    Cover Design: V. Theia. ©2019 
 
    Published by V. Theia 2019. 
 
    All Rights Reserved 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DEDICATION 
 
    Jenn, you’re a friend in a trillion and I treasure your face off. Sorry, your man wasn’t in this book more, but he was busy sexing his little bit of a thing.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CONTENTS 
 
    COPYRIGHT 
 
    DEDICATION 
 
    CONTENTS 
 
    ONE 
 
    TWO 
 
    THREE 
 
    FOUR 
 
    FIVE 
 
    SIX 
 
    SEVEN 
 
    EIGHT 
 
    NINE 
 
    TEN 
 
    ELEVEN 
 
    TWELVE 
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
    NINETEEN 
 
    TWENTY 
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    TWENTY-SIX 
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
    THIRTY 
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    THIRTY-SIX 
 
    THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
    THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
    THIRTY-NINE 
 
    FORTY 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    ACKNOWLEDGMENT 
 
    Also by V. THEIA 
 
    CONNECT WITH ME: 
 
    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ONE 
 
    “Cinderella seeks new Prince.” – Penelope Astor 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once upon a time, Penelope Bridget Astor was deeply and completely in love with a boy who didn’t think of her as anything other than a bratty kid, who creepily followed him around. 
 
    And then as all good fairy tales go, he broke her heart. 
 
    He went on breaking it until there was barely anything left. 
 
    And the even sadder part, he didn’t know he was hurting Penelope at all because he had no idea she was so deeply in love with him. 
 
    So, she gave the tiny fragments to whoever wanted them and each time she wondered would this be the one who put her back together, who gave all of her heart back. 
 
    And each disastrous relationship ended the same way. 
 
    She just couldn’t commit herself. 
 
    Because the boy she once loved didn’t know he had her heart and that she was irreparably damaged for anyone else to love. 
 
    And now, many years later, she was in big trouble because her dumbass was too upset to check if she was at the right place or not. 
 
    Penelope was pretty-damn positive no fairy tale ended with her being held hostage inside a MC. That’s motorcycle club for those not in the know… which she was that person only five days ago. 
 
    Honestly, so much slang these men used and got butthurt if she dared question what something meant. 
 
    Excuse the hell out of her that she was clueless to this way of lifestyle. 
 
    She was brought up in country clubs, not warehouse type clubs that had more than sixty Harley Davidson bikes parked outside.  
 
    Or the kind of club where men drank hard liquor directly from the bottle at any time of the day, it didn’t even have to be five o’clock.  
 
    So yeah, Penelope was being held to ransom and since she’d burned her last bridge with her parents when she ran out of her wedding, they were unlikely to pay anything.  
 
    Even just to get to Colorado she’d used the last of her purse cash for a plane ticket and then a cab to the wrong MC. 
 
    That’s how she was in the predicament she was now. 
 
    How was she supposed to know there was more than one MC in the area? 
 
    Had she known the situation she’d land herself in by running out of her wedding at the last minute, she might have rethought marrying a man she didn’t love.  
 
    But at the time she thought it was divine intervention making her overhear Malachai Hunt talking to his bitch of a wife about his twin brother.  
 
    Five minutes later, she was shucking up her $19 thousand dollar lacy gown and jumping into an Uber outside of the church.  
 
    As hostage situations go, this wasn’t horrible. 
 
    She’d seen worse on TV. 
 
    She was being properly fed and could even get any snacks and drinks she wanted whenever she wanted them from the kitchen out back. 
 
    She had a huge TV and a vast collection of DVDs, plus Netflix to watch.  
 
    But it wasn’t ideal. 
 
    For one, she was a hostage, that’s never fun. 
 
    And for two, she was in someone else’s clothes and they were cutting off her circulation. She picked at the skintight jeans she’d practically had to remove ribs to get into them.  
 
    Roux Tucker … the daughter of the man who was detaining her, loaned her a stack of clothes, but Roux was taller and skinnier, more beautiful, not that it mattered when she tried to pull on the jeans, but still… she could hardly walk in them and she was sick of those odious guys staring at her butt. 
 
    If they called her sweet bottom once more, she might… she might… well, she was too scared to do anything other than think mean things.  
 
    That was the other unpleasant thing. 
 
    This MC was full and she meant overstuffed with undesirable men who all thought it was funny as hell to tease her with vulgarity and innocuous staring at her chest and ass.  
 
    She’d never been so verbally abused before with sexual harassment. 
 
    “Ignore them,” Roux shrugged, unbothered, “the more you complain, the more they do it.” 
 
    Penelope noticed not one of those guys ever hit on Roux or said anything offensive.  
 
    In fact, they treated her like they were all her father.  
 
    Roux explained it was because she was a MC princess and therefore was hands off to every man who walked through the door. 
 
    That had to suck for her dating life, Penelope mused.  
 
    The men there weren’t terrible looking, some were in fact quite handsome in a rough he chews glass and will kill you sort of a way. 
 
    “You don’t find none of them attractive?” She asked the girl sitting at her side in her biker boots and skinny jeans and ripped vintage shirt with the sleeves torn off.  
 
    Roux was a rock chick.  
 
    “God no.” She laughed. “They’re like my uncles, that would be seriously gross for me.” 
 
    In comparison to her new friend, Penelope was the complete opposite, looks wise.  
 
    With her mousy brown hair she had to dye to a darker shade every few weeks just to give it some life, otherwise it looked like burnt straw.  
 
    She was only an inch shorter than Roux, at 5’6, but she felt dumpy next to the other girl, mainly because Penelope had hips and an ass she just couldn’t get rid of no matter how much lettuce she ate or exercise classes she took.  
 
    The chunk just clung on for dear life.  
 
    She’d come to terms with her shape which was inherited from her granny.  
 
    She did love her green eyes, she received compliments on them all the time.  
 
    And her plump lips that were au natural.  
 
    She was terrified of needles so would never go for enhancements as her friends loved doing.  
 
    “What about the younger boys over here?” 
 
    “The prospects.” Roux filled in.  
 
    She was learning so many new things she didn’t even know existed.  
 
    A prospect was basically a modern day slave who was trying to initiate himself into the MC by doing a lot of crappy menial jobs.  
 
    Both girls cast their gazes to the pool table across the room. Around it was three guys, probably around their age or a bit younger. Penelope was twenty-six but could never truly guess someone’s age just from looking at them, another of her flaws. 
 
    She wasn’t good at anything, no discernible skills to speak of.  
 
    It truly sucked being useless.  
 
    Only good for marriage and popping out babies and being seen on the arm of someone prestigious to order foie gras for him coming home after doing his secretary in the coat closet. 
 
    “My dad would have a shit fit if I messed around with a prospect. He’d kill the prospect, no questions asked.”  
 
    Penelope hadn’t seen much of Axel Tucker these past five days, not up close anyway. After the man in charge informed Penelope she was to be detained until the exchange, he’d handed her over to Roux and told his daughter to keep her quiet.  
 
    Charming. Now she truly was a thing.  
 
    And that was what she’d been running away from.  
 
    Becoming nothing, only known as someone’s wife. His trophy.  
 
    Oh, she knew alright. Ronnie didn’t love her, not really.  
 
    Their relationship was not something she could in all good conscience live with for the rest of her life. He didn’t love her and she certainly didn’t have those feelings for him.  
 
    Her circle of society were big on parties. Nothing like she’d seen in this MC for the last week, it was more for the reason of showing off. Who had a bigger, more expensive car this season. Who got the promotion. Who was jetting off to warmer climates.  
 
    If you didn’t have something to brag about in society, then you were a no one. 
 
    Penelope was a no one.  
 
    She wasn’t ugly, she got a lot of attention from boys growing up, but that was the start and end of her resume. Beauty pageant winner and nothing much else.  
 
    She sighed and pulled her lips around the black straw, drinking big gulps of the diet coke. 
 
    “Do you know who your dad is expecting to make an exchange for me?”  
 
    It wasn’t the first time she’d asked.  
 
    She felt pretty calm in spite of the state of affairs she’d gotten herself in.  
 
    On the plane ride to Denver, she rightly so garnered a lot of questionable looks sitting in the middle row of the plane in her wedding gown and uncomfortable heels.  
 
    But for the first time in … forever, she’d felt like she could breathe freedom.  
 
    For once in her life, Penelope planned for herself.  
 
    And look how that turned out.  
 
    “I don’t know. Your dad I presume.”  
 
    That made her tummy churn.  
 
    No way would her father pay money to get her back, not after what she’d done. He was the more insistent she go through with marrying Ronnie, after all he worked for her dad in his hedge fund company.  
 
    “You might want to stay in my room tonight, there’s a big party. Things tend to get loud and out of hand.”  
 
    More out of hand than she’d seen already?  
 
    Penelope didn’t think these kinds of places existed, where men openly had sex for anyone to watch or consume vast amounts of alcohol, not to mention smoking drugs. That first night, distraught and a little hysterical, she’d frozen to the floor, with her eyes wide and tear filled, scared and alone, while the MC celebrated her capture…calling her a golden goose. And what she’d seen after that, Penelope didn’t think she’d ever unsee it.  
 
    Only with Roux grabbing her arm and dragging her off down a long hallway and into her room saved her from the lewd looks she was attracting.  
 
    Without a filter or care for her feelings, Roux snapped for her to stay the fuck out of the main room if she wanted to live.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to be around?” She turned worried eyes to see Roux shaking her head.  
 
    She didn’t know if the other girl liked her or not, other than the fact she made sure no one bothered her.  
 
    But for Penelope, she had some form of Stockholm syndrome attachment to the girl and felt safer when she was around.  
 
    “Nah, I have somewhere I need to go.” 
 
    “Maybe I could go with you.” 
 
    Roux laughed and lifted a shaped eyebrow.  
 
    God, Penelope would kill to have her brows threaded, it had been over two weeks. She was one of those unlucky women who resembled a yeti found in the wild if she didn’t maintain her facial hair. That meant waxing her upper lip too. She’d look like Elmer Fudd in a few weeks if she didn’t book an appointment with her waxing girl.  
 
    Only, she was no longer in Harrison, NY, with easy access to every hygienic self-care spa.  
 
    “You know you can’t.” 
 
    “I’ll be with you, what am I going to do, run off? I don’t know anyone here.” 
 
    “Not going to happen, Cinderella.”  
 
    Ugh, they’d all started calling her Cinderella that first day.  
 
    She supposed she was lucky that they didn’t make her clean out the chimneys.  
 
    “Fine, but if I get killed, then I hope you feel guilty.”  
 
    As a hostage, it wasn’t so bad, but Penelope was afraid once Axel Tucker knew her father would not be paying any ransom, he had no reason to let her live.  
 
    She’d heard them talking, they assumed Penelope was going to fetch them a lot of money. 
 
    She could have easily told them no one thought that much of her to pay any kind of money, let alone thousands.  
 
    Trying to be brave, she kept her mouth shut.  
 
    She didn’t even know if she could trust Roux, she was part of this MC, after all. 
 
    It had been a colossal mistake to come to Colorado in hopes of finding refuge with the only boy she’d ever known who made her heart hurt.  
 
    That was a lifetime ago, he probably didn’t even remember her. 
 
    Stupid impulsive decisions never lead to anywhere good.  
 
    Penelope found that out far too late.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWO 
 
    “It’s a lonely rode back to Texas.” – Tait Hunt 
 
      
 
      
 
    The winter sun was waning from the darkening sky, but it didn’t stop the sweat from clinging to the back of Texas’ plain black tee as he finished for the day, with fatigue and a sense of rightness in his heavy bones.  
 
    Who knew hefty, hard labor would suit him as it had this year. 
 
    Callouses roughened both hands and his muscles were defined. 
 
    He’d always enjoyed working out, usually long-distance running so the strenuous labor he did now was a whole different kind of hurt on his body. 
 
    An honest day’s work.  
 
    He liked it.  
 
    For months, he’d wandered aimlessly, and only knew where he’d land when he ran out of gas or was so tired from riding all day that he needed to stop his Harley and find a motel to crash. 
 
    His journey to find himself had taken him through Phoenix, Tucson and New Mexico.  
 
    He tended bar there for a few weeks before he got itchy feet and took off again due to boredom. Then it was to Houston where he spent a week earning money building fences on a cow farm. Next was Baton Rouge, he stayed there for nearly a month, falling into different beds and bottles every night, he hardly remembered any of those days, but he had a damn good time. Before climbing onto his bike with his one bag slung across his back and rode straight through to Kansas. He didn’t stay there but a few days because he got sick and sweated out a fever in a hotel room alone, eating crackers, feeling like a piece of shit.  
 
    His own pity party was in full effect that weekend.    
 
    Charleston and Richmond came next, only a couple of days a piece there, before he headed down to Greensboro and then he ended up in South Carolina and that’s where he was three months later. 
 
    He liked the small country town with the wide-open spaces and the friendly people.  
 
    Main street was storefronts and welcoming food smells and people who actually said hello as they passed by.  
 
    They didn’t have the snow-capped mountains, but the feel of the place reminded him of Colorado and somewhere between day one and all these weeks later, he’d found a place where he felt normal again. 
 
    A nice place where he didn’t hate looking at himself in the mirror for all his wrong doings looking back at him. He could hardly meet his own accusing stare most days, for seeing how ridiculously easy he’d fucked up his own life in such a spectacular way.  
 
    A place he could do the hard work for decent pay, though the money was never an issue seeing as how his bank account was more than full for several lifetimes, but he’d needed to do something with his days, or else he really would just become a no one.  
 
    He wasn’t hurting for money, not in the slightest.  
 
    What with his trust fund from his grandfather which came into effect on his twenty-fifth birthday and then all the illegal money he’d earned over the years in Colorado, he could easily wander futilely around the country or even the world for the rest of his miserable life and not have to work a day ever again.  
 
    But that wasn’t his nature.  
 
    He might not have been a manual labor kind of guy up until this past summer, his forte was more to do with stocks and shares and numbers, but the surprising part of this last year had been discovering he loved the outdoors. 
 
    He enjoyed getting his hands dirty and feeling the ache along his shoulder blades late at night in the shower when he washed the days dirt and sweat off his body. There was something cathartic in working outdoors under the beating sun, with sweat clinging to the back of his shirt, his forearms tight with fatigue from all the heavy lifting and his leg muscles working overtime just to hold him up, that made him feel good about himself for the first time in a long time.  
 
    On his third day in that small South Carolina town, at a quiet table in one of the local dive bars, he’d sat with a beer and a paperback book he’d picked up from Target, minding his own business when he overheard a conversation. 
 
    One of the customers, a robust guy with black hair and wearing what all the local guys did; jeans and a buffalo plaid flannel shirt with thick boots, was telling the bartender how he was looking for someone to help out around his farm over the summer. 
 
    Turns out, that guy was Austin Black.  
 
    A well-respected fire chief from the area and he needed someone to fix a few things around his place. 
 
    They’d shared a beer after he’d approached the guy and he found he liked the fire chief instantly.  
 
    Being in the outlaw business for years and around unscrupulous assholes who would sell you out as soon as look at you, it was always easy to spot a guy who had a bad vibe about them. While Austin gave off the aura of not suffering fools lightly, he was open and honest and easily likeable. As was his wife Bonnie, who he’d met the following day when he rode through to their large farm estate at the crack of dawn. 
 
    They didn’t keep animals other than chickens, it wasn’t a working farm, it just needed upkeep with the landscape and as Austin confided while Bonnie fetched a pitcher of freshly made lemonade, he needed the help around the place, so Bonnie didn’t overdo things as she tended to.  
 
    Months later, he was still there, much to his own surprise. 
 
    He hadn’t gotten bored with the place, the town or the job.  
 
    It was hard work, fixing fences along the perimeter, maintaining the landscaping, repairing the barn loft, and one day Bonnie fancied herself a pond, so he got to work on that too. 
 
    He didn’t know why that older couple took him in without so much as a reference to check his credentials, he’d been up front and told Austin he was a figures man previously but he wasn’t afraid of hard graft.  
 
    They trusted him on their property with no questions asked.  
 
    Each morning he showed up at 7 am to be greeted by Bonnie and she would always insist on feeding him. Even when he protested that she didn’t have to. “Piffle.” She’d tell him in her southern accent, that sounded like honey and smiles. “A growing boy needs his food, now stop dithering and come on inside. It’s hotter than hell on the fourth of July out here.”  
 
    He stopped objecting after a while and enjoyed the good home cooking and the company, though Bonnie did most of the talking which she didn’t seem to mind.  
 
    On certain days she had her sewing circle at the farm, as she called them.  
 
    Much as he could tell they didn’t do a lick of sewing at all, but they did drink homemade lemonade spiked with gin, and they’d sit out on the wide deck swing and gossip up a storm.  
 
    He even noticed those older ladies watched him like a hawk when he took off his shirt.  
 
    He liked the quiet family town, the work and the people.  
 
    He found he wasn’t drinking as much either, choosing to fall into his motel bed at night to sleep soundlessly until it was time to get up again.  
 
    Nor was he warming the beds of faceless women.  
 
    Sex and booze were never the formula to forget any troubles and he learned that pretty quick. He didn’t like the hangovers and he hated knowing he was using bodies to make himself feel better for a few minutes. 
 
    The truth was, he’d fucked up so much he couldn’t see a time when he wouldn’t feel guilty for betraying his friends… family really.  
 
    So, day by day he just did what he could and went on living.  
 
    Everyone knew him as Tait Hunt. Not one person called him Texas and for weeks that felt strange. He’d gotten used to his road name; it gave him a purpose in life he’d never felt before, joining the ranks of the Renegade Souls, but he’d seen to it that he fucked that up royally.  
 
    So, Tait he was.  
 
    That night, after saying bye to Austin, he climbed onto his bike and rode a few miles down the road into town and mounted the stairs to the second-floor motel room he rented by the week. It wasn’t much to look at, but it was kept clean by a daily maid service and he didn’t need much anyway.  
 
    More tired than usual, after digging a trench for most of the day, he staggered into the shower and let the cooling water fall over his head while he sudded up with soap and cleaned off the daily grime.  
 
    Once he was dressed in black sweats, leaving his feet and chest bare, he ordered a sausage and onion pizza to be delivered and crawled onto the bed.  
 
    It was small and lumpy in comparison to the king size, high raised bed he had back home. Fuck, he missed that bed.  
 
    Home. Could he even call it that now?  
 
    If not, then he needed to think about getting rid of his loft apartment sometime soon.  
 
    Cut his last and final tie to the city he’d loved for years.  
 
    Until then, it would stand empty.  
 
    The last cut, he knew, which was always the deepest.  
 
    He thought he was done hurting but as he lay on his back, scrolling through his phone newsfeed, he got a jolt through his chest seeing an email in his inbox. 
 
    After reading it, he knew he should have left it untouched, because now his guts felt on fire.  
 
    Dread and that old guilt weighed him down until he had to roll himself off the bed and he walked the short distance to grab the lone bottle of Jack Daniels, pouring three fingers into the glass, he downed it in one, the burn chasing through his stomach did little to moderate his anxious feeling. 
 
    Looking over at the bed with his taunting phone laid face up, he inhaled slowly and ran a hand through his growing beard.  
 
    He’d never had this much facial hair before.  
 
    Always perfectly groomed.  
 
    Perfectly pressed clothes. 
 
    Perfect. Perfect. Perfect. 
 
    He scoffed at that. He was a fucking liar and a joke.  
 
    Nothing was fucking perfect, and certainly nothing about his life. 
 
    He’d straddled two lines for the last few years and his realization had been he was just as fucked up as everyone else.  
 
    If not more so because he marched into his crimes with both eyes wide open. 
 
    It didn’t matter if he had reasons.  
 
    Reasons he thought were valid at the time. 
 
    He’d fucked up, and nothing about him was, or ever would, be perfect.  
 
    Pacing the small room, his feet cushioned by the soft carpeting, he didn’t feel an ounce of calm he’d come to rely on. 
 
    What could he do? 
 
    Could he trust the message was true? 
 
    It was a simple message.  
 
    Lawless was never one for fancy words and always got to the point.  
 
      
 
    T, we got word from the Diablos that they’re holding a chick by the name of Penelope. According to them you know her, she went looking for you at the wrong MC. Axel wants payment for her. I went by there and got a picture. It’s included. I wouldn’t worry if you do nothing about it. The boys looked to be enjoying her company.  
 
    – Lawless. 
 
      
 
    Striding back to the bed, he hooked up his phone and flipped to the photo included in the email.  
 
    It was the little girl he’d always called Poppy.  
 
    Decked out in a wedding gown. 
 
    He didn’t hear she was getting married, but then, why would he?  
 
    She was a lifetime ago.  
 
    How long had it been since he’d seen her? A good few years. The last time he was back home in New York for one of his mother’s fancy fucking charity benefits she’d guilted him into attending. Why, he still didn’t know, because she’d been ashamed of her biker son.  
 
    A big fucking disappointment, that was his lot in life.  
 
    A people pleasing schmuck.  
 
    He’d seen Penelope through the crowd on the arm of some guy. 
 
    Taking his eyes to the picture again, he searched every inch of the screen.  
 
    What in the hell was she doing in any MC to begin with?  
 
    The wedding gown was a mystery.  
 
    And she’d been looking for him?  
 
    That made no sense at all.  
 
    They literally were in two different walks of life.  
 
    She’d once shadowed him, and he’d thought it was cute.  
 
    A kid with her front teeth missing chasing after him and then later still when she entered her teens and wore braces. He was a few years older if he remembered right, but she’d always been a scrawny small kid, wrapped up in cotton by her family.  
 
    He didn’t have much patience for a kid her age back then, not when his whole teen life revolved around someone else.  
 
    As they grew older, and the usual summer parties in full effect in Harrison, among the circle his family socialized in, he’d been more tolerant of the squirt following behind him with a million questions because he felt sorry for the shy girl.  
 
    His brother teased him about her crush.  
 
    This had to be a mistake.  
 
    But Lawless rarely, if ever, got shit wrong.  
 
    He ignored the email and tried as much as he could to forget it. 
 
    For two days he ignored the gnawing sensation in his gut.  
 
    Replaying the words over and over in his mind.  
 
    The boys looked to be enjoying her company.  
 
    His control snapped and he threw down the shovel.  
 
    Whether it was Lawless’ sick mind games at work, or somehow a ruse to get him back to town to kill him, he didn’t know, but even the slightest thought of a little girl he once knew being held at the mercy of that deplorable MC put bile in his throat. 
 
    He walked across the field, up the porch steps to the Black household and knocked lightly. It was Austin who answered. 
 
    “I need to leave. I’m sorry,” he explained.  
 
    “That’s okay, son, it looks about finished anyway for the day.” 
 
    “I mean leaving town.” 
 
    Austin Black frowned. “Is anything the matter, Tait? We thought you were fixing to stay around until after the New Year at least. You know Bonnie was hoping you’d join us. Our girl, her husband and their kids are coming. You haven’t met Sena and Noah yet.” 
 
    He hadn’t but he’d heard a lot about The Black’s only child who lived in Manhattan with her family.  
 
    “I’m sorry. Something’s come up.” He couldn’t say more.  
 
    The Black’s didn’t know anything about his former life, and he was reluctant to let them in and hear what an untrustworthy guy he was. 
 
    The older couple were good to him when he didn’t deserve anyone’s compassion.  
 
    “Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    He shook his head. He wasn’t sure if even he himself could do anything.  
 
    Maybe it was all a ploy to find him.  
 
    After all, he’d gone off the grid so even his own brother didn’t know where he was.  
 
    “Are you coming back?” 
 
    There was that compassion again and it twisted up his guts.  
 
    “Maybe. I hope so. I don’t mind if you let my job go. You’ve been good to me and—” 
 
    “Say no more, son. Your job will be waiting if you ever want it.” And then the shrewd man added. “Whatever you’re running from, you always have a place here, you understand?”  
 
    He could only nod. Emotion stinging his throat.  
 
    “Now come on inside and say your goodbyes to Bonnie. She’ll skin me alive if I let you go before she feeds you.” 
 
    There wasn’t anything else to say or do after that.  
 
    He didn’t have a lot to pack, within minutes his bike was gassed up and ready to go.  
 
    His worry swirling around his mind for a little girl he’d last seen years ago.  
 
    She shouldn’t be anywhere near a MC, let alone one as disreputable as the Diablo Disciples. If she’d turned up at the Souls he wouldn’t have worried at all.  
 
    Rider would never allow a woman to be harmed.  
 
    They would have dealt with her and sent her on her way. 
 
    Tension mounted as the miles ate up under his bike.  
 
    He didn’t know if he was going back to his own death. 
 
    Texas didn’t care anymore, least of all about his own well-being. 
 
    But he was going back home to Colorado.  
 
    And some small part of him was glad.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THREE 
 
    “Prince Charming is not so…princely.” – Penelope 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was some fucked up self-punishment that made Texas ride by the Renegade Souls compound when he finally arrived back in Colorado.  
 
    Familiar sights and smells greeting him with a punch of pain to his sternum. 
 
    It would mean an extra hour ride back out of town to get to Axel’s place, but there he was, like a goddamn chump and the bike purring idly under his ass while he gazed through to the building he’d called home for years. 
 
    The Souls protected compound was out of the way of civilization and designed that way when the club was first erected. In the background was the fantastic mountains with snow-capped peaks reaching into the clouds as far as the eye could see.  
 
    The three sets of buildings were made of concrete, bricks and corrugated steel for a reason, almost impenetrable to being firebombed. Just the last few years, ever since Rider, the prez, took on his queen, he had all the windows changed to Hammerglass triple glazing. That shit was impossible to break and Texas being the money man then, knew how much it cost the club. It wasn’t cheap, but Rider wanted the club and his house like Fort Knox for Zara.  
 
    He was an idiot for stopping, not like they’d be happy to see him.  
 
    Rider had done him a solid by not killing him, instead, he’d dished out something worse by taking Texas’ cut from him. Stripping him of his MC identity.  
 
    For anyone in the biker lifestyle, that shit hurt worse than a thousand stabs.  
 
    Months later he still didn’t know whether he would have preferred being killed.  
 
    He’d known the moment he confessed to Rider, about how he was feeding information on other clubs to his ATF twin brother, in hopes of keeping Malachai off the Souls backs, that he was done for.  
 
    He’d put the nail in his own coffin. 
 
    Rider and the Souls treated loyalty as sacred. 
 
    If there was no loyalty among the members, then Rider didn’t want that man around.  
 
    By doing the only thing he thought right at the time, he’d fucked himself into losing what meant most to him and being banished back to a life he hated living.  
 
    No one would understand why he did what he did.  
 
    To the Souls, the rules were black and white. 
 
    It was club first.  
 
    Always the club came first, no matter what. 
 
    Hindsight was a bitch because he did regret every decision he’d made.  
 
    Mal was his twin, his blood and he had a bond to the man no ordinary siblings would understand, though they were estranged for reasons he didn’t want swimming in his head. 
 
    One fucking problem at a time. 
 
    For now, he had to deal with whatever Poppy Astor, socialite of New York was doing with a club like the Diablos.  
 
    This shit was bizarre, but he was going to find out what was happening.  
 
    Texas scraped a gloved hand through his dark, tousled hair. He kept it short because of the Carolina heat, but it was usually long enough on top to warrant the aid of hair product to tame it.  
 
    Probably because of his upbringing was the reason why he liked grooming and nice, expensive clothes. No one in the MC ribbed him maliciously about his state of dress not being a carbon copy of their worn jeans and vintage tees. Texas had always gone for designer denim with a matching belt, a pressed long-sleeved dress shirt with a thickly knotted tie along with his leather cut. A merge of his old with the new. 
 
    Oh, of fucking course they took the piss occasionally, especially when he wore a fancier tie, something that caught his eye on the Saks website, but he’d always, always felt part of the club. 
 
    And now he was the dickhead moping outside of their gates. 
 
    He wondered if Rider had assigned Texas’ treasurer patch to anyone yet.  
 
    A feeling of woe is me attacked his chest.  
 
    That was his patch, he’d earned it. And then lost it.  
 
    Sighing his own disgust, he revved the pipes of his black matte Harley with her custom slate gray bodywork done by Red Light, and he took off at high speed, hunched over the handlebars and the wind in his face, giving him clarity. 
 
    He’d deal with Poppy’s dilemma and head back south. 
 
    There was nothing left for him here, and he needed to accept that fact.  
 
    Pulling into the smaller operation of the Diablo Disciples MC sometime later, he climbed down off his bike, feeling every inch the ache for the long ride.  
 
    His eyes clocking everything and everyone as he approached their entryway in his slow rolling stride. 
 
    Their club was easily accessed. No one manning the gate whatsoever, and the door was wide open. Had Texas been of a mind to go crazed shooter, he could have taken out four of them instantly.  
 
    Four sets of eyes looked him over in his worn leather jacket and equally worn light denim and thick soled biker boots. 
 
    “Looking for Axel.” He said.  
 
    He recognized most of these men. Being part of the Souls, and the biggest MC with the most clout, the brothers made it their business to have the information on all of the neighboring MC’s. There was no hacking Lawless couldn’t do on any person.  
 
    That included the president of this club.  
 
    Axel Tucker, who straddled the line of morally corrupt almost as dangerously as Hades once did. The only good thing going for Axel was he didn’t deal in sex trafficking and he seemed to be fair with his men. Plus, the club was small and didn’t really have any influence whatsoever. 
 
    Hearing they were wanting a pay-out for Penelope was not unheard of in their circles. Business was business and an exchange for cash for a body was common.  
 
    It didn’t go unnoticed by Texas that he himself had been the man to put some of this MC into jail from the information he’d fed to his cop twin brother. 
 
    He was stepping into the lion’s den, how was that for some karma shit. 
 
    Wondering if Axel knew of what he’d done and that’s why he was holding Penelope flitted through his mind a time or two on the way here.  
 
    Rider was no snitch and wouldn’t have informed Axel that he was losing men because of Texas’ big mouth.  
 
    “Haven’t seen you at any of the rallies for a while, Texas.” The VP came forward and slapped his hand. “How’s it?” 
 
    “Not bad. How’s things with you, Chains?”  
 
    “I’d be better if we could get our guys out of lock up.” 
 
    Texas wasn’t even attacked with a pinch of guilt for his part in that.  
 
    He was Souls loyal, even if they didn’t think so.  
 
     “So, is your boss around?” 
 
    Chains looked at him through a plume of smoke coming off the cigarette hanging from between his lips. He was pretty young for a VP, most probably Texas’ age of nearly thirty. Talk was he was tight with his own secrets.   
 
    “You looking to switch clubs?” He cackled.  
 
    Ah, so they hadn’t heard he was no longer a Souls.  
 
    That made sense now why Lawless emailed him. 
 
    “I got word you have something belonging to me.”  
 
    To an outsider it would be slightly deranged to lay claim to a woman, and a woman he hadn’t clapped eyes on since she had tiny teen tits and a crush in her eyes.  
 
    But this was a whole other world where if you didn’t lay claim to something, it could be easily taken and Texas wasn’t about to get walked all over by these misfits.  
 
    He might not be a fighter like Tag or a brawler like Snake and Preacher. And hell no he was not a down and vicious killer like Hawk or Lawless, but he’d learned some things over the years from his club brothers. 
 
    About intimidation and power.  
 
    As far as this club knew, he was still a Renegade Souls member and that title alone carried weight.  
 
    He arched an eyebrow at their VP as to if to say he was tired of waiting.  
 
    “The fuck? You’re the Tait guy?” 
 
    “Yeah. Now can I fucking see Axel, or do we have a problem?” 
 
    Chains cackled again and stubbed out his cig. “Nah, bro. We good. Come on, he’ll be glad to see you. Didn’t have a fucking clue it was you though.” Then he added. “Your girl is something else…” 
 
    Not easily provoked to violence, there were certain aspects that would have Texas throwing out fists and one of those reasons was the harm of any woman.  
 
    “She better be untouched.” He warned in a low shuddering voice.  
 
    As if by fate, chance or even kismet, right as he rounded a corner into their main area, full of men, booze, a loud TV and a lot of voices, he caught a glimpse of brown hair and then startled green eyes. 
 
    There was no way that arresting woman was the same Penelope Astor he’d once known. 
 
    Absolutely no fucking way. 
 
    But the way she rounded her wide eyes to resemble a stunned rabbit and then unfolded her legs from the couch and almost tripped over her own feet to race across the floor, he had a feeling he was looking at the newly grown up Penelope who he always called Poppy.  
 
    Something low in his gut tightened as he scraped his eyes over the too tight jeans, accentuating how full and rounded her hips were and the tank top fitted to her upper body like a second skin, showing her nipples through the white material. Her tits firm and high, also braless. She had her brown hair loose around her shoulders, flawless skin lightly dusted in a tan. And a giant diamond rock dangled off her left hand.  
 
    That explained the wedding gown.  
 
    Well, not fucking really, but it showed she was at least engaged. 
 
    Where the fuck was her man then?  
 
    Where were the Astor’s? They had more money than sense.  
 
    The last he knew; her father’s hedge fund was thriving.   
 
    He never wanted to keep up with gossip from back home, but somehow he always found himself looking up his old town sometimes online.  
 
    “Tait,” she whispered reverently just a few feet away from him, “you came…”  
 
    That same tugging burned in his belly the longer their gazes locked and Texas had to harden his stare as well as his jaw.  
 
    His first instinct was to grab her up and protect her with his body from all the deviants in this place, and he didn’t understand it whatsoever because for all intents and purposes he was a stranger to her. Though she didn’t look at him like a stranger.  
 
    She looked at him like he was a hero. 
 
    Far from it, little girl.  
 
    From behind her, he saw Axel’s daughter watching them with intrigue.  
 
    He wondered in his absence had the Butcher claimed the woman yet, he’d sulked over her for far too long already.  
 
    Switching his gaze back to Penelope he held out a warning hand before she did something stupid by throwing herself at him and he did something far worse by catching her. “Stay here,” he growled, darker than intended and she came to a sudden halt, hurt in her eyes.  
 
    And then he turned his back on her and continued to follow Chains to get this shit over with so he could pack her ass back on a plane and send her to her fiancé or husband, whatever.  
 
    This wasn’t his circus, nor his clown but he’d fix this mess for her. 
 
    Because at one time in their life, both him and Poppy were lonely kids who shared a loathing of all things Harrison society.  
 
    He let a thought build in his mind right before he walked into Axel’s office. 
 
    Had he not put his emotions into a viper of another girl, would he have fallen for a girl like Penelope? A sweet, loyal girl who looked at him like a hero and not a piece of scum. 
 
    He’d never know. 
 
    Life had taken Texas to a direction of his own making.  
 
    He didn’t shake Axel’s hand.  
 
    The man was about to shake him down for money, Texas wasn’t inclined to feel friendly one bit.  
 
    Luckily for Penelope, he had the means to set her free.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOUR 
 
    “I didn’t know you could buy a socialite with Amazon Prime.” – Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Texas is Tait? Why didn’t you say so before?”  
 
    Penelope heard Roux ask from behind her.  
 
    She was too busy dealing with her pumping heart to answer right away.  
 
    Her eyes still focused on the dimly lit hallway Tait disappeared down.  
 
    He looked different. 
 
    Less soft in his face. 
 
    All cut lines and sharp lips.  
 
    She knew he’d grow from cute to manly…rough. Somehow she’d known he’d age so well.  
 
    Locked around one single breath in her throat, her eyes still seeing his edgy walk even though he was no longer in sight.  
 
    He’d looked at her, not with a smile of recognition, but one of emptiness. 
 
    The stare robbed her breath because she somehow over the days, weaved a story in her head of how he’d play white knight and he’d be so happy to see her.  
 
    Stay here.  
 
    Even his voice sounded rougher than the one in her memories.  
 
    “I didn’t… I didn’t know his biker name. He’s always just been Tait to me.” 
 
    “You didn’t know his name? How long has it been since you’ve seen him?”  
 
    She turned then to find Roux watching her, nursing a bowl of half-eaten popcorn. The movie all but forgotten for Penelope.  
 
    She’d been so thrilled to see Tait; she about fell off the couch in her haste to hug him and thank God someone finally turned up for her. 
 
    Axel wanted her father’s contact information; she’d let him know with some trepidation how he wouldn’t get a penny from her family.  
 
     “I think I was seventeen the last real time, right before he left. I’ve seen him a few times since, but only fleeting from a distance.”  
 
    “Well it looks like you’ll be getting out of here, Cinderella.” 
 
    She whirled around. Her eyes unblinking, her chest thumping with the number of beats. “You think he’ll pay your dad?” 
 
    “Why else would Texas be here? The Renegade Souls aren’t really welcome, you get me?” Roux grimaced. “That guy is here for you.” 
 
    Without reserve, Penelope’s heart started an almighty racket inside her rib cage, until she couldn’t keep her feet still. She didn’t stay here as he growled, instead, she traced his steps, down the hallway. 
 
    What she heard outside of the biker leader’s office nearly had her falling down in a dead faint.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, man. Didn’t know you were the guy we were looking for.” Laughed Axel, relaxed in the big leather chair he dwarfed with his size.  
 
    Texas didn’t laugh along with him. The guy was comfortable because he knew he was about to have a payday.  
 
    Not like Texas could leave her here.  
 
    Not as though he had the backing of the Souls to weigh in and use as a threat.  
 
    Far as he could see, he had only one choice and that was to buy her freedom.  
 
    “Look, I want you to know, this isn’t personal. She wandered in here like a damn prima ballerina, Texas. Big fucking wedding gown, shouting her mouth off about wanting to see who we now know is you.” 
 
    Texas thinned out his lips. His eyes unwavering.  
 
    Had this been the Raging Rebels, before the Renegade Souls disbanded them in the most violent of ways, he would have been worried about Penelope’s well-being.  
 
    Zara had been the unfortunate one to be enslaved by them for years, so yeah… he would have worried. Axel’s daughter was practically a female biker, though the Diablos didn’t take women members, so factoring that in, he had to figure they wouldn’t be raping women in front of her. 
 
    He still asked. He had no reason to use his manners, not when he was about to get extorted of a lot of fucking money. “I can take it she’s been looked after and not one of your boys has laid a finger on her.” 
 
    Axel smirked. “She’s as pure and as bratty as the day she tripped her princess ass in, brother.”  
 
    I’m not your brother, he wanted to say.  
 
    He didn’t have any personal beef with Axel.  
 
    Not like the Butcher did.  
 
    Didn’t mean he liked this.  
 
    It wasn’t right. He’d never use a woman, not even if he didn’t have a dollar to his name. Renegade Souls would never use a woman either. 
 
    But then, the Diablos were a different breed.  
 
    When Texas was deep in the lifestyle and watching this club fold under one member at a time, as they got collared for crimes he was telling his brother about, he knew Axel’s MC was losing money hand over fist. 
 
    Did it make it right now? Hell no.  
 
    But he’d pay for her.  
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Axel’s face sobered. “We don’t hurt baby girls. My goddamn daughter has been watching her for a week, Texas. She’s fine. It’s not personal, you get me? We seized an opportunity that came to us.” 
 
    Texas hardly showed a flicker of emotion, sitting with a desk between them. 
 
    “How much do you want?” 
 
    “100 G.”  
 
    Time was, he might have bartered, joked about the price being too rich for a Souls palette. But he wasn’t Souls anymore and he needed to accept that. 
 
    “You got bank details? I’ll make a straight transaction.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket.  
 
    “Gotta love the modern era, brother.”  
 
    It was then he heard a loud gasp and Texas turned his head to see Penelope in the crack through the doorway.  
 
    Pale and shock on her face. 
 
    Yeah, little girl, you’re costing me a pretty penny.  
 
    It took no time at all for Axel to see the money in his account and Texas climbed to his feet. “I won’t be happy if this happens again, do you understand, Axel?” 
 
    “Hey, man. Not looking to screw over the Souls. She didn’t want to give her daddy a call, said he wouldn’t care if she was here or not.” 
 
     He didn’t let his shock show, but he felt it inside.  
 
    The Astor’s always kept Penelope cocooned in a bubble.  
 
    Why would she tell Axel they wouldn’t care?  
 
    “So, what’s the connection there? She wouldn’t tell my girl how she knew you.” 
 
    “No offense.” Actually, a lot of offense, “but you just fleeced me for a hundred grand. I’m not giving you anything else.” 
 
    At this Axel laughed, rose to his feet with a nod. “No problem, Texas. I’d be the same. But gotta say, my little girl was in a place like this, as much of a pain in the ass she is, I’d break the fucking world to get her back. Gotta wonder why her daddy didn’t.”  
 
    It was something to think about, but Texas just wanted to get out of there.  
 
    He gave the other man a chin lift and walked to the door.  
 
    Penelope was no longer standing there but he found her in the main room with Axel’s kid. 
 
    She had a purse slung over her arm and a white garment bag in the other.  
 
    Her eyes were so expressive, it was impossible not to read what she was thinking.  
 
    She’d stumbled her princess ass into a world that could have easily chewed her up and spat her out and she would never have been the same again.  
 
    This thought alone made Texas’ jaw tighter than usual and his eyes turned flat at her stupidity.  
 
    Why come looking for him?  
 
    It wasn’t as though they were even Facebook friends.  
 
    He cut off ties with anyone from his old life and liked it that way. 
 
    “Let’s go, little girl.” He gruffed and proceeded to walk to the door. 
 
    He heard her gasp and then a fast goodbye with Roux and then the slap of tennis shoes behind him. 
 
    “Oh my God, can you just wait a second? I can’t walk as fast as you.” 
 
    He didn’t stop. 
 
    “Tait, hold up. What happened? Did you really pay to get me released?” 
 
    He turned suddenly and she almost smacked into his chest, if not for his quick reflexes catching the top of her arms, she would have broken her pert nose. 
 
    Electricity shot down both his own arms and he had to reason it was static energy.  
 
    “Get on my bike, Poppy. I’m taking you to the nearest train station or airport. Your choice.” 
 
    She visibly paled.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re going home. This is no place for you.” 
 
    “I … Tait. I can’t go home. I won’t go home.” She reaffirmed and shot her chin stubbornly in the air so she could look him in the eyes. And then didn’t she just put the cap on the bottle of fucked up juice by adding. “I came for a reason…well not here-here, but here. I want to claim asylum with you. You have to take me in.” 
 
    What. 
 
    The. 
 
    Mother. 
 
    Fuck?   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIVE 
 
    “Is there room at the Tait inn for a clumsy socialite?” – Penelope 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You want what now?” 
 
    “Asylum. It means to ask for shelter because you have nowhere else to go.” 
 
    “I know what it means. I want to know why you’re talking nonsense.”  
 
    Poppy’s shoulders rose almost to her ears at the tenor in his voice. 
 
    This was definitely not the boy she remembered. 
 
    He was sweet and kind and always laughing at something, mostly when he was showing off. She hadn’t seen this Tait smile once yet, and he wore deep lines etched into his forehead. 
 
    Not to mention the way he was looking at her like she’d grown horns or something.  
 
    She was sick of people making her feel pathetic. “It’s not nonsense, but thanks for making me feel like an idiot. You know what, you can drop me off at a bus station.”  
 
    As for colossal mistakes, Penelope was batting 2 for 2 so far this week.  
 
    Turning her back on him so he wouldn’t see her eyes mist over, she clutched her medium sized purse to her chest and took a few deep breaths she’d learned from all those stupid yoga classes her friends dragged her to.  
 
    “Where the hell is your stuff?”  
 
    She whirled around. That damn tone of his again.  
 
    She might be causing him untold aggravation, she might be a nuisance—God, she recognized it clearly, but she didn’t warrant that tone at all. 
 
    “This is my stuff, Tait. I didn’t stop to pack.”  
 
    The purse was useless seeing as she had no cash inside and she wanted to ditch the wedding gown but thought better of it when Roux told her to sell it.  
 
    He made a groaning noise; his hands went to his hips and he pointed his face to the sky before pinning her with his intense gaze.  
 
    How had he become more handsome? 
 
    He was taller than she remembered and his shoulders wider and his long torso tapered off to a trim waistline. He’d really grown up nicely.  
 
    She liked the banged up clothes on him. The leather and denim made him seem like a badass. Nothing at all like those men inside. Sure, some were okay to look at, but none made her heart roll over with fast beats like Tait did.  
 
    His face was carved and so striking, he was perhaps six weeks past needing a shave, but it suited him somehow. The dark hair circling his thinned out lips and his vivid blue eyes that looked more navy in certain angles.  
 
    Yeah, he’d aged real nice had Tait.  
 
    She didn’t have that stupid crush any more, thank God.  
 
    Getting to Colorado and to Tait’s help had been her only thought for hours that day.  
 
    Looking at him now, with his sour expression and his thick eyebrows drawn down into a scowl and piercing eyes, she knew she’d made a mistake. 
 
    “You can take me to a bus station, thank you, I would appreciate it.”  
 
    She watched him swing his leg over the huge bike and belatedly realized he wasn’t here in a car with a roof and lockable doors she couldn’t fall out of.  
 
    He was riding a beast of a motorcycle.  
 
    “You got cash on you?”  
 
    Her chin went up. “I’ll manage.”  
 
    His sigh was a giant, put upon gust. “You don’t have your credit cards?” 
 
    “You mean daddy’s credit cards? No, he canceled them. Probably before I even got to the airport.” 
 
    “Jesus, Poppy. What the hell kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into?” 
 
    She shrugged, avoiding his eyes because she felt stupid under his scrutiny. 
 
    “It’s what happens when you go against an Astor, they outcast quicker than a blink.”  
 
    He wouldn’t understand how stifled she’d felt.  
 
    How she couldn’t breathe another moment in that charade.  
 
    “Climb on.” 
 
    She blinked. “Climb on that?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She didn’t have control of her nervous stomach having never ridden a motorcycle before. Tait’s bike looked lethal and she didn’t run out on a two hundred thousand dollar wedding to be killed skidding across the road face first.  
 
    “Can’t we catch a cab?” 
 
    “Poppy, climb on, it’s safe.” 
 
    “Where do I put my stuff?” 
 
    He sighed, exasperated. “Keep it tucked on your lap and wrap your arms tight around my waist.” 
 
    Oh, well that’s no big deal, she mentally eye rolled, approaching the beast like it was a hissing cobra. Good thing she was wearing Roux’s circulation cutting jeans. 
 
    She got her leg over…just.  
 
    The machine was big and taller than expected.  
 
    When her butt was perched, Tait unexpectedly reached back and pulled her into him, closer than she was comfortable with, squashing the dress between them. Then she tentatively laid her hands on his leather jacket. “Gonna have to hold tighter than that, babe. Or you’ll fall off.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, Tait. Can we not talk about me flying off this thing at high speed? I’m already a wreck.” 
 
    She thought she heard him chuckle but the engine drowned out the noise.  
 
    When it rumbled beneath her, she instantly latched on as tight as she could, her face went into his back and she could honestly say she didn’t open her eyes again until he stopped the bike sometime later.  
 
    “Well?”  
 
    “Terrifying,” she breathed, “wait, this isn’t the bus station. Where are we?”  
 
    “My place.” 
 
    Oh.  
 
    She didn’t hesitate in scrambling off the back of the bike, even when her legs wobbled a little and Tait caught her by the elbow. She was looking up at the three-story red brick building with the wide windows.  
 
    “Do you have nice neighbors?”  
 
    He strode forward and started hitting numbers on a keypad discreetly hidden inside a metal box. Unable to help herself, she shuffled her feet and moved to his shoulder. It seemed a bit security conscious for this kind of building. In New York—Manhattan especially, even the higher end apartment buildings didn’t come with an electronic keypad to get inside.  
 
    “No neighbors. The building is mine. I didn’t want to have to deal with assholes being loud all night long.”  
 
    Something warmed in her chest to hear that.  
 
    Not because it meant Tait must make good money, she wasn’t a gold-digger as she’d heard people whisper about her. She liked money just fine, didn’t everyone? But it wasn’t her sole reason for her decisions.  
 
    But it meant he’d made something of his life. To hear his family talk about him, it was as if Tait had joined a cult. 
 
    She didn’t know the biker way of life, save for what she’d seen this past week, but if it made him happy and he was successful too, then she was super happy for him. 
 
    Not everyone got to choose what they did with their own lives.  
 
    “You coming inside or going to gather wool here on the doorstep?” She caught him watching her. 
 
    She smiled and moved her feet, following him inside. 
 
    He didn’t have an elevator so they walked up the three flights to his top floor and he again opened his front door by entering a sequence of numbers on a pad and then used a key to unlock three locks. 
 
    “Is it a dangerous neighborhood, is that the reason for the security?”  
 
    “Nah. I’m a biker…was a biker.” 
 
    She didn’t understand what his job had to do with it. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We have enemies. Had, I had enemies.” He amended for the second time, but she didn’t have time to question that, not when he strode inside the exquisite loft apartment, tossing his keys on a table.  
 
    “It smells a bit musty. I’ll crack some windows. I haven’t been home in a while.”  
 
    She didn’t care about the smell, as she watched him do just that, pulling blinds up, he let the light in and it gave her a better view of the place.  
 
    It had exposed red brick inside too. No white, boring walls for Tait. The furniture looked brand new. Gray couches and a low table in the middle, on top of a big fluffy rug. Underneath that was wood flooring. Select pieces of art hung on the walls, she smiled to see a vintage picture of his favorite baseball team he used to be nuts about when he was a kid.  
 
    It was good to see some things didn’t change. 
 
    Dumping her stuff on the floor, Penelope advanced inside.  
 
    She loved the openness of his loft. The windows showed a view of the opposite building complex. And the kitchen was modern with all black appliances and white cabinets and countertops.  
 
    “You have a really great home, Tait.” 
 
     He cut a glance over his shoulder in the process of shrugging out of his jacket. She couldn’t determine what the look meant, only that it tightened her stomach muscles. 
 
    She twisted her fingers together in front of her. 
 
     “It’s a place to live,” he rumbled. “You hungry?” 
 
    “God, yes.” She said enthusiastically. If there was one thing Penelope loved to do with exuberance, it was to eat. “I guess we should talk, I should talk, but can we do it while we eat something? I haven’t had anything since this morning.” 
 
    His brows fell over his moody eyes. 
 
    She seriously appreciated this new badass look of his. She hadn’t laid eyes on him forever. The last time she saw him, it was at a birthday party and he was clean shaven, in a shirt and blazer. This version of Tait was so far different, she couldn’t stop looking at him.  
 
    “The Diablos didn’t feed you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, they did. Roux was really great.” 
 
    “You and her got friendly?”  
 
    She trailed him to the kitchen. He opened a drawer and grabbed a fistful of takeout menus.  
 
    “Axel put her on babysitting duty. She made sure I was fine; she gave me these clothes.” She pulled at the jean leg self-consciously, knowing she was bulging out of them practically. Roux was a willowy rock chick goddess and Penelope…was not.  
 
    Tait cracked a half grin, “Yeah, I wondered at the wardrobe, not your style, little girl. Not a hint of pink anywhere.” 
 
    Penelope tipped up her chin at his mocking. 
 
     “I haven’t worn pink since I was a kid.” She lied. She liked pink, so what. “They’re a bit tight, but I like them.”  
 
    She’d have to think about that soon, money didn’t just fall out of the sky directly into her purse and seeing as how her father had cut off the credit cards and had her account frozen, she was without funds to even buy panties.  
 
    It was the first time in her adult life she was walking around with her ass bare. Feeling exposed, for more than one reason, she slipped onto one of the high bar stools and tucked her feet on the rung.  
 
    “I’m fucking starving.” He tossed all the menus in front of her, “pick whatever you want and call it in while I grab a shower, I stink and need to sluice it off.” 
 
    There was a lot of options in front of her, she worried her lip and her brows folded in, concentrating.  
 
    “It’s not a hard decision,” Tait said from the doorway. Now he’d dropped his jacket, she saw his t-shirt formed to his torso like a second skin and she wasn’t hating the view. Especially when his jeans also sat nicely on his waist, flush to his flat belly and encased his long legs perfectly. “Just get whatever you want. Put in a double order of maple bacon pancakes for me and some curly fries.” 
 
    “You’re going to eat curly fries and pancakes together?” 
 
    “Yeah. Tell them to put extra crumbled bacon on top. I won’t be long.” With a last look, he turned and strode off through the only hallway, yanking his shirt off from the scruff of his neck, she assumed it led to a bathroom and bedroom.  
 
    She was dying to have a look around, but it wasn’t very proper of her to be intrusive.  
 
    You basically told the guy you wanted to live with him, that’s not proper either, Penelope. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” she muttered and started to pour over the menus. 
 
    She went with a club sandwich for herself and ordered Tait his weird combination.  
 
    He was freshly washed and dressed in different clothes, with his dark locks wet and scraped back off his face when he came back. 
 
    He looked amazing. 
 
    Jesus.  
 
    She thought maybe she wouldn’t have feelings for him once she got a decent look at him. She thought maybe they’d develop a friendship, but that was going to be next to impossible if the boiling blood through her veins was any indicator. 
 
    Lust. That’s what it was.  
 
    She’d never felt it this strongly before and for a girl with her track record with men, that came as somewhat of a surprise.  
 
    She cleared the frog from her throat and dropped her eyes from his face, choosing to look at his shoulder instead, which was no better really, not when she could see the outline of his glorious collar bone through the gray cotton.  
 
    “They said about thirty minutes.” 
 
    “That’s fine. It’ll give us time to talk.” 
 
    “Oh.” She’d forgotten that. 
 
    “You can explain everything, Poppy.” He leaned both hands on the counter in front of her. Making strong veins prominent in his forearms and the backs of his hands. 
 
    Lord above, Tait was masculine as hell.  
 
     “What made you go to the Diablos compound, the fuck were you doing in a wedding gown and why have you run away from home? To come to me, of all people.” 
 
    It was that last part that hurt her the most. 
 
    It seemed the boy who broke her heart all those years ago still had the ability to put cracks in the beating organ.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIX 
 
    “Possession is nine tenths of the biker law.” - Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t hard to take in how nervous she was the way her eyes wouldn’t land on him for more than a second. 
 
    He’d never been a scary guy and considering the circumstances, he hadn’t been mean to her, so it was either her nature or what she was going to tell him.  
 
    “Poppy, I just bought you from a MC, whatever shit you have to say, can’t be all that bad after that.” 
 
    Her eyes went comically wide. 
 
    “Bought me! I wasn’t even for sale.” She burst out with a hitch to her tone that was husky and offended all rolled into one. “Any decent person would have directed another person to their right destination had they been lost.” 
 
    “MC’s aren’t decent people.” 
 
    “That much I am now aware of, Tait. Buying me. Hmph.” Her eyes blazed, so she did have a little spunk in her, interesting.  
 
     “Well I can’t pay you back, so you’re out of pocket. You should have just left me there. They would have tossed me out eventually when they knew I was worth nothing.”  
 
    At this her voice cracked a little.  
 
    “I’m completely worthless to anyone.”  
 
    Before Texas could even touch on that, she lifted her gaze. “Why did it take you so long to come and…buy me? I thought you worked at that other MC place? No one told me you were coming; they didn’t even know your name.” 
 
    “They know me as Texas.” 
 
    “Texas?” 
 
    “Yeah, my road name. A name given by the MC I was a member of.”  
 
    “Was?” 
 
    That conversation he didn’t touch.  
 
    “I haven’t lived here for a while, Poppy, it’s why this place smells unlived in. I was traveling and got word from an old friend about you. It took me a few days to drive from South Carolina.” 
 
    “Oh.” And then. “I’m sorry, I just assumed you would be here. God, I’m so sorry to disrupt your life like this. I overheard your brother saying you lived in Colorado and he mentioned the Renegade Souls.” 
 
    His twin. Another untouchable subject. His jaw tightened at the thought of Malachai.  
 
    He had so many wavering emotions concerning him, that Texas wouldn’t even know how to unpack all that garbage. 
 
    He missed his twin, some days it felt like a part of himself was cut out of his torso.  
 
    “We’re not talking about me. Start with you rocking up to the Diablos in a wedding gown.” 
 
    “That’s easy enough, I suppose. It was my wedding day.” 
 
    Something like disturbance tickled in the back of his brain and he didn’t know why.  
 
    He’d guessed that much.  
 
    Or she’d been in one of those fancy wedding gown stores and ran out without paying. Rich chicks were always being arrested on the news for shoplifting.  
 
    “Before or after the ceremony?”  
 
    “Very much before. It should never have gotten that far. I didn’t want to marry Ronnie, not really.” 
 
    Again, so many questions started banging through Texas’ brain, but he shelved them all, in favor of what was more important. 
 
    “So you did a runaway bride act. Why come here?”  
 
    The frown became more prominent on her face and he suddenly felt bad for sounding harsh, but it was baffling to him.  
 
    They were never close… not really.  
 
    They knew each other because they were always at the same events.  
 
    He hadn’t thought about her in years just because he closed off that part of his life the moment he bought a motorcycle and drove across country aimlessly until he found Rider and the rest.  
 
    The very idea that Texas wanted to be his own man and not become a dull as fuck accountant in the family business meant he became dead to his whole family the moment he left. The nail in the coffin was to assume they could dictate his life in the same way they did with Malachai.  
 
    Of course, their golden boy couldn’t do no wrong. 
 
    He became a high ranking cop. Married the princess. Lived miserably ever after. 
 
    He could tell their parents some home truths about that whole fairy tale and blow that out of the water if he was cruel enough.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “You were the first person I thought of.” 
 
    Surprise stung his nose.  
 
    “You don’t have friends?” 
 
    She scoffed and twisted her fingers together, nervously. “Of course I have friends, Tait. I just don’t have friends who would side with me. They all love Ronnie; thought I’d made it big by marrying him. You know how it is, the only ambition a girl of Harrison wants is the eligible man, the car and the endless credit card.” 
 
    “This guy couldn’t give you that?” 
 
    “I don’t care about those things. I made a mistake, so I left. He’ll thank me one day when he’s married to someone who can love him back.” 
 
    “Ronnie…” a memory unlocked from Texas’ head and he rumbled a laugh. “Don’t tell me it’s Ronnie Pitstop?” That lanky drivel of piss was a few years younger than Texas and Mal, and about as annoying as a tick on the cock.  
 
    She nodded and Texas’ laugh couldn’t be held back. 
 
    “Poppy…” he went right on laughing, resting on the island top. “Your married name would have been Penelope Pitstop. You would have had to take up wacky racing and wearing pink all the time.”  
 
    She had a twitch to her bare lips. “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. I went through that for six months already from everyone. I told him I couldn’t take his name, that did not go over well with daddy.”  
 
    “You were together for six months?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just over a year. He proposed six months ago on vacation.” 
 
    He ruminated on that with a low, almost silent hum.  
 
    She was saved another grilling when the buzzer made her jump. 
 
    “Relax, it’s the food. I’ll run down and grab it. You want to get plates out. They’re in the left cabinet.” 
 
    His belly was already growling like a bear as he came back carrying the paper sack full of steaming food to see her arranging plates, napkins and cutlery on the island top. He didn’t even know he owned napkins and he rarely had company over so he didn’t figure a woman had bought them.  
 
    Maybe Zara. She liked doing small things for the brothers. 
 
    His chest burned. Only, he wasn’t a brother any longer. He wouldn’t get those sweet touches from his prez’s old lady.  
 
    “You didn’t have to do fancy, it’s just takeout.” 
 
    She turned a blush on him, “sorry, I can put them away.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. Sit, we can talk and eat.” 
 
    “There’s not much else to tell you, Tait. I was getting married, changed my mind and ended up here, went to the wrong motorcycle place, had to be bought. I need a place to hang for a while, you know that already.” 
 
    “We’re not exactly friends, Poppy.” He pointed out, eating directly from the Styrofoam container. The bacon and maple syrup exploded on his tongue and he moaned appreciatively. He could eat these things day and night. “How would it look to your fiancé if you shacked up with me.” 
 
    What the fuck.  
 
    He was actually considering letting her?  
 
    Texas was not a roommate kind of guy.  
 
    Not a woman with gorgeous tits roommate especially.  
 
    He had a girlfriend, maybe five years ago. His attempt at getting over Addison and all those fucked up twisted feelings he had for his brother’s wife.  
 
    The girlfriend had wanted to move in after four months and that was the beginning of the end for Texas. That relationship went down in flames soon after. 
 
    He liked peace and quiet and knowing when he came through his own front door, he was blessedly alone. 
 
    He chose that. 
 
    Or so he told himself. 
 
    “That’s over.” 
 
    “Did you tell him that?” 
 
    She picked and poked at the sandwich, hardly eating a crumb. He took a handful of his fries, seeing as how they’d overfilled the bag, and dumped them on the plate next to the sandwich. “Eat,” he issued gruffly.  
 
    “I think my running off the way I did is clue enough that we’re over.” 
 
    “Penelope, seriously? The guy deserves to hear the words.”  
 
    “Well excuse me, I was held captive all week, listening to men have sex and drink themselves stupid and wearing clothes that aren’t mine and knowing no one would come and help me, I haven’t had time to think about Ronnie’s feelings, okay?”  
 
    The louder she got, the quicker fat tears filled her eyes and starting to plop down her cheeks.  
 
    Long ago, he faced another crying woman, but she was vindictive and calculating and the tears were probably squeezed out on cue.  
 
    He didn’t think Penelope had that kind of acting in her. And for a woman who didn’t know the MC ways of life, even a woman who did, being held in that way, even treated fairly and unharmed, he could see it had been rough on her.  
 
    He let her cry it out.  
 
    “He doesn’t even like me like that, Tait. He was marrying me to get a better position with daddy’s hedge fund company.” 
 
    Eyebrows fell over his forehead. “He tell you that?”  
 
    “Not in so many words, but I knew, I could feel it. He didn’t act like a man in love should.” Shrugging, she nibbled on a fry before she reached over and slopped it through a puddle of syrup on his plate. That too went into her mouth. 
 
    Texas watched the whole thing and he licked his lips.  
 
    She was cute, no getting around that.  
 
    But as far as him getting involved in whatever drama she had going on, and it sounded like a fuck ton, he didn’t have time for that. 
 
    His plan was to get her out of this hole and then get his ass back to the Carolinas. 
 
    He was happy there. 
 
    Or as happy as he could be.  
 
    He was getting to the point where he accepted his fate and was adjusting to his new life. 
 
    Being back here, knowing his brothers were not far was fucking with his head.  
 
    Add to that a crying woman and he was having a bad day.  
 
    “He didn’t want sex,” she blurted. And immediately turned red.  
 
    Not a cute pink blush, or an aroused flush. 
 
    Nope, Penelope’s whole face turned as red as Santa’s fucking pants.  
 
    Texas’ mouth curled at the edge and he copied her by swimming a bunch of fries through the syrup and tossed them into his mouth, damn that was good.  
 
    He repeated the motion before cutting into a thick slab of his pancake towers.  
 
    “You try sex toys?” He offered helpfully and watched her laugh, wiping a napkin under her eyes.  
 
    “Oh, shut up, funny guy. I didn’t want sex either, but he’s the guy, he’s supposed to want it all the time. I told him I didn’t want to sleep together until we were married and he just accepted it. Who does that?” 
 
    “Back up, you never slept with him and he was fine with the no nookie before marriage?” She nodded miserably, sharing his syrup again.  
 
    She even picked off a piece of his pancake and started eating.  
 
    “I mean, he tried a couple of times, but it wasn’t much of an effort. Almost like he thought he should.” 
 
    “He cheating on you?” 
 
    She looked up, startled and mid-chew. “That should hurt me, right? To think of him cheating if he’s not getting sex from me. But I don’t feel anything, Tait. I didn’t want to marry him.”  
 
    “Okay, so that’s why you left. You haven’t told me why here.” 
 
    “I heard Malachai talking about you at my rehearsal dinner.” 
 
    “He was there?” 
 
    “Yeah, him and Addison. You know how she’s friends with my cousins.” She scrunched her nose sourly, giving Texas the impression she didn’t care for his sister in law. 
 
    It somehow pleased him.  
 
    “Then when I was at the airport with nowhere to go, I thought of you. And here I am. I’ll be a great houseguest, Tait. You won’t even know I’m here. I can cook. Okay, I can’t cook all that well, but I’ll learn, just you see. I can clean too.”  
 
    She talked as if it were a done deal. 
 
    Texas inhaled. “Listen, Penelope.” 
 
    “Oh, great,” she huffed, abandoning what food she had left by pushing it away. “The listen Penelope speech. I’ve heard this before. You don’t want me around? Just say it.” she all but threw herself from the stool and stomped across the loft to yank up her purse and the white clothes bag. “I’ll go right now. I know when I’m not wanted. We used to be friends, or I thought we were. Whatever, have a nice life, bearded biker.” 
 
    “Penelope.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    She huffed, and it was then he noticed how bright her eyes had become. 
 
     Like the fire had put life into her. 
 
     It didn’t so much as stir Texas as it did pulse warming interest in his chest. 
 
    Fine, her pissed off temper tantrum face stirred him a little, but he was still a goddamn man who could appreciate a woman. But getting stirred up for a woman from his old life was not ever gonna be on his cards because that meant he’d have to at some point deal with that life and he’d rather have Hawk cut off his ears with a rusty blade.  
 
    The brother would do it too. The VP had a conscience as much as a dung beetle did. That’s to say, he didn’t and Texas had always admired that about Hawk. He traveled his own path, as morally cold as it was.  
 
    He must be bent in the head if he was thinking fondly of Hawk. Fuck.  
 
    “I’m leaving. I know when I’ve worn out my welcome. Not that you welcomed me in, whatever. Goodbye, Tait. Have a nice life.” 
 
    Fucks sake, she was dramatic as they come.  
 
    No wonder Axel didn’t lay a finger on her, it was a wonder they got a word in edgewise. It should have been Axel paying him to take her off their hands.  
 
    Raising his voice, he pointed a finger at the stool. “Sit the fuck down, Penelope. I won’t say it again.” 
 
    She stalled in her step and glared at him, he saw the disobedience in her eyes, as if she wanted to say all kinds of shit. 
 
    He’d been around candid, brash club groupies for years.  
 
    He couldn’t say if they were his flavor or not. 
 
    The women he’d spent time with on his travels these past few months had been, in a word, forgettable. Not as though they shared many conversations to determine how mouthy they were.  
 
    “Why? You don’t want me here.” Her bottom lip quivered. 
 
    “I bought you, little girl. You belong to me. Now sit your little ass the fuck down, we’re not done talking.”  
 
    He had no clue how she dropped her things, got back on the stool and sat there quietly. By some miracle, he supposed, because there was nothing quiet going on in her eyes. 
 
    Hell no, she was blazing behind the pupils, probably organizing his death. 
 
    He’d had a long ride, paid over the fucking odds for her freedom and now he wanted to sit, eat some food and not deal with the drama this little girl was bringing. 
 
    He could eat. 
 
    The drama was staying.  
 
    He must need a lobotomy, that was for damn sure.  
 
    For a man who’d been in control of his life for years, this last one felt like he’d been on a permanent rollercoaster, just hanging on by his nails, in hopes of not dying. 
 
    He’d fucked up. 
 
    Lost everything that meant anything decent to him. 
 
    And now he was living alone with those consequences.  
 
    Maybe if he helped someone else out it would appease the gaping hole in his soul. 
 
    “Eat your meal. You can stay. Until we can figure out what you want to do.” 
 
    The glee on her face about did him in. 
 
    When was the last time he made anyone genuinely happy?  
 
    Not his family 
 
    Not his brother. 
 
    Not the woman he thought he loved.  
 
    Penelope started chewing on the food like she was in a pie eating contest. 
 
    He got back to his pancakes and wondered… 
 
    In a one bedroom apartment where the fuck was he going to put a socialite princess?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN 
 
    “Blast from the not too distant past.” – Rider 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can take the couch,” She said for the millionth time that night.  
 
    “The bed,” was all Tait kept repeating monosyllabic like, as if he’d forgotten how other words worked.  
 
    He’d already changed the sheets.  
 
    She silently watched him take a load of laundry through to the utility room, then he tossed their dinner plates into the dishwasher and wiped down the countertops before taking out the trash. 
 
    She’d never been around such a domesticated man before. 
 
    Everyone she knew, including boyfriends, fiancé, father and uncles, relied on staff to do everything for them. God forbid someone break a nail by opening their own beer bottle. 
 
    What was she saying? They wouldn’t drink beer, too common as one boyfriend exclaimed. What a pussy.  
 
    Nor had she ever concentrated on a man’s neck so much. Jeez.  
 
    It was thick and strong and her eyes constantly strayed to it, wondering how it would feel under her hands…her lips. If he owned scarves or turtleneck sweaters, they needed to be donated because it would be a crying shame to cover up such sexiness.  
 
    Anyway, that’s how she ended up in the middle of Tait’s bed, swamped in one of his old t-shirts for a nightie.  
 
    He’d about frog marched her through the doorway in efforts to probably get her out of his sight.  
 
    She could hear him walking around outside of the bedroom, she’d left the door slightly ajar, not too sissy to admit the dark bothered her sometimes. 
 
    She listened long after his noises stopped. 
 
    He must be on the couch, she thought. The couch, although lovely, one of those L-shaped sectionals, it was far too small for a man like Tait to sleep longer than a power nap.  
 
    More than an hour later, she couldn’t settle.  
 
    It was well after midnight and she was too jittery to cozy down in the comfortable bed and sleep. 
 
    Maybe it was all that syrup she’d eaten from Tait’s plate keeping her awake, but she slid out of bed and crawled to sit at the bottom with her feet just barely touching the carpeted floor. 
 
    It was far too quiet.  
 
    And her brain was extra busy.  
 
    Did she really run out of her two hundred thousand dollar wedding like that?  
 
    Was she really sort of kidnapped for a week?  
 
    Did a guy who didn’t really know her anymore buy her back and then put her in his bedroom?  
 
    She could be hallucinating. Weddings brought on that kind of stress. 
 
    No one back home would believe a word of it. 
 
    Oh, it’s just Penelope being silly again. 
 
    Silly Penelope was how everyone thought of her when she dared to have her own thoughts and ideas.  
 
    One thought though kept circling back and that was registering the look on Tait’s face the couple of times he mentioned his MC.  
 
    Roux explained this past week what it all meant, the hierarchy, and the importance of the MC to each brother. That’s what they called each other. They weren’t blood, but they were loyal. Roux said even closer than birth family sometimes.  
 
    Why had he been away for months, why was his house locked up the way it was?  
 
    Why did he look sad as a box full of abandoned kittens when he mentioned his club?  
 
    “Hey, Tait, are you awake?” She yelled through the door loud enough to wake the neighbors. 
 
    “If I wasn’t, I would be now. What is it, Poppy?” 
 
    She smiled at the sound of his sigh.  
 
    He’d grown into a middle-aged grumpy old man.  
 
    “Why were you away?” 
 
    After forever, he finally answered. “Had to get away.”  
 
    “Are you still in the motorcycle gang? Roux told me how those places work, it’s more than just a job, it’s a family, right?”  
 
    Oh, this time his sigh was a gust and almost blew the bedroom door off. She had the urge to go to him and make the sadness in his voice disappear. “Yeah, it’s a family. And no, I’m no longer a patched in member.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Poppy, it’s late. Go to sleep.” 
 
    “But I want to know.” 
 
    “You can’t always get what you want.” Came his reply and she heard the creaking of the couch and then another groan from him, probably because the couch was too small for the likes of that god-made body.  
 
    “I claimed my asylum with you, didn’t I?” She boasted and heard him chuckle. It was low, but it definitely was a chuckle.  
 
    “Go to sleep, little girl. I’m fucking wiped, I rode all day to buy your ass back.” 
 
    Her skin bristled. 
 
    Not from anger. 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    She turned hot so fast at his words, it was a wonder her hair didn’t catch fire, she put her hands up to her cheeks to feel the warmth. 
 
    He owned her.  
 
    Why did that archaic thought appeal?  
 
    She should be objecting, right?  
 
    It was barbaric to be owned by another person. 
 
    Only, her racing veins didn’t seem to mind one bit.  
 
    “I am not property,” she croaked an attempt at a protest, holding both hands over her beating heart. 
 
    “Sleep.” Was the last thing he said to her that night. 
 
    And she did sleep, a long time later, after she snuggled down into Tait’s bed, with Tait’s soft pillows and checked her phone. 
 
    No new messages. 
 
     Not from her mom or dad or even her group of friends. 
 
    No, they wouldn’t, she thought bitterly.  
 
    Because she’d gone against the cleverly crafted blueprint that was set out from birth.  
 
    Stay in line, do as you’re told and absolutely don’t question anything. 
 
    Ronnie’s days old messages, weak as they were, not one of them begged or pleaded for her to call him, they still sat there unanswered and she didn’t feel the need to reply.  
 
    She fell asleep in a strange bed, in a strange apartment with the boy she had a crush on years ago sleeping in the next room. 
 
    And Penelope felt wildly free for the first time in forever.   
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You need clothes. Do you argue about everything?” Texas questioned, trying not to notice the bare legs and perky tits standing so close to him, smelling like his bed sheets.  
 
    The morning started an hour ago, he was at the stove making eggs he’d run down to the store to grab, when Poppy stumbled out of his room. Her hair a mess around her face, pillow marks on her cheeks and those legs of hers bare.  
 
    Sure, his shirt covered some of them. It swamped her tinier frame, but still, he was looking at her legs too fucking close for his liking.  
 
    She’d protested when he said he’d take her to get some clothes.  
 
    “Do you like wearing other people’s stuff?”  
 
    She frowned and picked at the hem of his shirt. He meant Roux’s clothes, not his. He didn’t want to dig into why he didn’t mind seeing her in his t-shirt.  
 
    He kept on having to remind himself that probably one day soon she’d trot her little brat ass back to Harrison and into the arms of her sexless fiancé, no matter what hungry little glances she was sending his way, he was not picking up that signal. 
 
    Not for a woman from his old life. 
 
    No matter how cute she looked or how much the center of his palms itched to slide up those bare legs.  
 
    Texas was no saint, far from it, but putting his head back in that familiar noose … he would have to be raving fucking mad. 
 
    She was no Addison, that much he could tell.  
 
    If Penelope had a manipulative bone in her body, then she was some actress. 
 
    But it was more than obvious she’d go back home after she realized her mistake. 
 
    For now he’d given her a roof and was indulging her rebellion.  
 
    “Well, I’d prefer my own, just because they fit. Plus, I only have two outfits from Roux, and I already wore one, so I need to do laundry today, if that’s okay.” She posed it like it was a question, even though she’d already helped herself to the coffee and a piece of toast he was making for himself.  
 
     “Then we’ll get you some clothes and don’t give me that money bullshit again. I already laid down 100k for you, what’s a few thousand more for you to have fucking underwear.”  
 
    Yeah, he’d noticed that too when she went up on her tiptoes to reach a cup from the cabinet, the shirt skimmed the meaty cheek of her ass, showing she was bare.  
 
    His fucking tongue nearly curled up in his throat.  
 
    “Why don’t you ever come home?” She asked, sipping on a coffee he’d made for her.  
 
    “It’s not my home anymore.” 
 
    “I get that, people move away, but you don’t come back for the holiday’s or visits. You didn’t come for your father’s 60th birthday party. The mayor was there.” 
 
    Not a surprise. His father knew a lot of influential people Texas couldn’t stand.  
 
    “If you haven’t already guessed, I don’t get on with them anymore. They made themselves clear when I left. I’m good with it.” 
 
    “We’re both orphans now,” she declared dramatically, holding a triangle of toast with egg balanced on the top. 
 
    Texas’ mouth split with a half grin.  
 
    Seriously, he was demented taking this girl in, but he didn’t have it in him to toss her out. 
 
    He knew how that felt. 
 
    Still feeling it even now months later.  
 
    He wondered how the boys and their old ladies were doing. Snake must have his twins by now, he wondered about them too and the brothers he’d raised.  
 
    Life was ticking on for everyone, new shit happening for Penelope, whatever the girl decided to do with her life, most probably go back to Harrison to become a boring housewife with no opinion of her own. But if that was her choice, that would be the decision she’d have to deal with in time.  
 
    While Texas was stuck in place.  
 
    He got the first idea how things were in his old life not two hours later when he took a walk with Penelope, dressed in her borrowed clothes, down to main street.  
 
    The winter sun didn’t bring any warmth and he heard her teeth chattering at his side. Frowning, he looked down and yep, she was almost fucking blue. He’d already given her one of his hoodies and she wore a pair of his thick socks. 
 
    Instantly he shrugged out of the jacket and held it out for her to slide her arms in.  
 
    “But you’ll be cold.” 
 
    “Arms, Poppy.” 
 
    He stood there in the middle of the sidewalk and zipped it right to her chin, before he reached back and untucked the swath of hair caught in the collar.  
 
    “Probably good you came running to me, you’d perish by yourself. Who runs away and doesn’t pack a bag? A coat even.” 
 
    She huffed and glared up at him, her eyes coming to life again. Fuck, he could get addicted to that … if he cared to rile her up, which he did not.  
 
    “Did you not hear the story? It was a spur of the moment decision, Tait Hunt. I did not stop to pack a bag or even my tampons.”  
 
    Jesus. “I am not getting your red rags, little girl, you’re on your own for those.” 
 
    It was while she was giggling and his arm touching her shoulder that he saw them. 
 
    Across the street looking his way, probably Poppy’s laugh brought their gazes to them. 
 
    His whole middle section of his body started to churn meeting the eyes of his former president and friend.  
 
    Rider was holding Zara’s hand, looked like they’d just come from the doctor’s office. 
 
    Fuck. Fuck. He felt sick.  
 
    There was no doubting how Rider let him off easily.  
 
    Anyone else in Texas’ position of being a snitch, disloyal to the club would have had his club tattoo sanded off first and then thrown into a shallow grave somewhere up the mountains. If he were unlucky, then that guy would be tossed to the wild pigs kept in a pen far up the mountainside, those things ate everything from bone to hair.  
 
    But they’d let Texas walk out of the club, leaving his patch behind. 
 
    That went a long way to show what kind of a man and president Rider Marinos was.  
 
    It was Zara who waved and made for Texas to stay right there because they were headed across the street. 
 
    Texas inhaled hard and dropped his arm from Poppy’s shoulder, she looked sideways at him and he said, “Just a second. It’s my old boss. And his wife.” 
 
    “Hey, Rider.” He spoke first, nodding his head at them both. “Zara, you’re looking well.” 
 
    “Tex.” Rider replied. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you, Texas. It’s been too long, how’ve you been?” He could have cut the tension with a cake knife. It was obviously Zara’s idea to drag her man across the street, not Rider’s.  
 
    “I’m good. How’s the kids?” 
 
    He wanted to ask how the brothers were but bit his tongue to stop the words.  
 
    He wanted to ask Rider how everything was with the Russians and his old man and uncle. It had all been brewing to a head when he was kicked out.  
 
    “Too much like their father,” Zara grinned and nudged the man himself.  
 
    Then she turned eyes on Poppy. “Hi, I’m Zara.”  
 
    “Sorry, this is Penelope. An old friend.” He tacked on for want of a better introduction. “Poppy, this is Rider and Zara.”  
 
    He didn’t even hear what Poppy said, Texas just wanted out of there. Mercifully she shivered, because it was his excuse to leave. “We should get going. It was good to see you,” this he directed at the small blonde woman who was looking at him with sympathy.  
 
    “Later,” he told Rider, jutting his chin. The other man offered the same.  
 
    “Hey, Texas?” Called out Zara when they were a few feet away. He was rushing Poppy along like his ass was on fire. “We’re having a get together tonight at Otis’ if you and Penelope wanted to come, you’re more than welcome to.” 
 
    At her side, Rider’s jaw tightened and Texas got it loud and clear, he was not welcome at any Souls gatherings.  
 
    “Thanks, Z-girl, but I’m just back in town, I have stuff to do.”  
 
    “That was your boss… the biker president?” Poppy questioned when they were out of sight. He grunted and kept on walking, thankfully the store he was looking for was two doors down and he hurried her there.  
 
    “He looked scary as hell.” 
 
    Rider was. Scary that is.  
 
    To everyone else but the brotherhood, to the club he was a stand-up guy, a fair boss and a better friend. 
 
    He’d let Texas off lightly and he still didn’t know why.  
 
    Four torturous hours later he was back in his apartment, Poppy had her new stuff and he was still brooding on that same thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT 
 
    “Good intentions are fine … unless he’s thinking about someone else.” – Penelope 
 
      
 
      
 
    It felt as though a lot could change in a week—a day even. 
 
    Penelope felt different.  
 
    For two days straight Tait gave her space.  
 
    Or rather, he kept himself out of her way.  
 
    One little shopping trip—which she felt guilty over, and he was avoiding her.  
 
    He was gone when she woke up.  
 
    Leaving her a note to say to get breakfast because he was at the gym and when he came back, around lunchtime, he mostly stayed downstairs in the other apartments, he said working on maintenance—for what, she didn’t know, since he said he liked the building being quiet. But he trekked back up at dinner, they ordered takeout, they ate, and then with his arms paint splattered, he went back down again and that was the last she saw of him. 
 
    She didn’t mind. He’d opened his home to her, spent freaking more money on her, the least she could do was stay out of his way. 
 
    But she missed his face, missed his grunts and silent stares.  
 
    Plus, she was bored and needing something to do. He’d refused help, saying he preferred working alone. So that morning, she dressed in warm winter clothes, boots and a thick jacket, brand new and bought by Tait, and she headed out, following the same path they’d taken the other day.  
 
    She looked through store front windows and sloshed through the banks of snow piled high on the sidewalk.  
 
    She loved snow and the cold weather. She felt good that she had a fresh start, even if she didn’t know the direction of her life now. It felt good to not have a plan in front of her.  
 
    It was a sign in a store window that caught her eye and she knew right there it was fate. 
 
    An hour later she flew into the downstairs apartment of Tait’s building to tell him the good news, only to come up short when he was in a discussion with a man with a fierce looking face and tattoos on his hands. He had one of those 1940’s modern hair styles, short around the edges and slicked off to the side on top and when both men turned, she felt the curiousness of his hard man stare. 
 
    Boy, if this was one of Tait’s biker friends, then she shuddered to see what the rest of them looked like. 
 
    She wouldn’t like to meet him, or any of them for that matter in the dark.  
 
    She took a step back, “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were busy, I’ll come back, Tait.”  
 
    It was the other man who spoke and his whole face changed when he flashed her a grin … wow, the handsome just bloomed right there as if by magic.  
 
    He lost at least 40% of his scariness.  
 
    “Hey, babe. No need to go on my account. Just dropped by to see this fucker.”  
 
    She sent her gaze to Tait, checking that he minded if she was there. She got nothing from his low-lidded glance so she let her eyes drop down his body. He was wearing a white thermal, sleeves rolled up and low riding sweatpants and both forearms were splattered with paint, some even dotted in his black hair.  
 
    It didn’t make her trampy that she was at the altar not long ago but lusting for a new man now, or perhaps it did, but she had no real deep down feelings of that nature for Ronnie. He didn’t make her tummy flip over. His voice never sneaked into her dreams to whisper crude things to her. And if Ronnie had been splattered in paint, she was positive she wouldn’t be turned on by the sight of it.  
 
    Tait’s eyes didn’t look anywhere but at her, so she stayed in the doorway.  
 
    “Poppy, this is Snake. Ignore anything he says, he thinks he’s funny.” 
 
    “Bitch, I am funny, you’re just jealous,” the snake man told Tait. “You sure you wanna shack up with this guy, babe? He’s come back to town like a mountain man. Hand to God, I thought it was a burglar when I clapped eyes on him, not even wearing a tie, look at the fucking fluff growing on his face.”  
 
    This made her lips twitch at the edges and she lost some of the tension in her shoulders.  
 
    “He bought me, so I’m obliged to stay,” It was good to see she could shock Tait, when his eyes flared. The snake guy choked on a laugh, maybe he thought she was joking too. “I just came to tell you my good news, I got a job!” she announced. Tait’s eyebrow inched up into his hair. “Yeah?” He asked.  
 
    “It’s just a couple of days a week to start. It’s in the bakery on main. Sweets by Paige. The girl is so nice and offered me the job right away. I’m so excited, Tait.” 
 
    Both men looked at each other. And then at her.  
 
    “You got a job at Paige’s bakery?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s her. You know her?” 
 
    Tait hunched down to stir paint, giving a noncommittal grunt, it was the other man who spoke. “Yeah, babe we know Paige, she’s married to our brother.” 
 
    “Your brother,” Tait said quietly.  
 
    “Oh,” that took some of her excitement from her voice seeing how Tait reacted. “I didn’t know. I don’t have to take it, Tait.” His head came up, as if he couldn’t believe she’d say it. She smiled at him. “Anyway, I’ll leave you to it, I’m frozen and want to head up. Bye.”  
 
    She heard the deep voice of Tait’s friend as she took the stairs and then Tait’s laugh.  
 
    God, that noise, it shot through it.  
 
    He sounded like all the good dreams a girl could ever have.  
 
    Honest to God, she wanted him and she didn’t know what to do about it, because he’d shown more arousal for the limp lettuce on last night’s tacos than he did looking at her. 
 
    The length of time didn’t matter, she thought, as she hung up her coat in his apartment and felt the heat envelop her when she kicked off her shoes.  
 
    Surprise attraction always came thick and fast where Tait was concerned, he’d held a piece of her for most of a decade, even before that she’d hero worshipped him and nothing about these last few days told her that those feelings had gone away. 
 
    Did she come to Colorado seeking out more than a safe haven? She couldn’t answer that. Because the answer was all caught up in her mixed emotions with the whole mess that was her life.  
 
    She could say she sought him out for a reason.  
 
    And that reason had everything to do with her heart ramming up against her rib cage.  
 
    She wanted him.  
 
    And she started to wonder about the reason he didn’t want her, and why he stayed away from New York… was it because he was still in love with Addison?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “She’s cute,” Snake smirked looking his way, his hands shoved deep into his jeans pockets, rocking back on his biker boots. Texas recognized the look on his face.  
 
    He’d seen it often enough when he was about to rip into a brother for liking a chick. 
 
    Texas cut him off before he got revved up because once he got going, there was no stopping Snake. He wasn’t known for being the joker for nothing.  
 
    “She is, and there’s nothing between us, so drop it.” 
 
    “Me thinks you protest too much. You’ve never had a chick living with you. Hell, did you even let them stay overnight?”  
 
    “It’s nothing. She was in trouble, I helped her out. That’s it.” 
 
    “That whole buying her shit, that was fucking hot, got a little tingle over it. Don’t tell my Winter I said so.” 
 
    Fucks sake, it had been hot, the bold way she announced it too, like she was proud to belong to him.  
 
    Not that he was admitting shit to anyone, least of all Snake or Poppy herself.  
 
    Reloading his brush, he started painting the last wall. 
 
    He couldn’t avoid her forever, and that’s what all these projects were for. 
 
     “You gonna keep her, seeing as you bought her?” Snake kept right on ribbing him. “She’s got stars in her eyes for you, Tex.” 
 
    Yeah, he knew that. She didn’t hide it well. 
 
    Before he took her up on her silent, little girl offer and mounted her down to the floor. 
 
    Already he hungered for that fucking mouth.  
 
    The one she kept bare other than the tube of cherry balm she slathered on them making them all glossy and inviting. 
 
    “She was engaged, Snake. I’m not poaching on someone’s turf; she’s going back soon. Not that I’m interested.” Fuck. 
 
    Snake just barked a laugh.  
 
    “She doesn’t look very engaged to me. Not the way her eyeballs slop you up like biscuits and gravy.”  
 
    He kept his own eyeballs on the wall in front of him, turning the color from garish butter to brilliant white.  
 
    He’d have to be a corpse in the ground being eaten by the worms not to notice her eyes following wherever he went. It was like being transported back years ago with a gapped tooth kid following in his shadow. 
 
    Only now it was a whole fucking lot hotter. 
 
    Never in his life had Texas needed to jerk off twice in the shower just so he could face a woman without a risk of sporting wood.  
 
    Never in his life did he lie awake on the sofa while he listened to a woman roll around his bed in the other room and wish like hell he could crawl in there with her. 
 
    The attraction came faster than he realized and now with every breath he took inside his own apartment, she was there, soaking his lungs in that sweet stuff she slathered herself in. He knew this because she did it on the couch, one bare leg up on the foot stool, she went up and down with the lotion like a damn sex show. 
 
    Turning him on hard enough that Texas had to rush off to the bathroom and take his own dick in his hand to calm the fuck down. 
 
    This was not good. 
 
    He thought she was cute that first day. Worried about her state of mind.  
 
    And then the shit just exploded in his gut. 
 
    Now he was lost in what to do about it.  
 
    “She just got a job with Paige, sounds to me like she has plans to stick around, bro.”  
 
    But the fact she was Harrison elite stopped him from acting on the attraction he was feeling for her. 
 
    He’d been around that block already, got burned from a girl back there. Not planning to do it again. 
 
    Not with a jilted groom in her very near past. That was bound to rear its ugly head one of these days and her father wasn’t going to let her stay away for long.  
 
    Astor liked his flock near to keep them under his thumb, his wife was practically one of those Stepford wives with no opinions of her own.  
 
    He was punishing Poppy by giving her the cold shoulder, but sooner or later, he’d bring her home.  
 
    “She’s a fucking goddess straight out of your posh boy fantasies, man, and you’re not tapping that?”  
 
    “Drop it,” he said over his shoulder. “Or I’ll call your wife and tell her you said another woman was a goddess. She’ll put you on the naughty step.”  
 
    The way Snake groaned made Texas think he wouldn’t mind it at all, that dirty freak.  
 
    Snake was leaning up against the windowsill, a takeout coffee in his tattooed hand. He’d done the obligatory proud dad bit and pushed a million photos of his new babies under Texas’ nose. Really cute kids. He felt a pinch for not being there, being on the outside meant he wasn’t welcome now when the next generation came into the world.  
 
    It was just something else he needed to accept.  
 
    “Cleaning these up to rent?” 
 
    “Nah,” he answered. “Just wanted something to do.” he looked over at Snake from his haunches. “Did you get the Russian problem plugged up?” He asked, having an idea what Snake would say before he actually opened his mouth.  
 
    “You know I can’t talk about it, Tex.” 
 
    Jaw tight, he nodded and turned back to the paint. 
 
    He was tempted to sulk like a little bitch, but he had a reason for asking, not because he was trying to get back in with the club. He made sure he set his own sails on fire with that. 
 
    “Fine, you don’t have to talk about it, but you can listen. On my run yesterday, I detoured over by the distillery, you know they had that big fire a few years back and never reopened?” 
 
    Snake grunted, sipped his coffee.  
 
    “It’s mostly just flattened ground now. But I noticed a warehouse that wasn’t there before.” The paint slapped on the wall, methodically in slow strokes, just to give his hands something to do. “So I see this big Mercedes parked outside with a white school bus next to it. I got curious. I mean, who would be out there? It was two of Grigori’s men and what looked like the makings for a porn set, unless they’ve gone into the QVC world.”  
 
    That got Snake’s attention and when Texas glanced over, yeah… the joker’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Same thing on this morning’s run. There’s cameras and lights inside. More buses parked there today.” 
 
    Before he got kicked out, Texas was well in the know of how Lawless and Hawk were doing what they do best by picking off Grigori’s men one by one. They got that number down real low, to the point the club were sure Grigori wouldn’t have any of his bulls left. But it appeared he was recruiting.  
 
    He shrugged when Snake didn’t choose to say anything and Texas turned his back. “Just thought the club should know, if you didn’t already.”  
 
    He went on painting and ignoring how heavy his chest felt to be living on the outside. 
 
    “Should you be here, talking to me?” 
 
    Snake snorted and crumpled up the empty paper cup and left it on the windowsill, the man never could pick up after himself. It was good to see some things didn’t change.  
 
    “We haven’t been forbidden to talk to you, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    Texas looked away and rolled a shoulder. “Wouldn’t blame any of you.”  
 
    “You ever gonna tell us why you did what you did?”  
 
    He’d tried to and it only came out worse.  
 
    “It’s over with, Snake, no point in dragging over the crap.” 
 
    “Tell me this then,” when there was only silence, Texas turned around and saw how serious Snake’s face was and it was the first indication that maybe this drop by wasn’t just a drop by. “You still doing it for your cop brother?” 
 
    He supposed he deserved the air leaving his lungs, but it didn’t lessen the blow any. When he spoke, his voice felt forced and rough. “I haven’t spoken to him…or been in contact with my brother since the day I rode away from the Souls.” 
 
    Snake whistled and scratched a hand around the back of his head.  
 
    “Wish you’d come to us, man.”  
 
    “Yeah, me too.”  
 
    He was kicked out. He hadn’t renounced the club and in his chest, in his heart and brain, Texas still felt like he was club. Souls was in his blood and he was starting to realize how fucking much it sucked.  
 
    More silence and this time Texas just let it envelope him as he stood back and surveyed the now painted wall. “What do you think?” 
 
    “You could have a new career.”  
 
    Yeah. That was on his list of shit to do eventually. Decide what he wanted to do with his life. And where.  
 
    “You going to tell me why you dropped by or not?”  
 
    “Seeing as how I had to hear it from Zara you were back in town, I came to kick your ass.” 
 
    Zara. Not Rider. That stung his little boy feelings for fucks sake. It was like he’d lost his best friend. And in a way he had, all of the Souls. 
 
    Snake had been good to him, even took him in last Christmas with his girl and brothers.  
 
    “It wasn’t planned. I got that email from Lawless and rode home.” 
 
    “So she’s important to you?” 
 
    “Would you leave anyone, even a friend you haven’t seen in years, to the likes of the Diablos?” 
 
    “Still can’t get over the balls on Axel, you should have told him to go fuck himself.”  
 
    “It’s done now.” 
 
    “Yeah, and now you own a petite thing who’s staying in town and sleeping in your bed.” Smirked Snake. “My Winter is gonna get a kick out of this. She laps up those filthy romance books.” 
 
    It was then Texas glared a warning. “You’re not gossiping about this, you bastard.”  
 
    Snake laughed. Jesus, he was so going to gossip about this to everyone.  
 
    “I need to get home to my boys and wife, but before I do, let me ask you, Tex… can I wear white to your wedding?” 
 
    Texas laughed and thought about splattering his friend with paint. “Oh, fuck off.” 
 
    “Listen, asshole, if that shit can happen for me with my snow queen, most perfect woman on this fucking planet, she pushed two perfect kids out for me,” He hadn’t shut up about his twin boys, Cash and Bowie, since the moment he stormed through the door to accuse Texas of being back in town and not going by his house. In truth, Texas had thought about it, but wasn’t sure of his welcome. You don’t get to stay friends with the men you betrayed, no matter what the justifiable reason was. Shit didn’t work that way with a MC. There were rules to follow and he’d broken them. “That means it can happen for you.”  
 
    “Nope…” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re still hung up on the ginger chick. Man, you gotta get your head out of your ass with that one, she’s got bad news in her vicious veins.” 
 
    Yeah, Snake knew about Addison.  
 
    Texas didn’t get a chance to answer him though, because his eyes tracked across the room and saw a surprised face, Poppy paused in the doorway.  
 
    Looking shocked like he’d just done some nasty shit with her grandma.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINE 
 
    “That final curtain is about to come down.” - Rider 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Renegade Souls didn’t hold a table meeting in church every day.  
 
    It wasn’t needed. Only for the important shit.  
 
    The day to day running of the club pretty much took care of itself, with each of his men knowing their role. 
 
    But on days like today, important shit to deal with, the large double doors were closed and every inner circle member were around the table.  
 
    Save for Hawk who chose to stand against the back wall with his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    Rider brought the meeting to start with a thump of the ancient gavel on the table. 
 
    All eyes cut to him. 
 
    “Snake,” he turned to the bodyguard and all around joking pain in everyone’s asses down the other end. “You wanna relay what you brought to me?” 
 
    Crossing his tattooed fingers, the guy leaned forward. 
 
    Each of his men were wearing identical leather cuts with their own insignia patch on the front, depending on their club role. 
 
    They were a brotherhood of loyalty and connection. 
 
    And this year, and the last one before that had been the toughest fights of their lives in a good while.  
 
    Mostly they had their heads above water, but there was still an outstanding irritant that needed dealing with for good.  
 
    They’d faced off and won with one enemy not so long ago and replaced it with two more little fuckers. 
 
    One just a pissant nuisance and his uncle Rex would get his one of these days, for now, that issue was being dealt with, what with having Juicy on the inside who was relaying all of Rex’s half-baked plans back to Rider. 
 
    The other being the bigger conglomerate of the Russian bratva. 
 
    As fast as Rider and his men were plugging up Grigori’s avenues, a fresh one opened up almost every week.  
 
    And now …finally… he was in a position to get rid of him for good. 
 
    Lawless for the past year had quietly siphoned off Grigori’s profits from every illegal avenue. It was funny to watch the man lose everything as quick as he earned it.  
 
    With a few choice whispers in the right ear, namely Charlie Timmon’s the local sheriff, that Grigori was having special meetings with the crooked mayor, soon meant that partnership was null and void.  
 
     “There’s a warehouse being erected over by the old distillery, on that abandoned lot near Gambel road.” 
 
    Rider heard this already and he was no less pissed off hours later. He’d left Zara at home with false labor pains just to hold this meeting. 
 
    “Turns out, our good friend the Russian asswipe, has started his own porn business right here on our fucking turf. Making pussy his business of choice this week.” Snake got the boys all riled up. 
 
    Rider waited out their noise. 
 
    Eyes turned to him. 
 
    “This right, Prez?” 
 
    “I haven’t confirmed it myself, but we will within the hour, I sent two prospects over.” 
 
    “How’d we not know about this?” 
 
    That was the question. 
 
    Rider had feelers out all over Armado and beyond. 
 
    One thing he couldn’t stand was anything to do with peddling sex. 
 
    He wouldn’t even allow strip clubs in his town, so a fucking porn production was just spitting in his goddamn eye. 
 
    Men who sold sex were the lowest of the low and he’d dealt with many of them before. Bested all of them. 
 
    While Rider’s moral compass wasn’t always pointing the right way, he only had to think about the shit his old lady endured to put bile sloshing in his gut. 
 
     “Who knew about this first?” Arson posed the question. 
 
    The guy was sitting in the middle of the table between Preacher and Tag.  
 
    He didn’t match their bigger size; it could be comical him being sidled up with two fighters but Rider knew the guy always held his own. 
 
    Even if he looked like week old shit sitting there. 
 
    He noted the shaking fingers Arson clasped together and the dots of sweat on his forehead and upper lip. 
 
    Rider hadn’t seen him drinking for a while, at least a week when he thought about it. 
 
    They held that party the other night for Jed’s birthday and Arson had taken off after fucking two of the groupies outside. He’d never seen the brother turn away empty pussy, ever. Usually he was the man at the front with two bottles of whiskey in his hands, the life of the party. 
 
    “Texas.” Snake answered and brought the table to silence. 
 
    “He told Snake he was running out that way.” 
 
    “More like talking to his cop brother, giving him more ammo to put another MC behind bars.” That hissed accusation came from Capone. 
 
    The brother who probably hated disloyalty more than Rider himself did. 
 
    It was disloyalty which got Capone’s whole family massacred by Miami’s kingpin. He didn’t have forgiveness in his heart for what Texas had done indirectly to the Souls. 
 
    “Far as I know, brother, he was just running,” Snake input. “He saw Grigori’s rides, took a gander around and found the whole set up.” 
 
    “We’re gonna trust Texas’ word on this? He’s probably setting us up for that cunt cop.” When Capone got mad, he went all in and Rider set his eyes across to that part of the table. Capone’s almost black eyes were downcast, his hands clasped together in front of him. 
 
    “We’re not trusting anyone yet,” Rider informed. “Not until we get the confirmation.” 
 
    “Wonder if he’s holding auditions,” Lawless said suddenly knocking his knuckles on the table. His enforcer was sprawled in the chair to the right. The black coat folded in around his knees, his head newly shaved almost down to the skin which made the black ink work turtle-necked around his throat all the more sinister. 
 
    He’d had a busy few months had Lawless.  
 
    Not only with dispensing of every bull of Grigori’s, that was run of the mill fun for him and Hawk. But his enforcer also had his own stuff to deal with. Stuff he didn’t divulge to anyone, not even Rider, but he noticed all his men and what they were up to and as long trouble didn’t touch his club then Rider didn’t pry. But Lawless’ absences for days at a time didn’t go unnoticed. 
 
    “Didn’t know we had any porn stars in town,” joked Preacher, “the former porn addict over there,” the road captain pointed a ring finger at Snake who only smirked back, “is out of the loop now he’s married to a good girl and doesn’t indulge in his hobbies anymore.” 
 
    The brothers laughed. 
 
    “Who said I don’t watch porn?” 
 
    “You saying it’s a date night, you and the librarian?” 
 
    Snake smirked and folded his lips inwards. “I don’t kiss and tell, man.” 
 
    More laughs and then there was a knock at the door.  
 
    Hawk came out of the shadows and shifted his bulk to pull it open and they all saw Dix and Cooper on the other side, they talked quietly to Hawk and then his VP shut the door on the prospects without ceremony.  
 
    “It’s true.” His rust filled voice spoke. He took up position near Rider’s shoulder again. “The kids scoped out the place, saw a ton of vehicles, and people going inside. They hung around and got a gander at a chick taking three dicks in all her holes while another guy filmed it.” 
 
    “Man,” whistled Tag. Prince Charming was grinning. For once his face wasn’t busted up because he hadn’t had a fight in the cage in weeks. “Bet Dix about lost his spunk right there.” 
 
    The brothers took their chuckles before the serious talk would get underway.  
 
    Rider shared a silent look with his VP, they were on the same wavelength about what needed to be done, that he was sure he was seeing Hawk’s skin pulsate.  
 
    He always got a sinister glow about him when he wanted to put the hurt on someone. 
 
    Now he was married to Rider’s sister, and they had a kid, Hawk had reasons to keep their streets clean of scum. Even if it meant murdering every person in town.  
 
    His VP would see it done. 
 
    “Should I tell Texas anything?” Snake broke through Rider’s thoughts. 
 
    If Texas caused this by accident, then he was grateful, but he was no longer a brother. 
 
    “Club business,” Rider said and Snake nodded in understanding. 
 
    Such a fucking shame too, he liked Texas, he was a good man and he’d been an asset to the club. No one liked handling the money the way he did and he needed to give the treasurer patch to someone sooner or later or he’d go mad doing the figures. 
 
    But as Rider knew, loyalty was above everything for him. 
 
    He knocked his knuckles on the table to stop the rabble from flapping their gums. 
 
    They had a plan to put in place. 
 
    One that if it worked, would blow a hole in the ozone layer that was the bratva. 
 
    Enough. 
 
    Was. 
 
    Enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TEN 
 
    “Rum and the truth.” - Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Poppy turned tail and took off without saying a word, Texas absolutely punked out and stayed in the bottom apartment long after Snake went home to his family.  
 
    He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing and when he climbed the stairs, tired and in need of a drink after a long hot shower, he never expected to find her on the couch, drunk off her ass, cradling a bottle of his Morgan Spiced Rum like a newborn baby.  
 
    Being around drunk women a lot at the club, this was not his first rodeo, but having one sprawled on his couch was.  
 
    He remembered this one time, the first year Z-girl was part of the club, how she got wasted at the bar with Jed, giggling with the old man and all the boys standing at a distance just watching it go down, too afraid to get near, because Rider was weird about that shit. Can’t blame him, every biker gets a little OTT for his old lady.  
 
    Rider had been alerted by someone and he’d stormed in like a hurricane and carried her home.  
 
    An urge in him festered low in his gut to carry Poppy off somewhere.  
 
    To the bedroom. 
 
    Or the bathroom if she was going to ralph. He was definitely not cleaning up sick. If he were still treasurer he would have called one of the prospects over to do it. Guess he was the fucking prospect now if she did go exorcist in his living room.  
 
    “You eaten?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said, cradling the glass to her lips. The bottle was full this morning. She was definitely going to ralph.  
 
    “I’ll grab a shower and order dinner, what do you fancy?” 
 
    “Got my dinner right here, you eat though.” Her words all slurred together. So the little girl couldn’t handle her liquor. So noted.   
 
    “Poppy, you wanna go easy on the booze, we’re at altitude.”  
 
    “Is that meant to mean something to me?” 
 
    “Yeah, it means you're not used to the altitude, so take it easy guzzling on adult pop.”  
 
    “Oh, whatever. I’m tired of dumb men telling me what I can and can’t do.” 
 
    “Fine. But you puke on my floor and you clean it up yourself.”  
 
    “I’m the guest, that’s your job.” She huffed.  
 
    Poppy hadn’t looked at him yet—and though it had only been a few days, he was used to her watchful gaze on him.  
 
    Strange that he’d become accustomed to her presence in just a few days. 
 
    Stranger still that he wasn’t a man who fell into addictions but the compulsion to fall into her goodness was strong.  
 
    He liked her around, watching her clean up the kitchen and stack their shoes by the door. He liked smelling the shampoo in the bathroom and seeing the folded towels she left for him.  
 
    He scowled on the way to the bathroom and all through his rushed shower, he didn’t even stop for any hand to dick relaxation because he figured the longer Poppy was alone, the more she’d drink. 
 
    Coming back in twenty, dressed in fresh sweatpants, he put an order in for Korean food then went to find what state she was in. 
 
    He parked it three seats away from her, but the way she was sprawled in the corner, her left foot touched his thigh. He reached down and curled his fingers around her delicate ankle.  
 
    That got her looking at him. 
 
    But no smile. 
 
    He liked her smiles. They always reached her eyes, making her incredibly prettier.  
 
    “What’s with the drinking?” 
 
    “Celebrating.” 
 
    “The new job?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go with that, to me and my new job, the first one I’ve ever been allowed to have, yay me.” She said way too loudly and lifted the drink in the air as a toast. 
 
    Man, she really was white girl wasted, more than evident a girl her size couldn’t hold her liquor. There was no way her daddy would let her drink, that was a fact.  
 
    He knew that life, how the females were treated differently to the boys.  
 
    He had half a mind to let her go on, live some rebellion, but he circled back to the puke he’d have to clean up and he didn’t fancy that, so he moved the half empty bottle out of reach and heard her grumbling under her breath.  
 
    Sprawled out the way she was, all her hair fanned across her shoulders and her eyes unfocused yet still pissed off, it was easy for Texas to picture the little girl she used to be.  
 
    He even remembered the first day he saw her at his house. She’d come over with her parents and nanny. She might have been around six, because he’d just celebrated his tenth birthday not long before.  
 
    For years she would light up when she saw him and come charging toward him. 
 
    She was exuberant back then to say the least so while he thought she was a nice kid; he wasn’t all that excited for her shadowing him. Especially when Mal started to tease him about it, which only started Addison’s catty remarks.  
 
    Now Texas was seeing her adolescence with whole new eyes.  
 
    “Come on, little girl, you need food to soak up all that booze,” he told her and was in time to watch her eyes roll as she scoffed. “Not hungry. I want more rum.” She tried to push herself off the couch to reach for the bottle and he stopped her with his hand pressed to her bare arm. 
 
    Heat went right up to his elbow like a jolt of static electricity.  
 
    “I think you’ve had enough.” 
 
    “It’s not fair,” she muttered under her breath, falling back on the cushions. Before he could ask her what, she scowled across at him like he’d eaten her last twinkie and said, “this sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you puking all over like the exorcist would suck more, little girl. No more booze for you.”  
 
    She was half cut and cute.  
 
    “Thank you for taking me in, Tait. No one has ever been so nice to me, ever.” His heart squeezed at her sincerity. If she truly meant that, then her life must have been shit. “Thank you for buying me. I’ll try to be good, won’t get in your way.” 
 
    Fucking hell.  
 
    There was no time to process, suddenly Texas had a warm woman straddled over his lap and her mouth slammed down over his. 
 
    The shock hit him in the solar plexus and when Poppy went to town on his mouth, moving left and then right, he almost…fucking almost opened for her until clarity rained down on him and he took the top of her arms to push her back. “Whoa. Hold up, Poppy.” 
 
    “You used to have a great smile. Why don’t you smile anymore, Tait? Let me taste your smile.”  
 
    She went for his mouth again, a tiny assassin, and fuck him, he didn’t even try to stop her.  
 
    Not when he still felt her on his lips. The taste of rum and something else, much sweeter and warmer. It lingered and infiltrated his mouth. So when she went at him again, though his fingers grasped around her skinny arms, he let her go at him. Just for a second. It had been a while since he’d enjoyed a kiss. 
 
    Heat swirled around his belly, and other body parts that shouldn’t be reacting to her at all started to growl and demand attention too.  
 
    She was like a sexy octopus. Hands everywhere. In his hair especially, driving her fingers in and out, making his scalp tingle and when he groaned, she groaned in return and that’s when he dropped her arms, desire punching him with a one-two combination and he took hold of the back of her head to direct her into opening her mouth with slow licks on her bottom lip. 
 
    Jesus, what was he doing?  
 
    He was making out with a drunk woman who lived with him while her taste became an addiction on his tongue. 
 
    Who was writing the book of his life? This chapter was all wrong and far too horny. 
 
    Because he was making out with a very grown up and sexually alluring Poppy Astor.  
 
    When their tongues connected, Texas knew he’d never had a kiss this good. Sloppy, wet and disorganized as it was.  
 
    Her tongue plunged inside, slid against his and started to explore in such a way that if Texas had his eyes open, she would have sent him blind.  
 
    She lay siege to his mouth and in turn, Texas waged a surprised war on hers.  
 
    Licking up each of her kitten mewls as she tried to crawl into his mouth.  
 
    Addiction rose up from the pit of his gut and almost strangled him with how much he needed her.  
 
    She was a ravenous hungry thing, moaning and twisting and only with his will stronger than her tongue was he able to pry her away. Heavy breaths fell over his face and he saw her frown, her fingers flexing in and out of his hair.  
 
    “It’s not fair,” she said again and the pain of those words hit him in a place he hadn’t felt in months.  
 
    His heart stumbled because he cared for her and whatever was making her sad. Whatever was happening in her life that drove her across the country to seek refuge from a man she hadn’t seen in forever.  
 
    Whatever sadness made her reach for a bottle of booze until it made her sick. 
 
    Yeah, Texas cared for her.  
 
    “What isn’t fair, little girl?” He tried to gentle her by brushing the bangs of her hair back. 
 
    He couldn’t say he’d had much practice with soothing a woman. His mother was as cold as a deep freeze and the girls he’d been involved with over the years pretty much took care of themselves. 
 
    Poppy was sweet and vulnerable and it rose instincts in Texas he’d never felt before. 
 
    Was she missing her fiancé? Regretting her decision to run away? He could help her fix it if she was. Even when his heart and belly both jolted in protest. 
 
    “What isn’t fair, Poppy?” He repeated as she laid her forehead against his. 
 
    “She doesn’t get to have both. That’s not fair. She already has one, she can’t have two.” 
 
    His brows pinched in the middle with confusion as he watched her unfocused eyes. It was Poppy who took herself from his lap, just as well, his groin had no business aching so full the way it was.  
 
    She flopped into the very corner, making herself very small. “She got one, she can’t have both of the Hunt boys. She’s a vile witch with her nasty tongue and greedy ways. She gets one, but no, she wants two.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    She was talking …slurring, about Addison.  
 
    There was nothing like seeing a pretty girl fired up with flames in her eyes and heat caressing over her cheeks. Even if the girl in question was fucked up with too much liquor.  
 
    Now he knew she’d heard his conversation with Snake.  
 
    Her kiss had come out of literal nowhere and so had her declaration about his brother’s wife. 
 
    She can’t have both of the Hunt boys.  
 
    Stomach muscles tightened in a great fist, but there was no time to ask her what the fuck she was talking about or how she knew about him, Mal and Addison, because she’d passed out. 
 
    Texas sighed, dragging a hand down over his face as he uncoiled his body to stand to his feet. He carefully slid both arms under her legs and upper body before lifting her gently.  
 
    Time to put the drunk to bed. 
 
    He would get answers from her tomorrow.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
    “I don’t need another drink – said not me last night.” - Penelope  
 
      
 
      
 
    Waking up with a hangover for the first time in her life was not fun. 
 
    Like at all, not even for a second. 
 
    She felt pain unlike anything else the moment her eyelids opened, so she did the wise thing and shut them tight, burrowing under the blankets. 
 
    One slight movement and Penelope felt the world shifting under her. 
 
    Her stomach rolled from side to side and the throbbing which started in her temples indicated that she most probably had an inoperable brain tumor because there was no pain like the pain she was experiencing. 
 
    “Oh, my God, I’m dying.” She groaned to herself and felt like her spine was fused to the sheets but there was no way in hell she was moving.  
 
    Some time passed when her bladder demanded that she get out of bed.  
 
    It was the worst trip to the bathroom ever. 
 
    Nauseous and dizzy, she forced herself into the shower in hopes the hot sprays would bring her back to life. 
 
    It didn’t help. 
 
    Neither did the coffee she partially made with her eyes closed because the world was just too bright this morning… afternoon, whatever.  
 
    It was during her third cup and fiftieth prayer to Jesus to take her, when she heard a key in the front door and then Tait was striding inside. 
 
    Larger than ever, bringing a burst of cold air from outside. 
 
    It was only when she cast her gaze to the windows that she realized there was a thick layer of snow everywhere. 
 
    Well, poop. She’d missed it snowing. 
 
    A pinch of nostalgia hit Poppy. This time most every year, except the year she caught mono, she usually spent in Aspen at her parents cabin.  
 
    Hot chocolate, skiing, real burning log fires and utter boredom being with her family. It was strange what she could get used to and even feeling melancholy over even though she didn’t particularly enjoy the trips. 
 
    Their cabin was right next to the world famous model, Tom Cohen. They talked sometimes, so that was always a nice part of the trips, but other than that, it was sheer monotony. 
 
    As she nursed a steaming cup to her lips and watched the fat flakes fall outside the windows, she realized she’d much rather be right here in this loft apartment with a man striding forward and stripping off his jacket at the same time. 
 
    Goodness. Those biceps of his needed to come with a prior warning before they were unhoused. That too went for his veiny forearms. 
 
    Luckily for Poppy, she felt like death’s close second cousin so any ogling had to be shelved while she fought her way back to the mortal coil, one cup of coffee at a time.  
 
    “You got up then.” 
 
    “Looks like. Though, I’m still not sure if I’m awake, alive or on a mortuary slab.” 
 
    “How shitty do you feel?”  
 
    Aware he was coming toward her, she wished she looked better and felt better, at least so she could smile at her friend, but even her facial muscles hurt.  
 
    “Pretty much like poop.” She told him and gasped when he suddenly took hold of her face, tipped her head back and brushed the hair from her forehead. “Yeah, that’ll last a while, drink fluids.” 
 
    “Excuse me, unfamiliar touching, sir.” 
 
    She didn’t try to move his hands, mainly because the coldness of his palms felt exquisite against her hot cheeks and she listed forward for more of that relief.  
 
    He grinned and dropped his hands, moving around her to fix his own coffee.  
 
    “Unfamiliar, huh. That’s the way we’re playing it?” 
 
    “Playing what? I’m too hungover to play games, Tait. Maybe later.”  
 
    Though he didn’t say anything, he went about filling a big black mug with rich aromatic coffee, she noticed the smirk kicking up one end of his mouth and she suddenly got a funny feeling in her stomach.  
 
    “What am I playing?” She felt the need to ask. 
 
    “You don’t remember?” 
 
    “Remember what?” 
 
    “Last night.”  
 
    Thoughts started to whirl and manifest, all tangled up in those hot as hell dreams she’d had. 
 
    She purposefully kept them out of her head for the main reason being the man in the starring role was standing in front of her and she didn’t want to react. 
 
    Her life was a mess, Tait had taken her in when he didn’t have to. She needed to find a way to pay him back, not stare at him with lewd thoughts.  
 
    “Far as I’m concerned, last night never happened.”  
 
    He grunted, sharp eyes on her.  
 
    She meant it. She was never drinking again. The odd wine was fine, but a half bottle of strong rum almost killed her, that was never happening ever again.  
 
    “Got it.” Why did his voice sound weird? “You’re starting at Paige’s place today, right?” 
 
    “Yes. I hope I don’t puke. Do you think she’d fire me if I did?”  
 
    Tait’s lips twitched. “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You know her well?” 
 
    “Not too well. But she’s a good woman, she was new in town once too, so she’ll help you out.”  
 
    “I’m going to work hard to pay you back, Tait. I know this is only part time, and I’ll need something better. But I won’t forget what you did for me.” 
 
    He did that manly grunt thing again with the cup up to his lips.  
 
    “Forget it.” 
 
    She blustered. “A person can’t just forget one hundred thousand dollars. I start to sweat when I think about it. Are you mad?” 
 
    “Not the last time I checked. Forget it, Poppy.” Moving around her, his shoulder grazed hers and without thought, her skin sizzled and she sucked in a mouthful of air. He looked down at her. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine. I mean, I’m dying, but I’m fine.” Then added. “I’m still paying you back. It’ll probably take me five hundred years, but I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Make dinner,” he said. “That’s how you can pay me back.”  
 
    Poppy chuffed an incredulous laugh. Yeah, he was crazy. “Making food is not paying you back.” 
 
    “It’s what I want.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “End of, Poppy. Don’t you need to get ready?” 
 
    “Damn, I do. But we haven’t finished talking about this.”  
 
    His face said otherwise. 
 
    Stubborn man. 
 
    Who would do the things he had for her and not expect repaying? She thought on it some more while she dressed in a new pair of skinny jeans and a gorgeous off the shoulder pink top. It might be a little dressy for a first day at work, but she intended to make a good impression. And the better she looked, the less nervous she felt.  
 
    Tait gave her an up and down glance when she re-entered the living area.  
 
    When he licked his corner lip, she felt it in the pit of her stomach, like she could taste him there too.  
 
    “Am I too dressy?” 
 
    “No,” he said thickly.  
 
    “I want Paige to like me.” 
 
    “She will.” 
 
    At the front door, she fussed with the seam of her jeans and then cleaned off a scuff mark from her leather boots. Next went the hair check and when she started the routine all over again it was Tait’s hands stopping her that brought her head up. “You look fine, stop being nervous.” 
 
    “I’ve never had a job, Tait,” she confessed, ashamed of those words. “Not even babysitting or selling cookies. Nothing since leaving college with my business degree. Which was just a fat waste of time because daddy never intended for me to actually use it for anything.”  
 
    Shame staining her already pale face.  
 
    “Hey, stop.” grasping her chin he tipped up her face.  
 
    His eyes were so brilliantly blue she felt the power of them somewhere deep inside.  
 
    “Your parents aren’t here, Poppy. They got no influence on what you do from here on out, you understand? You make the choices; you make all the decisions to do with your life.”  
 
    She nodded, biting her lip nervously.  
 
    “Paige is going to like you. You’ll like the job and there’s nothing to be worried about.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay,” she repeated, but she still didn’t make a move to leave and Tait sighed, grabbed his jacket from the hook by the door. “Come on, I’ll walk with you.” 
 
    She was so immensely relieved; she didn’t even pretend that she didn’t want him to.  
 
    The coldness of the snow air hit Poppy full in the face once they were outside and she instinctively wrapped her hands around his arm. Her way of thinking was if she fell flat on her derriere, then she was taking him with her. 
 
    At least the cold air made her feel clear headed.   
 
    She talked all the way there and when they arrived at Sweets by Paige, he glanced through the window. “Go on in, have a good first day.” 
 
    “Hey, Tait?” 
 
    He sent her a look over his shoulder before he was ready to cross the street.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She grinned. “Thank you.” 
 
    She really owed him a heck of a lot.  
 
    “Was that Texas outside?” The first thing Paige Renner said when Poppy got out of the blizzard type coldness.  
 
    Poppy blinked, a little surprised.  
 
    The place smelled amazing. Serious sugar inducing goodness and she breathed deeply.  
 
    “Oh, yeah. He walked me down. I was a little nervous,” she confessed and Paige smiled sweetly. Poppy loved her pink braid.  
 
    “You’re dating Texas?” 
 
    If only, was her first thought. “No, he’s letting with stay with him for a while. I lived in New York.” And right there, in a gorgeous smelling bakery, to a woman who had pink hair and was wearing patterned tights—even before Poppy slid her coat off, she blurted out her whole sorry history. 
 
    Not leaving out the altar dash.  
 
    “In your wedding gown?” Paige’s eyes rounded and Poppy nodded vigorously while she tied her Sweets by Paige apron on.  
 
    “Wow. And I thought my amnesia story was a show stopper.” Chuckled Paige.  
 
    Poppy learned all about that in the next hour while Paige went through what she wanted her to do.  
 
    She was instantly relaxed with the other woman and it made her day go all the faster because they got on like a house on fire.  
 
    By the end of the day, Poppy was exhausted. She didn’t know selling baked goods would be so tiring or complicated. She was basically in charge of the counter while Paige baked in the back. Restocking was time consuming, especially when the bakery got really busy.  
 
    It was while she was cleaning off the counter spaces that the bell over the door rang and loud bustling male voices came with it. 
 
    She turned startled eyes to see six of the biggest bikers she’d ever seen. 
 
    Instantly on alert, she went through the gambit of what she’d do if they wanted to rob the place.  
 
    “Well you’re new.” One of them said, leaning both his elbows on the glass counter, leering at her with a grin on his chiseled face. He had brown hair caught up in a bun at the top of his head and stubble decorated his jawline.  
 
    “Down, boy.” Another one cackled. 
 
    “I..er… we’re closed, sorry.”  
 
    “If I’d known you were on the menu, I would have been here much sooner,” the same man smirked, looking her up and down in a way she didn’t care for. 
 
    She ended up reversing into the back room. 
 
    They weren’t just scary. 
 
    They were wholly terrifying. 
 
    Big. 
 
    Loud. 
 
    Boisterously unpredictable. 
 
    “Paige…there’s a lot of bikers in front.” She whispered and didn’t expect the huge smile to cover her boss’ face. 
 
    Following her out, it was second later she saw Paige leaning over the counter meeting the mouth of one of the bikers, his hand around the back of Paige’s neck, possessively close.  
 
    Oh. Well. Then.  
 
    Her fear downgraded several levels, but she still watched the men with wary eyes.  
 
    “Paige, how much for her? Can I get her wrapped up to go?” Smirking guy winked. Poppy shrank back. 
 
    Paige laughed and turned to smile at Poppy, silently letting her know everything was okay. “Behave, Arson, or you won’t get any cream puffs ever again.” 
 
    The man slapped a hand over his heart. “Reaper, your wife is being mean to me.” 
 
    The rowdiness continued while the men fell on the leftover bakes Paige brought out from under the counter display. Paige let her go and Poppy sneaked out of the back with a short exhale. 
 
    Those were Tait’s friends?  
 
    Did he act the same way when he was part of their MC? 
 
    She was still finding it perplexing how the Tait she knew would join a club like that. 
 
    Was he just as fearful as the men inside?  
 
    He was the man who’d driven across the country to buy the freedom of a woman he didn’t even know and then let that same woman take over his home, plus he bought her clothes and food and asked for nothing in return. 
 
    But before she’d even taken a step in the direction of home, the cobwebs of her lingering hangover lifted and she was barraged with memories of last night and each one brought her to an embarrassing halt. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    My. 
 
    God. 
 
    She’d made out…furiously… with Tait. 
 
    She remembered it all. 
 
    The feel of him under her. 
 
    The taste inside his mouth. 
 
    The way he’d gripped her hair and kissed her back. 
 
    He’d kissed her back! 
 
    Poppy remembered now why she was drinking. 
 
    She’d overheard Tait and his friend talking about how he was still in love with Addison and Poppy got all in her jealous feelings about it. 
 
    Having never been drunk before, she didn’t know she’d turn into a predatorial floozy. 
 
    No wonder he was asking her about playing games earlier. 
 
    Her face was beet red when she called him. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry I attacked you last night.” She blurted, only to hear his laugh a second later. 
 
    “Remembered huh?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t blame you for kicking me out.” 
 
    “You on the way home?” 
 
    Maybe. She might just toss herself into the gutter.  
 
    She told him yes, and they hung up because she was much too shrouded in shame to listen to his laughter for another second.  
 
    She was jealous of Addison.  
 
    Now she remembered what she’d heard, it stayed on her mind while she dragged her feet through the sidewalk slush back to his loft.  
 
    Why would he still want his brother’s wife?  
 
    Was that the reason he never returned to New York? 
 
    Addison was not a nice woman at all.  
 
    And her point last night was never more true.  
 
    That woman didn’t deserve the affections of the Hunt brothers.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWELVE 
 
    “The damning judgment of Souls.” – Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now Texas was back in Armado Springs, he couldn’t avoid running into a Souls wherever he went. 
 
    He caught sight of Tag at the gym, sparring with a young guy. They exchanged a chin lift. 
 
    Out running he was passed by three of the Souls bikes and it was Arson who turned around and looked at Texas but the bikes carried on riding. 
 
    And just today, in the hardware store of all places it was Uncle Jed who cornered Texas when he was trying to avoid the old man.  
 
    “How’s it going, son?”  
 
    “Yeah, fine, Jed. And you?”  
 
    “Ah, can’t complain. The grandkids are like wild animals at home, so I brought myself out for a bit of peace.” He said it with a grin on his old face. Texas knew for a fact that Jed was a family man and loved having them over. “Doing some decorating?” He pointed to the cans of paint in Texas’ arms.  
 
    “Just doing up the lower apartments at my place, something to do.” He added before he was asked if he was going to rent them out.  
 
    He might one day, when he took off for good.  
 
    He couldn’t stick around Armado, not now.  
 
    Jed followed Texas out to his Ford Raptor and stood back while he put his purchases in the bed of the truck.  
 
    “I understand, son.” Jed said and had Texas turning around to face him.  
 
    A sense of unease pooled in his lower stomach.  
 
    Was this how it was gonna be every time he saw one of the Souls? Either ghosting him like a spurned girlfriend or confronting him? 
 
    “What happened, I understand why you did it. Gotta be a tough position to be in having a cop brother who has a boner for all MC’s. And what with you being a member of the biggest, that’s bound to sting him.” 
 
    As he stood there, the fire in Texas’ gut intensified. 
 
    He didn’t want justification or understanding. 
 
    He’d fucked up. 
 
    That didn’t deserve anyone’s forgiveness.  
 
    But Jed went on in his roughened voice.  
 
    “In your position most of us would have done the same, son. We’ve always protected our own. Sometimes that shit ain’t pretty. We do what is needed and then we gotta roll with the punches even when it hurts a whole fuckin’ lot.” 
 
    “Look, Jed…” 
 
    “I mean it, Tait.” Fucks sake, first naming him, the old man meant business.  
 
    Texas dropped his head, leaning a hand on the side of his truck, he pulled in a quick inhale just to steady himself.  
 
    He knew coming back to Armado that he’d have to reinforce a shield to deal with seeing the boys, but this… this shit got right under those shields. 
 
    “The wrong doing was not fuckin’ telling us. You looked out for the Souls in a difficult situation, we’re gonna be grateful for that, son, you gotta know that, even with what went down.” 
 
    “Rider might have killed my brother…” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m getting that and understanding more about why you did it.”  
 
    For all the differences he and Malachai had now, that was his one thought throughout, if he didn’t intervene, if he didn’t cut off his brother, then Rider surely would have done and Texas couldn’t live with that. Couldn’t have lived knowing his twin would receive a visit from Lawless.  
 
    “Far as I know, he was never looking at the Souls for anything major.” 
 
    “We’ve never been bothered about that, son. You know we have thick skin with the law.” Jed smiled and then clapped a hand on Texas’ shoulder. “We miss seeing you, it’s a crying shame we lost you. None of those boys know how to fucking count.” 
 
    This Texas laughed at.  
 
    It also told him that no one had his treasurer patch.  
 
    He felt oddly relieved about it. 
 
    “I hear you got a girl.” 
 
    “Nah, just a friend staying with me, I’m helping her out while she’s had a bit of trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah, Axel auctioning off that little girl,” Jed hissed. “He’s a piece of work. You should bring your girl around for dinner, my Helen would love to meet her.” 
 
    Yeah, that wasn’t happening but he appreciated the gesture all the same.  
 
    How could he self-punish if people kept being fucking nice to him?  
 
    That night as bad luck would have it, he took Poppy out for dinner, having breathed in paint fumes all day. And instead of going to Otis’ bar and grill, a known Souls hangout, they went to Boondocks Lounge and didn’t you know, nearly every Souls boys was there.  
 
    They clocked him almost as soon as he clocked them and he nearly reversed his feet, if not for Poppy sashaying her ass up to the bar to perch on a stool. 
 
    Giving him a hurry up look.  
 
    “Is that your old club over there?” She whispered into his shoulder when he leaned an arm on the bar and ordered two drinks. “Yep.” 
 
    “Do you want to leave?” 
 
    Yeah, he did. But he wouldn’t. 
 
    “Nah, it’s fine. Grab a menu.”  
 
    Food ordered; they found a booth out of the way though his hearing was on high alert for any sense of trouble. He was already getting the stink eye from Capone.  
 
    “I can’t believe you were in a motorcycle club, Tait. Was it fun?”  
 
    Fun might be the wrong word he’d choose. 
 
     It was togetherness. Knowing you belonged somewhere and that at any time, there was someone who had your back.  
 
    “Yeah,” he replied.  
 
    “Do you miss it?”  
 
    Her hand covered his and at the same time they inhaled when jolted zips shot through both their arms. Before she could pull her fingers away he locked on around them and stroked her knuckles with a thumb.  
 
    “Is that what you wanna talk about, Poppy? How much I’ve changed? How I’m not the same guy you knew a million years ago?” 
 
    She blinked and watched how he stroked her fingers. “You are different.” 
 
    “So are you. You’re no longer a little girl who would follow me around the country club or dog my steps at my family’s estate.” 
 
    She blushed to the cap of her hair and Texas held back his grin.  
 
    “That’s because everyone else there sucked, you were the most tolerable.”  
 
    He just smirked.  
 
    “Did you…” she cleared her throat. “Did you do dangerous things?” 
 
    Back and forth, her eyes followed the pattern of his stroking thumb.  
 
    She had skin like silk.  
 
    Skin he shouldn’t even be touching seeing as how she was a taken woman. 
 
    Story of his life. 
 
    Any day now he expected a knock on the door with her fiancé coming to take her back home where she belonged.  
 
    His thumb didn’t let up.  
 
    “Not really. I was the money man.” He didn’t go into details how he cleaned bad money and made it legitimate. Texas got such a kick out of doing that, and he’d been damn good at it. Rider never had any complaints of their profits.  
 
    It was as far from the job as his father wanted for him and at every turn, whenever he did something illegal, Texas grinned to himself knowing how appalled his old man would be. 
 
    “Why do they hate you?” 
 
    She’d quickly picked up on the animosity.  
 
    His thumb had moved to her inner wrist, tracing the thin blue veins.  
 
    Almost hypnotizing himself with how soft she was. 
 
    Their kiss still plagued him. 
 
    Two rounds of jerking off this morning still didn’t calm his body.  
 
    Whatever crush or gratitude she was feeling toward him, being the only man she’d turned to, it didn’t take away the fact she regretted crawling into his mouth and kissing the hell out of him. 
 
    She was probably waiting impatiently for the fiancé to ride in and take her back.  
 
    “I did something wrong which was against club rules.” 
 
    “Did you kill someone? Hurt someone?” 
 
    “No, but club rules are law, babe.”  
 
    He just wanted to get out of there, but chance was a fine thing when a shadow fell over their table and Texas reared his head to see Preacher, Tag and Arson standing there.  
 
    A showdown it is then.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we’re leaving.” he told them and felt Poppy slip further across the booth near him, he could practically hear the way she trembled and he placed a hand on her thigh under the table. She covered his hand and squeezed.  
 
    “No need,” Preacher grinned big and wide as only Preacher could and look friendly and like a thug at the same time. “Just came to say hey, seeing as your rude ass saw us and didn’t come over.”  
 
    All of them would have taken the vote on him being kicked out, that’s how Rider worked, he was always diplomatic with his patched brothers. 
 
    Why then they wanted anything to do with him on a friendly basis, he didn’t know. But he’d always had respect for them, so he wasn’t gonna get into an argument. 
 
    And not with Poppy digging her nails into the back of his hand. 
 
     “Well hello again, pretty thing.” Arson said, his eyes glued to Poppy and Texas felt a new heat fill him. 
 
    It wasn’t a good heat. 
 
    In fact, he felt violent with the way Arson was licking the corner of his lips watching Poppy. 
 
    What the fuck? Hello again?  
 
    “Didn’t know you knew Texas.”  
 
    About to interrupt and tell Arson she wasn’t the kind of girl he could crack on with, she was not a MC groupie who didn’t mind being shared around or being fucked in public as was Arson’s way.  
 
    Until now Texas didn’t give a fuck what the guy did. 
 
    But Arson was looking at Poppy like he could taste her and that shit didn’t sit well with him at all. 
 
    A possession like nothing he’d ever felt before made him stake his claim with a heated back the fuck off glare.  
 
    As a growl brewed in his chest wall, it was Poppy who spoke first. 
 
    “Yes, I do. He owns me.”  
 
    He owns me. 
 
    The blast of her words… sure as hell he shouldn’t enjoy them, but he felt claimed by those three words.  
 
    All three men guffawed with barrel laughs.  
 
    Texas wouldn’t deny her the claim, not when Arson still had his eyes all over her where her shirt dipped down in front to showcase a fantastic rack.  
 
     “You want to take your eyes back, Arson.” He warned and clashed stares with the former brother.  
 
    Suddenly the air stirred because Arson, as Texas knew, loved nothing more than a challenge where pussy was concerned.  
 
    Someone he couldn’t have, suddenly became cotton candy to the guy.  
 
    The guy looked half cut as it was, swaying a little on his feet as he tucked thumbs into his belt.  
 
    “Maybe I don’t,” he tried to confront. “She doesn’t look very owned to me.”  
 
    “Well I am,” she burst out, “so if you don’t have anything nice to say to Tait, then perhaps you gentlemen should leave us alone.” 
 
    Jesus.  
 
    Where did this mouth come from? He cocked his head to the side and saw how highlighted in embarrassment her cheeks were. 
 
    It was Preacher who laughed and broke the tension by shoving Arson away from his table. “You heard the lady, fuck off, you randy bastard.”  
 
    Arson didn’t quit though, even as he ambled off, he turned to wink at Poppy and blew her a kiss.  
 
    Texas felt it in his bones. 
 
    Possessiveness.  
 
    He might not agree with her claim, but in the eyes of Arson and his dick, she absolutely belonged to him. 
 
    He was keeping her safe and untouched for her to return to her former life, he lied to himself. 
 
    Even as his own dick started to ache.  
 
    She was standing up for him and that felt good too. 
 
    Giving her thigh another squeeze he smiled from the corner of his mouth at her and watched her eyes light up. 
 
    Yeah, she was definitely feeling him and dumbass that he’d become, he soaked it in. 
 
    And his moral dilemma being, did he fuck around with Poppy Astor as she so clearly wanted him to, or do as his conscience urged and send her back home.  
 
    The conversation with Preacher and Tag was pretty neutral, he asked about Tag’s next fight and Preacher’s old lady and kids and that’s when Poppy excused herself to the restroom.  
 
    It was only when ten minutes went by that he got worried and thought about Arson following her and without much of a word to Preacher and Tag standing there, he slipped out of the booth and strode to the back of the bar, ready to throw down if need be. 
 
    But he found her in the small restroom hallways, slumped to the wall, cradling her phone to her chest. 
 
    On instant alert for her distress, he took hold of the top of her arms, “What’s wrong, did someone bother you?” 
 
    He saw her eyes were flooded with tears ready to tip down her porcelain cheeks. 
 
    Texas had never experienced many opportunities to protect a woman, not one he cared for, or was attracted to. He would have always protected the brothers old ladies, that was a given, but he wasn’t attached to those women, not in this sense that it burned his chest. 
 
    “No, I… I decided to call my parents. They’re worse than mad at me, Tait. They said how I’ve ruined my family name and there’s no going back for me now, not until I fix my mistakes.”  
 
    Damn. The fucking crème de le crème of high society always fired the hardest bullets.  
 
    Say what you will about bikers being scary or hardcases, but they tell it like it is. No one spared a person’s feelings, but they were never duplicitous either.  
 
    “It’ll be okay, little girl. They’re not going to kick you out when you go home.” 
 
    “I’m not going home. Not ever. I left for a reason, Tait. Not just because of Ronnie. I was stifled. I couldn’t breathe, they wouldn’t let me live.” 
 
    Tears did fall then and he had no choice but to pull her into his chest, it was a need he didn’t ignore and didn’t dig into the reasons why he felt like he could only exhale properly when he was holding her.  
 
    She clung both arms tightly around his waist and found his chest with her face. “Parents are supposed to love you no matter what.” She cried. “Why can’t they just love me for me?” 
 
    “I don’t know, little girl, but it’s their issue, not yours.”  
 
    Poor baby. Those Astor’s were a piece of work.  
 
    “Mom just text and said she would send all my clothes and things express tomorrow.”  
 
    His tongue felt like an out of control rattlesnake not asking about the guy.  
 
    Where the fuck was the guy in all this?  
 
    She’d been with him nearly a week, she’d been at Axel’s compound another week before that, that was two fucking weeks and there was no sign of the guy she was marrying.  
 
    Either she’d gotten herself into a marriage of convenience or she really had planned to marry some sexless wonder who didn’t know how dicks worked. 
 
    Because having a woman like Poppy, all soft and good smelling and the way her tits fit against his chest. Any guy would be chasing her ass down to get her back.  
 
    He felt attraction swell between them as she lifted her tear stained face to look at him all pitiful and cute.  
 
    He was a man with many flaws and one of those glaring flaws came to the front like a soldier at war as he cupped her face and teased the tears back with his thumbs.  
 
    He always seemed to find himself wanting women who were already taken. 
 
    What the hell did that say about what kind of man he was?  
 
    “Can we just go home, Tait?” She whined, clutching his upper body. Her whimpers clinging just as equally deep and he couldn’t ignore them. “I just want to go home and be with you.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He felt that. 
 
    He knew he shouldn’t. 
 
    He knew her words didn’t mean what his dick were interpreting them to mean. 
 
    But what he knew about himself was, Texas was great at compartmentalizing shit and ignoring what he didn’t like. He’d done it so often with the club and Malachai that it was easy to ignore she was not a woman he could grow attached to. 
 
    She might have run away from that guy, but they weren’t over. 
 
    She had another life, a better life than a washed up has-been biker could offer her. 
 
    And still his system flooded with endorphins, churning her pleading words around his brain, making each word stick to the inside of his head.  
 
    I own her, she’s mine.   
 
    Not even with Addison did he ever get the sense he was looking at a woman who was lost and he’d found home.  
 
    Something pulsed in his chest, even when he pushed it aside, ignored the rapid thumping of his heart as if his bones and skin were telling him he’d found this girl and he shouldn’t give her back. 
 
    Finders keepers.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
    “The sins of a biker are endless.” Capone 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why the hell are you going over there for?” Capone hissed, his scowl as black as it ever had been. He didn’t get why the brothers wanted to fall over themselves to go and talk to a traitor. 
 
    The guy had done the club wrong; did no one realize that?  
 
    He didn’t just get fired from a job he wasn’t good at. 
 
    He broke the cardinal club rule.  
 
    Capone brooded the whole time Preacher and the rest were over there having tea or whatever they were doing. 
 
    He also noted the girl clinging to Texas on their way out. 
 
    Texas’ life wasn’t so much ruined then, he sucked his disgust through his teeth.  
 
    As a pack, the boys made their way out of the bar. Capone’s bike was parked near their florist, the place they had as a front to one of the Souls gambling dens.  
 
    The others split off from him in the opposite direction and it was when he was steps from his bike he caught the conversation up ahead with a woman saying. “I’m sorry I ruined the night.” 
 
    “It’s not ruined, Poppy.” 
 
    Capone swore in Spanish under his breath. It was Texas and his hot piece.  
 
    Hardening his spine, he kept in step, listening to the woman whining and Texas pacifying her that everything would be okay.  
 
    A year ago he would have laughed and teased his brother because it was rare to see him with a woman. Texas was always class. Until he proved himself a piece of shit, that is.  
 
    He was right behind them now, close enough to see the woman was clinging onto his arm as he guided them down the cold street to the Raptor on the corner.  
 
    “You want to have your heart to heart with your piece somewhere else so I can get fucking by.” He growled low and watched Texas halt and spin around.  
 
    Capone stared.  
 
    His whole existence was ruined because of men like Texas.  
 
    Oh, they’d bleat how they were doing it for the good of the family. 
 
    Well Capone’s whole fucking family were slaughtered within minutes while they slept in their beds because his younger brother thought he was doing the right thing by doing business with someone he had no right doing business with.  
 
    If only Santiago had just once discussed the shit he was planning with Capone, or anyone of the brothers first. 
 
    Capone held no weight in doing things for others for their own good. Protecting them or not.  
 
    He preferred full disclosure and the choices in front of him, no matter how dire, let him choose his own death.  
 
    On the narrow sidewalk, rather than getting out of his way, Texas stared back before reaching behind him and unlocking his truck door, ushering the woman inside. She gave him a curious glance but Texas put her in the cab and closed the door, then he stepped aside. “There you go, brother.” 
 
    That got fire pushing into Capone’s throat. “Not your brother.” 
 
    “You want to tell me what your problem is? You’ve glared at me all night like I kicked your prom date.” 
 
    Oh, he thought he was funny, sí? 
 
    Stopping in his tracks, he faced Texas and curled his corner lip.  
 
    He already had shit on his mind with what was happening in Miami, without this aggravation.  
 
    “I don’t think so. Can’t be sure you’re not wearing a wire for your bro.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck off, Capone,” Texas said. “I’ve said sorry until I’m blue in the goddamn face. I didn’t do anything to you personally.”  
 
    “You fucking kidding me with that shit? The club is me. I am the fucking club, Esé.” his fingers flexed inside the sheepskin jacket, buried deep to ward off the cold. It was times like today and this whole frozen month that he missed the warmth of Miami beach. They had one season there and it was magnificent. Denver took some getting used to.  
 
    “You voted me out, what more do you want? Me to suck your cock for forgiveness? I did wrong, I admitted that.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” 
 
    “And? Shall I throw a parade because you’re pissed off at me, Capone, what do you want from me?”  
 
    The window whirred down and that same dark head popped out, her voice tentatively croaky. “Tait, is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, Poppy, close up, baby, you’ll get cold, won’t be a minute.” 
 
    “See you landed on your feet.”  
 
    “Grow the fuck up, Capone.” Texas sighed.  
 
    It was strange seeing him without his usual shirt and thick tie at his neck. Stranger still with the beard. Texas was always groomed like a Disney prince. 
 
    Capone hated the betrayal. 
 
    Hated more that he didn’t confide in anyone until Arson caught the brother out.  
 
    Would he still be a cop informer today if that hadn’t happened?  
 
    He just hated it all around and he couldn’t get over his anger for trusting this guy for years.  
 
    “You’ve got some balls on you, Texas, to play the wounded victim. Who was going to be next, the Souls? Going to send Rider down the river, sí?” 
 
    “Fuck you. I never would. The whole shit I was doing was to protect my fucking club. Always. I would have put my own neck on the line before anyone in the compound.” 
 
    The fierce way he spat out the words through his clenched teeth made Capone think for a second he was actually telling the truth or he just believed his own lies.  
 
    It was a bad mistake to square off with Capone.  
 
    He had a hair trigger ever since he walked into his family’s home and found everyone in a blood bath.  
 
    He got into fights regularly—instigated them, then he fell into a bottle to forget his sorrow.  
 
    He never backed down from a fight and if Texas wanted to go boot to boot with him then it was going to be the guys funeral.  
 
    If only there was some anger in the other man’s voice it might have helped Capone reach that no return moment but Texas’ voice was downgraded to a tortured croak, almost as if he were in pain for his actions. But he’d gone in with his eyes wide open so Capone felt no amount of pity for his predicament now.  
 
    “I fucked up, you can hate me all you want, brother, but no one can hate me as much as I fucking loath myself.” 
 
    Capone snorted and rolled his eyes. 
 
    Pity party of one, he wondered if he were about to get a gift bag.  
 
    “We all make mistakes, Capone. You’re not blameless in this life either, we’re all stained with our crimes. I’m sorry, get the fuck over it and let me live my life.”  
 
    And then he walked away, climbed into the cab of his truck and left Capone there with his own mind full of black fog.  
 
    Blameless.  
 
    It might have been the one word to save Texas from a beating and Capone’s swirling anger that lived inside him though not many saw how he masked it daily. 
 
    No one knew how angry Capone really was. 
 
    Or that he lived half of a life. 
 
    Because half of him was never here. 
 
    Straddling his bike, he started her up with a gentle purr. In this weather he should be driving his Jeep but he couldn’t face being closed in some days, he liked the wind on his face and the open air around him. So what if he froze.  
 
    And it was before he rode away that his phone pinged, he fished it out and saw the one name that always caused his veins to rush fast and hard with blood. 
 
    He ignored the rush of his cock too.  
 
    The steel pipe had no business getting hard for his sister in law.  
 
    But with each passing day, the feelings increased.  
 
    mi corazón.  
 
    His heart walloped as he swiped to open the message.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucia: Giancarlo, I think I’m in trouble. I know it’s not time, but will you call when you can?  
 
      
 
    It was Wednesday, he only ever called Lucia to check in each Friday and he both dreaded and was eager for it at the same time. 
 
    He knew now she was his eternal torment, meant to pay for his own crimes. 
 
    He revved the engine, intent on driving home to his apartment to call the love of his life who would never know the depths of his feelings because at one time she was married to his brother.  
 
    That was too much Telenovelas for him.  
 
    Burying that love in booze, women and violence had worked so far for him.  
 
    Blameless. 
 
    Yeah, Texas was right in that respect. 
 
    Capone himself was far from blameless for a lot of things.  
 
    The biggest one being coveting thy brothers wife before he was cold in his grave.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Texas slammed into his truck and nearly took the door off its hinges.  
 
    Poppy blinked at the show of his temper, it blazed like an inferno almost heating the cab and before she could even say a word, to ask if he was okay, he plucked her out of her seat and dragged her across the console and into his lap. 
 
    So stunned, she didn’t even have a full breath in her lungs when he fisted both hands in her hair and rammed his lips against hers.  
 
    The sensual assault lasted no more than a minute of Texas licking and nibbling her lips open until they permitted him entry and then it was girl down because Poppy couldn’t think straight with the way he was wolfing her mouth and tongue with his. 
 
    He was an animal and she was the raw meat and he was getting his fill.  
 
    “Don’t,” he rasped when she tried to pull away only to snatch a piece of air.  
 
    So she didn’t. She’d rather die than unlock from his lips anyway. 
 
    He was a fantastic kisser, like the really greatest kisser in the world. 
 
    His lips were firm and so was the pressure.  
 
    There was nothing soft or calm about the way he went at her mouth.  
 
    He had the moves and he backed them up by making her moan into his lips and that’s when she felt a hardness begin to swell really freaking big between her straddled legs. 
 
    Oh, God, Tait was aroused and taking a hold of her hips, he moved her on him.  
 
    “Fuck. Fuck,” he hissed into her lips, slowing with the kissing but her tongue was manic now and she didn’t want to stop for all the diamonds in Tiffany’s. “Now we stop,” he said pulling back. Leaving Poppy with two plundered lips that no longer felt like they belonged on her face. 
 
    She was ruined. 
 
    He unlocked some secret door to her arousal, sprang the hinges and forced her to feel this attraction she initially thought was only a slight girlie crush. 
 
     In fact, it was a fully-fledged, out of control roaring fire.  
 
    Burning up her skin and making his taste dig down into her stomach. 
 
    Breath was like steam passing between them and Poppy could hardly think let alone speak but words started tumbling out of her sore lips. 
 
    “I think we should get that man back if he riles you up like this because wow, Tait. I think if I were wearing socks, you would have kissed them off.” 
 
    “It’s knocked them off,” he snickered. 
 
    “I can’t brain. You kissed my soul out.”  
 
    He placed her back on her own seat and she missed the hardness already. She wouldn’t have minded rocking on him for a while.   
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    The engine started and he pulled away from the curb, heading back to his apartment.  
 
    “Yeah, shit just got heated with Capone. He’s still angry with me.” 
 
    Bristling, rushing to defend the man who had been nothing but kind to her, she chomped her teeth together. “Well he can just bite it.” 
 
    Texas chuckled again and reached out for her hand which she clasped tightly.  
 
    “We need to get some things sorted, babe, when we reach home, okay?” 
 
    “Oh? Is it more furious kissing? I might need to do some tongue exercises because you took me by surprise there.” 
 
    He grunted such a sexy caveman noise that she felt it in her skin and hoped it was a happy sound from him.  
 
    “If you want more kissing, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “I do!” she blurted.  
 
    “But we need to talk and sort some things first.” 
 
     Talking implied something serious but she wouldn’t let that deflate her, not when she felt all jumbly excited inside.  
 
    “Is that how dirty bikers kiss, Tait?” 
 
    “Yeah, little girl,” he rasped in the darkness of the warm cab and she felt herself grinning really wide.  
 
    “Wow,” was all she could reply. “I think I like you as a biker.” 
 
    His laugh was magic and made her forget her early family woes.  
 
    So far she was not regretting leaving everything behind and finding Tait in Colorado. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
    “I do. And I don’t.” – Poppy 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, talk the stuff so we can get to the kissing.”  
 
    “Jesus,” she was all but fizzing as she plonked on the couch with her legs tucked under her and her dark hair swept over one bare shoulder.  
 
    She was wearing one of those tops that didn’t have a neck so half of it fell off and showed too much creamy skin to his hungry eyes.  
 
    Texas didn’t sit next to her, he couldn’t or he’d animal attack her again.  
 
    He hadn’t meant to drag her across his lap in the truck or eat her whole, but he wasn’t sorry for it. 
 
    Once he’d kicked off his boots and his jacket, he poured himself a coffee and sat on the low table in front of her, cradling his cup, using it like a barrier so he didn’t reach for the woman gazing at him with sex in her eyes.  
 
    “I’m attracted to you,” he imparted to her and watched her eyes get low lidded and dream-like.  
 
    Fuck him, he liked that look on her. Liked it more because he’d put it there.  
 
    She made it worse by clapping and saying “Yay.” 
 
    Fucking adorable.  
 
    Seeing as they split before they got the food, he couldn’t handle that kind of cute on an empty stomach and a dick that hurt to know what she felt like hugging it with the wettest part of her body. 
 
    Something about Poppy clanged innocent to him and it made a man like him hungry.  
 
    There were no games, she was upfront even if she risked being knocked down.  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Oh, no. Buts always mean something negative. Let’s get back to the part where you said you’re into me, Tait. I liked that bit so much better.” 
 
    Texas smirked when her face fell like she was tasting peanut butter. If she were anything like him, then she’d know that shit was nasty. It was unamerican, but it didn’t change the fact it was gross.  
 
    “Do you have a girlfriend? A regular woman? I don’t know how it works for bikers, do you just click your fingers and women lie down?”  
 
    Because she said it so serious, Texas’ mouth split into a cheek hurting grin. 
 
    God, that innocence was intoxicating, he felt drugged and drunk and he wanted to lick her up like maple syrup. 
 
    “Do you see a woman around here?” 
 
    “Only when I look in the mirror. But I don’t know what you get up to when I’m not around.” 
 
    “Little girl, you’re always around.” 
 
    “Not when you’re in the downstairs apartments, you’ve made it your man cave.” 
 
    “So I’m sneaking women in?” 
 
    “Plural?” Her eyes, if it were possible, went round as the moon and she started chewing on her lip when she crossed her legs Indian style. “I didn’t think of that. I mean, one girlfriend would be fine, if it were casual. I’d chase her off, tell her you had the herpes or you were sexing up your sister.” 
 
    “Poppy…” the laughter couldn’t be contained and Texas folded over his knees, careful not to scald himself with coffee and he just laughed like he hadn’t laughed in forever. “Fucking my sister, really?” 
 
    She scrunched her nose. “I think women wouldn’t like a sister sexer, but I’d double down with the herpes just to make sure she got gone.” 
 
    “You can’t say fuck?”  
 
    Her whole face bloomed. 
 
    Fuck. She couldn’t say fuck and that was too appealing to him because it sparked a dirty side to Texas to hear every lewd word come out of her good girl mouth while he was drilling into her.  
 
    “I choose not to.” 
 
    She chooses not to. That was a conversation he’d revisit, but first he had things to say.  
 
    “As I said, I’m attracted to you.” 
 
    “Yay,” she said again and made his lips twitch.  
 
    “But you have a man.” 
 
    That took the wind from her sails when she frowned. “I don’t have a man anymore, Tait. You know this. The wedding gown is hanging in your bedroom closet, which I need to sell by the way.”  
 
    “Baby, you have a man, you ran away and didn’t talk to him, you didn’t end it, you didn’t get closure. You have a man.” 
 
    She sighed and he understood, really he did.  
 
    He just wanted to maul her and take his head away from being back home again by burying it between her fucking legs.  
 
    “Look at this,” she huffed, all but flinging herself off the couch and she ambled over to him after she’d grabbed her cell phone. She shoved it under his nose. 
 
    The last messages from her man were not the kind of messages you’d expect from a jilted groom who loved his bride with his whole fucking heart. “Does that say to you that I have a man? That I have a man who gives a crap about me?” 
 
      
 
    Ronnie: What the hell, Penelope. I hope you realize how much you’ve embarrassed me. Humiliated my whole fucking family. This really is unacceptable. 
 
    Ronnie: This is going to take some work to forgive you for this. 
 
    Ronnie: Contact me when you’ve grown up.  
 
      
 
    Texas didn’t stop with those three messages the guy sent 2 weeks ago and nothing since. He scrolled up and up through their text thread.  
 
    There wasn’t many at all, only blunt messages letting Poppy know he was outside waiting for her. So the guy couldn’t even collect her at the door. What a gent.  
 
    On and on he went back further and he didn’t see any affection.  
 
    Certainly nothing risqué to tell him she loved him or Ronnie loved her, or even wanted to fuck her. Did the guy even have a dick down there?  
 
    Hovering at his shoulder, her fingers toying with the material on his t-shirt, she sounded about as sad as Texas felt pissed off on her behalf. 
 
    This guy was a fucking dillhole. Worse, he didn’t deserve to have a woman like Penelope. 
 
    He’d only been in her life again for a week and even he could see what a breath of fresh air she was. Why wouldn’t a guy, even a jilted one not climb mountains to make her happy? Why did it get to a point she felt like her only choice was to run away. 
 
    “Tell me straight, you love this dude?”  
 
    “Not even a little bit. I mean, I like him as much as I like anyone. I think I need to tell you something, Tait.” 
 
    Just the way she worded it in her cautious voice made him angle his neck and she tried to put distance between them by moving back to the couch.  
 
    Hell no. He grabbed her wrist and hauled her butt onto his lap. 
 
    “You got something to confess? Then you tell me right here.” 
 
    “I mean.” She stumbled. “I don’t think it’s something you will like.” 
 
    “So what? Tell me anyway.” 
 
    “You might not want to kiss me. And I really want those lips, Tait.” She dropped her gaze to his mouth and he was sure he could already feel her sucking them.  
 
    “Little girl, I’ve had a gut full of secrets to last me a lifetime. I don’t want to do it anymore. I don’t care if you’re confessing to skinning farm animals in a bathtub to make new dresses, just spit it out so I can deal with how serious it is.” 
 
    “Okay,” she inhaled hard enough to suck up some of his hair and that didn’t bode well for whatever she needed to say.  
 
    He was thinking all sorts of shit that wasn’t good. 
 
    Pregnant was top of his list, even though she said she never fucked the guy.  
 
    “Okay, here goes.” She said again. 
 
    “Poppy, just spit it out.” 
 
    “Iwasengagedtwomoretimesbeforethis.”   
 
    Her run on words flooded out of her lips too fast for his ears to pick up. 
 
    It couldn’t be what he thought she said. “Say again.” 
 
    Trepidation coated her green irises and color highlighted her cheeks as she fiddled with the neck of his shirt, her skinny fingers scraping his already too hot skin because she was sitting on his dick. “I was engaged twice before I was engaged to Ronnie.”  
 
    Not pregnant then.  
 
    Texas exhaled. He didn’t mind kids, but he had a problem fucking a woman who had a kid in her belly that wasn’t his. It would feel too much like a home invasion.  
 
    “To different fellas or Ronnie?” 
 
    She snorted and put her forehead to his shoulder. “Three separate engagements and three men.” She lifted her head and shyly peered at him through the curtain of her hair. He moved it back and held his fingers to her soft cheek. “Do you think I’m a giant floozy? Did your attraction disappear?”  
 
    He smirked from one corner of his lips. “Gorgeous tramp.” 
 
    “Tait,” she huffed, slapping his arm.  
 
    “That’s some engagement ring collection, Poppy.”  
 
    “They just happened.” 
 
    “You just fell into being engaged to three guys?” Amused, he couldn’t help teasing her. He could give a fuck what she did in the past, it didn’t affect how his dick was reacting to her squirming one bit. The only thing he was concerned about was if she’s going to scrape this new guy off or she’s just currently mad at him and will change her mind once she sees him.  
 
    “I mean, the first one was on my eighteenth birthday, he asked me in front of all my family, how could I say no? And the next one was a few years later, after that first one didn’t work out…obviously.” Her cheeks were still flame hot and Texas was chewing the inside of his cheek to stop from grinning.  
 
    He was starting to feel for poor fucking Ronnie.  
 
    “How did the second one ask?” 
 
    “On Daddy’s yacht.” 
 
    “In front of everyone?” 
 
    “No, but he’d asked daddy’s blessing.” 
 
    “You love these guys?” 
 
    She bit her lip and shook her head from side to side.  
 
    “Little girl, I hate to break it to you, but you’re either addicted to wedding cake or you’re unable to tell anyone no.” 
 
    She groaned and laid her head on his shoulder again, keeping it there this time until he tangled a hand in the back of her hair. He figured if she was perched on his hurting dick, then he could put a hand on her too.  
 
    “So the little socialite has a wild past. I think my attraction is worse.” He grunted. 
 
    It wasn’t a lie. 
 
    At least he knew he wouldn’t be breaking her or shocking her with what he wanted to do.  
 
    “Not so wild.” She muffled and lifted her head. Doing that nervous lip biting thing again. 
 
    Jesus, more secrets?  
 
    He didn’t know an Astor as good as her would have skeletons in her closet.  
 
    “I mean… I haven’t..” 
 
    “Haven’t what?” 
 
    “I was engaged, that part is true, Tait. But I haven’t done the other stuff.” 
 
    “Down the aisle and smashing wedding cake into each other’s mouths you mean? Kind of glad you don’t have three marriages, baby.” 
 
    “No. I mean yes, that too.” Red. She turned very red and then blurted. “All the sex. I’ve never done it with them. With anyone, Tait. I’m waiting for marriage, the real kind, where I know it’s right.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    His brain computed what she was saying. 
 
    All the while his poor unused dick was waiting not so patiently to be tagged in.  
 
    He didn’t know how to break the virginal news to him.  
 
    So Texas didn’t.  
 
    He just lowered his forehead to hers and groaned.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
    “Keep your friends close and your enemies at arm’s length.” – Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    Texas wasn’t so gentlemanly that he put Poppy to bed that night without kissing the savage hell out of her first. 
 
    They made out like teens on his couch until he thought he might seriously combust out of his skin, leaving shards of Texas shaped bones all over the living room.  
 
    Only when she started whimpering and popping her hips on his groin did he dump her on his bed and leave her there so he could take a cold shower and beat off until he felt okay again. 
 
    He also wasn’t dumb enough to stick around the following morning to face her. 
 
    Coward. 
 
    She was saving her body for when she married. 
 
    That was a game changer and not a game he was throwing his hat in the ring for. 
 
    He liked the hell out of her, really. So much.  
 
    He’d never felt attraction this big before.  
 
    He wanted to grab her in, maul his mouth against the side of her neck until she cried out for more and then he wanted to do a whole lot of dirty things he wondered how shocked she’d be with. Starting by sliding his hand into her panties.  
 
    Yeah, Texas got the hell out of his apartment well before 6 am.  
 
    He went for his usual run. 
 
    Now he’d told Snake of the Russian’s presence over by the distillery, he didn’t bother stopping when he saw a few buses parked outside. 
 
    Lady luck was not on his side after he stopped for a takeout coffee at the diner when he nearly plowed into Capone coming out.  
 
    He stepped back to let him exit first and came up short with the sneer on the other guy’s face.  
 
    “Yeah, really good to see you too, Capone. I’m fine, thanks for asking.”  
 
    Sipping his own coffee, Capone just stared and walked down to his bike. 
 
    Texas felt the hit and stepped into the diner, pushing it from his head. 
 
    Deserved, he had to keep telling himself.  
 
    He seriously had to get out of this town. 
 
    On the slow walk back to his apartment, his head in the misery clouds, he didn’t see the black Mercedes pulling in slowly besides him until he cranked his head to the side and saw Grigori peering out of the back passenger window at him.  
 
    What. The. Fuck.  
 
    “If you’re lost, I don’t have directions for you.” He snapped and went on walking.  
 
    The car followed at a snail’s pace.  
 
    “You have some altercation with your comrade back there.” 
 
    Texas ignored the man.  
 
    “I hear on the grapevine; things are not so well in the Renegade Souls. Not for you, my friend. Had I known you were capable of selling out to the authorities, you and I could have been close friends.” 
 
    That little statement had Texas’ head almost spinning off his neck when he came to a halt and stared at the guy who was smirking back like he’d hit the jackpot. 
 
    Whoever his spies were in town, meant Grigori had some idea of what he’d done and Texas had no fucks to give.  
 
    Even without the Souls, he would loathe a man like him.  
 
    “Why the hell are you still even here, man? There’s nothing here for you. Go to New York, LA, Timbuktu. Denver is taken.” 
 
    Grigori smirked and lowered the window further.  
 
    “Perhaps I want what I am told I cannot have. It’s a terrible affliction, is it not, Mr. Hunt? We yearn for power like it is a drug. We yearn to belong, da?” 
 
    He didn’t grow up with a man like his father and not recognize when someone was trying to appeal to his weak spots.  
 
    Staring, he said nothing because he had not one word to say to the likes of the Russian. What did he think, because he was out of the Souls that he’d be a turncoat? 
 
    He felt a blast of anger start to burn behind his eyes. 
 
    Fuck that noise. 
 
    “We could be beneficial to each other, Mr. Hunt. Da? Get in, we discuss.”  
 
    Again, he ignored the man and crossed over the street, to listen to the sound of the man laughing, “Ah, soon then, my friend. We have much to converse and help each other.” 
 
    Not fucking likely, man.  
 
    Not at all.  
 
    Because of the confrontation with Capone and then the crap with Grigori, he about took the door off when he stormed into his place and scared the color out of Poppy’s face.  
 
    It didn’t stop his mood from violently raging either when he banged doors and stomped around as he got ready for the day. 
 
    “What’s up your butt, moody biker?”  
 
    She was hovering behind him, bringing her good girl sweet smell with her, making him crazy, making him hard, making him want to climb on his bike and get the hell out of there. 
 
    He owned his place outright; she could live there rent free if she wanted to. 
 
    She didn’t need a protector. Certainly not a guy who only wanted to peel her out of her clothes and taste what was beneath.  
 
    He ached to find redemption in her tight little body.  
 
    Why then as soon as he put the thought into his head did a growl of refusal gurgle up his windpipe?  
 
    “Not moody,” he answered finally when she didn’t stop her hovering even when he moved around the kitchen filling the water jug in the fridge.  
 
    “You look pretty moody. Is it me? Have I outstayed my welcome? Should I pack my grocery bag and hit the bricks?” 
 
    Coming out of her well cultured mouth, those words made him grin against his better judgement and yeah, his bad mood lessened some.  
 
    “You’d be back within five minutes, it’s cold out.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll stay until the spring, the summer at the latest.” He didn’t mistake her muttering a date under her breath that was twenty years from now. 
 
    It only put more fire in places that had no right to get fucking hot.  
 
    It didn’t help that she came up behind him and wrapped both of her arms around his waist and rested her face into his spine.  
 
    He about vibrated out of his skeleton with how good it felt.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why are you so angry, Tait?” 
 
    She felt his sigh through his back.  
 
    “Had another run in with Capone.” 
 
    Because he didn’t shove her away, she went right on holding him, loving how solidly he felt against her body. He was seriously ripped in all the places a man should be ripped. She’d seen his belly and chest bare, all those lovely bumps and valleys that headed into the waist of his sweatpants.  
 
    “And?” It was like pulling blood from a turnip to get words out of him that wasn’t a grunt. She asked while she nuzzled her nose into his back, smelling his clean masculine fragrance.  
 
    All her boyfriends, and there’d been a fair few, that included the fiancés, all used expensive colognes that made them smell like cheap hookers.  
 
    That was her whole problem. She never once spoke up about anything. 
 
    About the clothes her mom advised her to wear. 
 
    Or how to carry herself at parties. 
 
    Who to date. 
 
    What to drink. 
 
    All three engagement parties were organized and Poppy didn’t have one say in any of them.  
 
    It made her a weak woman and she didn’t want to be her anymore.  
 
    She wanted to be the type of woman who pushed someone to talk when she saw they had a problem, to be the woman who would hug a gorgeous man around his waist and feel him trembling.  
 
    “Tait?” 
 
    “Friends I respected, worked alongside every single day turned their backs on me just like that, I get they’re angry…he treated me like dirt. Like we haven’t had each other’s backs for years, or that I wasn’t there for him all those times he was too drunk to drive home and I carried his ass over the door because he was grieving. Then I stayed to make sure he didn’t puke and choke to death.” 
 
    He was hurt and she felt it through his croaked voice so she hugged him tighter.  
 
     “You already said you deserved it.” 
 
    He grunted. “Yeah.” and walked around the kitchen, grabbing things out of the fridge, all with Poppy attached to his spine like a grasping sloth.  
 
    He didn’t say one word about letting him go. 
 
    “So you’re angrier at yourself then you are at them?” 
 
    He rumbled a noise she took for confirmation. 
 
    “What are you doing to fix it?” 
 
    That’s when she let him go and came around to face him standing at the island. 
 
    His head shot up and he pinned her with a stare sharp enough to strip paint. She didn’t wither. Sometimes the truth was hard to face. 
 
    She’d had to do her own facing recently and some things were not pretty to look at or admit. Especially if it meant admitting you were wrong. Admitting that she was weak and a pushover was not easy to have in her mind, but she’d said those words and vowed to change.  
 
    “You obviously miss your friends, so fix it.” 
 
    “It’s not as easy as that. I fucked up; I did something unforgivable.” 
 
    “Did you...murder someone?” 
 
    He snorted and started chopping lettuce like a professional sous chef.  
 
    She was mesmerized with his dexterous hands and the veins standing up out of his skin on the back of them. “Murder in my world is not unforgivable, little girl.” 
 
    It’s not? Wow. That would be for her to unpack in another conversation.  
 
    Bikers really were terrifying.  
 
    She hated to admit it, but she was kind of glad he wasn’t around them, thus putting her around them too. Just seeing them in the bar and the bakery caused her bones to quake with slight fear.  
 
    They were a different breed of men, that’s for sure.  
 
    Men who classed murder as no big deal.  
 
    “Then what did you do?” 
 
    “I broke trust. Loyalty.” 
 
    “And for that they’re no longer your friends?”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Was it for the right reasons? Or were you being spiteful.”  
 
    Leaning against the counter, she could read every regretful emotion on his face which gave her the answer already. 
 
    “Mal wanted to bring down every MC, just to fuck with me. I fed him information on other clubs just so he’d leave my club alone. It was my fucked up logic, the only thing I felt I could do. I did this knowing I was keeping it from the boys, knowing that at any moment Mal could get them into trouble. The club…the patched brothers who sit around the table, don’t keep secrets, none that could hurt the club. I kept those secrets.” 
 
    “That giant dickhead,” she burst out. “I knew your brother was a piece of work, but that’s awful. He should want you to be happy.”  
 
    “Yeah, well. Right reasons or not, babe. I fucked up by not taking it to my boys right away.” 
 
    “Then earn their trust back. It’s never too late, you’re still alive so it’s not too late, Tait.”  
 
    She thought she was getting through to him when he let go of an inhale. He sort of let his head hang low. 
 
    But then she said. “You’re a good man, Tait.” 
 
    And his whole demeanor changed. 
 
    From the tightening of his spine, to the grasp of his hand as he discarded the knife before turning around on her and piercing Poppy with a stare hard enough to put fear and lust in equal measure through her entire body. 
 
    The next thing she knew, he’d moved swiftly and hauled her up into his strong arms, taking long strides through the loft, he fell on the couch, him on top of her.  
 
    Poppy was hardly able to catch a breath, what with Tait shocking the bejesus out of her like that. She didn’t know she was clinging to his shirt front as his deep-set eyes searched her face. 
 
    Funny that she’d never been in this position before with any guy.  
 
    They’d never been moved to carry her across a room and climb on top of her.  
 
    Nor did they look at her in the intense way Tait was gazing down at her. 
 
     Like he could just slurp her up and leave nothing behind.  
 
    It was so baffling now to Poppy that she’d been through three engagements and never felt this tummy fizzling with excitement and longing. 
 
    Inching her fingers up to his neck, she felt the bristles on the side of his jaw and he lay there, letting her explore him.  
 
    “What did you do for Christmas, Tait?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Christmas, you know the holiday that just went by? Trees, Santa Claus and eggnog. What did you do for it?” 
 
    “Nothing. I worked on a farm, grabbed dinner and drank some.”  
 
    Oh, her heart.  
 
    Right there she decided, no matter what happened, she would not let him spend another Christmas alone working and drinking.  
 
    Her hands reached up to cup both his cheeks. 
 
    His breath sucked in when she moved a thumb against the soft part of his lips.  
 
    “What do you need from me, Poppy?” 
 
    Oh, wow. He was going to make her use her big girl words and ask, wasn’t he?  
 
    Him lying on top of her felt amazing, she couldn’t see how much better it could get, but there was something she wanted … ached for it, actually. 
 
    “I want your mouth on mine.” 
 
    “Want a kiss?” 
 
    She nodded, almost frantically, her cheeks stained in heat as arousal slithered through her lower half and tried to curl invisible hands around Tait’s much bigger body. 
 
    “Yes, a kiss, please.” 
 
    “She says fucking please.” he groaned and lowered his head to brush their lips together.  
 
    Warm on warm, even that melted her. 
 
    And that was before he tempted her lips open by using the tip of his tongue. 
 
    She opened and he came inside.  
 
    His kiss was otherworldly. It was planets and solar systems colliding and newly discovered wildlife. It was popcorn and carnivals and brand new shoes and it was the most definitive moment of her life as the first flush of arousal overtook her. 
 
    It was everything amazing and she moaned as he deepened, used his tongue around hers in a way that left her no choice but to go where he led, she loved where he was taking her.  
 
     Just that fast, his taste became a drug that pushed endorphins through her veins and she got her hands all over him. Chest, face, hair. Her legs wound around his.  
 
    Hot and heavy, she was intoxicated in seconds.  
 
    He pulled back, gave her a second of air, his nose glided against hers and then he sort of growled and forced her mouth wider, deepening what had already been a perfect kiss and blew it apart. 
 
    Oh, God. Poppy was not a human anymore. 
 
    This wasn’t a kiss. 
 
    She’d had plenty of kisses before and none had felt this hot and good and right. 
 
    She loved kissing, it was one of her most favorite hobbies, but no way could this be called a kiss. 
 
    His mouth was skilled, he went deep and slow, teasing to the point she almost broke her neck reaching up for more.  
 
    Tait chuckled, out of practice and gave her his lips.  
 
    A certain mood overcame her. 
 
    A mood Poppy had only experienced alone and never with a guy. 
 
     “Tait” she whimpered and that’s when he withdrew, soft and slow, like his lips didn’t want to leave hers either. 
 
    Her mouth felt puffy and oversized and when she licked them, she tasted him there. 
 
    “Has anyone ever told you how freaking amazing you are at kissing?”  
 
    His smile was Christmas morning on steroids. It set her skin on fire to please him.  
 
    “Not that I recall.” 
 
    He was totally lying, every woman that’s had his lips on hers would have told him so, but she smiled knowing he wasn’t rubbing his past in her face. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” The whimper coming out of her mouth didn’t sound like it belonged to her. That certain mood was still lingering and she tried to take his mouth and the beast held it out of reach.  
 
    His hand slid into her hair and that felt nice too and went some way to appease the ache she was feeling all over. 
 
    “We’re done.” 
 
    She frowned. “But why? Didn’t you like kissing me?” 
 
    If she couldn’t have his mouth, she pressed her cheek to his and roamed over the bristles. 
 
    She loved his skin, especially his masculine scent, she wanted to roll in it like a puppy until she was covered and owned. 
 
    “I was halfway down your throat, Poppy. Of course I like kissing you. Do you feel that against your belly?” 
 
    She’d be a halfwit if she didn’t.  
 
    It was part of the reason she wanted his mouth back. 
 
    “That’s why we’re stopping.” 
 
    Her frown doubled down. “Is it because I’m inexperienced? Because let me tell you, mister, in my head, I’m quite the slut. Test me out, I’ll prove it. I’ve watched porn, you know.” 
 
    Without warning, Tait started laughing and then he rolled off her, hit the floor and went right on laughing his ass off. 
 
     “Fuck, you are cute.” 
 
    “She craned half of her body over the side of the couch to look down at him sprawled like a well-dressed fighter. “But you think I’m hot too, right?”  
 
    She was not above fishing. Just watch her cast her rod … or whatever they called it. 
 
    She wanted to be more than cute to him.  
 
    His face sobered and Poppy caught a breath at how powerfully he was gazing up at her. Some of her hair hung down over her shoulder and he took the ends in his fingers.   
 
     It was impossible not to see from the vantage point she was at and the way he was laid on the floor, the big thing protruding from his half-worn jeans at the front. 
 
    A big gulp of air stopped in Poppy’s throat and she was forced to wrench her gaze away. It had felt nice pushed into her stomach and now she wanted to feel it in other places and in her hands. 
 
    She was not telling lies when she told him she was a slut in her mind. 
 
    She didn’t need physical practice to know what she liked or what her body craved. 
 
    So she went for it, falling on top of him un-lady like, it was a sort of whale roll and when Tait grunted, she took that opportunity God himself presented and smashed his lips under hers.  
 
    Give him his due, it didn’t take him but a second to get with it and take over. Spearing her hair with his fingers, he took over and devoured her.  
 
    “Goddammit, Poppy.” He groaned, going in deeper and then with one last kiss he wrenched her away, heavy breathing. “No more, or you’ll find yourself fucked right here, and that’s not what an innocent woman needs.” 
 
    In a small voice, lying on top of Tait, with his hands still holding her face, she confessed something she wanted him to know. “I want to tell you why it never worked with any of my boyfriends. They couldn’t give me what I wanted.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “You really want to know?” 
 
    “I’m sure those pricks could afford anything you needed.” 
 
    Poppy smiled sadly. Yeah, he’d think she was all about the materialism when all she’d ever wished for was to be wanted. Desired.  
 
    To be the center of someone’s universe, when they couldn’t see anyone but her.  
 
    To put her needs and wants first in the same way she’d do for her man. 
 
    She wasn’t a commodity or a thing to acquire and show off. 
 
    “I wanted to be fucked breathless, until I lost all sense of time and space. Until I came and came and he fucked me over and over again, how I needed it to feel, to know he was consumed in only me.” The look on Tait’s face almost caused her tongue to seize up. “That’s why I could never marry any of them, Tait. Because I didn’t feel anything remotely close to what I needed from them…nothing to what I feel lying on top of you right now.” 
 
    The seconds were fraught with nervous energy, they were also hot and unexplored and she could hardly swallow around the pulse of desire in her throat.  
 
    She went on before he could say anything.  
 
    “I know you’d never want to marry someone like me, I’m nothing like the Addison’s of the world. No matter how much influence and social training I’ve had, I just never live up. But do you think… you could fool around with me? Maybe… teach me how to touch a man. How to make a man feel good so he gets that way with me.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
    “She would test the patience of a saint. And Texas was no saint.” – Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    She. Was. Out. Of. Her. Fucking. Little. Girl. Mind. 
 
    Or she was intent on sending him out of his mind.  
 
    He might be considered a smart guy, he knew numbers for a start, he could see good deals where people didn’t. He had the ability to make the big bucks quite easily as it happened, but he was still a guy with a very good working dick and a woman in front of him who he was…unexpectedly…intensely attracted to, asking him to show her pleasure.  
 
    And right now his dick was hard as a mallet, and because the blood had rushed to his groin, he wasn’t feeling very smart as he stared at a lip chewing Poppy as she waited, wide-eyed, expecting an answer to her innocent request. 
 
    Fool around with her. 
 
    Teach her how to please a man. 
 
    Fuck him, he was inside a nightmare with a ready growl crawling up his throat at the mere thought of giving her all the physical knowledge her dirty little mind craved and then using it on some other chump. 
 
    In fact, he heard the rushing of his angry blood through his ear canal at the very thought of her touching someone else because he’d showed her how to.  
 
    He jumped to his feet and stood there, hands on his hips and his gaze digging into her face.  
 
    When he spoke, it came out thick and distorted. “You think I’m going to show you how to please a guy, making him weak and under your goddamn spell until all he thinks about is spilling hot and wet over your skinny fingers… and then send you back to New York so you can hook up with an investment banker?” 
 
    “Well… I. That’s not what..” 
 
    “Fuck that, Poppy.” 
 
    He knew what he sounded like.  
 
    A jealous idiot who’d staked his claim on the socialite.  
 
    “Your first mistake was in thinking I was nice enough you could ask this of me, Poppy. I’m not nice. You don’t ask a man if you can casually play on his cock and think he wouldn’t use you up until you’re a sopping mess. I’m not who you remember. The boy who stepped in when you were a lonely little kid who needed someone to tie her laces. He doesn’t exist anymore. I would ram my cock so hard into your virgin pussy I would hit bottom on the first slam. Do you think that’s the actions of a nice man? Of a friendly man?” 
 
    She fucking moaned and lifted her fingers to her mouth, they trembled as she sat there on his couch, looking too small and delectable.  
 
    What did he have to say—to do, to scare this little innocent away from him? 
 
    He couldn’t lie and say he didn’t want to dig into her, to taste her innocence. Something short wired inside his brain to know she was untouched. Those idiots she was engaged to back home must be insane to leave her unsated.  
 
    He couldn’t unhear her compare herself to Addison either. 
 
    Like she thought it was actually true.  
 
    If only she knew the Addison he did.  
 
    “No, you wouldn’t.” her voice shuddered. 
 
    “I would.” Texas insisted, teeth clenched.  
 
    Looking at how sweet she was, tears filling her eyes, he just wanted to reach out and bring her into his chest, remembering all those summers spent at the lake together. Stupid kids with nothing more important to do than fooling around in the water, until Malachai pointed out the crush Poppy had on Texas, forcing him to start ignoring her. He was a teenager, easily influenced by embarrassment. It was only when Addison joined in that Texas started to avoid Poppy. 
 
    Now he was flooded with memories.  
 
    Sweet Poppy with her wide eyes.  
 
    He wasn’t the same boy. 
 
    Now he was the man who would tear the little panties off her and fuck her down on the floor.  
 
    His sweet innocent Penelope should have stayed at home.  
 
    Should have married her safe guy. 
 
    Texas didn’t feel safe whatsoever.  
 
    “I want to pound the goodness out of you. You should be running back home.” somehow, and he wouldn’t call it divine intervention, because there was nothing divine about this, but she’d fallen out of the sky and landed in his unworthy lap. 
 
    He couldn’t explain where this attraction came from. 
 
    She wasn’t his usual type, but then, Poppy was unlike any other woman and he didn’t mean that in a cheesy fucked up way.  
 
    He meant it because the things he was feeling, he hadn’t felt before. 
 
    Not this strong. 
 
    Not this overwhelming, 
 
    Even now he had to clench his hands together so he didn’t stride forward and crush her under him and make her moan.  
 
    He was doing her a favor by not taking her up on her offer. 
 
    Now if only he could get his body under control. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    So that was not how she imagined the conversation to go. 
 
    They’d kissed so hot and heavy and now she’d made him mad and didn’t know why. 
 
    All his naughty words floated in front of her eyes, seeing the pictures he evoked and Poppy could barely breath from wanting everything he said. 
 
    She didn’t want the boy she once knew; she was already half in love with the snarling man in front of her, not that she’d ever tell him that. She didn’t think it would go over that well, going by his reaction right now. 
 
    Tait from the past was cute… very cute and she’d adored him, but this aged mature version with his facial hair and somber moods was so much more appealing. 
 
    Maybe watching porn had given her a false sense of just what men wanted.  
 
    The snarl from his mouth didn’t sound human.  
 
    Nor was the hint of darkness in his eyes, hair hanging over them, obscuring the irises.  
 
    Poppy felt a thump-thump-thump in her breastbone, a clanging of need to touch him and feel how hard his anger bristled.  
 
    She watched him pace through the kitchen, grumbling like a giant bear who’d hurt his paw. Cutting heated glances her way every few seconds. 
 
    She lapped those looks up and shivered with each one.  
 
    The last look sent her off the couch and she followed him.  
 
    “I didn’t realize I’d make you mad,” she confessed quietly and every inch of her body nearly set on fire when he spun around and stared down at her. It was both tender and hungry all at once. “I mean, it’s just sex…”  
 
    She was inexperienced not stupid, she recognized lust when she saw it. 
 
    And it stole all of her air when he snapped a look at her so boiling hot, every inch of her body came awake for him. Aching for all those dirty things he threw at her.  
 
    She didn’t know if they were possible, but she was dying to try and find out.  
 
    If he wanted her, why then was it even an issue?  
 
     “Did I do wrong?” 
 
    “Poppy.” He gusted a great big sigh that sounded unhappy and then shook his head. “No, baby, you didn’t do wrong. I’d be fucking furious if I found out you’d asked some other guy what you asked me.” 
 
    Her skin prickled with lovely warmth. “Then what’s the problem?” 
 
    A dreaded inkling told her she knew what it was and it started with Add and ended in ginger bitch.  
 
    He was still hung up on the girl he couldn’t have.  
 
    Coming forward, his bigger body didn’t give her a chance to brace when he flattened her spine to the counter and dwarfed over her.  
 
    His thumb pressed to her lips, almost like he didn’t even realize he was touching her. Poppy stood as still as a docile gazelle, barely breathing because the intimate gesture when he pulled down her lower lip was kind of crude but she liked it. 
 
    It felt like he was claiming her mouth, as though he was telling her that the mouth he devoured only moments ago belonged to him and no one else. 
 
    Maybe she was overthinking, maybe her hormones were barking too loudly.  
 
    “I’m so sick of being the good guy.” He rasped, dropping his head. “Always trying to do the right thing. Look where it got me, no family or friends and a little girl offering me her sweet body.” 
 
    All her words tumbled around her tongue. “Who said you had to be good? Be yourself.”  
 
    “Be myself?” he laughed with so much heat in his eyes, she nearly checked that he hadn’t burned her eyebrows off. She couldn’t look away from his stare, and she was pressing her belly into his without realizing she was doing it until Tait hissed and stepped away. 
 
    His arousal was unmistakable.  
 
     “If I were myself, you’d be a whole lot more wrecked right now, little girl.” 
 
    “What… what do you mean? You’d hurt me?” 
 
    She didn’t believe that.  
 
    “You’d be fucked against every surface I could press you against. Until you were soaked in me. Until you were no longer the sweet, good girl. You’d be the woman I used over and over until we couldn’t walk and then how would you go back into Harrison and expect people not to see down to your skin and bone how I ruined you.”  
 
    Oh. 
 
    Oh…  
 
    “Tait…” she breathed.  
 
    His eyes pinged to hers and she watched his jawline flex rapidly. 
 
    “I’m not… I’m not ever going back to Harrison.” 
 
    His snarl was back and when he opened his mouth it was to bare his brilliant white teeth. “Oh, yes you fucking are, little girl, if I have to hand deliver you back there myself. This is no life for you.”  
 
    His declaration was so vehement in volume that she felt her knees shake and her heart break all over again. 
 
    It seemed Tait Hunt was not done breaking what pieces of herself she’d given him.  
 
    Poppy was not one for angrily storming out of anywhere.  
 
    It just wasn’t her MO, but she felt her feet move, carrying her across the loft floor and she grabbed her hooded jacket, ignoring his question asking her where she was going. 
 
    She didn’t know and she didn’t care, only she needed out of that atmosphere where he choked her in lust and anguish in equal measure.  
 
    Seek out a life, she’d told herself. 
 
    Find adventure.  
 
    Think outside of the stifling box. 
 
    Go back to the person who’d made her heart thrive and see if those feelings were still there. 
 
    Well more fool Poppy, because she did find the boy who sparked her heart and what did the big idiot do? He hurt her all over again. 
 
    And it was her own damn fault this time. 
 
    She’d encroached on Tait’s life, not the other way around.  
 
    He could be a snarly bear all he wanted; he didn’t owe her anything. 
 
    She’d asked too much. 
 
    Expected far too much and now she was hurt and humiliated that she’d put her feelings on the line and her risk didn’t pay off.  
 
    There was not much she could do if Tait still pined for the one he couldn’t have. 
 
    Walking the streets, with no direction in mind, she didn’t feel the cold, only a gurgle of humorless laughter in her throat. 
 
    He wanted someone he couldn’t have.  
 
    And she wanted someone she couldn’t have. 
 
    What kind of love triangle drama had she stepped herself into? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
    “There’s bigger and better bikers out there, Cinderella.” - Roux 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dumbass move, dickhead.”  
 
    Texas muttered to himself, not for the first time since seeing Poppy walk quietly out of his apartment as though he’d done the worst thing possible to hurt her.  
 
    He was a man who always did the right thing. 
 
    Or so he thought. 
 
    Now he was figuring himself to be the man who fucked up at every turn no matter how he tried for rightness. 
 
    Maybe he was just rotten to the core. 
 
    It was what his family thought. 
 
    That first time he told them who he worked for, he thought his mom was gonna have a straight up heart attack and the anger from his father… nah, it was worse than that, it was pure disgust to know Texas worked for the most notorious biker conglomerate the states has ever seen.  
 
    It didn’t take long after that for the news to spread like gossiping wildfire through his family and for each of them to believe he’d fallen by the wayside and wasn’t worth pissing on even if he were on fire.  
 
    The Hunts were not known as emotional people, that’s for damn sure.  
 
    For more than a decade, Texas had been dead to his entire family, save for a handful of times he rocked up for his mom, only to be treated like a second class citizen because of her humiliation, as she put it.  
 
    It didn’t matter that he’d earned more in his few years with the Souls than he would have by working for his family.  
 
    In this instance, his money was dirt.  
 
    While he brooded with a beer, his hip leaning on the windowsill, unconsciously looking out for the swish of dark hair and her white hooded coat coming back down the street, he realized—maybe for the first time being honest with himself, raw and open and ugly truth washing through his gray matter … that he’d been subconsciously trying to gain some respect back for years.  
 
    Approval maybe.  
 
    And failed miserably.  
 
    There was no sign of her half an hour later when he ditched his empty bottle in the trash can. He felt like shit for handling that all wrong. 
 
    He wanted her.  
 
    That’s what he knew.  
 
    Even when she ignored his phone calls to come back home. He wanted her.  
 
    Pulling on his running shoes, he did what he’d been doing for years and that was running away from his problems. 
 
    Burying his head in the sand, pretending he was a stand up decent guy who always did right by those he cared for. 
 
    Yeah, right.  
 
    Texas would laugh, only he wasn’t in a very funny mood. 
 
    He hit the sidewalk and didn’t stop for a very long time.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “He actually said he wanted to fuck you until he ruined you?”  
 
    “Well, I was paraphrasing, but yeah. That was the gist of it.” Poppy answered Roux, with her cheeks still blazing some thirty minutes later once Roux drove into town after Poppy’s frustrated phone call.  
 
    The pair were seated in a corner table in the local diner.  
 
    In front of them, they each had a coffee; Roux’s coffee was black as tar and probably tasteless because she didn’t even add real sugar or sweeteners. Poppy cupped both hands around her mocha, liberally sweetened with a heavy dash of coconut creamer too.  
 
    “Bikers have a weird moral code when it comes to pussy.” Announced Roux. 
 
    Roux had grown up in that environment, she walked, talked and acted tough while being absolutely stunning. In Poppy’s eyes she was the perfect woman… in a non-sexual way. Though, if she flew that flag, she’d absolutely have a crush on Roux.  
 
    Her confidence was attractive and the way she held her own against the scary men in her father’s MC was admirable and also funny because they all practically bowed down to her or protected her in bubble wrap, to Roux’s annoyance.  
 
     “Like they don’t mind taking all the free pussy that’s thrown at them, and they get a lot.” This made Poppy frown thinking how much Tait has had, but she buried the frown in her coffee cup and drank until it burned her throat, “but when it’s someone who they might actually like, they turn into pearl clutching idiots who daren’t touch a princess for fear of ramifications.” She scowled and tugged on her long ponytail hanging over her shoulder. 
 
    Poppy got the impression that Roux was speaking personally. “Forget him, babe. If he’s not interested in getting horizontal with you, there’s plenty of guys who will, you’re hot.” 
 
    Poppy blinked and blushed to high heavens. 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Relax, Cinderella,” her friend laughed, “you don’t do it for me, you need more dick. But you’re hot as hell. I love your rack and you have a fantastic ass. All the guys at home noticed.” Home was her dad’s MC, though. Roux didn’t actually live there full time.   
 
    Roux laughed at her surprise. “You were engaged, babe, none of them told you that you were fuckably hot?” 
 
    “Well…no. Maybe if they had, we’d be married and I’d be a lot more satisfied.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, men in suits are fucking boring in and out of the bedroom. Give me a rough man who knows how to handle a woman and what to do with his hands and his mouth.”  
 
    “Why don’t you have a boyfriend, Roux? You’re not dumb enough to get kidnapped and sold holding a wedding gown like me,” this Roux snorted at. She was just like her father in that she saw that whole situation as business. This world was so new to Poppy, she didn’t think she could ever see selling a person as normal. She wouldn’t tell Roux, for fear of offending her, but those bikers scared her, her dad especially. His aura was black as night. “You’re gorgeous and confident.” 
 
    Roux rolled a shoulder, nonchalantly. “Can you see a boyfriend coming to the door with my dad? He’d be full of bullet holes before he can say hey.”  
 
    At that, the phone in Poppy’s pocket started chiming again.  
 
    It took all her willpower not to answer it.  
 
    “Ignoring him?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    Roux laughed. “Good girl, I’ll teach you how to be a badass biker bitch yet. Make these men finally see they’re not getting a princess but a fucking queen on the back of their bikes.” 
 
    Again, the statement sounded more personal than Roux was letting on, but Poppy being Poppy and still slightly moody over Tait, she didn’t dive into her friends’ business.  
 
    “is it weird that I’m glad we met? I mean, despite the circumstances.”  
 
    “Me too, Cinders.” 
 
    “You’ve been a better friend to me in a few weeks than all the friends I’ve had growing up.” She sighed and looked slightly chagrined about it. “That’s quite sad, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, babe, a bit. Know your worth. Bitches who don’t see that don’t get to be your friend. You need a better girl squad. Girls to have your back, not lick ass around your so called fiancé who probably can’t find his own micro dick.” 
 
    Poppy snorted unladylike and covered her mouth. 
 
    Her phone chimed again twice more and she let it ring off. 
 
    She’d talk to Tait soon enough.  
 
    Not like she could run away a second time, not after she made such a fuss of taking up refuge in his apartment. 
 
    She’d just have to pull on her big girl panties. 
 
    “Let’s go out for drinks soon,” she suggested. “Do you know any good bars?” 
 
    “Babe,” Roux grinned, making her a thousand percent sexier in her tight denim and vivid blue lipstick. “You know it. We’ll get you white girl wasted and see if we can’t find you a man who knows…” 
 
    “How to use his hands and his mouth?” She filled in, delighted.  
 
    “Ex-fucking-zactly. Those bikers need taking down a peg or two. A woman offers her body, he should get on the floor and show his fucking gratitude.” 
 
    Picturing Tait on his knees, with his hands spanning her hips while his mouth… while his mouth did things to her… brought flashes of flames racing over her cheekbones.  
 
    She didn’t want any other man, she wanted him badly and desperately. 
 
    But she’d love going for drinks with Roux.  
 
    Her mom often hid all her problems in a bottle of Chablis. 
 
    So could Poppy.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Texas didn’t intend to poke his nose in again. 
 
    He’d told Snake about the Russian’s because he still gave a fuck about them trying to swindle the Souls. He wasn’t using it to get back in, that was like flogging not only a dead horse, but a horse that had been cremated three times.  
 
    Besides, that’s not how Texas worked.  
 
    He didn’t do to get something in return. 
 
    So when he ended his furious run out by the distillery again, he started to nose around, curious like. And he happened to click a few pictures of the operation inside. 
 
    He wondered if they had a permit for that kind of deal. 
 
    He figured because there was no security presence, the likelihood of it even being legal with all the proper documentation was slim to fucking none. 
 
    He was no longer part of the Souls inner circle; didn’t mean he hated those Russian’s any less. He remembered the near death state of Grinder and the threats against Souls women just like it happened yesterday.  
 
    Maybe if he could do something about it, he’d feel better about looking at himself in the mirror one day.  
 
    Whatever the case may be, after a few minutes, his camera roll was full of the filthiest shit he could probably get arrested for in at least forty states.  
 
    He hooked his phone on his bicep and got back to running.  
 
    He wasn’t far when the same black car rolled up alongside him and Texas internally cursed.  
 
    The blackout window in the back rolled down and Texas came to a stop, breath churning through his lungs, the cold air nipped his skin, but more than that, it was irritation looking at the smarmy smirk of the man looking out at him.  
 
    “We meet again, Mr. Hunt. One would say kismet, da?” 
 
    One would say you’re a colossal dipshit. He didn’t say it of course, because he started thinking as the other man was waxing on about business blah fucking blah. 
 
    There was an upside to being the twin to one of New York’s premier ATF agents and that is, Malachai liked to brag. 
 
    He liked to brag on all of his accomplishments and how he achieved them. 
 
    This meant, Texas knew of every underhanded, sneaky and sly way that Mal extracted information from his rats and sources. He knew how to be charming and friendly, to get the enemy on side and soak up every inch of that knowledge until it was time to bury him. 
 
    He went all in before he could stop himself. 
 
    “What did you have in mind? And if you say doing the dirty on my club, you can just choke on your own fucking vomit.” 
 
    Grigori sounded genuinely amused when he laughed.  
 
    “Climb in, we talk over scotch.” 
 
    “Nah, I don’t think so. You can tell me now.” 
 
    Reaching inside his wool coat, Texas braced for a bullet to the chest, but it was only a business card he offered out of the car window. “Meet me tomorrow evening at this address. You were the treasurer, were you not?” Texas didn’t confirm. “I admire a man who can turn water into wine.” 
 
    “I’m no Jesus.”  
 
    He flipped the white rectangle of card over in his hand and read the address. It was the apartment blocks they’d supposedly vacated last year after Rider issued his warning to get gone. The same apartments the Russians held a get to know the local assholes party when Grinder helped his now wife steal something from them and then nearly got himself killed.  
 
    What Texas gleaned in those two minutes was, the Russian was playing smart, making the Souls believe he’d packed up all his ties in town. If Texas looked into the owner of that building, he’d bet his dick it was not owned by any conglomerate associated to Grigori at all. 
 
    Someone was fronting for him.  
 
    He just bet it was Rex Marinos.  
 
    Turning on his heel, he didn’t offer the older man a word.  
 
    Texas started running again on the edge of the road.  
 
    The car sped by him, and he kept going until his chest burned.  
 
    And a plan as stupid as his first one started to form in his mind.  
 
    He dragged his sweaty-self home and discovered the apartment dark, but he got a blast of relief seeing Poppy’s coat hung up on the peg and her boots lined up next to his. 
 
    He found a lasagna in the fridge and he smiled while he shoved it into his mouth, knowing the little girl was tucked up in his bed. 
 
    Without him, and his dick hurt, but she was home.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
    “Better to eat you, little girl.” - Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    The more he thought about things, the angrier he became internally. 
 
     How Grigori somehow caught onto the Souls tension and glommed the fuck onto Texas, like he thought he was separating a baby duckling from the pack. 
 
    Texas seriously had a hard on to bury that guy for no other reason than he had anger inside himself that couldn’t be quelled and needed to take it out on someone. 
 
    He was in no way at the level of Lawless when it came to…anything, that freak of nature could hack into the Pentagon if he wanted to, just stroll right in through their firewalls and whatever else they had on cyber guard and not get caught.  
 
    What Texas knew though, was stocks, shares and money. He’d used his insight for Rider and the club and never regretted cleaning all that dirty money by investing it in very lucrative places.  
 
    He had the photos but that might not be enough.  
 
    He’d seen plenty of how the bratva bought their way out of charges that didn’t even reach a judge. Now that they didn’t have the mayor in their pockets, that might change.  
 
    Rider never worked with the law. 
 
    The club were their own judge and jury. 
 
    But a loose agreement between the club and Charlie not so long ago, meant that he’d look the other way if Rider used means and ways to get rid of Grigori in their town, after all, the sheriff wanted the same thing and Charlie, being reasonable and a good guy, agreed. 
 
    Texas didn’t know if they still had their verbal handshake going, he hated not being at the church table. 
 
    It was like missing a limb.  
 
    So he sat and stewed.  
 
    All the while watching the bedroom door, waiting for it to open so he could put his eyes on Poppy.  
 
    Every morning since she shoehorned her way into his loft, she’d been up and around before seven. Here it was nearing eleven and not a peep from behind that door, he knew she was in there because like a creeper, he waited until 2 am last night and stuck his head in the door to see her sprawled out fast asleep.  
 
    He was ready to knock the door down and drag her out to face him if he had to.  
 
    Offering her little pussy to him one second and then hiding it the next. 
 
    The back of his jaw cracked, he felt like Superman trying to X-ray vision the door so he could see beyond.  
 
    And then the door creaked open and his heart started to thump again.  
 
    What he didn’t expect was her to fly into a tantrum at the first sight of him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “For goodness sake, Tait. Why are you still here?” She exclaimed, in her sleep shorts and tank top with an oversized hoodie over that, his hoodie she’d stolen. “I’ve been sitting in bed for hours just waiting for you to go out, with my ears pricked to the door. Do you know how grumbly my belly is?”  
 
    She huffed and grumped and didn’t notice how his stare was zeroed in on her legs. 
 
    She was starving and couldn’t take it any longer so she’d braced her shoulders and faced the lion head on. Intent on an apology, the yelling took her by surprise too, just seeing his gorgeous face made her tongue go rogue and start firing words at will. 
 
     “Where am I supposed to be?” He asked incredulous sounding. 
 
    “I don’t know. Out. Somewhere that isn’t here, so I could formulate my apology just right, now you’ve ruined it, so I’m sorry! That’s all you get. I’m sorry for yesterday.” 
 
    “This is my house,” he told her, “and I have no job and it’s fucking snowing a blizzard outside.”  
 
    Her eyes cut over to the windows and sure enough, great sheets of the white stuff was falling from the sky. If not for the possibility of her stomach caving down to her bare feet, she might have pulled on her boots to dance in the alleyway around back. It looked serene and beautiful, she could almost … nearly forget all her troubles and the man on the couch in his black sweatpants and t-shirt glowering at her. 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s a fine excuse.” She conceded, with her brow pinched in the middle and she heard him laugh. 
 
    “Gee, thanks, baby, for not tossing me out of my own house.” 
 
    She flipped her messy hair over one shoulder and glanced only briefly at him. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Her back to him now, she thought it best not to look at his face for a while, until she got over her mortification at offering her body and having him huff and gruff and blow her house down.  
 
    Apparently, bikers were so touchy. 
 
     “I’m making coffee, I guess I can make you some too and food if you haven’t eaten. I’m so hungry I nearly ate a jar of face cream because it’s called golden butter, but I licked it and it was not at all like butter, Tait. I don’t have to go into work, Paige said she doesn’t need me until Saturday, that’s the busiest day.” 
 
    She went on and on.  
 
    She was ready to switch the coffee machine on when a hand on her arm pulled her around. 
 
    Her mouth opened on a surprised O and it didn’t get any better, because Tait grabbed Poppy up in his arms and shoved her onto the kitchen counter, widening her legs with his hands and he stepped in.  
 
    “Do you ever shut up?”  
 
    Her eyes rounded. Well of all the nerve. 
 
    “That wasn’t very nice. TAIT.”  
 
    His name came out startled because he crushed his mouth down on hers, stifling whatever else she had in mind to say to him. 
 
    In an instant his taste flooded her whole mouth like a tsunami and she fell into him. Call her a sucker, but she didn’t hesitate in kissing back the man who only yesterday rejected her.  
 
    Tait was utterly delicious and she went deep with hardly a blink in between.  
 
    Twining both of her arms around his neck. 
 
    He was skilled. 
 
    And a perfect kisser. 
 
    When he pulled back, it was only to hoist her up by the butt and stroll across the floor to dump her on the couch.  
 
    He got in between her legs, hovering right there, holding himself up on his hands looking down at her and Poppy’s system went into spasmodic inner flaring at the look of sex on his face.  
 
    If she didn’t think she’d ruin the moment she might have squealed a “yippee.” Instead, she locked her feet around his calves and pulled him all the way down until he landed deliciously heavy on top of her.  
 
    His mouth found her neck and he sucked hard. “Fuck, I need to eat your pussy.” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, Tait. Do you just say it like that?” 
 
    “Baby, you offered me it yesterday, don’t say you’re taking it back.” 
 
    “I didn’t quite put it in those words. I said fooling around.” 
 
    “What do you think fooling around means? Tickle fights?”  
 
    “I don’t know, maybe really intense cuddling,” she was joking just so she could watch his eyes crinkle at the edges. 
 
    “I’m lacking in physical experience, Tait, but I’m not inept. I know what my body likes. I know quite well what I need.” 
 
    “Good, baby. About to give your body a good time.”  
 
    Another crazy “yippee” screamed through her head but thank God she didn’t utter it for fear he thought her childish for being so wildly excited. 
 
    Every kiss with Tait was a revelation and the one he brought down to her mouth a second later was no exception, he rode into her mouth almost instantly, hardly coaxing her at all because it wasn’t needed. She was already open and more than willing to twine around his tongue with hers. 
 
    His taste exploded. Coffee, toothpaste and all man. All Tait.  
 
    She clawed into his hair, lifting herself as much as she could with the parts of her body he wasn’t crushing under his bigger one. 
 
    And they devoured each other under moans and lavish tasting.  
 
    Oh, god, they were in the burn phase of the kiss and she couldn’t cope with how amazing it felt.  
 
    He growled down her throat, the sound shooting pleasure through her to cause her to whimper as her reply. He swallowed it and kissed her deeper, bursting pure goodness between her legs that she was dry writhing against his thigh. 
 
    “I need to know you,” he rasped. “Inside and out. I need to know your taste and your sounds. Knowing you’re lying in my bed drives me fucking insane, Poppy.” His starved mouth, rough and demanding scraped down her arched throat, Poppy was delirious in her lust so she just lay there, experiencing nirvana. “Wanted to crawl under the sheets and lick you everywhere.” 
 
    God, she wished he had.  
 
    She too lay in his bed every night listening to the creaking of the sofa, just praying he’d come in. 
 
    Tait knew exactly what he was doing. 
 
    He didn’t rush. 
 
    He was a man who knew what he liked and he liked tasting her skin.  
 
    Before she knew it, her clothes were gone and Poppy’s breathing became an accelerated noise when he dragged his mouth all over her and cursed when he did. “Fuck, sweeter than I thought. So sweet. No, stay still, baby. Let me.” 
 
    That was when she got a little shy when he started to pry her legs wider, to see what was between.  
 
    “For a good girl you wear bad girl panties, Poppy. Now stay still while I move them aside.” 
 
    She didn’t hate her body, far from it. She and her body had experienced some rather wicked orgasms late at night in her bed at home.  
 
    Poppy knew how to build her own pleasure until her legs shook. But nothing… absolutely nothing felt as insanely good as when Tait growled against her inner thigh, vibrating her sensitive skin and then started to nuzzle his lips against her clit.  
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    She nearly went catatonic inside her own body when pleasure started to fire at will.  
 
    Only Tait holding her by her hip bones stopped her from catapulting up to the ceiling. 
 
    She did moan loudly though and she was instantly embarrassed for how loud she was until Tait grunted with his mouth directly over her clit. “Fuck, let me hear you, baby. Tell me where you ache, I’ll make it better.” 
 
    Lying under him, feeling his soft hair with her fingers and smelling how good he smelled, her body was sluggishly drowsy in that state right before an orgasm hit.  
 
    She felt it developing extraordinarily fast with only a few intimate kisses. 
 
    “Tait.” She breathed in a gaspy pant.  
 
    Lick. Lick. He went in with his full mouth and Poppy’s eyes rolled right into the back of her skull. “Oh, shit.”  
 
    He chuckled like a demon and went harder at her sex. He tongued her hard, sucked her clit harder.  
 
    Open, wet kisses. His tongue flicking her most sensitive parts until she was sure all her bones liquified.  
 
    “Hurts,” she whimpered. Not pain. God, it felt good, this ache he was building in her was brand new, never felt before and she could hardly stay in her own skin. “Hurts so good, Tait.”  
 
    “About to make it agony, baby.” 
 
    She found herself pleading and begging and the more she did, the harder he sucked with his whole mouth, and he didn’t stop using his torturous fingers until she flew apart. 
 
    And she got really loud doing it.  
 
    She was in a bubble of pleasure, the comedown just as exhilarating. 
 
    But Tait wasn’t done. 
 
    He kissed her mound, her inner thighs, he gave the slit of her sex one last lick, causing a shudder to race through her, before his lips found a path up the center of her body and he moved up.  
 
    Slowly. 
 
    “Fuck.” He grunted when he reached her breasts, sucking one nipple in, hard enough she nearly lost it and her nails dug into his scalp on instinct. “You taste like candy all over.” 
 
    His mouth skimming lightly over her breasts as he plumped them up with his hand. 
 
    She might have felt teen tingles for him back then in the stages of her crush, but it was nothing in comparison to how she felt laid on his couch with the man between her legs and stroking bristly kisses over her neck and chest.  
 
    This was different to her fantasies.  
 
    Frantic. 
 
    Hungry.  
 
    Overwhelming.  
 
    Addictive. 
 
    “Oh, wow. I think…” 
 
    “No talking yet.” He groaned into her lips and she was scandalized that she wasn’t more scandalized about liking tasting herself on his mouth. 
 
    He went deep. And he stayed deep. 
 
    “But I need to say how good that was.” 
 
    More kissing. He shut her up spectacularly, making Poppy’s head spin. 
 
    Whoever taught this man to kiss needed a statue naming after them.  
 
    Her body was no longer tingling, it was full body shudders.  
 
    “Poppy shut it,” Tait groaned, going left, going right. His mouth making hers its willing prisoner. She grasped both sides of his head, leaning up and she went just as hard as he did on her and while they made out, he stroked a hand between her thighs and got her off extraordinarily fast again with just his fingers. 
 
    It was dreamy from beginning to the very end spasm.  
 
    Tait was still painting her body in open mouthed wet kisses when she finally came back to life, one heavy blink at a time.  
 
    She was aware of his weight and the heavier weight crushed between her legs, thick and hard and so, so long crushed to her belly button and she was also aware of her nails going in and out of his hair and the groan he emitted when she scraped his scalp. 
 
    The gorgeous biker liked being scratched.  
 
     “Sweet candy,” he murmured again and she grinned, almost drug like.  
 
    She loved orgasms, she’d had a lot over the years, she’d experimented and she hadn’t known a man’s mouth was a million times more potent than any vibrator to get her off. 
 
    “You know,” she arched her neck back, giving him better access because his mouth was heaven and she whimpered when he sucked a little. “Amazon sells this sex toy that literally sucks your clitoris.” Tait paused, then carried on kissing her. “I thought I’d never get out of bed again, it wrecked me, Tait. That was until you just went down on me. Oh, my God. That was the absolute best orgasm I ever had.” 
 
    “Fuck me, she never shuts up.” He muttered and lifted himself up on his hands above her. 
 
    His eyes were darker than ever and so, so hot.  
 
    Her belly pitched seeing the corner of his lip turn up. 
 
    “Best. Ever.” she preened up at him, with her mouth split wide.  
 
    And then he grinned back.  
 
    “Fucking candy.” He said. “I need to calm down, baby, or I’ll come all over you. I’ll make food, then you get your turn to fool around with me.”  
 
    At that, he hauled himself up, taking his glorious weight with him and strode to the kitchen where she lay like limp lettuce on the sofa, naked as the day she was born and smiling like an idiot.  
 
    “I swear to the heavenly angels, Tait. I want to write a review.” 
 
    She heard him chuckling while he clanked cups and got to making coffee. “I made her come like a goddess and she doesn’t shut up.”  
 
    Poppy knew she’d be harping on those orgasms for the rest of her life.  
 
    Hands down.  
 
    Heaven itself.  
 
    And from Tait.  
 
    Cinderella went to the ball and got more than the Prince.  
 
    She got a biker who knew how to get her off.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
    “Tiaras and bed sheets.” – Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maybe it was because he had sweetness all over his tongue and down his throat and the memory of her pussy still shattering on his fingers, but Texas didn’t feel half as pissed off as he had felt an hour ago.  
 
    When was the last time sex felt that good for him without even getting off himself?  
 
    He’d been in danger of coming just from listening to her surprised whimpers with each stroke of his tongue and that shit spurred him on to the point he nearly ate her alive. 
 
    Already he was juiced to get his mouth between her legs again and hear those sounds still ringing in his ears. Beautiful. 
 
    She was back in her shorts and oversized shirt, but she was on the sofa on her knees, practically vibrating on a frequency only bats could detect. 
 
    While he made food and coffee and savored her sweet as fuck taste in his mouth, he watched her watching him. 
 
    And she vibrated with a huge smile on her face.  
 
    Two orgasms and she was insanely hyper.  
 
    He hadn’t even broken the seal and it felt like the best non-fuck he’d ever had.  
 
    He wondered what she’d be like if he gave her his cock real deep, real slow until he broke through her innocence. 
 
    Fuck, she’d be wild even if it hurt at first.  
 
    He just knew it and his twitching cock knew it too.  
 
    It was why he’d stopped. 
 
    She wanted to fool around, not to be hammered like ground beef into the sofa until he shot his load as deep as he could.  
 
    Stopping about killed him, but the prospect of having her learn everything from him was a taste in his mouth now. 
 
    Her pussy was perfect. Her cries and inability to shut her mouth even when he was giving it to her was too cute.  
 
    He still didn’t quite understand how he had a houseguest who was driving him nuts with her whacky personality. 
 
    Or why he found everything she did so fucking adorable. 
 
    She was a neat freak. 
 
    His bathroom didn’t look like his bathroom anymore. 
 
    If he dropped a dish towel, she picked it up, folded it and found it a home. Same went for his clothes.  
 
    He always thought he couldn’t be with a person who was that way. 
 
    But there was Poppy, blowing all his theories out of the water.  
 
    “Tait…” her voice was silk and he cut his eyes up and over to her.  
 
    On her knees. Chewing on a lip, flushed and aroused.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “So…uhm…I’m not all that hungry…” 
 
    His dick got so hard it nearly hit the island and he had to bend forward in the process of tipping eggs onto a plate and swallow his groan hearing that thick quality to her voice.  
 
    She was horny and wanting more. 
 
    With one taste, he’d created a monster and he couldn’t say that he hated it. 
 
    He wanted to attack. To maul and possess until she was trembling and crying.  
 
    “Little girl, you stumbled out of my bedroom not so long ago like a zombie and threw a hissy fit that I’d nearly forced you to eat face cream.” 
 
    “It was hardly a hissy fit.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was. You were spitting mad that I was in my own house and not somewhere else ‘cause you were embarrassed you all but swallowed me whole last night.”  
 
    She went as red as the rug in the other room and he bit back a grin.  
 
    He saw in her eyes she had about ten arguments stacked up as any woman did.  
 
    Women were fucking fantastic at flying off the handle and going for hours.  
 
    So he watched her slip off the sofa, pad those fantastic legs of hers over to the kitchen and then watched her approach him.  
 
    “I was embarrassed, but now I’m not. Now that I’ve had Tait orgasms, I’m not at all embarrassed, so I say again, I’m not hungry.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Him.  
 
    He was undone. She was every easy breath he hadn’t taken in more than a year. She made him want to live. She made him hunger for things he’d given up on. 
 
    Undone and ready to blast her into the wall with the will of his dick alone until the door buzzer from downstairs startled them both. 
 
    She’d only just got cozy against his chest before he set her aside to answer it. 
 
    “Yeah, leave it downstairs, I’ll get it.” he told the courier. “Delivery,” he informed her, “won’t be a second.” 
 
    He knew she was hungry because he wasn’t even through the front door and she was tearing off bits of bacon. Texas grinned and headed for the stairs. 
 
    The three trunks weighed a ton and he finally got them through the door after three trips up the fucking stairs, his lungs burning.  
 
    “Delivery for you, Poppy.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Says it’s from New York.” 
 
    Her face fell as she eyed the brown wooden trunks all equal in size. “Guess mom sent my clothes.”  
 
    He went back to the coffee machine and poured two while she walked around the trunks. “Not opening them?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.”  
 
    It was only five minutes later, he came out of the bathroom and found her in the middle of a clothes mess on the floor down on her knees, sobbing. 
 
    “What the fuck, Poppy?” 
 
    She lifted her chin, tears coating her cheeks, looking about as sad and lost as a little girl could and Texas’ insides all twisted hard, and he got over to her and crouched down. “What is it? Did they include a nasty letter?” He wouldn’t put anything past the Astor’s.  
 
    “She packed everything, Tait. Not just my clothes. My whole life. Pictures, school things, make up, jewelry, even my stupid diaries. She just emptied my fucking bedroom.”  
 
    He didn’t really get the importance other than she had her stuff now, but it meant something to Poppy and that’s why he fell to his knees and dragged her into his lap and let her sob it out for a minute.  
 
    They didn’t even send a delivery note with the trunks, like her fucking mom couldn’t be assed to even do that for her daughter. 
 
    Stroking her hair, her face in his neck he let her cry just long enough before he put a stop to it by cradling her head and moved the tears with his thumbs.  
 
    “No more, Poppy.” 
 
    “How could she do that? I’m her daughter and she just packs me up like that. Like she wants rid of me from the house.” 
 
    “Enough now, Poppy.” 
 
    Her tears continued to fall.  
 
    “I can’t. I can’t…she even packed my stupid pageant tiaras from when I was seven. I bet she made Isabel the housemaid do the packing.” 
 
    “Yes, you can, baby. What did I say? You make the decisions; you make the choices now. Your mom did hers, that means you decide it doesn’t hurt you anymore. She’ll come to regret it, and that’s on her, not you.” 
 
    “All this because I won’t marry a man I don’t love, suddenly I’m just three lousy trunks of stuff and no letter or anything.” She cried and fell back into his arms, burrowing so close he felt her heart thudding into his own chest. He couldn’t take it. Not just because he wasn’t used to a crying woman and not knowing how to handle it, but it hurt him to feel how hurt she was and it just didn’t sit right with him how her fucking family could discard her so quickly.  
 
    Taking her face in his hands, he did another sweep of her tears, her eyes so filled and sad that he couldn’t take it either and he crashed his lips down on hers, swallowing her gasp and her sadness. 
 
    It took next to no seconds for Poppy to wind her arms around his neck and fall deeper into his kiss and that’s how he stopped Poppy from sobbing. 
 
    By kissing the ever loving fuck out of her, with the floor littered in outfits and her back pressed up against a trunk, he went in with his tongue and he didn’t stop, not even when his body came alive and she started to dry hump him. 
 
    Poppy being sad was a hard limit, he discovered and Texas wouldn’t take it lightly. 
 
    He’d been back in town not that long and problems were stacking up.  
 
    The most important two being screwing over Grigori the wonder Russian. 
 
    And making Poppy happy.  
 
    Even if it meant taking her home to Harrison to the life she knew and getting her family to see her for the diamond she is.  
 
    Lies had messed up his whole life and he didn’t do a thing to stop it.  
 
    Kissing Poppy until they were panting for air felt like the start of his redemption. 
 
    If only his dick didn’t want to take over the whole show.  
 
    That day he fed her, after making out for an hour and getting her off again because he just couldn’t stop his hand from creeping into her shorts again, to which she went off like a goddamn firework on his fingers. Then he helped cart all her shit into the bedroom where half of it sat on the bedroom chair because she had about 900 different pieces and there was hardly any room in his closet. 
 
    Then he fed her again, watched how quiet she was then he put her to bed. 
 
    It was nearly 2 am, he was laid on the couch, aching in every bone because the thing was not made for an over 6 foot man to sleep on for more than a week.  
 
    He groaned and rolled to his feet. 
 
    Enough of this bullshit. 
 
    He let himself into his bedroom, scowling exhausted as his eyes sought the big bed in the dark, plenty big for him and a petite girl and a few steps later he crawled under the comforter, smelling how good she smelled and how she’d warmed the sheets. 
 
    Pleasure welcomed his aching body.  
 
    He knew it was a mistake but he needed to sleep more than he needed to fuck her. 
 
    Okay, that was a lie, but fuck, he was tired as hell and sleeping on that couch was not gonna work anymore.  
 
    Poppy moaned and half turned over when he got in close to her back, slipping a hand around her waist. “Go back to sleep, baby.”  
 
    “Are you in my bed?” She zombie asked and he smiled, putting his face in the back of her hair. “Yeah, go back to sleep.” He got her snuggled in tighter and he knew he’d made a mistake … a big one when she hummed, squirming her butt into his groin and fell back to sleep as he told her to. 
 
    Leaving him wide awake and hard.  
 
    No way was he going back to that couch.  
 
    His hands tightened on her waist and he forced his body to relax.  
 
    Poppy woke twice that night, unsettled by dreams and he was there to cuddle her in and soothe her right back to sleep.  
 
    He didn’t know what was going on but he knew he liked whatever it was.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY 
 
    “Drugging love.” - Poppy 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was in the bed with you…all night and didn’t fuck you?”   
 
    Shaking her head from side to side with a black stubby straw in the corner of her lip, Poppy said, “nope.” Popping the P. “Even when I woke up, he was all sweet with his hand in my hair and holding me close.” 
 
    “And no dick?” 
 
    “Well, it was definitely present.” She shared over the noise of the bar that Roux had taken them to. She was having such a good time; it was her third…or fourth cocktail. “Unless he brought a very…and I mean verrrry large flashlight to bed. It was very much there squashed against my belly all night.”  
 
    Roux laughed and threw her legs up on the booth seat.  
 
    Where Roux was complete rocker chick with her long ponytail, sleek down her back with one side of her head shaved to the skull, vivid glossed lips, her arm tattoos on display with the sleeveless band t-shirt, tight leather pants and biker boots. She was badass and sexy.  
 
    Poppy was dressed the complete opposite, about as girlie as girlie got, because now she had all her clothes back, she’d chosen a shimmering silver dress that hit mid-thigh and filled out the bust with her little boobs and she teamed it with blood red shoes and her hair curled, thanks to her curling iron being in those stupid trunks too, it hung in mounds of rivers over her shoulders.  
 
    “Cinderella, how did I ever think you were boring? You’ve got one of those Renegade Souls wrapped around your little finger.” 
 
    Poppy wished.  
 
    They’d made coffee this morning, he’d grunted that he was going for a run and then to finish off one of the apartments downstairs. No mention of the orgasms or why he climbed into her bed or held her all night long.  
 
    “He’s not.” 
 
    “Not what?” 
 
    “Part of the Renegade Souls MC anymore.” 
 
    “Huh, what do you mean? He’s Texas. He’s been part of that crew for ages.” 
 
    “Not any more he isn’t.” 
 
    They were in a bar called Wild Joe’s. Roux insisted it was safe because it was a Diablo Disciples territory bar and according to Roux, most biker bars were neutral, which meant if other MC’s came in, they didn’t get into fights.  
 
    All Poppy knew was she was having the best time.  
 
    “He get kicked out?” 
 
    Looking across at Roux, she shrugged. The liquor made her loose lipped, she didn’t think Tait would care for her spreading his business, even to Roux.  
 
    “I can’t really say, can we forget I mentioned it and get back to having a good time?” 
 
    Roux laughed. “Sure. Did you text that asshole ex yet?” 
 
    As a matter of fact, she hadn’t. And didn’t plan to. Ronnie’s point had been made quite clear with his couple of crappy messages. He wasn’t missing her, why should she care?  
 
    “Nope, good riddance to everyone in Harrison, New York.” She lifted up her nearly empty glass and toasted every person who she thought loved her and didn’t. It was a short list and each person hurt her heart but screw them. She’d be fine without them.  
 
    They danced. 
 
    They gossiped more about Tait, and how crazy she was for him.  
 
    Roux fed her a lot of advice to get him to come around to doing more things with her.  
 
    The advice was frankly shocking to say the least, she was sure some of it wasn’t even anatomically correct, but she sat, wide-eyed, soaking it in. 
 
    None of her friends back home were like Roux. They were one dimensional, self-centered. Much like Poppy herself, or how she’d been taught to be.  
 
    She didn’t want to be a Harrison clone, she wanted to live wild and free. 
 
    And she wanted to live with Tait. 
 
    She wanted to ride on the back of his bike, go anywhere and be free.  
 
    “So, let me get this right. The bikers are weird about which girl rides on the back of his motorcycle?”  
 
    Both of Poppy’s eyebrows winged up higher onto her forehead as Roux went on to explain yet another tradition the MC world held.  
 
    “Yeah, some claim the seat is only for their old ladies… that means wife, girlfriend, someone they’re serious about, not just a random hook up.” 
 
    “What about cars, are they the same about who gets in those too?” 
 
    They’d make terrible Uber drivers.  
 
    She sipped until there was nothing left in her glass and thought about riding on the back of Tait’s bike the day he came for her. Maybe he was one of the bikers who didn’t hold with their weird mating tradition.  
 
    Roux laughed. “Nah, cars and trucks are free game.” 
 
    “Have you been on the back of a biker’s motorcycle?”  
 
    Like the electricity was sucked out of the atmosphere, Roux’s demeanor changed and Poppy felt it. “Yeah, once.” 
 
    “Was it like that… the biker traditional way or just your dad giving you a ride?” 
 
    “I thought it was, turns out I was wrong.” 
 
    Oh. “Sorry, Roux.” 
 
    Then her friend checked back in and grinned. “Always plenty where that came from, Cinders.” And at that, two guys stepped up to their table, dressed in what most of the men were wearing, denim, thick boots, some differing form of a long sleeved undershirt and silver rings on their fingers. The one giving his gaze to Poppy had a tattoo next to his eye and floppy hair he pushed off his forehead before he grinned. “Can I get you a drink, baby?” 
 
    She wasn’t unused to attention, she’d been engaged three freaking times for goodness sake, but the way this guy was leering at her was brand new and not altogether comfortable. “Eh, no thank you, I’m good.” 
 
    “Aw, come on, baby doll. It’s just a drink.”  
 
    He looked to be around Roux’s age, so a couple of years younger than Poppy, but he was definitely overly confident.  
 
    “Get lost, Dread.” 
 
    Dread? Seriously?  
 
    “Butt out, Roux.” He bared his teeth then turned back to Poppy.  
 
    It was her friend who butted in again. 
 
    “You need to walk away. She’s a Souls old lady.” 
 
    I’m a what now?  
 
    Because Roux looked like she was handling both guys, the other one was silently along for the ride or whatever, Poppy kept her mouth shut. 
 
    Bikers were not the easiest of men to be around, she was finding.  
 
    Most of them scared the pants off her.  
 
    One biker in particular she wanted to shimmy her pants off for.  
 
    “She belongs to a Souls, so unless you want to start a fucking war…”  
 
    “Fuck this,” Dread cursed and turned on his heel, not before Poppy heard, “fucking stuck up bitches.”  
 
    “If any biker gives you trouble, you just tell him you belong to the Souls, that will get them to back off.” 
 
    Poppy blinked. “But I don’t.” 
 
    “Bitch, you belong to Texas, don’t you?”  
 
    Warmth spread through Poppy like a fourth of July bonfire and she giggled. She’d been harping on all night how he owned her ass. She only said it as a joke… kind of joke. 
 
    Not a joke. 
 
    She bobbed her head.  
 
    “Then that’s what you say. These guys know not to fuck around with the Souls.”  
 
    She trusted Roux; she was like her Guru for all MC know-how. 
 
    When Roux went off to the bathroom, Poppy played on her phone.  
 
    Zero messages from anyone at home.  
 
    She told herself it shouldn’t hurt now, but it still stung in a place that was vulnerable and just wanted her family to love her for herself and not for who they were trying to make her be.  
 
    They’d always thought she was weird… off-beat, now she was starting to believe them. 
 
    She gave them headaches, this much she knew because she was so difficult.  
 
    Stop being so difficult, Penelope. 
 
    She smiled when she saw a text from Tait. 
 
      
 
    Tait: Everything okay on girls night? 
 
    Poppy: Absolutely. So much fun!!  
 
    Tait: Good. See you at home, little girl.  
 
      
 
    Home.  
 
    Her insides were syrup and she was grinning like a dreamy lunatic rereading his words when a waitress came by and dropped off two drinks.  
 
    Roux must have ordered them on her way to the bathroom. 
 
    Sipping hers, she found it tasted like cotton candy so she took a bigger gulp and then finished it off right as Roux sat back in their booth.  
 
    “You got me a prissy drink,” she complained, pushing the pink cocktail in the direction of Poppy.” 
 
    “You ordered it, lady, don’t waste it.” 
 
    “I didn’t order these.” 
 
    “Then who did?” 
 
    Roux swore and was up off her seat, searching out the whole bar. Her face was serious when she sat back down. “That fucking assclown probably sent them over. You drank yours?” 
 
    “Well… yeah.” 
 
    “Cinderella, never drink anything in a bar like this that you didn’t see being poured or it comes with an unopened lid.”  
 
    “So, you’re not drinking that one? I’ll have it, it’s yummy.” 
 
    “No you are not, fucks sake. It’s like babysitting a puppy.” 
 
    Roux grabbed the other drink and took it back to the bar. 
 
    When those two guys left, they made a point to stop by the table. “Be seeing you, baby doll.” 
 
    Not if I see you first, she thought.  
 
    After that little scene, they danced for a little while until Poppy became too hot. 
 
    She got really hot, really fast and needed to sit down when the whole bar started to spin. 
 
    “Whoa, I think you’re cut off, Cinders.” Roux said, her voice sounding far away as she grabbed Poppy’s arm and took her to sit down. 
 
    “I don’t feel… Roux, I feel weird.” 
 
    “Weird how?” 
 
    “My head. I feel… my head feels woozy. You sound far away. Am I drunk?” 
 
    Poppy couldn’t for sure compile everything that happened after that, only she knew she didn’t feel right. 
 
    “It’s too hot,” she whined.  
 
    Not only hot.  
 
    Her skin was on fire with lust out of nowhere.  
 
    She couldn’t stop thinking about Tait’s mouth and Tait’s big hands all over her and inside her. 
 
    She needed Tait right now. 
 
    “Oh, that fucking rancid bastard,” she heard as Roux hustled her out of the booth and then outside into the blessed coldness. Snowflakes were falling and Poppy lifted her hot face to the sky. It felt incredible but she was still burning up. Needing Tait.  
 
    “You need help with her?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you, you fucking predator. You spiked her drink, really?” 
 
    The male voice laughed as Roux propped Poppy against her Jeep door. 
 
    Roux had a matte black Jeep with a soft top; it was so cool. Poppy’s car at home was a boring Lexus.  
 
    She squinted to bring the blurry blob into focus, seeing it was the bar guy sidling up to them, he tried to grab Poppy’s arm and when she pulled back, Roux stood in front of her.  
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    “Ah, c’mon, baby. We can have fun, all three of us. I got the goods to please you both” 
 
    “Don’t make me throw up in my mouth, you scumfuck, what did you slip in her drink?” 
 
    “Nothing she isn’t enjoying. Look at her.” the guy cackled. 
 
    “You are so fucking dead for this,” Roux opened the door and got Poppy inside.  
 
    Poppy was just trying to stay on her own planet as her head went on spinning. 
 
    “The Souls will rip you apart.” 
 
    “For what? I did fuck all, bitch.” 
 
    “You want to call me a bitch right now, Dread? You really did fall out of the dumb tree and hit every branch on the way down. Just wait until my dad hears about this.”  
 
    Roux climbed in next to Poppy. “Knew the mention of my dad would get him to fuck off, little shit is scared of him.” 
 
    “Hey, feel my skin.” Poppy declared, thrusting her arm out under Roux’s face. “Am I sizzling? I feel like I’m sizzling. I said I wasn’t getting drunk again and I’m drunk again. Gonna make out with Tait, did I tell you how good he tastes?” 
 
    “Cinders, you’re not drunk, you’re drugged by that lunatic wanting to get into your pants. Let’s get you home.” 
 
    Poppy heard the words and understood them, she wasn’t so out of it that she didn’t understand what Roux was telling her. It was just her skull felt like it was on another part of the planet, where all she heard was rushing noise and heat.  
 
    So much heat between her legs and all through her body.  
 
    “Swear to Christ, seeing you horny would be funny if I didn’t want to stab that motherfucker. We’re almost there.” Roux said.  
 
    She must have been talking about Tait because she said next, “I doubt he’s going to be as happy as you are right now, Cinders.” 
 
    The apartment was empty when they got upstairs.  
 
    “I don’t feel good.”  
 
    “I know, babe. I don’t know what to do, maybe I can call my dad. I can only guess at the shit he’ll say.” 
 
    “Tait. I need Tait absolutely right now this second, Roux. God, he’s so big, you know? He feels like solid steel.” 
 
    Poppy didn’t know if it were her or Roux who chuckled. 
 
    Then she heard his voice and nearly fell off the couch in her haste to get to him, but he wasn’t there, his voice was on speakerphone. 
 
    “Little girl.” 
 
    “Tait! You aren’t home. I need you home, it’s important you’re here now.”  
 
    “Texas, it’s Roux.” 
 
    “Is she okay? She sounds smashed.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that. Some asshole put something in her drink.” 
 
    “The fuck? Who the fuck spiked her?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you all that, but it might be a good idea if you were here right now, she’s out of it, she’s breathing okay, so don’t worry.”  
 
    “Tait.” Poppy breathed his name. God, she really loved his name and how it tasted in her mouth. It tasted nearly as good as his mouth did.  
 
    Roux laughed. “Damn girl, tell him that later okay?” 
 
    Wait…what? Roux could read her mind? 
 
    “No, you’re saying all this shit out loud.” 
 
    Oh.  
 
    “Fucking hell. Get her to drink water, if she needs to puke get her to the bathroom, I’m on my way.”  
 
    “Isn’t he so bossy, Roux. Makes me itchy and hot all over for him to boss me around.” Poppy grinned over to her three friends on the arm of the couch.  
 
    “I doubt he’s going to be hot when he flies through this door and doesn’t let you out again, Cinders.” 
 
    “Not my fault.” She sulked and then didn’t say anymore because nausea kicked in and that was not fun. At. All.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-ONE 
 
    “Honorary Russian.” - Grigori 
 
      
 
    Several hours ago 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Scotch?” The Russian asked, gesturing with a crystal glass in his left hand, an expensive brand of bottle in the other.  
 
    Texas shook his head. 
 
     “I was pleasantly surprised you showed up at all.”  
 
    “I’m here, so what do you want? I’m not doing the dirty on anyone before you suggest it.”  
 
    While Grigori poured his drink and laughed, Texas let his eyes scope around the large office. Nothing out of the ordinary. Anyone else would presume he was an entrepreneur keeping business hours instead of the underground criminal the Russians were.  
 
    More surprising was that there were no bodyguards in the room with them.  
 
    Texas had been shown through and then the guard left them alone. 
 
    This was either going to be an epic success or failure.  
 
    Only time would tell.  
 
    “Why is everyone in this town suspicious?” 
 
    “Probably because you’re untrustworthy,” Texas said, hands in his leather jacket pockets. He didn’t want to take a seat or get comfortable. This wasn’t pleasure, and he certainly wasn’t friends with this egomaniac. “That’s just my guess.” 
 
    The older guy, by about ten or more years, smirked and toasted him with the glass before taking a sip.  
 
     “Da.” 
 
    Halfway through the conversation, mostly done by the Russian, Texas wondered again how much of a dumb shit he was by even being here.  
 
    He wasn’t in that life anymore—even when he was, he wasn’t the man to deal on the front line. He was there for his brothers, he was the one who cleaned all the money when it needed it, invested when needed too.  
 
    He’d thrown down a time or two, but only as a backup, this covert shit wasn’t his wheelhouse and his veins were tight thinking of what he had to lose. 
 
    At that, his phone vibrated and he slipped it out of his pocket, grinning to himself reading Poppy’s text. He wondered if the little girl was drunk again, she could not handle her liquor for shit. 
 
    “So let me get this straight, see if I’m hearing you right,” Texas said, walking around the room as if bored, when in reality he was seeing what was of interest. “You want me to work for you?” 
 
    “Da.” The man simpered like he thought he already had Texas.  
 
    “In what capacity.” 
 
    “Whatever I need. We make money, I hear good things about your capabilities already. I have new ventures happening and I need someone astute like you.” 
 
    If he was talking about his porno business then Texas might toss his cookies up in his mouth. But for appearances sake, he half grinned.  
 
    “I like money. but as I said, I am not fucking over my boys.” 
 
    “No longer your boys, da? We make, how you Americans say, new connections? Your brains and my skill, this is good, da?”  
 
    Texas could play the game.  
 
    He was a Renegade Souls for a long time.  
 
    He recognized a con and when a man was bullshitting him.  
 
    There was no way Grigori wanted to work with him because he thought Texas could make him money. He could, no problem. But that was beside the point.  
 
    He had a feeling Grigori just wanted to stick it to Rider.  
 
    A loud alarm and ruckus outside caused the man to rise from his seat, swear in Russian and charge out of the room, yelling for his goons. 
 
    It was the opportunity Texas waited for… planned for.  
 
    That noise outside? Yeah, his doing.  
 
    He’d paid some teens to throw bricks through the fleet of Mercedes parked at the curb.  
 
    He didn’t wait, he got behind the desk, searched the drawers, saw nothing of worth and then he thumbed through the phone left out of the table, taking shots of documents, names and the calendar. The Russian had some high powered names in there.  
 
    When he got back, Texas was leaning on the wall. “Well I’m taking off. You’ve given me things to think about.”  
 
    “Be smart, Texas. This is good business.” Grigori warned.  
 
    It was when he was outside that he got the call from Roux and his whole fucking stomach fell to the floor.  
 
    Someone had roofied Poppy on their girls night.  
 
    His feet didn’t touch the floor after that, he rode his bike across town faster than was safe in the bitter snow but he got there, almost taking the door off its hinges and he hoofed it up the stairs to find Roux pacing his living room, he hardly paid her any attention, he was in front of Poppy, half wilting on the sofa. 
 
    “Who the fuck did this?” He directed to Roux. 
 
    “Tait, you’re here!” Poppy slurred and tried to smile at him but it came out as a grimace before she slumped in his arms. 
 
    “She’s been getting worse in the last twenty minutes. I think she needs to go to the hospital.” 
 
    Fuck. Fuck.  
 
    He had Poppy in one arm and his phone in the other.   
 
    “Butcher?” Fuck. He didn’t think he’d ever need to call one of his boys ever again, or even if they’d take his call. “It’s Texas. I need you.” He didn’t hesitate in asking, not when Poppy was burning up under his hand. “My girl...my friend has been roofied, she’s not really with it, been getting worse. I don’t know what the fuck to do.” 
 
    Calm as ever, especially in a crisis, the Butcher’s voice was steady on the end of the phone, sounds of a bar in the background. “Have you called the paramedics?” Shit, he hadn’t. “Are you at your loft?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m five minutes down the street. Make sure she’s laid on her side and her airways are clear. Is she breathing?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s just out of it.” 
 
    “Do what I say, Texas. I’m on my way.” 
 
    He got Poppy back in his arms, brushing the hair off her forehead.  
 
    His heart was going ten to the dozen.  
 
    “I think I should… go.” 
 
    He turned dark eyes on Roux who was inching for the door. “You’ll stay where you are and tell me who the fuck did this to her.” 
 
    He got his answers because he barked the questions at her while he kept Poppy awake and waited for the sound of the Butcher arriving.  
 
    Texas was at the door waiting for him and nearly dragged him inside the minute the Butcher stepped down off his bike and took the alleyway side stairs to the apartment two at a time. Unfortunately, three of the other boys were with him but Texas hardly paid Arson, Capone or Tag any attention at all.  
 
    It was like a great electrical current went through Butcher as he got a foot through the door and saw Roux pressed to the wall, which stopped Texas behind him.  
 
    Any other time he might have laughed at the comical way their worlds came to a stop in front of each other as Axel’s girl nervously whittled her thumb nail, watching the Butcher. 
 
    Texas watched him pause in mid-step, just stopped where he was, staring at her. “Roux…” 
 
    Whatever Roux said, Texas didn’t hear because he was too busy pushing the Butcher to get moving. Fortunately he did by dragging his gaze from the other girl and he went down on his haunches in front of Poppy sprawled on the couch.  
 
    He checked her eyes and pulse. 
 
    “How long ago did she take it?” 
 
    “She didn’t take anything. She was fucking roofied.” 
 
    “When, Texas?” 
 
    “Less than an hour.” Spoke Roux.  
 
    The Butcher lifted his head, his eyes burning across at her, a tick working his jaw before turning his gaze back to Poppy. “Did you drink anything?” 
 
    “No. I was in the bathroom, a douchebag who’d tried hitting on her had drinks sent over, she’d down it before I could tell her not to. He tried to get to her outside too.” 
 
    Texas felt the growl unfurl in his chest. He knew the guy’s name now but that had to wait. 
 
    “Can you do anything, man?” 
 
    Butcher was busy taking her vitals.  
 
    The other three hovered and Texas didn’t pay them any attention, his whole focus was the girl on his couch.  
 
    “Tait.” She whined, her hand flailing and he grabbed it.  
 
    “Baby, I’m here. Let Butcher look at you.” 
 
    “So hot,” she said. “Feel sick too.” 
 
    Texas’ heart was in his mouth.  
 
    “Is she going to be okay, man?” 
 
    “It should help to empty her stomach.” 
 
    Finally he had a task and Texas was up off the floor, Poppy light as a feather in his arms and he strode off to the bathroom. Butcher came with him.  
 
    “Don’t wanna.” She whined when he got her over the toilet bowl, he was behind her, holding her chin because she was like a floppy fucking doll. 
 
    “Baby, you need to throw up, okay. It’ll make you feel better.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She probably wouldn’t like him in about three seconds, but he grasped her chin in one hand and forced two fingers all the way to the back of her throat until she started gagging with distressed noises. Texas had to hold her tight from knocking his hand away and on the third go she started to violently throw up.  
 
    “Have her go again.” Butcher said from the doorway after the second time and only when a crying Poppy couldn’t bring anything else up, she sagged on his shoulder, Texas looked over to Butcher who nodded. “Let’s get her laid down so I can check her temp and pulse.” Poppy wouldn’t go anywhere until Texas helped her rinse out her mouth.  
 
     She was still drowsy and clinging to his shirt front, but no longer an inferno.  
 
    He vowed to the devil himself, he was gonna spank her and never let her out again.  
 
    Vitals done. He felt relieved air enter into his torso seeing color coming back into her cheeks and her chest rising and falling normally in sleep.  
 
    There was no sign of the boys in the living room, but Roux was still there, her eyes worried but fully focused on Butcher. “Is she okay?”  
 
    “Yeah, she will be. I’ve put her to bed,” It was Texas who answered and scrubbed both hands on his face. He needed a shower, he smelled of whatever cocktails were once in Poppy’s stomach, but he wanted to go back to her so badly he was shaking.  
 
    “I should go, will you tell her I’ll call tomorrow.” 
 
    Texas asked. “You okay to get home?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have my car outside.” 
 
    “Thanks for bringing her home.” 
 
    Roux shrugged; her long ponytail swished. “We’re friends, you don’t leave your friends.” 
 
    “Roux.” Butcher croaked roughly and the girl stopped with her hand on the doorknob before her escape but turned to look at him, equally as affected.  
 
    It didn’t take a genius to see the palpable feelings bouncing between them.  
 
    Texas almost felt like an interloper in his own house. 
 
    “You look good, Cookie.”  
 
    Tight leather pants. Heels as lethal as a knife, a rock shirt with cut off sleeves accentuating her rack. Texas would agree even as he thought Poppy was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen; he still couldn’t figure out what those two even had in common.  
 
    The tension was thick between them. 
 
    Roux half smiled. “You too, Thaddeus. Catch you later.” 
 
    She was gone a second later and Texas turned his eyes to his boy who bent over and rested both hands to his knees and inhaled. Hard. 
 
    “You okay, Tad?” 
 
    “No. My fucking chest is on fire.” 
 
    “It’s been a while since you’ve seen her, huh?”  
 
    Those two had serious history.  
 
    The kind that nearly got the Butcher sliced and diced into an early grave courtesy of Axel. Only with Rider stepping in did Axel let the trouble drop but he wouldn’t allow his daughter anywhere near Butcher after that.  
 
    Everyone just assumed it was a stupid hook-up.  
 
    Hook-ups don’t make a guy look like he’d just been hit with an axe.  
 
    Nah, it was a guy who saw the woman of his forbidden dreams walking out of the door.  
 
    “Yeah,” wheezed Butcher getting back upright. “Fuck.” He repeated a few times before he stepped over to the couch and grabbed the medical bag he kept on his bike.  
 
     “She should be fine now, Tex, but if she starts getting any worse, give me a call. Gina…or GHB moves through the system fast, it’s why perverts use it, by the time they’ve had their fun, the chick wakes up and realizes what’s happened, it’s already out of her bloodstream.” 
 
    Texas’ own blood turned to ice at the thought of what could have happened to her all because a dipshit wanted to have fun with her when she told him no. 
 
    He followed Butcher to the door and the guy clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t look so worried, your girl’s gonna be fine.”  
 
    Texas nodded. Not so sure. “Thanks for coming. I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d told me to get fucked.” 
 
    Butcher half smiled. “Not your enemy, Tex. Missed your ugly face. We’ll have to grab a beer sometime.” 
 
    Surprise stole Texas’ voice. He was in danger of bawling his fucking eyes out, so he cleared his voice.  
 
    “She’s pretty,” Butcher said motioning his head to the bedroom. “Your girl.” 
 
    “Not really my girl.” But yeah, she really was.  
 
    “You might want to be prepared.” 
 
    His eyes snapped up. “For?” 
 
    “The date rape drug is meant to loosen you up, gets you slow. Horny, Tex. Lowers inhibitions. Your girl might wake up and not have control over her body.” 
 
    What in the fuck?  
 
    The two men parted and Texas’ feet took him back to his bedroom to see she was passed out in her petite silver dress he thought she looked stunning in earlier when she pranced around the loft getting ready.  
 
    She did it on purpose with her little girl lashes batting at him, he almost didn’t let her leave.  
 
    Now he carefully stripped her down to her underwear and tucked her under the sheets, kissed her forehead and went to grab a fast shower before he slid into the bed with her, curling around her back, holding her close to check her breathing. She was a regular temperature again at least.   
 
    His heart had finally calmed down but he wouldn’t feel right until he saw she was okay.  
 
    The buzzer alerted him not long later and he was out of the bed in seconds, yanking on jeans and a t-shirt. 
 
    He was shocked to find Tag at the door.  
 
    “She okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, seems to be for now.” 
 
    “Good. Come outside, Tex. Got something for you.” 
 
    Surprise stole through him but he pulled on boots and followed Tag down the back stairs into the alleyway. 
 
    Arson was holding a guy by the throat, pinned to the wall. When he saw Texas, he grinned and tossed the lanky guy at Texas’ feet. 
 
    “This is the dirty little maggot. Dread’s his name.  Two bit dealer, which we’ll get to soon, seeing as he knows, like every other piece of scum in this town who tries to push pills, that we don’t allow that, do we, Dread?” Arson booted the guy in the ribs. “He gave your girl the stuff.”  
 
    Texas could hardly be called violent.  
 
    It was probably low on his list of traits, but something overcame his vision, red and furious as he looked down at the groaning guy. 
 
    He couldn’t quite say what he did in the next few minutes, only that the guy got the beating of a lifetime and Texas’ hands were busted in places and sore in others.  
 
    It was only when Tag got hold of his shoulder and pulled him back a step before Texas could land another boot in. 
 
    He was huffing through his teeth, snarling to get back to ripping the guy apart. 
 
    “He hurt my girl. My fucking girl.” Texas rasped, pained.  
 
    “You’ve had enough, bro. We’ll take the trash out. Get back to your lady.”  
 
    “Way to go, Rocky.” Arson laughed grabbing the motherfucker up from the floor by the back of his shirt and Texas watched him bodily drag him to the Rig they had at the end of the alleyway. 
 
    Capone stood in the shadows, watching.  
 
    “Go on, Tex.” Advised Tag and pushed him gently in the direction of the stairs.  
 
    “Yeah.” adrenaline flooded his system. 
 
    He never knew he had that in him. 
 
    “Thanks for that, Tag. Tell Arson too.” 
 
    “Any fucking time, bro. Can’t stand scum who need to drug a chick. Almost put a bullet in him myself but knew you’d want to deal with it. He’s got a pocketful of pills, gonna do the upstanding citizen thing and dump him outside of the sheriff’s office.” Prince Charming flashed a wide smirk that got Texas laughing.  
 
    He was back in the loft, just kicked his boots into the corner and yanked his shirt off as he looked down at his two hands, not too bad, they’d probably be killing him tomorrow. 
 
    “Tait…” 
 
    His head snapped up to see her in the bedroom doorway. 
 
    In just her tiny blue underwear and his stomach turned over, his mouth dried.  
 
    He was a deviant pervert to get hard right now after what she’d been through.  
 
    “Baby, you need to be asleep. Do you wanna puke?” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head and looked like she wanted to head to him, so he moved his feet and with no more ceremony she crushed into his arms and stole his breath.  
 
    “I feel funny.” 
 
    “Funny sick?” 
 
    “No. I … Tait.” She wasn’t doing anything other than standing in his arms with her face crushed to his chest and he knew.  
 
    He just knew. 
 
    His dick knew. 
 
    Then she stopped his heart. 
 
    “I need to come.”  
 
    Fucking. 
 
    Hell.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-TWO 
 
    “No forbidden love is bloodless. He’d bled for her. Would always bleed for her.” – The Butcher 
 
      
 
      
 
     That had been some bad shit with Texas’ girl. 
 
     It could have been so much worse for her if not for Roux being with her.  
 
    That tough cookie could look after herself and now she’d taken care of Texas’ girl too.  
 
    The bad shit was why Butcher was riding like a maniac across town. 
 
    His destination set even before he swung his leg over his vintage Harley. 
 
    There was no other choice. 
 
    When he came out with the boys tonight, he had no idea the night would end here and when he took the turn into the Red Roof Mountain motel, his heart rate kicked up several notches because he didn’t need to hope her Jeep would be there. 
 
    Parked outside of room 13. 
 
    Like it always used to be.  
 
    Unlucky for some. 
 
    Never for him.  
 
    He knew behind that door the room would be painted white with a few pictures on the walls. There’s two double beds with matching brown and white comforters. Two chairs, a dresser, a flat screen TV mounted on the opposite wall and through the sliding door was a clean bathroom. 
 
    In his head he could already see and smell the room.  
 
    On first arrival it would smell of cleaning products, whatever the maid service used to tidy up after the last guests. 
 
    By the time they left it would smell of their heady sex and need clinging to his nostrils.  
 
    He’d spent enough time in this very room. With her. To know the aesthetics by memory. But none of it registered when he knocked only once and it opened immediately like she’d listened out for the rumble of his Harley. 
 
    There she was. 
 
    Butcher stepped into the carpeted room without delay even as he watched her rapidly inhaling, and then had his hand hooked around Roux’s nape and kicked the door closed behind him, walking her back with their eyes clashed, until he got her against the wall. 
 
    “Tell me those assholes didn’t give you anything.” 
 
    “Tad…” 
 
    “Tell me, Cookie,” he grated, “tell me you’re okay, that no bastard has ever tried to roofie his way into your fucking pants, tell me I don’t have to go looking for those fools and kill them tonight.” 
 
    Unhinged, the blood roared in his head, made his bones heavy with worry for what could have happened to her.  
 
    His Roux. 
 
    It didn’t matter that they weren’t together.  
 
    Or could ever be together. 
 
    She was his Roux. 
 
    His tough cookie. 
 
    Always.  
 
    He pressed their foreheads together, soaking in her scent.  
 
    She preferred masculine colognes to girlie shit, as she called it and she smelled good.  
 
    “Tad..” she said again and then inhaled as her hands came up to hold both of his wrists, her forehead leaned into his. “I’m okay, nothing happened. I would have kicked his ass.” 
 
    He chuffed a laugh. She would too.  
 
    His Cookie was a hellion in heels and he’d always loved that about her.   
 
    She was gung ho. 
 
    And fearless. 
 
    And she terrified him. 
 
    He forever worried she’d find trouble and he wouldn’t be there to get her out of it. 
 
    “You shouldn’t…” she breathed, not doing anything to break the hold he had on her.  
 
    “I should.” He grated. 
 
    Where the fuck else would he be other than here checking she was okay. 
 
    He could ask her why she was here.  
 
    She didn’t live in a motel; she didn’t even live in this town.  
 
    This was half way between her place and his place. 
 
    They always met in the middle.  
 
    “You knew I’d come, Cookie.” He almost whispered painfully, saw how she fluttered her eyelids down and started to nod. “You fucking knew, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Tad…” 
 
    That was it.  
 
    He crushed his mouth down on hers and drove a kiss into her that he’d been dying to taste for the longest time. 
 
    Two minutes without her mouth was too fucking long and he was a dying man going years without her taste. 
 
    Her flavor had always, always driven him wild to the point of madness. 
 
    He couldn’t have her and he wanted her more than ever. 
 
    She should have moved on. 
 
    But her tongue dug into his mouth, kissing him just as ferociously with her long nails scraping into his hair. It’d hurt later and he would relish her pain. 
 
    She could tear him up, leave her mark behind so he knew this was real. 
 
    He was already tearing at her clothes, giving her his thigh to writhe on while she panted and moaned into his lips. 
 
    She didn’t even question it when she started to dry hump his leg and Butcher could have howled with joy for her pussy to soak his jeans. 
 
    Only the sound of a ringing phone wrenched them from the hot moment. 
 
    “Leave it,” he rasped into her lips, pinning her harder to the wall. 
 
    “It’s my dad.” 
 
    “Stay,” his mouth skimmed across her soft cheek.  
 
    She tasted like nothing else he’d ever tasted before.  
 
    He had an addiction to Roux from the start. 
 
    It was never a hook-up. 
 
    It was more. 
 
    It was massive. 
 
    And he couldn’t have her.  
 
    “I can’t, you know how he is. I tossed in my job recently. Again. I have to keep on his good side.” 
 
    Axel was a lot of things that Butcher could list until he had no fingers left and none of those things would be good, but Axel was soft for his daughter. 
 
    That was one thing the two men had in common.  
 
    “Stay,” he rasped again and felt her soften against his chest while his mouth roamed her neck, sucking gently so as not to mark her.  
 
    But he wanted to. 
 
    He hurt to stamp his claim all over her Diablo Disciples body until she smelled only of him.  
 
    One day she’d have an old man and it wouldn’t be him. 
 
    One day she’d be on the back of another bike. 
 
    More than likely it would be a Diablos, someone her dad approved of and it would kill Butcher. 
 
    “For a while,” she smiled and his guts hurt with joy and misery as Roux crushed his mouth this time and turned feral ripping open his jeans as his cock sprang free into her waiting hands. 
 
    For a while they would have each other again. 
 
    And then go their separate ways like always as if they didn’t know each other. 
 
    Roux back to her MC. 
 
    And Butcher to the Souls.  
 
    He was in love with a rival MC princess who he almost died over once upon a crazy time.  
 
    The thing was, Butcher knew, he’d die a thousand times again and again for Roux.  
 
    No question about it.  
 
    His downfall tasted like honeycomb and magic. 
 
    And he was going to consume her. 
 
    Just for a while.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Poppy was masturbating.  
 
    The walls were thin and the bedroom door was partially open and she was rubbing one out for him to hear her little moans and whimpers until they clawed across the floor and joined him on the couch to torture him. 
 
    He’d put Poppy to bed, with some difficulty after she almost climbed him. 
 
    He’d tucked her in, told her to sleep off the drug’s effects. 
 
    With his cock hard, sweat on his face, he’d fallen on the sofa with a sigh.  
 
    All he wanted to do was flatten her to the bed and suck all her aches away, make her feel good, but there was no way he’d take advantage of her. 
 
    Please, Tait. I need you.  
 
    Fuck. That killed him.  
 
    He wanted to be what she needed.  
 
    It rushed through him like a speeding bullet. 
 
    But not like this.  
 
    Now he was forced to listen to her getting herself off because he wouldn’t. 
 
    Scraping both hands down his face he thought about getting out of the apartment, but he wouldn’t leave her. 
 
    The whimpers increased and he heard his name. 
 
    She was saying his name. 
 
    It completely flatlined him and before he could do another thing, he knifed off the couch and stalked to the bedroom, not stopping until he pushed the door open and he stood there, the light behind him casting shadows on the darkened wall, seeing her beneath the covers, moaning with her neck arched back was his undoing. 
 
    Knowing what her hand was up to beneath the covers was his wrecking. 
 
    “Poppy.” He grunted and her eyes pinged open. 
 
    She didn’t stop. 
 
    Just moved her legs under the covers agitatedly and pressed her lips together as if to hold in her little girl whimpers. 
 
    He couldn’t stand it. 
 
    Every vein in his body was molten hot and screaming for his own relief.  
 
    Every gasp she emitted yanked him closer until he was towering over his bed before he knew it and her eyes … fuck … they were like diamonds pleading with him as she diddled her hand faster and that’s when Texas’ control snapped and he growled from low in his throat. 
 
    “I can’t make it stop, I feel like I’m burning, Tait. I’m sorry…I.” 
 
    That worthless piece of scum he’d kicked on the floor, he wanted to drag that guy back and do twice as much damage to him for doing this to Poppy. 
 
    She wasn’t turned on, it was a chemical reaction rushing through her system, and his back teeth cracked under his strain. 
 
    He didn’t strip out of his jeans and t-shirt but he did climb onto the bed and that’s what halted Poppy’s movements.  
 
    Her gasp and her wide eyes watched him as he settled on his elbow, before ripping off the comforter. 
 
    He felt the heat on her body. She must be boiling in her panties and tank top.  
 
    Taking a hand to her face, she moaned and lifted into the touch. 
 
    He was right, she was scorching and he felt a tickle of worry. 
 
    Unsure what GHB could do to the body. 
 
    He didn’t know if it could kill you hours later with delayed symptoms.  
 
    Her heat worried him and he wanted to put her in a cold shower and call Butcher again.  
 
    “Feels nice, you’re cool.” 
 
    “Poppy…” 
 
    “Please, Tait. I hurt.” 
 
    She had a scratch to her voice that stuck to the inside of his ribs. 
 
    He inhaled so hard that had he been wearing buttons they would have ricocheted around the room. 
 
    “Are…are you going to fuck me?”  
 
    Intense heat of his own started to cook his organs. The swell of his cock was enough pressure to have him needing to heel over it. He went on stroking her warmed face, over the apple of her cheeks and then he brushed her lips. “No, baby, I told you I wasn’t. Not now. Not like this.” 
 
    She honest to God whined and Texas moved in. “Shhh, I’ll make the hurt go away, okay. You trust me?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I do.”  
 
    Fucking hell. She shouldn’t really trust him. 
 
    Ask any of his boys, he wasn’t trustworthy at all.  
 
    But he couldn’t see her hurting. 
 
    “Shhh.” He told her, lips to her sweltered forehead and she tipped her head back so her lips grazed his. 
 
    It was like being hit with ten thousand jolts.  
 
    Poppy was a toucher. 
 
    This much he knew, and even in this state, she got her octopus hands all over his upper half. Over his chest, around his neck, scraping with her semi-long nails he watched her paint only hours ago and then she dug them into his hair. 
 
    She wasn’t to know he loved the chills it sent down his spine, but she kept right on grabbing him until Texas slipped a hand into her panties.  
 
    She moaned with relief, curving into him.  
 
    He had his free arm cuddling her in like he was ready to rock her to sleep and then he parted her sex. 
 
    She was so goddamn wet that Texas needed to smash his teeth together and hope that Pastor Murphy heard his prayers and gave him strength because Texas was not a strong man when he was finger-fucking a goddess because all he wanted to do was roll her under him, split her legs wide and fuck right to the back of her. 
 
    It took only seconds for her to fly apart from him plying pressure to her swollen, slippery clit. She cried out and sank her teeth into his shoulder and went through a series of spasms that rocked his bones and chants of, “Oh, my God.” 
 
    Texas felt like a king grinning in the dark.  
 
    He brought her down, tapping little kisses to her lips and neck, his hand soothing between her legs. 
 
    Her wetness was doing a number on him, he was so solid, he could have put up a whole log cabin using his dick as a hammer.  
 
    “You need more, baby?” He rasped thickly, hoping she did, praying she didn’t. 
 
    “God, yes. Please.” 
 
    Fuck. Okay.  
 
    She threw her leg over his thigh, pressing her wet pussy to his jeans, opening herself up better.  
 
    “Inside,” Poppy whispered, her hands crawling back up around his neck, “hurts inside, Tait.” 
 
    Texas was probably tattooing his heartbeats into the side of her ribs with how close he kept her when he grunted and did as she asked.  
 
    Honest to God, he couldn’t have done anything else other than make her feel good when he slowly pushed his two middle fingers inside her tight opening and started to move them deeper with each slide.  
 
    “Ohh..” she breathed, her head back, eyes clashed with his. 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” 
 
    “God, no,” she sort of laughed and rolled up her hips like a siren. 
 
    “Feel good?” 
 
    “Mmhm.” Her head bobbed on his shoulder. And then she started cussing under her breath which he found adorable. Gorgeous, sheltered socialite who probably never had a fuck on her tongue before was cursing left and right until he fucked his fingers extra hard and got her off once more. 
 
    “Oh, wow.” She said with her teeth grazing his shoulder, “orgasms make me happy.”  
 
    Good for her, he thought with sweat all over his body and her pleasure dripping off his fingers, because her orgasms made him fucking miserable. 
 
    “Will—will you give me a kiss?” She was flushed everywhere and Texas still couldn't believe he was doing the nasty with Poppy of all people.  
 
    Prowled half over her soft body he began to lean up to capture her already kiss-swollen lips, she could have as many kisses as she wanted, he was already addicted to nibbling her mouth, she tasted like fresh sweet fruit.  
 
    Her hand on his shoulder when his mouth hovered over hers stopped him, eyes met, she blinked shyly and flushed some more.  
 
    “No, I mean, will you kiss me, Tait?”  
 
    Ah. Fuck. Yeah. 
 
    He chuckled miserably yet willing to do anything for her and kissed down her body, using his wide shoulders to nudge open her shy thighs, the pretty girl still needed coaxing in showing him her perfect glistening pussy.  
 
    “You know you can just ask me to go down on you, Poppy.” 
 
    He caught her stained face as she tried to hide her horny embarrassment under the wave of hair.  
 
    One long lick on her slit, the taste exploding on his tongue it took all his control not to eat her out like a beast. Tease first. 
 
     “Ah, little girl, I don’t fuck around with virgins as a rule and it’s for your own good.” Texas’ head dipped until it felt like it was only hanging by a thread, air going too fast in and out of his lungs, teeth closed around the meat of her inner thigh, he held and tugged. “But I’ll bury my head between these creamy thighs and eat that untouched pussy like a lucky motherfucker until you pop all over my face.” 
 
    She whimpered and gripped his hair tightly, her prone body buckling in the middle when he kissed deeper. “Have I created a monster, you addicted to getting head, baby?” 
 
    “I love the feel of you licking me. Sucking me.” 
 
    Fuck! No stopping him now, no time for slow now she'd said that. 
 
    They were both panting by the time he got her off for the fourth and final time and thank fucking God, because Texas was out of his mind with need but she was finally sated and soft and he cleaned her up and stayed with her until she fell asleep. 
 
    Only then did he stagger to the bathroom, rip off his clothes and climb into the coldest shower he could make it. Icing down his own desires.  
 
    He never thought getting a woman off would have wrecked him so much. 
 
    But it was Poppy. 
 
    Only a few shorts weeks and she’d wormed her smiling-self deep under his skin.  
 
    It wasn’t only about fucking her now, though he was a desperate man. 
 
    Are you going to fuck me now? She asked more than once in between, before and during her orgasms. The hardest answer was telling her no because she had that look on her face that told him she’d not only suck his cock until she gagged on it, but she’d get off on it too. That she’d ride his face and love every second of it.  
 
    But then he grunted at her ear when he brought her down and started building her again with his hand. 
 
    “Ask me tomorrow, little girl. When you’re back to normal. Ask me for my dick.” 
 
    Ask me for my dick.  
 
    While he shot his own load against the wall tiles, his cock in a tight grasp and her name rushed out of him, he prayed she asked him tomorrow. 
 
    Ask me for my dick, Poppy.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-THREE 
 
    “Never trust a rat with the cheese.” – Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    Turns out, when Texas really wanted to be a rat, he found it particularly easy. 
 
    No one saw him enter the Armado Springs sheriff department that morning just after 7 am. 
 
    He was just an ordinary man wearing jeans and a black hoodie. No one paid him any attention as he made his way to the back of the building where Charlie Timmon’s office was situated. 
 
    The cop was expecting him when he entered the office without knocking.  
 
    He was in the middle of a coffee and donut. 
 
    He didn’t make a cop joke. 
 
    What Texas did do was shake the man’s hand and then bring out all the evidence he carried inside his jacket and lay it on the table for Charlie to look over.  
 
    Rider knew. The club knew, even Texas and the cops knew that ever since the Russian convoy had been in town, hardly any legal charges stuck to that group. They paid well to both officials and their lawyers. Plus witness intimidation was rife. Hardly any witnesses made it to court. Instead, their families held funerals.  
 
    So Texas was under no delusion that what he was laying out for the sheriff would stick to Grigori. 
 
    He just wanted to make enough trouble and bother for the man as he could. 
 
    Texas knew what he was doing. Sort of. 
 
    He was taking his guilt and laying it at someone else’s feet in hopes of absolving his own conscience. 
 
    Plus, he hated the whole Russian crew just on principle.  
 
    In his heart, Texas was and always would be a Souls.  
 
    “Why isn’t Rider the one delivering this?” The Sheriff inquired, cup in hand, and the porn warehouse photos in the other.  
 
    Texas stayed over by the door, his hands in his pockets, he rose a pithy eyebrow to the cop. “Charlie, you have your ear to the ground, you’ve probably known for a while that I’m not patched in anymore.”  
 
    He rumbled a noise in agreement. “I never knew your brother was Malachai Hunt. He’s been through here a few times, making noise.” 
 
    Texas shrugged. “He does that.”  
 
    “You could take this to him.” 
 
    “Mal doesn’t give a fuck about the mafia, any mafia. Right now he’s got a hard on for MC’s. Mine in particular. If I can take down the Russians and get them off the club’s back, that’s one less thing for the boys to worry about.”  
 
    Another rumbling noise from Charlie, he went on looking over all the photo’s Texas had taken. Some were disturbing. Others were eye opening seeing as how Grigori had connections here that went all the way to Washington. 
 
    “Can you use it?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet. But it can’t hurt to have it, I trust someone over at the DA’s office.”  
 
    Texas nodded and turned on his boots. “Hey, Texas?” He turned back.  
 
    The cop’s eyes were shrewd and watchful.  
 
    On the outside, Charlie Timmons was just your regular blonde guy who did good things, he had a nice family with a wife and kids, he participated in the church, played touch football, coached little league and always got re-elected unchallenged.  
 
    He was a good guy, but Texas would bet his last dollar the guy wasn’t all the way clean.  
 
    Not that he was a crooked cop, he’d probably break his own neck if he ever got tempted by a bribe. But no one was ever so good that he couldn’t bend the law sometimes to do the right thing. 
 
    The shit in those photos, the compromising things those women were doing for the camera, would turn anyone’s stomach and make him do what he could, even bend the law, to make it right.  
 
    “Don’t get yourself so deep in this shit that you can’t see the light,” Charlie offered in his deep timber, native to Colorado. “I’ve seen it happen too many times, then you forget why you started in the first place.”  
 
    Texas didn’t offer words, mainly because he wasn’t about to get into being besties with the cop. He was a means to an end but he inclined his head, appreciating the effort. “Later, sheriff.”  
 
    He trusted that if there was anything that could be done to kick the bratva back home, then Charlie Timmon’s would do it. He was one cop who couldn’t be bought. If he got dead… well that was the chance they were all taking.  
 
    He took the back entrance and walked the block back to his bike. 
 
    He didn’t know the little girl was getting into some of her own trouble right about the same time too.   
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Doused in shame was Poppy’s only emotion that day, for what she made Tait do last night. 
 
    She’d heard him leave the loft early, assuming he was heading down to the bottom apartments, but his bike rumbled and headed off. Unsure if he was coming back soon, she rushed through a shower, despite feeling like crap from the events of last night, she called Roux in response to all the messages her friend left her and then she walked down to the bakery. All the while shame walked with her. 
 
    Her feelings for Tait were so real that looking at him for longer than a nanosecond robbed all her air and made her feel tingly, like she couldn’t function until he was in her eyesight.  
 
    Her feelings were absolutely real but she wished last night didn’t happen.  
 
    She wished she hadn’t put him in an obligatory position.  
 
    God, she’d practically climbed him more than once and begged for sex.  
 
    All her words went around in her head as she served donuts, warm scones and eight varieties of pie. She heard them on a devastating loop. How kind he was to her, soothing her insane horniness like he did, shushing her into believing she would be okay. 
 
    She felt every slide and rush of his fingers between her legs to the point she had to excuse herself to the bathroom out back and wash her face just to cool the blush. 
 
    Should she text him? What could she say? Hey, sorry I turned into a sexual predator but thanks for all the orgasms.  
 
    How was she meant to face him later? 
 
    It was unnerving how easily they fit. 
 
    How Tait sensed everything she needed before she even said a word. He anticipated when she became hyper and settled her down with only a few words because though her skin last night felt too tight to keep her inside her body, she’d trusted him implicitly to help her.  
 
    She wondered if she was still just the poor girl who had no one else and he felt sorry for her or if he was feeling the same way she was.  
 
    She added it to the list of worries she would work through today like a maniac woman and came up short on re-entering the bakery when she saw it was over stuffed with bikers again. 
 
    These bikers belonged to her boss.  
 
    Well, one of them did. The biker Paige was currently wrapped around. They were so in love; it made her belly pitch.  
 
    It must be a regular occurrence to have them in the bakery because the three ordinary customers who Poppy served didn’t bat an eyelash at the overabundance of testosterone leaning against walls, sprawled across the two benches Paige had for customers waiting on orders. 
 
    Poppy though, as before, was wary to say the least. She couldn’t help that they scared her, even if Paige was comfortable with them.  
 
    Pretending that there weren’t six hulking men in close proximity within the pink decorated sweet store, she went about her duties, restocking, serving, cleaning and ignoring the sets of eyes on her and the jokes and jibes delivered her way. She knew they were joking, because even Paige giggled and told them… one called Tag, to knock it off. While avoiding any of their eyes in hopes they forgot she was there, she caught some of their conversation. The handsome one with the bluest blue eyes had a cupcake in one hand and a Danish in the other. 
 
    “This chick the other night wanted to know what it would be like dating a cage fighting biker.” The others jibed and threw out suggestions about cocks, before the handsome one… Tag, went on. “I told her, have you ever ordered 10 chicken nuggets and they sent you 12?”  
 
    This brought on deafening laughter and it went on for a while, she thought she was invisible, thank God, but then that god-like man, the handsome one, sidled up to the part of the counter she was restocking with the special of the day, toffee and apple fritters. “Babe?” She looked up. “You doing okay?” 
 
    “Eh, yes, thank you. And you?”  
 
    “I mean after last night.” 
 
    Blood rushed into her face instantly because she realized this guy… possibly all of them knew what had happened to her. 
 
    He had a look of concern. She nodded with her red face and escaped into the back with the empty tray.  
 
    When she couldn’t excuse her absence any longer, she pushed her shoulders back and hoped the bikers were gone. 
 
    She heard Tait’s name immediately. Well, Texas. And they laughed as a group. One of them, the pretty one again, doing the actions of punches in the air. 
 
    They were joking about Tait?  
 
    These so called friends who Tait missed so much were poking fun at him?  
 
    Never in her life had Poppy flew off the handle.  
 
    Never had she gone into a yelling tirade.  
 
    Her only claim to rebellion was running from her wedding. 
 
    What possessed her to come out from behind the counter with her eyes full of fury was only because she wouldn’t take it that these idiots were talking down the man she… well the man she had strong feelings for. 
 
    The same man who missed these assholes.  
 
    “You all should be ashamed of yourselves.” She spluttered without thinking about it first. All Poppy knew was she was furious on Tait’s behalf. 
 
    It gave her a surge of confidence as each set of male eyes turned to her.  
 
    “Tait loves you guys, he really freaking misses you all, and you’re here laughing about him.” 
 
    “Babe…” the pretty one said and she pointed at him, almost animal snarling.  
 
    “No, you don’t get to speak, you’re despicable if you think it’s okay to talk about him that way. He knows he messed up and he’s tried to make it right and you’re here laughing about him. You’re all no better than his twin, and he’s a fucking disgrace of a brother,” she was on a roll. 
 
    It felt great to speak her mind finally and to men she was terrified of as they all stood in a wall staring at her. 
 
    Some holding back grins.  
 
    She didn’t know what they all thought was so funny. 
 
    Tait was important and he deserved someone to stand up for him.  
 
    “I can’t believe all the good things he’s said about all of you, and you’re here talking about him.” 
 
    “Babe, you might wanna…”  
 
    “Quiet you, Thor wannabe.” She shushed him and three of the other guys broke out laughing.  
 
    “Thor. I fucking love it. Pretty-boy’s got a new name.”  
 
    As that, the crowd of them parted and it was only then that Poppy noticed that amongst them, possibly this whole time without her seeing, was a blonde woman. So much smaller than the bikers that they dwarfed her.  
 
    She was holding a baby while glowering at Poppy. 
 
    She recognized her from the other day on the street. Zara. 
 
    “Icy..” A deep voice from the back, standing with Paige’s husband said. Zara didn’t look back, but she did say, “Not now, Rider.”  
 
    She advanced forward. This ice blonde woman who was smaller than Poppy but fifty times more intimidating.  
 
    Dressed in snug jeans and a thick cashmere sweater and an open hoodie coat. The baby equally wrapped up. They must have only just come in while Poppy was hiding in the back. 
 
    She did not look like she belonged to this gang at all. 
 
    And yet, the moment the men all gathered around her small back, she absolutely did look part of them.  
 
    “You want me to take the slugger, Z-girl?” 
 
    “No, thank you, Mace.” She hadn’t removed her eyes from Poppy. “Did I just hear you ripping into my boys?” 
 
    “Oh, damn.” One of them muttered in a not so masked chuckle.  
 
    “Is that what I heard?” 
 
    “They were talking about Tait.” Poppy defended, her chin in the air. She wouldn’t let herself be intimidated by any of these people, no matter what their reputation was.  
 
    Poppy pressed her lips together, skimming her eyes over them all.  
 
    She thought she’d see pissed off looking back at her, but here was the thing… none of them appeared angry. Some winked at her, another one full out grinned.  
 
    “I don’t care what you think you heard them talking about, had you asked any of them they would have told you. You do not talk down to any of these men, do you understand?”  
 
    “Maybe we all just take a breath,” this from Paige. “Zara, you wanted to put that order in for the party, remember.” 
 
    Zara only nodded to Paige, but had her eyes on Poppy. She was bobbing the baby boy up and down gently, he was alert looking around and so damn cute dressed in a puffy romper onesie.  
 
    “Let me give you a piece of advice I wish someone had told me years ago. Before you look down your nose at these men like I’ve watched you doing for the last ten minutes, oh, yeah, missy, I noticed alright, you should know they are the best men anyone, you included, would be lucky to know. They are loyal to a fault, if they call you theirs they will do anything for you. Judging them for how they look and talk, for the rumors you've heard, because they're not drinking out of fancy china and they think fuck is a verb to go in every sentence, that’s your own issue.”  
 
    Color stained Poppy’s face. Under the scrutiny of not only the furious woman and the male eyes, she wanted to shrink back 
 
    “I won't let anyone look down on them like they're shit trodden into the Louis XV Savonnerie carpet.” 
 
    “I—I didn't. I was defending my friend.” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” Zara's voice was firm. “You get to do that one time. These bikers are my friends, my family. And what you have to know is, while they wouldn't lay a finger on you. I'm a whole different kettle of fish if you do anything to shade or anger one of them. And if you’d asked, they were praising Texas for what he did last night, defending you against the man who drugged your drink.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “What?” She said quieter. 
 
    “The boys… my boys brought that filthy asshole to Texas and he sorted the problem.” 
 
    Oh…  
 
    Shock and surprise had Poppy mute.  
 
    She didn’t know, she had no idea and now she was desperate to talk to him.  
 
    “I didn’t… I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t, maybe think about that the next time you judge someone for how loud and boisterous they’re being.”  
 
    The woman was giving her a verbal beatdown in the mildest tone and she did it with a baby bouncing on her hip.  
 
    Poppy might be a little in awe. 
 
    “Icy, if you’re done fighting, I wanna get you and my kids home before it fuckin’ pisses more snow.” The man at the back said and he came forward, hooking Zara around her neck and sort of plastered her back to his chest. They looked like such a compacted unit. 
 
    Emotion and tears stung Poppy’s throat and she watched the pair turn, in a spontaneous instant she called out.  
 
    “You say I judged them, well you judged me too, you don’t even know me.” 
 
    Zara turned and half smiled. “Girl, I was you. Years ago I walked through the MC doors and I was you, looking down my nose at something I didn't understand. But I was given a second chance to know and love these men and I'm so thankful for it and them. This one here with the scruffy bun and beard, holding the prettiest little girl in the world. He's mine and I'd fight alligators for him. Do you know why? Because he'd slay demons for me no questions asked. These are Texas’ people; this is who he is. If you care about him like you just went to war for him, then think on that. Accept him for himself, not who he is right now.” 
 
    “Okay, Oprah.” Her husband said, “time to fuckin’ go. Pretty-boy, let’s roll.” 
 
    “Sure thing, prez.” The Thor one said and winked at Poppy on his way out behind them.  
 
    “I didn’t know.” Poppy muttered, with the rest of the eyes still on her, she glanced at Paige who smiled with sympathy. “I didn’t know you did that, that Tait did that. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She said again and made her feet move behind the counter. “I’m sorry,” she said this time to Paige. And then. “You don’t have to fire me. I quit.” 
 
    She heard her name from several voices, but she didn’t stop, just grabbed her coat from the hook and took off through the back door and out into the snow. 
 
    Shamed and embarrassed for her outburst.  
 
    Mortified beyond belief that she’d yelled at not only the bikers, but it seems the biker queen too.  
 
    Well, shit.  
 
    She really did make enemies spectacularly.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    “Panic at the disco… I mean bakery.” - Poppy 
 
      
 
      
 
    She didn’t wait a second when she heard his key in the door, Poppy skidded across the wooden floor in her fluffy knee socks and was on Tait like a wild rabbit attack. 
 
    Not literally, but she was hovering close to his shoulder when he shrugged out of his coat. She couldn’t even enjoy his outdoor snow smell he brought with him; she was too busy whittling her teeth on the dry bits on her lip. 
 
    Worrying herself silly.  
 
    “Tait… I messed up I think and I’ll preface it by saying I was upset and it just happened…” 
 
    His two eyebrows popped up. “Can I get in first?” He half laughed and she apologized and moved out of his way, but he didn’t move into the living room, only cupped her cheeks with his cold, beautiful hands and tipped her head back. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Mortified. Worried. Sick to my eyebrows. But if you mean from yesterday, I’m fine, thank you. Can I tell you what I did now?”  
 
    In the hallway, even before he’d kicked off his boots, she pressed her forehead to his chest and moaned, seeing that earlier scene in her mind all over again.  
 
    She expected the whole gang of bikers at the door for the last hour. 
 
    “I think I went off half-cocked, Tait. I mean, I’m pretty positive that’s what I did.” 
 
    He flashed a smile like he thought it was going to be something cute.  
 
    She hadn’t known she could be badass, she had no clue she had that in her, until it came to defending him.  
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Okay, here it is. Brace really good. Today at Paige’s shop. I kind of...yelled at some bikers. And then a blonde woman called Zara yelled at me. And I kind of yelled at her back.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “It was… bad, Tait. I might have started a turf war or something, do we have to move now? Maybe enter witness protection. I don’t know what happens if you offend a biker gang.” She whined and clung to his chest, pawing at his shirt.  
 
    Hiding there right against his hard muscles seemed like a good idea.  
 
    It was only when she felt his shudder that she pulled back to see him cracking up laughing.  
 
    “You and Zara had words?” 
 
    “It’s not funny! It was brutal. I thought they were talking badly about you and I waded in. There was like twenty of them. Paige’s husband comes to make out like rabbits with her and the others follow for cake. Okay, it was more like six, but they’re big, so it felt like twenty, Tait.” 
 
    He went on laughing.  
 
    Hooking his arm around her shoulder he took her into the living room while she had a mild breakdown.  
 
    “Little girl, tell me it all before we break out the nun chucks, okay?” 
 
    She told him everything and though his face got soft when he heard how she jumped in for him, then he grinned when he had the full picture.  
 
    “I’m sorry. Did I make things worse with them for you? I didn’t mean to, Tait, it just all came out of me before I could stop it.” 
 
    Her tears never got the momentum to start because before she knew it, she was covered in a huge man pressing her into the back of the couch and his mouth was animal attack kissing her.  
 
    His kiss came as a relief. 
 
    His tongue and taste and smell all soothed her worry into relaxing as he swallowed and sucked on her mouth with vitality that she matched.  
 
    He kissed away any words she might have said and kept on, only the shallow breathing when they parted and his intoxicating flavor on her tongue. 
 
    His breaths were wild inside his expanding chest, and every inch of his expression washed over by lust when he pulled back to stare down at her. 
 
    “Good, glad we settled that,” he smirked and something flared behind his eyes while Poppy was finding her equilibrium again. All his desire. Every last inch of unchained need, she saw it all and swayed near him. 
 
    And that shame she felt this morning? It was gone, it evaporated under that intense heat he was pulsing out of his eyes. 
 
    What was she to do but to attach herself to his face.  
 
    “Aren’t you mad?” 
 
    “Poppy, I want to fuck you.” 
 
     “Oh.” Her lips fell open and he took them again, softer this time, his tongue went in and around and then he set her free again.  
 
     “Hoist me up,” she moaned and he did, with his hands around her waist, he helped her to climb him high enough until her legs were able to wrap around his trim waist and just sit her on his stomach. His hands on her butt were huge and comforting as he squeezed and just held her while she got busy on his lips again. 
 
    Her pulse skittered. 
 
    So hot. 
 
    So needy.  
 
    Suddenly the air surrounding them was milkshake thick and she was filled to the brim with lust. It turned steamy and dirty and so swollen just like she felt between her legs. 
 
    “You never did let me fool around … with you.” She informed boldly between lip bites and tongue swipes and she felt him shudder.  
 
    “Is that what you want?” 
 
    She nearly sobbed the “yes,” her heart in her stomach, and probably in her eyes too when he started stalking across the loft, heading to the bedroom. It was impossible that he wouldn’t know how she felt just from looking at her. She held nothing back.  
 
    “Sure you feel okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m … God … Tait.” 
 
    He laughed and kissed her again to settle her. “Please, can we just do it and talk later?” She whispered into his lips and felt the tremble go through him. No longer were his eyes laughing. He was hot and serious and he caused her to shudder in return.  
 
    “You won’t stop this time, right?” 
 
    His face went into her neck, his bristles tickled and thrilled. “Can’t stop, Poppy. Not strong enough. Want you, baby.” 
 
    He sent hot chills all over her body. “I want you too.” She shared shyly and leaned in to taste his breath.  
 
    This was epic. More than her little heart could cope with.   
 
    “Do you like my mouth, Tait?” 
 
    His eyes flared. “Your mouth is cute...adorable, baby. But when you put it on mine, I need it open so I can get inside and taste all your dirty fantasies.”  
 
    He stared down at her mouth, just one flick of his gaze and she knew what he was thinking because she was thinking it too while her insides went on a torrid cycle of out of control want. “Come here,” he rasped.  
 
    He looked wild. 
 
    Untamed.  
 
    Fuckable. 
 
    Her friends back home would never say anything so crass; God forbid they show a real honest to goodness hormonal reaction to a sexy virile man. But Roux had said it a few times to her and that’s what he was. 
 
    Fuckable.  
 
    She was liking Roux more and more but not right then.  
 
    She wasn’t thinking about anyone else other than Tait as she lunged for him. 
 
    It felt like she stopped time. 
 
    Just frozen over, with her mouth on his and his tongue licking around hers.  
 
    She hadn’t planned on dying today, but who knew Tait was going to boil her body alive the way he was. 
 
    She just hung on and got the hell kissed out of her but he pulled back long before she was ready to relinquish his taste. Left panting, he took her face in his two hands and dug his gaze into her long enough she squirmed. 
 
    “I should be shot for what I want to do to this little body. Should be stabbed and locked up so I don’t demolish what you’re offering.” 
 
    “Tait.” She giggled. He was so serious and she loved it, loved how he looked at her.  
 
    “But you’ll learn, Penelope, I’m not a good man. Because I’m about to be a man who instructs you on how to use my cock and you’ll love it, won’t you? You’ll moan into my mouth.” 
 
    Every inch of air evaporated and all Poppy could do was nod her head up and down.  
 
    Dying inside for everything he wanted to teach her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    
  
 
    Hard all over, Texas watched her eyes flare.  
 
    She visibly inhaled hard enough her tits knocked into his chest.  
 
    Yeah, she loved the visual and oral cues.  
 
    He let her slide down his body, he groaned when she bumped up against the part of him that wanted her mouth, her fingers and her tight pussy wrapping around it.  
 
    He had to keep telling himself no matter how mouthy she was, she was still inexperienced with the kind of filth he had in his mind and he couldn’t go at her like a wrecking ball.  
 
    Not this first time anyway.  
 
    His head swam to show her how to take pleasure from his giving body.  
 
    This was madness. There was every possibility once she had this rebellion out of her good girl system that she’d go back home to mommy and daddy, her yacht club and the boring ex-fiancé and Texas would be left haunted with her taste in his mouth.  
 
    And an ache in a place in the center of his chest that he didn’t think existed.  
 
    “You want to jerk me off, Poppy? Fine, you reach in and get me out, let me sit in your hand, feel how heavy I get for you.” Sweat started appearing in wet dots on his forehead. Holy fuck, what was he doing? He was out of his mind with desire. She was a straight shot of heroin to his blood and he was aching to put her on her knees. Nothing would sway him from that look of excitement gleaming from her eyes.  
 
    He had all the rebellion she could ever want right here, jutting nine inches out of his hips, leaking so badly for her to lap it up.  
 
     “But don’t you dare put me in that pink, virgin mouth. I’m warning you; I won’t be able to keep myself from fucking it like a mad man until you know what my come tastes like.” 
 
    He managed to block some of the darker thoughts he was having, as if just giving them room to breathe would stain her sweetness, but some of them slipped through and he groaned heavily. Watching her lick her lips did a number on him.  
 
    His day had been jam-packed with sexual frustration, he wasn’t a saint, he couldn’t keep fielding her off, didn’t want to was more to the truth and now her perfect mouth was right there and he was praying she listened to him because if she wrapped his throbbing dick in her lips, he was going to lose it. He’d fuck her so hard she wouldn’t taste anything else other than him for a month.  
 
    He’d put her on a new Texas’ dick diet.  
 
    When she fell to her knees and started yanking at his jeans he grunted low and heavy.  
 
    Reassure her, for god's sake.  
 
    “You look so damn sweet on your knees, baby. Like a wet dream come to life. That’s it, you just grasp me with your fingers … tighter … tighter, baby. That’s it. Oh, shit, yes, give me anything, it’s perfect, you’re so fucking perfect.”  
 
    His eyes began to roll into the back of his head when the pleasure started. Texas thought he was saying words, could have been speaking in tongues for all the groaning he was doing, watching intently as the purple head of his cock was hand fucked through her palm.  
 
    Eyes so hooded and glassy, she licked her lips and he groaned, letting his head hang off his neck. The twisting and pulling were undoing him and if he didn’t stop her soon, she’d be covered in him.    
 
    Madness. You have to stop her. Stop her.  
 
    “Baby. Baby. Fuck. Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”  
 
    “Is this right?” Looking up through her lashes, there was a flash of clarity for Texas on just how sweet and innocent she was and how lucky he was.  
 
    “Nothing you do can be wrong,” he gruffed and watched her smile turn nuclear.  
 
    He didn’t know what move was coming next.  
 
    She tried them all.  
 
    Gripping the middle of his shaft, hardly touching the sensitive tip before she stroked the base hard enough that his eyes pleasure rolled into his skull. 
 
    It was un-fucking-real and Texas became a savage for her hands to keep on pumping him. 
 
    He stopped himself from driving into her palm, letting her play and discover as she went. 
 
    Her tongue came out, trapped between her teeth in concentration. 
 
    He didn’t know how she could be so fucking incredibly beautiful and cute at the same time. 
 
    “What about this, is it right?” 
 
    She’d climbed up onto the bed, kneeling up so now she was at face level with his dick as she tormented and tamed it to her bidding. Texas had to use a hand on the wall just to keep him upright or his knees would buckle. “Little girl, swear to Christ himself, nothing is wrong about what you’re doing.” 
 
    She lit up and gave him a beaming grin and in between dick jerks, she kissed the grooves in his abs like she was lapping at chocolate. 
 
    And then she took his skull off by brushing her thumb over his leaking tip.  
 
    “Fuck,” he hissed like a wounded animal and got his hand between them.  
 
    He needed his touch all over her too, the compulsion struck him dead center of his chest.  
 
    “Widen your legs for me, baby.” 
 
    She did, shyly with color to her cheeks.  
 
    He pushed his fingers to her slit, felt how she shuddered when he toyed with her wetness and then he slid his two middle fingers in, testing the snugness as he went. 
 
    Even on his fingers she was incredibly tight that he had to mash his teeth together to stop the climax from exploding out of him. 
 
     He wanted her to keep on jacking him off for a while longer.  
 
    “Oh, Tait.” she whined so prettily and her hand stalled on his dick. Then started up again, giving him bliss all down his spine. “Holy crap, that’s so good.” 
 
    She was fucking his hand.   
 
    He felt the same way. 
 
    This woman, this curious hand of hers, then she got the other one involved and it was lights out for Texas. 
 
    He was not a two pump chump.  
 
    He’d always had stamina in him for anyone he fucked, but the way she sort of twisted his dick in one hand and feathered her fingers over his aching crown, there was zero chance of him lasting. 
 
    “Squeeze me harder, baby.” he begged through his teeth. 
 
    One grunt and his pelvis flexed into her hand and he was toast, spilling in a rope over her fingers. 
 
    “Ohh..” she gasped then laughed, went right on tugging at him until he had to stall her hand because she was killing him in every good way there was. “Oh, man, I feel amazing right now.”  
 
    She was proud she’d driven him crazy. Little brat.  
 
    Enough. Enough. She gave him one cock twist too many and he groaned in pain and pleasure, picking her up by her armpits, he flung her on the bed and listened to her giggle as he prowled up on top after kicking off his clothes.  
 
    “Baby, make noise and let me know what you like so I know to keep doing it. And the same for anything you don’t like. I want you to be vocal, okay?”  
 
    She was watching his lips when she nodded vigorously and he cleaned her hands off with his shirt.  
 
    Good enough for him. He lowered his head and got to kissing down her amazing body before slicking his tongue between her legs, getting her taste down deep to his throat. She was fucking delicious. 
 
    And she made noises, gave him verbal pleas and cues for how she liked it. 
 
    She was so easy to please that her first climax rolled right through her when he barely got his fingertip at her sopping entrance.  
 
    Texas smirked and went at her. First by taking her lips in a crushing kiss, forcing them open a second before she naturally let them spring apart for his seeking tongue. And then his fingers started going faster, deeper. 
 
    “Ahh, baby. So fucking tight, aren’t you? Hurting?” 
 
    “No… God. No, it feels nice.” 
 
    She was shameless in her pleasure, and it scorched more heat down Texas’ spine when her eyes didn’t leave him even as she contorted with her back and when she came, it fired hot and fast through her body in great shudders, he felt her pussy spasm against his fingers and he didn’t let up, not until she fell boneless against him. 
 
    Only then did he remove his hand and cuddle her close, soothing strokes down her back, cooing gently in her ear about how good she’d been.   
 
    This woman, who’d claimed him by climbing under his skin was every good part of life he could have ever wished for.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    “Popping candy never tasted so good.” – Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    Give her a few minutes to calm down was his reasoning, even though he was fighting his own body not to roll her under him and pound her into the next life and the one after that. 
 
    Take it easy on her, Texas, he told himself. 
 
    Poppy had other ideas when she started to ride his thigh not two minutes into his cuddling. She got herself situated really goddamn tight on his leg and she started to rock. 
 
    She was all over him and he didn’t hate it.  
 
    A laugh burst out of him. “Jesus, I got you off only a few minutes ago, and you’re raring to go again. I’ve created a deviant.” 
 
    Face to face on their sides, Texas skimmed hot kisses down her throat, feeling how every touch of his lips made her shudder. She was so tactile he could almost get off on just her reactions. He loved when she breathed his name. 
 
    Wanting her to experience everything—nothing selfish in him wanting to screw her brains out, nah. He was altruistic as fuck when he hooked her leg high over his waist and toyed with her sweet pussy from behind.  
 
    “You need to stop being a gentleman and just do me already,” she said, flooring him into laughing again and while she turned a beautiful red color, she also rolled a hand down over his stomach. 
 
    She was slippery hot on his fingers, he could almost howl knowing he made her that way. His mouth hungered for her pussy again, he could live on her down there, but she wanted something else of his and fuck if he was going to refuse this time.  
 
    “Better be ready, little girl.” He growled against her lips and let her eat him alive. He loved how she threw herself into every little thing. She swept into his mouth with her tongue as he tried to detangled her from him so he could roll away for a second.  
 
    “No! Where are you going?” He could swear her eyes swam with tears and his chest hurt to fix all her upsets. Rolling her under him, he crushed her lips. Mouth fucking her, leaving her panting, he got a hand in the nightstand. “I need a rubber, you little animal, you’re getting the dick, never fear.”  
 
    “Ohh… yippee,” she fucking said and made him smile when he got them back in that same side by side face to face position. 
 
    Nice and tight, her body drove him crazy to possess her and he didn’t mind admitting to himself he had some caveman satisfaction thumping him upside the head to know his cock was the only cock to ever slide inside. 
 
    A nipple caught in his lips, he toyed with her pussy for a minute, making sure she was soft and soaked. Any wetter, he’d need a boat to get them out of his bedroom.  
 
    Fucking perfect. He brought those fingers to her lips, she let him paint her mouth before he sucked each one clean.  
 
    Her taste made him dizzy. “Candy.” 
 
    She giggled and yanked his hair.  
 
    Her hands demanded and he wanted to obey her needs.  
 
    She was in place, with her leg high on his waist, their mouths locked and he fed her his tongue slow and sensual, determined to make her first time the best he could. Even when she moaned his name, knocking her pussy into his grateful dick, she was wild and he was trying to give her good.  
 
    “Baby, you need to calm down.” 
 
    She went on humping and kissing the shit out of him. Her hands all over him nearly made him lose his mind and fuck her like the demon he felt like.  
 
    “Can’t, oh, my freaking gosh, it’s so good already. Please will you fuck me now, Tait?” 
 
    Killing him.  
 
    She was so hot and agitated that it amped up his own already out of control desire. 
 
    “You want my cock?” 
 
    Her whisper was pure sex, “yes.” 
 
    “Tip your ass, baby.” 
 
    That first thrust even though he did it inch by merciful inch still had her crying into his mouth. Texas held her by the back of her neck, shushing into her lips as he stilled deep inside her. “Shhh, baby, had to get it over with, it’ll stop hurting soon.”  
 
    He had no fucking idea if he was talking bullshit.  
 
    To his knowledge he’d never bedded a novice before. 
 
    But she was wild and though he knew he must be hurting her for those first minutes, their mouths and hands didn’t stop touching each other. 
 
    He’d been wrong in thinking she was beautiful because the second he put his cock inside her, she became out of this world kind of beautiful. Her eyes glowed and her cheeks flushed, lips swollen from his kisses. Poppy stole the fucking breath from his lungs.  
 
    Before he got his dick moving, he brought her to climax by thumbing her hard clit.  
 
    Her screams fed him and went some way to calming himself down. 
 
    Every time he made her come he saw her beauty shining bright.  
 
    She didn’t hold back, if she felt it, then Texas felt it too. 
 
    “Oh, God, please move now. I can’t stand it.” she started fluttering her pussy walls like a maniac and Texas grunted, grasping her neck and waist with his other hand, he moved her on him at first, let her adjust. She was so tight and good, he was tasting colors.  
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “Oh, wow… yeah,” she breathed, wide eyed and sexy as hell. “Nothing has ever felt this good.” 
 
    He went in deeper this time and she buckled in half, moaning his name and breathing “that’s it,” over and over.  
 
    Fuck, she did a number on him.  
 
    Every time he made her tremble had him feeling like he’d conquered a nation. 
 
    He never much cared for his name other than it was his name, but hearing it rolling off her tongue in breathy pants, he’d never heard anything better in his life. 
 
    Only that was a lie, because when he got to fucking Poppy and she cried out then she came again, that was the best noise of all.  
 
    “Ah, fuck, baby, you took it, didn’t you? God, you took a deep fuck like a good girl.” he kept going, chasing his own dragon as his thrusts increased with power and velocity, probably going at her harder than her tight little body could take, but his train left the station and he was manic to reach the end of her, to touch the heart of her pussy with the throbbing crown of his cock.  
 
    “Ah, God. You feel beautiful, Tait.” 
 
    “Baby.” He rasped, floored by her.  
 
    Seduced by her scent.  
 
    Flush together, her hands everywhere all at once, she attached her lips to his throat and sucked and that was his end, he grunted incoherently and felt his come shoot out into the condom. He finished off by slowly gliding in and out of her.  
 
    It’s stupid to think, seeing as he was a grown ass man, that he felt changed when his breathing returned to normal and the woman snuggled in his arms was kissing around his throat. Yet Texas felt changed somehow.  
 
    Deep in his bones and the spaces in his chest he hadn’t given anyone in years.  
 
    Sex so good he was different and he wanted to do it all again but was mindful of just how hard he went at her unused body.  
 
    He felt everything from her come down shudders to the fine hairs on her arms tickling his shoulder. 
 
    Not to mention the scratches down his back, his heart rapping hard and the woman under him smiled the kind of smile that he knew she was more than satisfied.  
 
    And that just gave him a bigger ego than he had an hour ago.  
 
    Dropping a kiss to the curve of her shoulder, he tasted her candy skin. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” He had to ask, his mouth at her ear, her purr all but told him the answer but he still wanted confirmation.  
 
    Poppy had her own ideas, she was like a squirming anaconda, getting him all revved up again grinding her body to his until Texas had to hold her hips tight.  
 
    This she liked because she moaned and licked his neck. Little brat licked him.  
 
    “Penelope, did my cock hurt you?” 
 
    “Oh, my God, when you say that.” Her face found the side of his neck, embarrassed or turned on, he chuckled and stroked through her wild just fucked hair.  
 
    “No, you didn’t hurt me, it was wonderful, amazing, better than my fertile mind could have ever imagined. Better than all the porn I’ve watched.” And then, muffled by his neck, she went on. “I’m glad I waited for you, Tait…you made it out of this world good.” 
 
    Fucking changed. She’d changed him and she had no clue what she’d done. 
 
    There was about zero chance of him waiting for her inexperienced body to stop aching now when he got rid of the condom, rolled her under him and went for her mouth.  
 
    She met him, equally hungry.  
 
    He didn’t let her up for air for a long time and when they’d used two more condoms and he had her sprawled over his chest, panting wildly and giving him run on sentences of just how good he made her feel, he just lay there, grinning satisfied as a man could be, knowing he’d done his girl so fucking right that she was now boneless.   
 
    Texas asked finally. “Did you get enough or does your pussy want more?” 
 
    Seriously, for three hours they had each other in every position possible, he’d introduced her eagerness to every depraved, delicious sex act and she still turned red and batted his arm when he talked about her pussy. 
 
    She was adorable hiding her face in his chest. 
 
    “Tait.” 
 
    “Well?”  
 
    “I think I’m good for now, thank you.” 
 
    She said thank you after sex. He was undone. 
 
    Grinning, he roamed his mouth on her throat before heaving himself up. “Okay, I’ll do the clean up and get some food on the go. Let me know if you need me to get down to business again.”  
 
    “Roger that, sir.”  
 
    Little virgin brat. He grinned over his shoulder at her and swallowed his groan at the doorway when she sat up in bed and tucked the sheet around her tits.  
 
    “Stop staring at my cock, it’ll only get you in trouble.” 
 
    “Promises, promises.” She smiled smugly.  
 
    Yeah, he’d give all the promises she wanted.  
 
    But he wanted to clean her up and get some food into her first. 
 
    If she’d only just stop looking at his cock.  
 
    He was a man with questionable morals, not a damn saint.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    If there was even a slither of doubt that Tait might regret sleeping with her once all the delicious feelings waned, Poppy was dead wrong, because no sooner had he fed her fluffy eggs with toast and pico de gallo on top, he told her to put on warm clothes because he was taking her out.  
 
    Poppy had hovered at his side, watching his hands chop and dice and he’d turned his head to growl at her to stop hero-worshipping his cock. 
 
    Giggling, how could she not? She was happy and satisfied more than any self-pleasure could ever give her. 
 
    She was probably half in love with Tait already, but she wasn’t telling him that yet, not with how disgruntled he looked when she told him his cock was hard.  
 
    He blamed her bratty eyes for it.  
 
    She grinned the whole time she showered and dressed. 
 
    Surprise stole into her voice when he drove his truck up the mountain and pulled into a small lodge midway. 
 
    “You need some fun,” he declared helping her down so she didn’t slip on the thick snow. It was freezing, yet Poppy couldn’t wash the smile off her face. 
 
    A date with Tait! 
 
    For the next few hours he took her skiing, but the most fun was when she climbed onto the back of a snowmobile with Tait and he took her on a trip around the mountainside. They finished off their fun with massive mugs of hot chocolate sold in the lodge café with globs of marshmallows and whipped cream on top. 
 
    She knew absolutely that she’d never had a better date.  
 
    She’d been to Cannes for a weekend date with fiancé number one.  
 
    And to a Hollywood party with fiancé two. 
 
    Then there was the mayor of New York galas she attended with Ronnie where she’d met numerous famous people but no date felt as good or as happy as the one frolicking in the snow with Tait. Watching his face light up as she tried to pelt him in the back with snowballs and then when he charged forward, making her scream before he tackled her to the snowy soft ground. 
 
    She’d had good dates before, but nothing as great as this one.  
 
    Unzipping her coat for her once they were back in the loft, he frowned at her chattering teeth. “Go get a shower to warm up,” he rasped, stalking off to the bedroom.  
 
    “Hey, Tait! Can we go out somewhere tonight? Show me around the places you like.” She called out as she stripped her clothes in the bathroom doorway. She dived under the hot water and thawed with a sigh, tipping her face to the steam as feeling came back into the tips of her fingers and nose. 
 
    The hands crawling over her waist made her scream out loud and spin around to find a very naked and looming Tait climbing into the stall with her. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, you gave me several frights.” 
 
    “Who else would it be?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she huffed, unable to stop her eyes from traveling the length of his beautifully sculpted body.  
 
    Now he was in front of her, she feasted her gaze on him. 
 
    He wedged in between her thighs after placing her butt on the alcove in the shower wall, arrogantly like he belonged there. She moved her hands to his ripped shoulders.  
 
    Gosh, he worked out real nice. Everywhere was hard with dips and hills.  
 
    “You won’t be scared to go out after what happened?” 
 
    She dragged her eyes up off his ridiculous body and saw him grinning. She was naked, he was naked, where else was she meant to look? “You’ll be there, what do I have to be scared about?” 
 
    His eyes softened and the fingers around her waist started moving up to just under her boobs.  
 
    “That guy… you beat him up, didn’t you?” 
 
    Tait frowned, but didn’t confirm.  
 
    “Zara mentioned it, how you beat that guy up. Thank you, Tait. You are such a good man. No one’s ever beat someone up for me before.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t have had to if the fucker wasn’t a pervert.” 
 
    She melted into a smile and attached her mouth to his chest. 
 
    “Wish I’d seen it; bet you were hot.” 
 
    He choked on a laugh. 
 
    Her first time showering with anyone and she loved it.  
 
    With Tait everything was easy, natural.  
 
    “Little girl, don’t be eating me up with your eyes.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” she confessed, “you’re just so big all over.” 
 
    “Yeah? You like that?” 
 
    Like he didn’t know how appealing he was, she knocked his shoulder but he already moved deeper into the space of her thighs and his cock pressed into her sex causing a riot of flutters and clutches inside. More came when he smelled the line of her neck. “Yes,” she said breathily like she was a maiden or something and not the woman who’d been ridden hard only hours ago. “I like it. You make me feel tiny, like you could put me anywhere.” 
 
    The growl from Tait moved through the front of her chest and she giggled.  
 
    Guess he liked that.  
 
    “Don’t say anything else or you’ll be fucked right here, even if you’re sore.” 
 
    “I’m absolutely not sore,” she lied because she wanted him back inside her so desperately. His eyes flared, darkened and when his mouth came down on hers, she was open and ready. She was not ready for his finger to go between them and rush her to a heady climax within seconds. 
 
    “You asked for it, little girl.” He warned on a hot rumble and thrilled Poppy to no end.  
 
    Shower sex got checked off her mental bucket list that day.  
 
    And she was still smiling like an idiot when they were seated at a corner table in a bar called Otis’ bar and grill more than an hour later, menus and drinks in front of them.  
 
    “Are you just going to go on staring at me all night?” 
 
    The rich velvety voice caught her off guard. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she grinned over and knocked his leg under the table with hers. He slid a hand underneath and palmed her knee. “I had sex today, yippee. I might never stop staring at you, fair warning.” 
 
    Those gorgeous lips of his twitched at the edges. “So noted.” 
 
    They ordered, they talked and he regaled her with stories from this very bar of biker fights and scuffles he’d been in. Poppy hung off his every word until his low powered groan had her turning around quick to see who he was staring at. 
 
    Striding through the doors were the Renegade Souls men.  
 
    Around ten of them, and five of them were the ones she’d yelled at. 
 
    Oh, boy.  
 
    “Should we go?” 
 
    “Nope.” He said nonchalantly, hooking up his beer.  
 
    Okay, fine. So maybe she was about to check off bar fight from her bucket list too. Even though she didn’t have bar fight on that list, there was a first time for everything.  
 
    It wasn’t as though Tait was invisible, or their table was in the back.  
 
    The biker men spotted them almost immediately when they ambled over to their own space as if it was reserved for them only. A couple looked over and jutted their chins, Tait reciprocated and her heart hurt seeing how much he missed his friends.  
 
    “Are you okay?” She asked quietly, squeezing his hand. “We can go, I don’t mind.”  
 
    “I’m good, Poppy.”  
 
    He was far from good.  
 
    Her heart beat louder than the bar and ached like a storm for him so she shuffled around the bench and cuddled into his arm. “Hey, Tait?”  
 
    He was mid-sip of his beer when he cocked his head all masculine and sexy enough to make her nipples pebble under her shirt. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Guess who I had sex with today?” 
 
    Oh, that man, his lips spread and he looked so cocky and delicious she just wanted to climb all over him and kiss him madly. 
 
    “Is this something you should be sharing?” 
 
    “It is when I’ve had sex with none other than Tait Hunt.” 
 
    She made his name sound like a celebrity.  
 
    Which in a way, he’d always been that to her.  
 
    The unattainable boy who didn’t know she existed.  
 
    “Yeah? Was it good?” Another lip twist, this time she snuggled deeper into his arms, smelling how good he smelled and feeling his muscles flex under her touch.  
 
    “Best sex I’ve ever had, bar none.” She gloated just to make him laugh. 
 
    “Glad the asshole made it good for you, little girl.”  
 
    She didn’t understand the temperature drop moments later, but the bar seemed to shift in tempo as even Tait’s eyes narrowed over to the door then he looked over to his biker friends. Following his gaze, she saw the bikers rise and move over to the door where a well-dressed man in a long overcoat with five men standing behind him came in. 
 
    It smelled like trouble and Poppy cuddled into Tait’s side. 
 
    Reading the room, the tension was thick.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Trouble,” he confirmed.  
 
    “Who’s that?”  
 
    “Russian mafia.” 
 
    Say what now?  
 
    The mafia?  
 
    For real?  
 
    Outside of movies, she didn’t know that they actually existed. With the way the bar had turned grave with every set of eyes bouncing between the two groups of men, it was evident that whoever the well-dressed man was, he was not welcomed by anyone.  
 
    “Is… is he dangerous?” 
 
    Tait gave her his dark somber eyes. “They’re all dangerous men, Poppy, but in a choice, always side with the MC, got it?” 
 
    She didn’t know why he was saying it to her, she didn’t live in a world of bikers and mafia men but she guessed now, she kind of did. 
 
    She nodded and watched just like everyone else was watching.  
 
    It was the head biker… Rider, who spoke to the Russian man. He didn’t look intimidated at all, in fact, Poppy thought he looked like a badass in blue denim and his man bun.  
 
    “You don’t listen very fuckin’ well do you, Russian. Told you to stay away and yet here you are, like a bad fuckin’ disease we can’t get rid of.” Snickers followed from the bikers who were in formation behind Rider’s back.  
 
    A sneak glance at Tait, she saw his jaw tight and his fingers flexing on the table, she covered them. “You want to go over, don’t you?” She whispered.  
 
    He did, she knew it.  
 
    “Can’t. None of my business.”  
 
    The tension scared her. Maybe Tait heard it too, because he took her hand and laced their fingers together, kissing her knuckles.   
 
    It was like watching an old western standoff.  
 
    “Told you to get out of town.” She heard. 
 
    When the Russian man spoke, it sounded like silk wrapped around nails, as though he smoked a lot and had a bucket load of confidence to go with it when he taunted with a smirk. 
 
    “If you noticed, my men and I did indeed leave in the summer, da? I took a much needed visit with my family.” Oh, that smirk was dangerous, she thought to herself. “Your threat did not say we could not return.” The thugs behind him chuckled. “I find I like the city; it is how you say? Grown on me. Feels like home.”  
 
    Besides her, Tait rumbled a noise in his throat. It was a negative noise, one that mirrored by the bikers behind Rider, but none of them made a move.  
 
    The rest of the bar were just as gripped by this as Poppy was.  
 
    “Can’t Rider make him leave?” She asked quietly. 
 
    “He’s tried.” 
 
    Then Rider spoke and all ears flapped to listen.  
 
    “How’s the funds, Grigori? Missing a few, I expect.”  
 
    Only now did the other man show any sign of reaction when the muscle in his thick jaw started to tick and his otherwise pale face fused purple.  
 
    “Yeah,” Rider went on, thumbs in his belt loops, smirking behind him before he faced the man again. “If I had to guess, and I’m only taking a stab here, I’d say 17.5 mil. So if you’re sticking around, well…” 
 
    The taunting went back and forth, Rider taking great pleasure. 
 
    “Get the fuck out, you’re not welcome and if you were smart, you’d keep going.” 
 
    Just like that, Rider dismissed him and en masse the bikers strode back to their tables. It was as if the crowds parted and the Russian man saw Tait who stiffened at her side but showed no other outwardly signs.  
 
    The Russian man smirked and nodded at Tait, turned on his heels and the cavalcade of men left by the exit.  
 
    “I mean, wow.” She breathed out. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 
 
    “Welcome to Armado Springs, baby.” Tait said, tight lipped.  
 
    He was tense and she didn’t know why.  
 
    Only, three of the bikers came over to their table and she braced for another showdown. It must be the week for them.  
 
    “What was the look?” It was the same man who’d gotten in Tait’s face on the street. Handsome. Hispanic. Goatee. Eyes full of hate glaring at Tait.  
 
    “What you talking about?” 
 
    “Don’t pussy me around, you shared a look with the Russian.” 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Capone.” 
 
    “Fuck you, ese.” The one she knew as Snake pulled Capone back and told him to leave it. Tait picked up his drink and drank slowly.  
 
    Capone was not finished when he leaned both hands on their table and glared directly in Tait’s face. “We all saw it. A new low for you, money man. Why the fuck I’m surprised, I don’t know.” Then he stalked away.  
 
    “I hope he’s wrong, brother.” Snake said solemnly and he too walked off.  
 
    Tait was quiet on the drive home. 
 
    He didn’t speak when she took off her coat and boots. 
 
    Not a word when they stood in the kitchen while she made them a snack.  
 
    And only as she was brushing her teeth, did he stand in the doorway.  
 
    “Remember what I said about going to the MC?” 
 
    Her heart thumped hard with foreboding.  
 
    She looked at him through the mirror in front of her. nodding with a mouthful of foam.  
 
    “Okay, good. Get some sleep, little girl, I’m gonna paint downstairs.” 
 
    He didn’t come to bed.  
 
    He didn’t slide in and cuddle her as she wanted and Poppy also didn’t sleep. 
 
    She had a gut churning feeling that what Capone accused him of was true.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-SIX 
 
    “Whatever the struggles, he went home to a queen.” – Rider 
 
      
 
      
 
    The welcoming scents of home brought Rider out of biker Prez mode and into family mode the moment he stepped through the garage door that led into the mudroom, where he kicked off his boots and discarded his denim jacket onto a hook.  
 
    It was only when he locked up behind him that he felt the wash of peace he always got coming through that door. 
 
    His Zara had been cooking again from the smells, and honestly, he’d eat shit if she put it in front of him because she got this big smile of happiness on her face when she tried new recipes. 
 
    Sure as hell some of her culinary experiments burned straight down to his gut, but he’d never tell her that. 
 
    He didn’t call out, not knowing how many of the kids were sleeping, so he tracked through their house on silent feet and found Zara with her little popped pregnant belly on the floor changing Knox’s diaper while Harper hovered nearby holding her numbered blocks in each hand. 
 
    “Hey, baby.” He said and was rewarded with his Icy girl’s smile. 
 
    It still punched him in the belly with how fucking deep he loved this girl. 
 
    There was no to the moon and back bullshit some of his boys spouted to their old ladies. There was no end for how Rider felt for her. 
 
    Bending over, he tapped a slow kiss to her lips when she lifted her face for him. “Good, baby?” 
 
    “Yeah, just seeing to this pee monster, then I’ll grab the plate I kept warm for you.” 
 
    “No need, I’ll get it in a minute.” He turned his blue eyes to his daughter who was already beaming at him with the same eyes as his. “Got a hug for papa, doodle?” 
 
    She dropped the blocks and in her superhero pjs and messy blonde hair, Harper flung herself fearlessly into his arms, knowing he’d always be there to catch her no matter what. 
 
    He held her a minute longer than usual, soaking in her innocent happiness, listening to her daily adventures from her baby babble, smacking her two hands on his cold cheeks to gain his attention. Harper was a terrible attention seeker, they worried sometimes how she’d be with Knox and the baby to come, but it was the total opposite. Whenever Knox needed Zara or Rider, Harper became an angel in the making, waiting patiently, even helping out. And for his tomboy hellion, that was a miracle and a blessing. His girl made him proud every day.  
 
    He worked as hard as he did for his family. 
 
    The things he did, he did for his family. Always. 
 
    Their safety and wellbeing came first. 
 
    Which, if you’d asked Rider a few years ago he would have sworn on his prized gun that club came first. 
 
    His priorities shifted the day Zara came back in his life and he was even more determined for their safety now they nearly had three kids. 
 
    When Harper squirmed—hug time over, he set his toddler on her feet so she could get back to playing for a few minutes more before he carried her up to bed. 
 
    Next he picked up Knox once his squirt gun little dick was covered up.  
 
    The little punk loved pissing all over the place, his own father included. 
 
    He sat in the black recliner and looked across at Zara. “Come here, Icy.” 
 
    In his lap, he held his girl and his son and relished both. 
 
    This slice of good meant he would always wade through the shit. 
 
    For them he had no ceiling on what he wouldn’t do. 
 
    “Did my folks come back over today?” 
 
    Zara chuckled and played her fingers over his beard. She did that a lot back in the days of her healing and he wondered sometimes if she was back in that same head space when she did it now. 
 
    “You know they won’t miss a day. I told your mom it was far too cold for her to come out, and she made Ajax drive her over. Your dad played with Harper and your mom baked cookies.” 
 
    Lips trailed over her bare shoulder, Rider soaked in the bliss his old lady gave him, whether she knew it or not. Today’s PJ’s were Disney villain themed. She had a whole dresser full of Disney shit. It was what his Zara liked so he might have bought her a few sets too to make her happy, she was ridiculously easy to make happy and he never stopped trying. 
 
    His Icy was more than just his old lady, she was his queen.  
 
    No one should ever underestimate her just because she’s short, adorable and about as sweet as they come. She’d gone at Texas’ girl like a rabid dog, and though she’d felt guilty for her outburst on the way home, he’d been pathetically proud and couldn’t stop laughing on that drive.  
 
    No one fucks with her boys, she’d said.  
 
    His men adored her, they’d gathered at the house and praised her until she turned maroon in color and buried in his chest but loving it too.  
 
    He loved every inch of his Icy, his perfect MC queen.  
 
    It’s not always the wolf you have to be wary of. The lamb was just as dangerous given the right provocation.   
 
    “And what did you do?” 
 
    “Me and the tank here had a gorgeous nap,” she looked down at a quiet Knox.  
 
    Whereas Harper went hundred miles an hour, Knox was quiet, even when he woke up he never screamed, just laid in his crib until someone went to get him.  
 
    Rider reckoned one day—if he decided to go into the MC business, his boy would be a level headed Prez. 
 
    Just imaging passing the gavel to the next generation warmed his chest.  
 
    It was a hard life but a great legacy. 
 
    All the shit he’d done in the past and the shit he continued to wade through today was all for his kids, to give them a better, easier life.  
 
    He wouldn’t tell Zara he got shot at twice tonight. 
 
    She’d worry herself sick and though from the moment she came back to him they vowed to never have secrets from one another … she knew it all, the good, the bad and the downright ugliness of his club life.  
 
    This he would keep to himself. 
 
    That showdown didn’t end at Otis’ door.  
 
    The fool Russian goons thought it would be fun to lay in wait for him and his boys. 
 
    Now those idiots were dead in the pig pen up in the mountains and Grigori had one more black mark against his name.  
 
    They were getting ever closer to getting rid of that man, and not just taking his lunch money from him. Though, Lawless loved doing that. It was getting close to 20 million in hidden money in an account only Lawless, Hawk and Rider knew about.  
 
    The Souls weren’t hurting for money, but for the fact they were siphoning off every last cent of profit the Russian’s were making in his state made Rider a happy fucking man.  
 
    After his important phone call tonight, he was ready to put a bullet in him.  
 
    “Good day, biker-man?” 
 
    Half of his mouth lifted up when she played with the back of his neck, sitting her little butt on his lap, she squirmed to cuddle in. He took a hand from Knox who was happily gazing up at his parents, and he rubbed her belly. 
 
    “It is now. How about we toss these hooligans into bed and have us a night?” 
 
    Her pale blue eyes twinkled and swear to fucking Christ, he loved putting that look in her eyes.  
 
    He’d walk through fire if it made happiness soak through her features like that.  
 
    Dropping a new kiss to the side of her neck, he lifted up easily and deposited Zara on the armchair, taking Knox from her. “Stay right here, I’ll be back, don’t move that tiny butt, Zara.” He warned, knowing his girl, she didn’t rest for a second, she’d be cleaning in the kitchen if he let her. 
 
    “Not so tiny anymore,” she grumbled and he sex groaned.  
 
    He fucking loved her ass, loved holding it and watching it bump into his stomach when he was doing her from behind. 
 
    From behind…fuck yeah, that’s what he needed tonight. Taking her from behind and his fingers on her clit, thumb in her mouth, making his woman fall apart, to bathe in her pleasure until this whole fucking day washed away.  
 
    He carted the kids upstairs, did a fast bedtime for Harper until she fell asleep with her feet on her pillow and clutching her action figures.  
 
    Rider found Zara right where he left her, with her head back, eyes closed.  
 
    “Bedtime already?” She asked when she was in his arms, taking his tiny woman upstairs after he locked the house down.  
 
    “Yeah, Icy.” 
 
    The baby kicked his belly and he got a sense of satisfaction to know they made another…and probably final baby between them. It was the first baby they’d found out the sex beforehand just a few months ago at one of those ultrasound appointments. Zara cried in the room making Rider crazy to fix her tears. She cried when she was fucking happy, so basically he was crazy all the time. But very soon his second son, Zane, would be here.  
 
    “You shouldn’t carry me, you’ll put your back out.” She didn’t appear worried about his bones as she nestled into Rider’s neck, with her arms looped around him.  
 
    He just smiled into her hair and walked along the hallway to their bedroom.  
 
    Their lips sealed when he placed her gently on top of their bed, she didn’t let him go so he could tuck her in or grab a fast shower.  
 
    So he kissed his Icy how she needed until she sighed dreamily into his mouth. 
 
    “Are we having sex? It’s been two whole days, Ambrosio.” She accused, like it was his fault his mother stayed over last night and Zara wouldn’t let him do her nastily as he wanted.  
 
    Laughing, he pulled the shirt over his head and tossed it on the floor. She’d bust his balls about it tomorrow, but right now she was checking him out as she scooted up against the high headboard.  
 
    “Two whole days, my sex maniac old lady.” 
 
    “Yeah, so you better put out, I’m not made to be celibate when a body like yours lies in bed next to me.” Her tongue went into the side of her cheek as she grinned. 
 
    He would die fucking this woman.  
 
    This right here was the best part of his day, getting to crawl into bed with her, listen to her day and tell her about his, no matter how shit it had been.  
 
    No biker worth a cent would tell you his old lady isn’t his everything.  
 
    Those who are lucky enough to get an old lady like Zara, know to hold on tight and not fuck that shit up by taking his dick all around town.  
 
    He couldn’t speak for his brothers or his other MC brethren, but Rider was loyal to his old lady, he saw no one but her, she was his oasis.  
 
    The way her eyes gulped him down, she was in for a long night, even with her yawning.  
 
    He had an old lady to satisfy and his Zara had big appetites.  
 
    “Get naked, Rider, and get into this bed. Then you can tell me what’s bothering you.” 
 
    She always knew, he smiled to himself.  
 
    Another reason she’s the Souls queen.  
 
    He got her laid into his side, her hand toying with his beard.  
 
    She got either hyper or tired as fuck after he fucked her, he didn’t wanna tell her it was snowing again because he knew she’d have him out there at 3 am just to watch it.  
 
    And idiot that he was, he’d bundle her up and do just that.  
 
    Before all that, he told her his concerns about Texas and what all the boys had seen tonight.  
 
    He’d done the right thing at the time cutting his treasurer loose. 
 
    He just didn’t realize at that time it might be a mistake, that another punishment might have been more fitting. 
 
    Especially if he’d cut Texas loose, only for the guy to get entangled in shit he wouldn’t walk away alive from.  
 
    He talked about the shit with his old lady. 
 
    Then he fucked her to sleep. 
 
    The next morning he had to take her out in the fucking snow.  
 
    And Rider didn’t say shit about it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    “Brushing shoulders with evil.” – Poppy 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took only several weeks or so for Poppy to realize the town of Armado Springs was a close-knit community despite its city feel. 
 
    The people were inquisitive. 
 
    And they demonstrated wariness for anyone new. 
 
    They also looked out for one another. 
 
    She was used to being asked now if she was Texas’ girl.  
 
    It happened in the pharmacy, the grocery store and a quaint little bookstore she stopped inside just to browse.  
 
    And when she told them that yes, she was Texas’ girl, they got this look on their face.  
 
    Either one of awe, this was usually from women. She couldn’t blame them, because Tait was the hottest man alive. The other look was suspicion. This one she took offense to and didn’t engage with those people.  
 
    She avoided seeing Paige that day when she was coming out of the library with another woman. They were laughing together and the sight of her ex-boss made Poppy hide behind a wall until they passed by. 
 
    And because she was having a cringe-worthy morning already, she decided to go for the full package and she called her mom. 
 
    Yeah, that reception was lukewarm, at best and her heart jolted inside her chest. Even though she knew her parents and wasn’t wholly surprised.  
 
    “I need you to tell dad to have my account unfrozen. What he’s done is unfair.”  
 
    “You brought it on yourself, Penelope.” Her mom’s toneless voice said as though she were already bored of the conversation and that hurt bad.  
 
    This was usually the part where Poppy would back down.  
 
    She always did. 
 
    She didn’t want to do pageantry for eight years, her mom said it was good for her, so she did it. She didn’t want to spend summers in Boulogne at an all-girls finishing school, her mom insisted and Poppy gave in. 
 
    “How did I do that, mom? By not wanting to marry a man who I didn’t love?” 
 
    “It’s whom, dear.” 
 
    Oh, my God. Poppy looked to the sky and prayed for patience and understanding. Her mom was a different generation, she did have an arranged marriage, if you can believe that. She always thought her parents loved one another, now she wasn’t so sure of that anymore.  
 
    “I need money, mom. Dad had no right to lock my account. That money was from nana, it has nothing to do with him.”  
 
    She had money now, thankfully, but her mom didn’t need to know that.  
 
    Several days ago Tait found her looking at the wedding gown hung up in his bedroom, she’d unzipped the bag and let the lace fall out. It truly was a beautiful dress. His hand touched her waist from behind and he said, “bet you looked gorgeous in that, little girl.” She’d blushed. “You wanna put it on?” She’d balked at the suggestion, unsure why at first. “No, I don’t want you to see me in a wedding gown,” what she meant was, she didn’t want him to see her in another man’s wedding gown. She wanted to wear a wedding dress meant for him, meant to walk down the aisle to him. He palmed her bottom, told her he still thought she’d look sexy and then told her to do what she wanted with the dress.  
 
    That day she put the dress on Craigslist for 10 grand, less than 9 thousand that was paid for it. Within the hour, it was sold and picked up. 
 
    Now she had money, but this was the principle of the thing.  
 
    She needed to pay Tait back.  
 
    “It has everything to do with him when you humiliate us and our name.” Evelyn Astor imparted.  
 
    “Is that really all you’re bothered about? You don’t ask how I am, how I’m even living with no money. Just so long as I don’t blacken the family name…”  
 
    “Penelope, I don’t care for your tone, it’s so unbecoming, dear. Your father is only looking out for you and he said when you’ve gotten over your silly tantrum, you can come home and we can fix this.” 
 
    Poppy’s eyebrows shot up into her hair. “Fix it how?” 
 
    “We’ll have a sit down chat with Ronnie and his family.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, mom. Seriously? I don’t want to marry Ronnie Pitstop! He doesn’t even want to marry me.” 
 
    “You embarrassed him, dear, he’s bound to be licking his wounds.” 
 
    Yeah, right. Ronnie was probably getting his dick sucked by one of the server girls at the country club.  
 
    “Can you just for once see things from my point of view? I don’t want to marry him, I tried telling you for months and no one listened to me.” 
 
    “Oh, dear, it’s just nerves. Do you think I didn’t have them?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Well, I did. But you see how happy your father and I are. We only want the best for you.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do.” She whispered into the phone crushed in her hand. “I’m your daughter and you’ve discarded me like I don’t even matter. That hurts, mom.” 
 
    It was only then, a split second that she heard her mom inhale and her voice broke. “Penny, that’s not…” 
 
    “You sent every piece of everything I own, that tells me clearly you want rid of me from your life, scraping me off.” 
 
    “I didn’t… I thought.” 
 
    Poppy shook her head and the impending tears stinging the back of her eyelids. “Just tell dad to have my assets unlocked, or I’ll be seeking legal advice and God forbid the Astor’s be embroiled in a scandal.” 
 
    “Penelope, really…” her mom huffed. “You’re going to eat your words one of these days when you’re alone.” She was probably clutching a lace embroidered handkerchief to her nose with aghast that her daughter would even dare step out of line. 
 
    “Love you mom, bye.”  
 
    She hung up and tried really hard not to cry her eyes out on main street.  
 
    Within the hour she checked her banking app and her account was valid again. 
 
    She exhaled a huge sigh of relief, because she’d completely been fibbing, but she’d known the threat of public humiliation would motivate her mom.  
 
    She might have gone a little shopping wild in the next few hours. 
 
    Her arms aching from overloaded bags hooked on her fingers, she trudged back to Tait’s apartment, happy and eager to see him, with plans to cook him a massive dinner tonight and seduce him. 
 
    Struggling with the bags and fighting to find the key somewhere in her pockets, Poppy was ready to dump everything into the piles of snow by the door that Tait dug out only last night when she heard a manly chuckle behind her. 
 
    It was a set of manly hands too that reached out and steadied Poppy by holding her forearms before she planted her ass on the icy sidewalk.  
 
    The man in front of her gave her heart palpitations and a dry mouth.  
 
    “Please, allow me to help you, someone so pretty should not struggle, da?” It was the smartly dressed Russian—the man in the mafia more to the point, who smiled at her. She noticed now the long black Mercedes parked at the curb. 
 
    “I’m…I’m fine, thank you.”  
 
    All of a sudden her heart sprinted into a pitter-patter sequence that just wouldn’t quit its hammering. 
 
    The Russian mafia man was at Tait’s house. 
 
    Was he coming or leaving?  
 
    Was it a coincidence he was just driving by?  
 
    She didn’t care, she just wanted to get inside and started rooting around frantically in her pocket in hopes of finding the darn key. 
 
    “I would welcome you inside my vehicle to keep warm if you are unable to get inside,” again his smile was gracious but didn’t leave her feeling safe in his presence.  
 
    When she inhaled a big breath, the cold air stung her nose but fortunately her fingers clasped around the key. 
 
    “I’m good.”  
 
    He smiled and inclined his head.  
 
    He was dressed in a dark gray wool overcoat, a silver watch at his wrist and a ring on his pinky finger. With his hair scraped back in a neat cut, the man dripped money.  
 
    Poppy should know, she was always—until recently, around people who dripped money on their bodies. Now she was living a simpler life, she was even ashamed of her extravagance she’d been taught to live.  
 
    The money she’d wasted just to fit in with her crowd.  
 
    The same crowd who didn’t care where she was.  
 
    So yeah, they weren’t a crowd worth knowing.  
 
    The night Tait took her to a grocery store and let her push the cart, he got a kick out of her excitement for choosing things. He even teased her that it must be the first place she’d stepped inside where things didn’t cost the earth.  
 
    He’d been right, but she’d loved every second of it.  
 
    She needed money to live, but she wasn’t living for money anymore.  
 
    Not when she’d been happy for weeks without it.  
 
    This guy in front of her was from money. Whether he was born to it or he earned it and she didn’t want him at Tait’s door. 
 
    “I see that you are, Miss. Astor. We should have dinner some time.” 
 
    Oh. My. God. Was he hitting on her? Ew.  
 
    “I have a boyfriend.”  
 
    Well, maybe. Hopefully. But Russian man didn’t need to know the particulars of her and Tait’s maybe relationship.  
 
    “Da.” He grinned. “I meant you and Texas to join me.” 
 
    Yeah, right, buddy.  
 
    With the front door pushed open, she dropped all the bags inside and turned back to him. He was standing casually with both hands in his pockets like he was any person who dropped by for coffee, but now Poppy knew different.  
 
    Not all men were equal.  
 
    “I saw you, the other night in the bar. You were arguing with Rider.” 
 
    Though his smile didn’t drop, an inch of coldness entered his eyes. Coldness Poppy shivered at. “I don’t think … I don’t think Tait or myself want to have dinner with you, if you don’t mind. He’s trying to have a good life.” 
 
    Half turning, the man made to walk to his car, but glanced at her, a predatory smile cut over his mouth and once again she got the impression he was not being friendly at all.  
 
    More likely calculating with the veneer of normalcy. “This is what I wish too. But let me tell you, Miss. Astor.” How the frick did he know her name? That wasn’t creepy at all. “Leave business to men, your time is much better spent making yourself pretty for your man, da?” 
 
    Wow. This guy and his outdated misogyny would probably get on famously with her parents.  
 
    After she’d staggered up the flights of stairs, she stormed into the apartment and found Tait closing up the fridge.  
 
    He eyed her; he eyed the millions of bags.  
 
    “Did you leave anything behind at the stores?”  
 
    Poppy was too frantic to realize what he’d said at first, she was busy dumping the loot at her feet and shaking out of her puffy coat.  
 
    “Oh? I got my bank account back. But never mind that, Tait, you’ll never guess…” 
 
    “Did you know there’s 15 candy bars in the fridge drawer?” Walking toward her, he hauled all her bags in two hands, easy as that, and dropped them onto the couch for her, she trailed behind him, intent on telling him what just happened. But he was distracting. 
 
    “What? Yeah, I needed chocolate last night while you were in the apartments downstairs so I went to that little store on the corner. I used that twenty dollars you left on the side; I owe you.” 
 
    He laughed lightly, looking like a runway model with rugged man like features.  
 
     “Little girl, let’s just assume my money is yours at this point, okay?” 
 
    She nodded, stressed and swooning a tiny bit seeing him dressed in what she called his biker clothes. Dark distressed jeans, the wallet chain hanging around his hips and a long-sleeved black undershirt. The sleeves pushed to his elbows; he was showing his arm veins like an attention seeking manslut.  
 
    Before she could get a word in, he went on. “Does anyone need that many candy bars?”  
 
    Of all the…. She blinked and gaped up at him towering over her, every other thought fled the building because of the blasphemous thing he’d just said with a straight face.  
 
    “Says the man who dislikes chocolate.” He shrugged. It was the one thing about his teen self that she wasn’t enamored by. Tait was crazy. “What kind of person hates chocolate? It’s insane, you’re not normal, Tait. You might have something internally wrong with you.” 
 
    He smirked and made things so much worse by adding. “I like fruit.” 
 
    “You are crazy. Fruit and chocolate are not the same thing. I can’t believe I’ve had sex with a chocolate hater.”  
 
    This made Tait laugh. 
 
    It brought her back to normal and she tried to shush him with her hands on his chest when he grabbed. “Listen, Tait.”  
 
    “No one was complaining about what I ate last night.” 
 
    A pulse of heat went right through her. 
 
    He spoke the truth.  
 
    He’d crawled beneath the comforter and stayed there until Poppy screamed with her legs shaking.  
 
    She playfully batted his chest and buried her burning face.  
 
    “More chocolate for you, little girl. I’ll stick to gorging on your beautiful pussy.” His shirt was the softest thing she’d ever felt and thank God, it hid her gleeful embarrassment.  
 
    He called her vagina beautiful. She’d worn diamonds and designer dresses and that was maybe the best compliment she’d ever received. 
 
    But yet again, the gorgeous smelling man was distracting her.  
 
    Especially his ass grabbing hands, so she blurted. 
 
    “That Russian guy was just outside.”  
 
    Every inch of humor on Tait’s face fell away.  
 
    “What the fuck.” 
 
    “He talked to me.” 
 
    “What the actual fuck? He was here? Outside? And he fucking talked to you?” 
 
    She quickly went through it.  
 
    And that’s when, no word of a lie, she felt the air turn cold surrounding his big body. Standing unnaturally still, with his head hanging low and his eyes darkly hooded, she felt the air turn frigid. 
 
    “He fucking touched you?” 
 
    She stumbled over her words because even though it was a serious situation, the gruff voice tumbled her belly over.  
 
    “Well, he sort of caught me before I slipped on the ice.” 
 
    “He fucking touched you, Poppy.” 
 
    “Just my forearms.” 
 
    More growls fell out of him and a cavalcade of shivers assaulted the surface of her skin. Not from fear. Never from fear. “He fucking touched you.” 
 
    Rounding her, he set her aside and prowled over to look out of the windows and then he grabbed a set of keys he kept in a bowl on a console table by the entryway, next was his leather jacket he swung into.  
 
    “Tait, where…?” 
 
    “Wait right here, lock this door behind me, Pop, and don’t open it for anyone but me, got it?” 
 
    “Tait, what?” 
 
    “Got it?” He growled, eyes flaring.  
 
    She bobbed her head nervously, chewing on her lip. “I got it, but where are you going?” 
 
    “Lock this behind me.” 
 
    He slammed out and seconds later she heard him stomp down the stairs and then a few seconds after that the roar of his bike. The bike he shouldn’t even be riding in this weather, he was likely to break his damn neck.  
 
    She rushed over to the windows in time to watch him roar off down the street.  
 
    See, if he were a chocolate eater, he probably would have a calmer temper, she thought. She went to unpack and start dinner.  
 
    She hadn’t forgotten she had seducing in mind.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The asshole on the door was no match for Texas when he shoved himself inside and took the stairs. 
 
    If the man himself was surprised at Texas slamming open the office door loud enough that it crashed against the wall, he didn’t show it.  
 
    Mainly because when Texas burst in, Grigori was banging a chick over his desk.  
 
    Texas was far too deeply into his own fury to give a rats ass what the guy was doing, or the fact that Grigori didn’t appear fazed by it because he gave one last thrust and pushed the girl away, he buttoned his pants before speaking to her in Russian.  
 
    If Texas had been a little calmer, he would have noticed the lack of enjoyment on the woman’s face and the cold fear in her eyes. As it was, he didn’t watch as she pulled down her thigh hugging skirt and looked back at the Russian. “Go, Marianna,” he issued and the dark haired woman glanced at Texas but speed walked out of the room. 
 
    Grigori paid no mind to Texas while he fixed himself a drink, smirking from behind his desk.  
 
    “My friend, how good to see you. I would have offered you a complimentary turn with Marianna, but she is shy.” 
 
    Charming fucking man. “Not your fucking friend. Not interested in your whore. Why were you outside my house?”  
 
    Rather than answer, he glanced at Texas with a smirk on his lips before he sipped his drink and placed the glass on the table. “She is lovely, comrade. I suggested we share a meal. Cement our business, da?” 
 
    Acid rushed up into Texas’ throat with just the thought of this evil piece of shit around his sweet Poppy.  
 
    Over. His. Dead. Fucking. Body.  
 
    They’d looked into Penelope.  
 
    Probably had all the info on her family and their influence.  
 
    Not altogether a surprise.  
 
    Texas assumed they’d have him watched to test if he went back to the MC.  
 
    He should have been better prepared, kept her out of sight.  
 
    “You don’t share her air.” He had more to add. “My girl doesn’t exist to you, are you understanding me? What the fuck ever game you want to play, you put her in it, I’m not happy.” 
 
    “You have many years with MC and yet you do not learn it is not advantageous to wear heart on your sleeve, comrade. It makes a man like you weak.” Grigori delivered the speech in his somewhat stilted English like he was giving life advice to a son and Texas about saw red as he stormed forward, leaning over the desk with his fingers holding him up. 
 
    His eyes flared as he bared his teeth and issued his own warning with quiet bullets. “Whatever is on my sleeve is my business, Russian. You stay away from my woman, you don’t pull her up in the fucking street, you don’t come to my house, ever.” 
 
    “Protection, da. The lovely one needs it in a place like this,” Grigori simpered slyly. “As you are a part of my conglomerate now, I could have a man watch her for you.” 
 
    “Fuck you. And hear what I am saying, stay away.” 
 
    “Therein lies your weaknesses, my friend. If I were a lesser man I would take advantage of such show of care. But we are friends, da?” 
 
    Fuck you, friend, Texas thought, with his rage bubbling his stomach.  
 
    “I respect your wishes, and I did not mean to scare the woman, you give her my apologies,” when Texas turned on his boots, Grigori stopped him. “But while you are here. Perhaps we talk for a moment. I wish for you to put me into contact with your brother.” 
 
    The penny dropped like a clanging symbol and when Texas spun around it was with clarity of just how Grigori had played him and Texas had delivered himself up on a fucking platter. 
 
    The other man grinned with his hands clasped on his desk.  
 
    Give a veiled threat to Poppy’s safety and then offer a solution in which Texas wouldn’t have any other choice but to accept.  
 
    “Who?” He asked. 
 
    “Ah, come now, my friend, let us not build a relationship on lies. Your brother, twin in fact, is he not? Malachai Hunt, decorated agent of the ATF department with many commendations from the mayor of New York City.” 
 
    This guy was good.  
 
    Texas buried the fact he was related to Mal for a long time, he didn’t care how Grigori uncovered the truth because he wasn’t playing his game. 
 
    “I said I’d make you money, that’s the beginning and end of this.”  
 
    “A pity then.” Grigori shrugged.  
 
    The threat clear, contaminating the air between them. 
 
    If Texas didn’t introduce his twin to the bratva underboss, then something would happen to Poppy.  
 
    “I think we could have a happy accord with your blood relative, da?” 
 
    Texas smirked. “The biggest mistake you’ve made… and you’ve made a lot… is showing me your plate, because I’m hungry and you want to know something? I have nothing to lose.” 
 
    Only he did. Poppy, if the implied threat was to be taken seriously. 
 
    As he’d said earlier, over his dead fucking body.  
 
    He wasn’t a violent man, but he’d gladly push a blade in his eye socket.  
 
    “This is not happening,” he turned and walked out, and luck was on his side when he took the stairs, a room on the third floor was wide open and inside were rows and rows of liquor from floor to ceiling. He snapped off a picture and emailed it to the sheriff with the location.  
 
    Let the fuckers keep busy with a raid.  
 
    When he got back to his place, it smelled delicious, gravy and wine in the air, but all Texas saw was the beauty at the counter.  
 
    She’d changed into little shorts and put her hair up on top of her head.  
 
    She was flushed from cooking and she gave him the biggest smile.   
 
    Three seconds to reach her.  
 
    Two seconds for his gut to tighten. 
 
    One second to smash her lips under his and force her mouth open to get at her taste. 
 
    He was an animal tearing her shorts down, kissing hell out of her. He swallowed her gasp, her sigh and her dreamy moans when she cottoned on to what he wanted and she started doing her own tearing of his clothes. He had her against the kitchen wall, dick lined up when he breathed against her lips. “Tell me you’re ready.” 
 
    “Oh, my God. Yes, Tait.” 
 
    Good enough for him.  
 
    She said she liked it when he fucked her like an animal. That’s all he had in him at that moment.  
 
    He shoved forward and buried all his rage and terror inside the hottest heat of all. Wetness slid around his cock and made pleasure fire through him. Ah, God. It felt good.  
 
    She cried out, dug her nails into his shoulders and wrapped her legs.  
 
    She didn’t deserve this, but he couldn’t stop. 
 
    Needed to fuck himself sane. 
 
    Needed her. 
 
    Needed to keep her safe. 
 
    She meant something to him. 
 
    Too much.  
 
    And he showed her with his body. 
 
    He’d never had sex like it. 
 
    The fucking best ever.  
 
    “Do you need me on your clit, baby?” He rasped, going hard. 
 
    “N-no,” she moaned and showed she didn’t by buckling on the next deep thrust. 
 
    She came and then he came on a roar, staying planted in her with her mouth against his throat. She was sweet and soft and he’d regret later just how hard he’d taken her. But Poppy didn’t seem to care. She giggled and played with his hair. “Well I was going to seduce you tonight.” 
 
    He groaned and glided up once more, just to feel her pussy shatter pulses around his dick. “Just you breathing seduces me.” 
 
    He might have told too many lies in the past. 
 
    But that was one of the truest things he’d said. 
 
    And he made sure to tell her over and over for the next few hours. 
 
    Dinner was burned, but it tasted delicious when he eventually let her out of his bed so they could eat.  
 
    And hours later, when Poppy was curled up warm on his chest sound asleep, Tait flipped through the local channels and watched a news report of a liquor raid downtown on Grigori’s building.  
 
    Texas went to sleep smiling.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    “The biker with many faces.” - Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    The smartest way to get one over on a Russian underboss was to take it slow.  
 
    Lay the foundation for deceit and betrayal.  
 
    Over the following week, Texas went in sly and hard.  
 
    He didn’t have to play nice with Grigori, not now the man knew where he stood, but he did show up at his building and once at a restaurant when he was “summoned” he made like he was talking to Malachai and that his brother was heading to town very soon for this meeting.  
 
    It pleased Grigori.  
 
    Like Texas could give a fuck for making that man happy. 
 
    But he fed him ways to make fast and easy money. 
 
    Nothing that would clash with Rider or the club. 
 
    He made that abundantly clear.  
 
    And while he did this, he supplied what information he could get from drunken goons, so easily bribed with booze and cigars, to the sheriff.  
 
    In total that week, there were several raids for illegal imported liquor and cigarettes caught at the docks.   
 
    It was petty and small and probably didn’t cost Grigori anything other than it irritated the man and that was enough to have Texas grinning.  
 
    The big fish though was that porn warehouse and it was next on his agenda. 
 
    As yet, Grigori hadn’t mentioned the endeavor to Texas, but he could smell the money laundering from a mile away, and he was eager as a rottweiler to get his teeth into it. He considered a few times taking what he knew to Lawless, but though some of the boys were friendly with him, it didn’t mean they’d trust his word. 
 
    On this he was alone.  
 
    The opportunity came a few days later.  
 
    He made sure his girl was staying home that day and he went to meet the Russian.  
 
    He felt it in his bones, today was the day.  
 
    Slipping his phone away after alerting the sheriff not to be eating donuts any time soon, he stepped down off his bike and strode over to the warehouse where Grigori in his expensive threads and attitude waited.  
 
    He offered Texas a smirk and a handshake.  
 
    Texas ignored both.  
 
    “What’s this about? I thought my investment tips would have satisfied you for a while.”  
 
    “Problems this week kept me occupied. I want you to take a look at my latest venture and see where I can capitalize on it.”  
 
    The degenerate wanted to sell sex. 
 
    Texas nearly regurgitated the maple bacon pancakes Poppy made this morning.  
 
    He kept his face blank and followed him inside. 
 
    It was busy. Busier than he’d seen it on his reconnaissance  
 
    It was seedy as seedy could get. There was nothing arousing about the many set ups in each corner, the beds and couches all doctored for fucking and there was a weird smell in the air. Weed mixed with something else, like they were pumping stuff into the atmosphere. The noises, people moving around, mostly men shifting furniture, leading chicks onto different sets. Some were already naked, others in thin robes. He felt nothing but sympathy for these women. Whatever their circumstances, even if they loved fucking every hour of the day, there were better industries than a pimped out warehouse to do it. 
 
    And he realized he was a fucking hypocrite because he’d watched and enjoyed porn many times. 
 
    But this felt different.  
 
    This wasn’t amateur shit you see nowadays where you know the couple are into fucking each other. It’s not Hollywood. 
 
    Instead, it was a dank warehouse in Colorado, run by an unprincipled man who would sell every piece of pussy in there and not care at all if he ruined those women.   
 
    Texas locked his jaw and kept in step.  
 
    He hadn’t heard a word Grigori spouted in about ten minutes.  
 
    Too busy checking out his men on the outskirts standing centurion with guns.  
 
    Now, Texas was not familiar with porn sets, but he’d bet his left nut that there usually was not men holding guns anywhere.  
 
    What a charming boss this motherfucker was. Bet he didn’t offer them dental insurance either.  
 
    And he was gliding around like king of the roost.  
 
    Talking Russian to his men, leering at the chicks getting railed while being filmed and choreographed.  
 
    Texas recognized the chick from the desk fucking.  
 
    She clocked eyes with him and he felt his gut lurch because she looked so miserable, almost pleading with him with her sad, bottomless eyes.  
 
    He could have told her he was as useless as she felt.  
 
    He tore his gaze away. 
 
    “So you’re pushing pussy. How do you want me to fancy that shit up into dollars?”  
 
    Like hell he’d help, but he played well.  
 
    “I need permits. Better location, bigger sets. You know people, da?” 
 
    “The mayor not big on signing this away for tax purposes I take it?” 
 
    Grigori smirked yet didn’t answer.  
 
    “I am better suited to like-minded people to do business with.” 
 
    Fuck, what the hell did that say if he was kicking Brex Mahoney to the curb? Because the last time he checked that fella was crooked as they come.  
 
    “I make money. I buy shares and stocks. I invest. I don’t hire buildings for porn locations and not this type of porn. Ever heard of romance, man?” 
 
    The Russian laughed quietly as he watched a scene being filmed. That chick’s pussy and ass was gonna be sore as hell later with the amount of dicks plowing into her at once. 
 
    He just about kept his stomach so he could get through this.  
 
    He wanted to bury this guy more than ever.  
 
    “I cater to a select audience, my friend. You should give it a try; I give you free subscription.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m good.” the tour continued and was as grim and vile as anyone would expect. He was seeing the sex industry in a whole new depressing light.  
 
    He wanted to get all the women out of there, single handed if need be.  
 
    No way were these women there voluntarily. And Texas was Jesus Christ if they were receiving payment for the degrading acts they were put through. 
 
    Grigori really was aiming for an all-time low with his reputation. 
 
    “This place is shit,” he remarked.  
 
    The man smirked, not pleasant at all. “You see why an upgrade is necessary. You, me and your brother can do a lot of good things, Mr. Hunt, once we cut through red tape.” 
 
    Texas snorted, rolling a quarter inside his pocket to keep his hand from patting the gun tucked away in the holster against his ribs.  
 
    He learned on day one in the MC to be safer than sorry.  
 
    “You’re shit out of luck if you think my brother would get involved in the sex trade. He’s a fucking cop.” 
 
    “Ah, but a cop who knows how to look the other way, am I wrong? He has access to channels that we need.” 
 
    There was no we. This guy was crazy.  
 
    “Sit. Enjoy.” Grigori said. “I will return in a moment.”  
 
    He strode off and left Texas among the misery and the ruined.  
 
    He turned away; he’d throw up if he had to watch this shit.  
 
    There was porn, then there was whatever this was. 
 
    He noted all the security men with their guns were enjoying every second of the three sets going on simultaneously, more than one grabbed his own crotch.  
 
    Cutting his gaze to the left, he rested on a wall furthest away from what was going down. He desperately wanted to call Poppy and have her goodness cleanse his ears and feel how she laughed at something stupid she saw on TV.   
 
    He made like he was texting, when in fact he was recording the assholes with guns. He didn’t wait to transfer it to Charlie Timmons later, he uploaded the file with a few taps and sent it to him via email. 
 
    Let Grigori get out of that one.  
 
    Ideally he wanted eyes on something official, a paper trail that said this guy was bad news and had his fingers in a lot of bad shit. For now all he had was photos so he kept sending them to the only trustworthy cop he knew.  
 
    Time was, that would have been Malachai. How times had changed, he thought, when he couldn’t put trust in his own blood to do the right thing.  
 
    Lifting his head, he slipped his phone away in time to see one of the heavies yanking a skinny malnourished chick in miniscule red underwear by her arm, almost dragging so she tripped on the floor. 
 
    Fury filled Texas’ eyes as he rushed forward and knocked the guy back with force.  
 
    “Get the fuck off her, you asshole, she’s a woman, not a bag of cement, would you drag your sister like that?” 
 
    The woman who’d burrowed into Texas’s body for shelter like she thought he was Jesus and Thor combined, was mumbling upset in thick Russian. 
 
    This pissed off the goon and he pointed his gun and he too spoke in Russian. 
 
    This brought two of the other goons. 
 
    Turns out, maybe today was the day Texas died.  
 
    But he’d do it by not witnessing a woman being treated like she was shit.  
 
    He petted the back of her dark hair and told her it was okay. 
 
    “What is going on here?” The authority voice spoke and had heads turning. Texas didn’t look away from the gun pointed at his temple.  
 
    Russian conversation was exchanged between his men.  
 
    “This asshole was almost dragging her arm from the socket.” Texas informed. 
 
    Eyes cut like steel, Grigori said the woman’s name very softly and Texas felt her shiver before she ambled over.  
 
    More Russian exchanged, only from Grigori. You could be mistaken if you thought he was soothing the girl with his soft words. Her trembling was a big giveaway as to what her boss/captor was saying. 
 
    Putting his hand in his pants pocket, Grigori held a white pill between finger and thumb when he brought it back out. “Open, malen’kaya. Remember to use your English, we are in the free world now.” 
 
    Like a well-trained puppet, the dark haired woman fell into order as if deflated, opened her lips and Grigori dropped the pill inside. Her voice was broken when she spoke. “da, ser.” 
 
    The hair grab came out of nowhere and the women cried out.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I mean to say yes, sir.” 
 
    “That’s better. An uneducated woman is a stupid woman, malen’kaya. Go now. Work, earn that pretty face.”  
 
    Wow, this fucker really needed a bullet to the temple.  
 
    Texas held onto his temper, there was not much he could do alone against four armed men hovering around.  
 
    At this point, he just wanted out of this cesspit.  
 
    He’d go home and reassess what the fuck he was doing trying to take down the second man of the bratva.  
 
    He’d been out of his mind to think he could. 
 
    The sound of a backhanded slap echoed with force through the concrete warehouse and had Texas whirling around mid-step. One of the goons was dragging the woman hard enough her knees were scraping on the floor, she cried out and earned herself another slap and a slew of Russian in her face before she climbed to her feet. 
 
    She pushed the guy’s chest—big mistake, she got another slap and this had Texas advancing forward. 
 
    Grigori’s hand on his arm stopped him. 
 
    “Leave it, comrade, it does not concern you.” 
 
    “Seeing a woman being beaten is not my concern?” He grated. 
 
    “Nyet. Come, we have business to discuss. Marianna is not your concern.”  
 
    Texas put Poppy’s face on that woman and his gut twisted sickeningly.  
 
    Marianna being beaten was every man’s concern if he had any kind of decency in him. 
 
    He hoped to God the sheriff did something with the photos he sent over.  
 
    “You have not contacted your brother.” Grigori declared, inside his cold office space. The space was barren save for a desk and a chair. 
 
    “I said it would take time.” 
 
    “I think you stall me, my friend, and I do not care to be made a fool, da? In fact, I feel anger if I know that is happening.” 
 
    As that, the door behind Texas opened and he knew Grigori’s game at once.  
 
    It all became crystal fucking clear as his belly dropped. 
 
    If he couldn’t get Texas on side to put him in good with his twin, then he’d force his hand by blackening his name further, making it so every fucking person in Armado thought he was in with the bratva. 
 
    Rider, larger than life filled the doorway in his black leather Souls jacket and his shrewd stare looking between them both.  
 
    Grigori smiled his lethal cocksucker smile as Texas felt his intestines start to leak blood.  
 
    Asshole. 
 
    Motherfucker.  
 
    He was getting his insurance on Texas good and well.  
 
    Played.  
 
    “Rider, you’re right on time, thank you for coming, my friend.”  
 
    Texas kept his mouth shut but his eyes on his ex prez. 
 
    What the fuck could he say anyway? It’s not what it looks like, Rider. I’m not here colluding with the club’s enemy. 
 
    The evidence against him was damning.  
 
    “Looks cozy as fuck in here and I don’t mean the décor.” Rider remarked, dark and tight with his eyes on Texas before they slid back to Grigori who was standing behind his desk like the lorded fucker he was. 
 
    He’d set Texas up.  
 
    “Nice of you to come, Rider. Please, take a seat.” The Russian gestured. “I will have drinks brought in.” 
 
    “I’m not stopping. This ain’t a social call. I wanted to see this shitstorm with my own eyes and gotta say, you’re about as fucked up as I always thought you were. Some of those chicks out there don’t even fuckin’ look legal. You doping them up?” 
 
    Grigori smirked. Unrepentant. But then, the devil doesn’t have a conscience.  
 
    “Business, my friend, comes with costs, da? You know this. I think if we all help each other, put heads together, as you say, we will make Denver very profitable. We are smart men who want to own the world.” 
 
    Rider laughed. “De-fucking-lusional as always. Consider this place shut the fuck down as of now.”  
 
    Rider turned to leave, but not before he stared a hole through Texas’ head. A stare he felt as if Rider had gut punched him. “Nice company you’re keeping, man. From cops to the mafia, seriously fuckin’ nice.”  
 
    “It’s not…” 
 
    “Mr. Hunt and I have a good relationship. One you and I could have had, Rider, if you realized the potential for this state.” 
 
    Fucking hell. 
 
    Fire in Rider’s eyes meant he turned back around and started to advance on Grigori. “Told you before, you and I will never climb into bed, dickhead. I gave you leeway because of my Tracker and the state you left him in.”  
 
    Oh, that asshole would die twice as painful for the pleased grin on his face, Texas thought to himself. 
 
     “It was me who shut your smuggling down. It was me who stopped you peddling pills to kids. It was me who fucked up your relationship with the mayor.” With each confession, Rider’s grin turned smugger. 
 
    Grigori’s smirk dropped and his pale skin turned angry mottled red.  
 
    “Told you ample times, this is my fuckin’ city. Nothing happens here that I don’t know about. No fucker earns a buck without my say so. Oh and the best.” Now he was directly in front of Grigori, their heights almost matched. “We drained nearly twenty big ones from every undertaking you ever tried to do. That was my favorite fuckin’ part, man. My club might take a cruise on your dime, thanks for that. Why do you think I haven’t drilled your body like swiss cheese with bullets? Now you know, we were making you fuckin’ poor first.” 
 
    The air in the tiny office changed, like all the oxygen was sucked out immediately.  
 
    Rider better know what the hell he was doing by goading him. 
 
    Outside, he heard a muffled scream again.  
 
    He turned away for one second, just one. 
 
    Russian was spewed out of Grigori’s mouth as if the man was so furious that he couldn’t think in English fast enough to translate his thoughts. 
 
    Before Texas knew it, two guns were drawn. 
 
    One held by Rider. 
 
    The other by Grigori.  
 
    “We found your broker and my boy broke him, if you get what I mean. He had all your accounts in minutes. Ah, now that was so fuckin’ sweet, man. Tasted good to smell all that filthy Russian money and make it clean for my own pockets. You really are a simple fuckin’ man not to see it.”  
 
    “Rider, you might want to shut up now.” Texas said out of the side of his mouth. Without realizing it, he’d moved closer to his friend.  
 
    “When I want you to bark, Tex, I’ll kick your Russian kennel.” Rider bit out, his gaze on the enemy. 
 
    “Here is the dilemma, Mr. Hunt.” Grigori spoke, eerily ghost-like.  
 
    The palpable standoff with Rider continued. The pair unrelenting.  
 
    Rider wasn’t done provoking like a death wish bastard with big balls. “Can’t forget how we took all your men from you. My pigs, man, they ate like fuckin’ fat kings on Russian meat for weeks.”  
 
    So that happened, Rider seriously showed all his cards to Grigori.  
 
    How the fuck did he expect to get out of here alive?  
 
    Turning his gaze to Texas, Grigori’s eyes were fury itself.  
 
    No man as him liked to be treated less than a lord.  
 
    “Choices are easy, Mr. Hunt. You want this man to live, you call your brother right now and make the connection we proposed. I want it to happen right now.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-NINE 
 
    “A bad day to get dead.” - Rider 
 
      
 
      
 
    So many emotions swirled inside Texas. 
 
    None of them sided with this motherfucker. 
 
    He’d call Mal over his own dead body, but it concerned Rider’s. 
 
    “Listen, you mad fuck, this has gone too far, put the guns down.” 
 
    Rider chuckled, without humor. “Your fall from grace landed your ass in pig swill, Texas. Congrats, man. Didn’t know you had it in you. Tell him club business, did you?” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Rider, while you have a gun pointed at you, yeah?”  
 
    “Too late to play white hat now.”  
 
    “Mr. Hunt.” 
 
    “This isn’t the way to get me to heel.”  
 
    “So be it,” Grigori said calmly as if ordering from a menu he didn’t care for and one second… just one second, Texas didn’t even see the man move, but he stepped right and fired the gun. 
 
    Rider’s gun fired on reflex, it hit the wall and caused a ruckus of noise. 
 
    Texas felt the reverberation going through his bones but that wasn’t what caused his heart to gallop. 
 
    It was seeing Rider hit the deck like a sack of bricks, falling on his front. 
 
    The bullet hitting him square in the chest.  
 
    Texas never thought he’d see life go by his eyes in slow motion, but his vision dimmed even as he grabbed his own gun from his holster near his ribs, and advanced viciously fast on Grigori, wrath like molten lava burning his torso with pain at what he was seeing.  
 
    Grigori lowered his weapon, uncaring for the one pointed at him now. He stepped out from the desk and came around to Texas, wiping his hands with a white handkerchief from his pocket while he glanced nonchalantly down at the man he’d shot.   
 
    “You mad fucking fuck. What the fuck have you done?”  
 
    Rider wasn’t moving. Oh fuck.  
 
    He wasn’t moving even an inch.  
 
    Not a fucking inch.  
 
    Texas’ pain increased.  
 
    “What needed to be done. Casualties of war. Shall we have a drink, comrade, and make that call, da?” 
 
    “You have no clue how dead I’m going to make you.” 
 
    The Russian laughed. 
 
    He laughed while Rider laid dead on the floor.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY 
 
    “Dead: the sequel.” – Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sound of bullets meant the next loud noise Texas heard was fast approaching feet. His bulls coming to protect papa bear.  
 
    Texas didn’t think when he swerved his body and fired at the first person through the door. He hit the guy directly and he fell backwards, bleeding like a stuck pig. 
 
    Grigori laughed maniacally. 
 
    “I did not think you had it in you, Mr. Hunt. I am proud, well done.” 
 
    He seriously was a crazy fucker, the lights were on, but the elevator didn’t go right to the penthouse.  
 
    Adrenaline like never before kept Texas steady even in the fact that he’d just killed a man. He’d killed someone and his friend laid dead at his feet.  
 
    He couldn’t even think about the club in that second. 
 
    Or Zara. 
 
    Fuck. Zara and his kids. Gia, Jed, Ajax and Annie.  
 
    He couldn’t think of any of them or it would tear him apart.  
 
    His soul would never get clean after this.  
 
    He’d caused Rider’s death, indirectly or directly, the fucking details didn’t matter 
 
    He’d tried to play hero, to fix some of his wrongs and only made them a thousand times worse.  
 
    Texas’ brows snapped together but his hands were steady holding the warm weapon between both.  
 
    He hated not seeing Poppy one last time, he hoped someone told her in the aftermath that he’d been falling so hard in love with her.  
 
    He hoped someone told her that so she’d have some comfort. 
 
    He wasn’t getting out of this alive, but he’d take this asshole with him first.  
 
    “A man with his back against the wall will do almost anything, you bastard, to protect those he loves. You wouldn’t know that shit, you see in dollars and empty power. You think selling those poor fucking women’s pussy’s will make you a man?”  
 
    Grigori looked uninterested.  
 
    “You’re hard to get rid of, I’ll give you that due. You’re like a case of untreatable herpes, but you’re nothing, man. Nothing. You’ve always been a joke in this town.” Ah, that got a reaction with a tick in the Russian’s jaw. Go for the ego, roger fucking that, Texas thought. “Rider was a good man, he has people who give a fuck about him, he did right by this town and his club. You wouldn’t know a fuck about that.” 
 
    “Enough, Mr. Hunt. This is not interesting.” 
 
    Texas laughed darkly, moving closer, staring at the man. “I felt violently sick every time I had to talk to you. I would never work with you, you psycho. Never. Those raids? You have me to thank for that. And you were so fucking dumb not to see it. Those investments I passed on? Yeah, not worth the paper they’re written on, how much did you put in, a good few mill right? Ah, man, sorry.” He grinned tightly. “Never trust a Hunt, we’re sly motherfuckers. Only I stand behind my friends, my fucking club, even when I don’t wear the cut. Fuck you for what you’ve done.” 
 
    Honest to God, Texas’ fury disappeared in a second when from out of the corner of his peripheral he caught the slightest movement from the floor. 
 
    He went right on taunting the Russian, letting flow his emotions and poisoned thoughts. 
 
    And while he did, it gave Rider the moment he needed to pull a Jesus and rise from the goddamn grave, giving Texas a heart attack, though he kept his gaze on Grigori, didn’t give it away until Rider was on his feet behind the Russian and had the man in a headlock pressing his face into the desk.  
 
    Relief felt like burning in Texas’ chest. 
 
    Not dead. 
 
    Not fucking dead. 
 
    Jesus Christ.  
 
    He couldn’t let his legs go now, not when there was shit still to do.  
 
    He sounded very undead like when Rider hissed. “Word of advice, you dumbfuck. Always riddle the body on the floor with bullets to make sure they’re really dead, haven’t you seen a horror movie before? The body always fuckin’ rises. Surprise, bitch.”  
 
    If not for the situation, Texas would have rolled on the floor laughing. 
 
    “Tex. Gun.” Issued Rider, forcibly keeping the man down with his own heavy body while Russian slews flew and when Grigori attempted to scream out for help, Rider plugged his mouth with a hard fist, spurting blood. 
 
    Texas scooped up Rider’s gun from the floor and handed it over. 
 
    “Sick to fuckin’ death of hearing your Russian fuckin’ mouth. Oh, and one last thing, you’ll love this. This is from your boss the pakhan. Had a nice talk with that dying old man, once he knew you were skimming millions from his money, he asked me to finish you, as a nice favor. Fuckin’ perfect. He doesn’t know we set that up too. This is for my club, for my boy, Grinder. Bye, fucker. Told you before, I always win in the end, should have taken my warning as gospel.”  
 
    It all happened in 10ths of seconds, Texas’ eyes pinging from the door and the rushing of more feet to Rider putting the gun butt to Grigori’s temple to incapacitate him. 
 
    And then. 
 
    One bang and another enemy of the Renegade Souls MC was dead. 
 
    Not maybe dead, the brain matter and blood that splattered across the office was about as dead as dead came.  
 
    There was no time to celebrate. To breathe. To make sure Rider wasn’t really shot.  
 
    “Behind you,” warned Rider changing the angle of his gun to the doorway. 
 
    Three bulls. Weapons drawn. 
 
    A lot of bullets sprayed from them all. 
 
    Only Rider and Texas remained standing.  
 
    The last man to the door was already firing inside the office when Texas tried to aim, and found the weapon empty. 
 
    It was instinct born of friendship and loyalty that made him put himself in the way as the guy took aim at Rider’s head and fired. 
 
    Texas’ voice was loud when he screamed out one word, filled with both fear and anger. “No!” 
 
    He put himself directly in the firing line by throwing himself left and felt pain rip through his upper arm. That shit meant it cut through Texas’ flesh and bone but it also changed the course from hitting Rider’s skull. 
 
    It did hit Rider though; he found a second later once Rider had put a bullet in the last Russian. Texas turned to see Rider on the floor.  
 
    This time, blood coated his black clothes turning them wet and darker. 
 
    “Oh, fuck. You’re hit.” 
 
    “So are you,” chuckled Rider from his slumped position. 
 
    Texas got over to him to see the red stuff pouring out of him. 
 
    He couldn’t see if it was a through and through.  
 
    But it didn’t look good. Not with the way crimson started to pool on the floor.  
 
    “Thought… fuck, thought he got you, Ri. Thought that asshole got you clean through the chest.” 
 
    “Nah,” winced Rider and pulled up his shirt at the corner to show he was wearing a sleek-cut bulletproof body armor. 
 
    Relief was immense but it didn’t make Texas feel better. 
 
    His own upper arm pain was ignored as he tried to stop Rider’s blood, or at least hold it back while he fished out his phone to call for an ambulance. 
 
    “Get the club,” Rider issued just like a boss, even as his color was seeping out of his face and every moment hurt him. 
 
    Then he put a call through to the club. 
 
    “It’s Texas. 911.” He said giving the SOS code to Lawless on the other end. “Rider’s down, we’re at the porn warehouse, get the fuck here now.”  
 
    He didn’t wait for an answer, he was too busy holding the blood inside his friend’s body. 
 
    “Honest to fuck, you better not die right now.” he warned. 
 
    “Nah, I can’t, my Icy wants to go on a cruise this spring.” He chuckled then winced. “Knew, man. Knew all along you weren’t in league with that asshole.” 
 
    Texas’ eyes pinged up and met crystal blue. “What?” 
 
    “The Russian. Unlike you, you secretive fuck, who can’t share, Charlie Timmon’s let me know what you were up to.” 
 
    Relief again.  
 
    Texas inhaled his emotions like a chick watching a rom-com.  
 
    “You said…” 
 
    “Had to make him think I thought you were with him.”  
 
    “I was just trying…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rider said. “Dangerous fuckin’ move, man, but I get it. Wanted to get clean by doing something good.”  
 
    “You fucking killed him,” he couldn’t help the pride in his voice. 
 
    “Too long in coming.” 
 
    The boys must have rode like bats out of hell, because the warehouse was stormed minutes later, even before the ambulance. Screams of Texas’ name was heard and he yelled back to let them know where they were. 
 
    They came through the doorway like a charging dark angel army, ready to shoot the place up.  
 
    The Butcher took over with Rider while Texas landed on his butt with relief. 
 
    “The women…” he rattled off to anyone who would listen, “they’re… drugged or something, help those women.” 
 
    The cops would be here any second.  
 
     “Already seen,” one of the Souls boys said and went on to say the sets were abandoned, camera dudes must have escaped the building upon hearing those first shots.  
 
    “On it,” this from Tag.  
 
    Things moved fast after that, or maybe Texas just had enough blood loss to blink out for a while.  
 
    His wound wasn’t too bad, a through and through on his upper arm, as he watched them load Rider onto the ambulance rig and another medic tried to direct Texas to the second one, “He’ll be okay?” He caught the medic by the arm and the guy looked at him sympathetically. He needed to know. “We’ll do our best, sir. Come on, we need to get you to the hospital too.” 
 
    In the distance, he saw Tag carrying out the woman Marianna, then loaded her into the Souls’ cage backseat. Texas hoped she was okay. Poor bitch deserved better than this life.  
 
    Talks with the cops would come.  
 
    He didn’t know how they’d get out of this, or even if he cared.  
 
    He’d do jail time, maybe that was his penance after all.  
 
    But Rider had to live. 
 
    Every Souls guy there climbing on their bikes ready to escort the ambulance with Rider inside would agree.  
 
    The Prez had to live.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-ONE 
 
    “The future is not clear … until it’s diamond clear.” -  Zara 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were certain things Zara didn’t like to see. 
 
    One was when the cable went out and she couldn’t get Paw Patrol for Harper on the flat screen for hours. That meant she couldn’t get any housework done. 
 
    Like at all. Her girl was needy.  
 
     The TV and iPad, as any parent will tell you, are the best babysitters of all.  
 
    She couldn’t be guilted into thinking it was bad from do-gooder moms who probably had a team of nannies anyway, just because she sat her kid in front of the box. Hells no, that thing was a godsend and she would go into panic mode and demand Rider fix it if that thing ever went out, even for a minute. 
 
    She also didn’t like seeing clothes on the floor, it was one of those things she had to get used to living with a guy.   
 
    Rider was messy as hell.  
 
    Seriously, he would dump his clothes where he was.  
 
    She still didn’t like it, but they compromised because he contributed to their life 200% and more. 
 
    But the worst thing… the absolute worst thing of all was opening the door that day to see five of the Renegade Souls on her doorstep. 
 
    Solemn faces making her belly pull in a tight fist. 
 
    She knew without one of them having to say a word. 
 
    Any military or emergency services wife will tell you; they never ever want to see anyone from their partner’s work on the doorstep because it’s undoubtedly going to be bad news. 
 
    The same went for a MC. 
 
    A lot of bikers can turn up at the house at the same time, usually coming through the garage to see what’s on offer to eat. A heavy stream of them one at a time.  
 
    But seeing them en masse at the door, Zara’s heart nearly exploded out of her chest. 
 
    Each breath she’d ever inhaled in her life became a number; she counted the inhales as she met each set of eyes. 
 
    Preacher in front. 
 
    Hawk and Grinder at his left. 
 
    Capone and Arson on his right. 
 
    No. 
 
    No. 
 
    No. 
 
    “Say it fast,” she croaked gripping the door frame just to lock her knees in place, the noise was pain in her throat. She circled her neck with shaking fingers. “Say it fucking fast.” 
 
    Their eyes displayed sympathy and she couldn’t take it, her feet stepped back even before she realized. 
 
    Expecting Preacher to take the lead and talk first, it was Hawk’s gravel-like voice which got her attention. 
 
    “He’s going to be okay. But he’s shot, they’re operating on him now. We’ve come to take you to him.” 
 
    Shot. 
 
    That’s all she heard. 
 
    Rider was shot. 
 
    He couldn’t be shot, she wanted to scream. He didn’t go anywhere today to get shot, but her voice wouldn’t come.  
 
    “Darling, he’s going to be okay.” This from Preacher. “Ruby is gonna sit with the kids while you come with us, okay?” 
 
    “Okay. Alright.” She spun around knowing she needed to grab her shoes and a jacket because Rider always fussed at her to wear a jacket even if it was just the slightest bit chilly out. He’d go crazy if she walked out of the house and she didn’t have it. 
 
    Shot.  
 
    He was shot.  
 
    What would she do if he wasn’t around to nag her about wearing a coat? Her whole chest caved in and she stood rooted to the floor unable to move. 
 
    It was then she felt an arm around her waist. Preacher again. “You sit right here on the stairs, darling. I’m gonna get you something to put on your feet. He’s gonna be okay, believe it,” he said again as if reassuring them all. 
 
    “Alright. Okay.” She repeated, seeing all those eyes on her. “My babies.” She said. “I want my babies with me.” 
 
    “We can do that, Z-girl.” Grinder spoke and he stepped in, touched her on the shoulder and went to pack up the kids. 
 
    “Have you told Ajax and Annie?” 
 
    “They’re on their way now.” 
 
    “And Gia?” 
 
    “My Gia was near the hospital already so is meeting us there.” Hawk informed in his tight, gruff voice. 
 
    Okay, good. That’s good. 
 
    She knew he didn’t speak much at all, if it wasn’t to Rider or Gia, so she appreciated him for giving her the words she needed. 
 
    When they climbed into the big rig, Preacher was behind the wheel, Hawk next to him and Grinder and Capone climbed in either side of Zara in the back.  
 
    Arson followed them on his bike.  
 
    It was Capone who took her hand and held it the whole way there.  
 
    Zara was silent, she didn’t think she could speak other than to ask if he was okay and no one could tell her that until she put her eyes on her man. 
 
    She couldn’t even ask for details like why and where and how.  
 
    She prayed so hard. She pleaded and bartered.  
 
    The smell of hospitals to most people turned their stomach.  
 
    Not Zara’s. 
 
    She welcomed that smell because it meant she was in a place where people knew what they were doing. They could take someone broken and fix them.  
 
    Right now people in this hospital were helping the love of her life and she couldn’t be more grateful that she was here smelling that awful antiseptic sanitation. 
 
    They rushed down hallways, Preacher gave Rider’s name and they were directed into a waiting room. 
 
    It was there she saw Rider’s parents and it was Annie who came forward and pulled Zara into a tight hug. 
 
    “Sweet girl, he’s going to be fine, you know that boy of mine is tougher than old boots.” 
 
    “He’s going to be okay,” she echoed back, in hopes of giving Rider’s mom some reassurance too. 
 
    Zara so desperately wanted to go down to her knees and cry her eyes out but she wouldn’t allow that weakness.  
 
    If she crumbled to the rushing pain, it was as good as admitting she thought Rider wouldn’t be okay.  
 
    And Rider not being okay was unthinkable.  
 
    Believing defeat was not the Rider Marinos way and neither was it his woman’s.  
 
    There was no second of time in that hospital waiting room where she entertained the thought of what she would do without him, because without Rider, meant her world would collapse.  
 
    He was the center of her and their kids worlds, so with that fact, she knew he would fight Satan himself to stay with them. 
 
    This was the MC life, she knew that more than most, she’d lived it, but in all this time, nothing had touched her Rider. 
 
    Her beautiful invincible man.  
 
    She exchanged a tight hug with her sister in law before Gia went into her husband’s chest and stayed there. 
 
    The wait was horrendous and of course her kids didn’t understand the direness of the situation or why they were in this strange place. 
 
    Grinder took Knox and sat across the room with her quiet baby boy.  
 
    He was always so good.  
 
    And Harper, her little hellion in pigtails, ran around the small area until Arson grabbed her little butt and sat her on his knee, playing patty cake with her. 
 
    Every one of the boys were crammed in, some of their old ladies too.  
 
    Uncle Jed looked like he’d aged a decade. He loved Rider like his own son.  
 
    Zara was grateful for every single person squashed into that waiting room, but there was only one she wanted to see. 
 
    She watched Ajax quietly taking care of his wife, with his arm around her shoulder and his lips occasionally at her temple and his quietly spoken “Latria mou.” Whatever fragile relationship Rider had with his dad, and it was slowly rebuilding itself, there was no mistaking how Ajax worshipped his wife. 
 
    Finally—God, finally someone came out and gave the news she’d been praying for, he’d come through just fine and Rider was in recovery. 
 
    The cops came a few hours earlier, it was left to Preacher and Hawk to deal with Charlie Timmons, she’d back up whatever lie the boys told, but she had no words right then while she tried desperately to hold all her pieces together. 
 
    All the what ifs and things she should have said and done running rampant through her mind. 
 
    It was only when she finally got eyes on her man that her composure disintegrated and it was Ajax who held her up in his arms while she sobbed as Rider laid out in the bed, oblivious to the mass wave of relief going through everyone. 
 
    “See, little nýfi,” He’d called her that for months and one day she had to ask Annie what it meant. Ajax was calling her daughter in law. “That boy of mine is tough. Dry your eyes so he doesn’t see you upset or he’ll climb out of that bed.” 
 
    Zara gave a watery laugh. Rider would too.  
 
    She learned the bullet nicked an artery and he’d needed a transfusion.  
 
    If not for the quick thinking of the Butcher to use his belt to cut off the bleeding, Rider would be dead.  
 
    She hugged Tad so hard when he came through the door, dry blood soaking his clothes.  
 
    For the next hours, the boys streamed in and out.  
 
    Rider’s parents and uncle stayed.  
 
    Gia and Hawk stayed. Hawk quietly talking to Gia on his lap.  
 
    Zara kept vigil by Rider’s bed, holding his hand to her lips.  
 
    Breathing life into her biker-man.  
 
    No life at all without him, so he didn’t have a choice but to recover.  
 
    As his queen of his MC as he liked to call her, she was unyielding on this.   
 
      
 
      
 
    * * *   
 
      
 
    Down the hall, not in a private room like the prez, Tag took himself along the corridor for a minute and pushed his head around the door. The woman looked tiny on the bed covered over with the peach blanket.  
 
    He knew these hallways well; he’d been here often enough when he had to bring his dad in for excessive drinking years ago. The smell was the same.  
 
    Exhaustion, malnourished and drugs in her system the nurse outside told him when he let her know he was the one who found her, he didn’t tell the nurse the circumstances that this chick was held in a sex ring. The bruises all over her too thin body told those stories. 
 
    Approaching the bed, she didn’t wake, she hardly made a noise at all if not for her chest rising, he would be sure she was dead.  
 
    Marianna, her name, he found that out from the nurse too. He couldn’t pronounce her surname and wouldn’t try to.  
 
    She was pretty, he knew that much.  
 
    Not understated. Her prettiness was in your face, even with her pale pallor and scraped back black hair. She had full lips and long, long lashes that coasted over her cheeks.   
 
    He knew her eyes were almost silver.  
 
    He couldn’t fathom what she’d been through, only that he’d helped her, but when she’d blinked open her drug filled eyes as he carried her out, they were nearly glowing silver. 
 
    Some of the women who were in better states had fled before the cops turned up. Most of them were transported to the hospital. 
 
    She’d clung to him tight and desperate with her nails in his shoulder blades as if terrified he’d throw her away, begged in broken English for him to help her. 
 
    Sir, please help. Please help me.  
 
    He’d still be hearing that pain when he closed his eyes tonight, that much he knew.  
 
    With no idea what would happen to her, he hoped tomorrow and the days to come would be a better life for her. She stirred for a second but didn’t wake.  
 
    What the fuck were they even making in that place, snuff movies?  
 
    Tag looking down at her, he felt a kick of sympathy for what she’d endured already. “You’ll be okay now, darling.”  
 
    Then he did something that took him by surprise. There was a piece of paper on the bedside table, he wrote his phone number and added, “If you need help with anything, give me a call. – Tag, the guy who carried you out.” 
 
    He left Marianna asleep and sauntered back to Rider’s room. 
 
    What a fucking day, he thought.  
 
    It was even more eventful than one of his cage fights. 
 
    But at least today turned out okay  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zara was crying softly into Rider’s chest when he woke up.  
 
    He soothed her as her biker-man always did by palming the back of her head. 
 
    “I’m good, Icy. Stop crying.” 
 
    “You got shot. That is the opposite of being good. Let me cry a second.” 
 
    He chuckled and rubbed her hair. “Okay, baby.” 
 
    “You cannot do that again. I swear to God, I will lose my mind if you do that again.”  
 
    After a minute, he said. “Made…. world safer…for my family.” 
 
    She lifted her head to look into his sleep filled eyes and began to bawl again because she knew whatever danger he’d been in, and he’d tell her later, probably at home where there was no chance of being overheard, that he’d had their family in mind and Zara just lost it. 
 
    Everything became clear. 
 
    Not that it was a surprise that she absolutely loved him, worshipped him, adored every protective inch. But the love right then felt enormous and it became clear to the point she was a wreck for all the lost time she could have wasted if things today had gone a whole other grim way. 
 
    “Why haven’t I married you already?” She sobbed into his shoulder, soaking her man. “Why have I been so stupid all this time when I should be your wife already. Your wife. Rider’s wife.” 
 
    “Icy, baby.” 
 
    Her hiccups became worse. “Marry me, Rider. You have to marry me.” 
 
    Rider, when she looked at him was rolling his blue eyes. “Dammit, Icy. It takes me getting shot for you to want my ring on your finger?” Laughter in his tone. 
 
    “Yes,” she cried again and only stopped when Rider’s fingers stroked through her hair and lifted her head. “Are you going to marry me, Ambrosio?” 
 
    Even in a hospital bed with wires attached to him and a fresh bullet wound, he was still bossy and she almost split her face from smiling so hard. “Goddammit, Icy. I’ve been asking for years; you don’t get to take this shit from me.” 
 
    She blinked, wiping her wet nose on the sleeve of her shirt, it happened to be Rider’s shirt she’d slipped on that morning to do her housework. 
 
     “Are you saying no?”  
 
    What the hell.  
 
    He’d been asking her nearly once a month, and now he had the audacity to say no? She’d punch his lights out if he wasn’t already laid out. 
 
    “You’re lucky you’re in this bed, because I’m about to bruise you.”  
 
    Her tears dried up.  
 
    His lips split in a smirk.  
 
    “I get to ask you.”  
 
    Oh, well then. Good.  
 
    “Okay, fine. Ask me.”  
 
    “Not like this. Not now. But swear to Christ, Icy, I ask, you better say yes.” 
 
    “I will,” the water started leaking from her eyes again. Slower this time, with love and relief. “I will say yes. When will you ask me?” 
 
    “You’ll just have to be patient.” 
 
    “Rider…you got shot. Time is precious. Ask me.” 
 
    He rolled his oh-so-pretty eyes and she found herself laughing. 
 
    Her life was rich and full because of him. Every road and brick led to and from her Rider. 
 
    “I can’t believe this shit, now she wants to marry me. I should have got shot years ago.”  
 
    “No,” she breathed, their foreheads together. Loving him. Relishing that he was here being his big bad biker-man bossy self.  
 
     “Don’t ever get shot again, I mean it. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, Icy. Where’s my babies?” 
 
    “They’re outside with your parents having something to eat.” 
 
    “Go get them, want my babies close.” 
 
    She smiled into his lips and kissed him softly. “Love you,” she repeated.  
 
    Loving a MC prez came with fraught days like this. Hopefully few and far between, but they weathered, they got through and once she got him home and their lives fell back into their blissful normalcy, she’d be at peace that her man, whatever he’d done for them and the club, he’d made the world better. “Love you so much.” 
 
    She slipped off the bed and was at the door.  
 
    “Icy baby?” She turned to find those incredible eyes of his on her.  
 
    “Yeah, honey?” 
 
    “You gonna marry my ass then?”  
 
    Nothing would stop her laughter or the way she whooped loudly and bound back over to him. 
 
    Of course he wouldn’t do the whole romantic schtick, but that wasn’t Rider and it wasn’t her. He did romance in his own biker-man way and she freaking loved it. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, yes.”  
 
    He grinned and held the back of her head while she kissed over his face. 
 
    That’s how the whole MC group found them when they’d come running at her shriek. 
 
    It was left to Rider who told them proudly. 
 
    “Only had to get shot for Icy to marry me.”  
 
    The room erupted in cheers.  
 
    Of course the nurses warned them to be quiet, but nothing was stopping their revelry right then. 
 
    Her biker-man love of her life was alive and they were going to tie the knot.  
 
    Life had a weird way of working out. 
 
    Zara knew that more than most and look what she got out of it.  
 
    She kissed him again and then went to get their babies for him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-TWO 
 
    “In love with Picasso.” - Poppy 
 
      
 
      
 
    Poppy hoped Tait didn’t notice how burned the apartment smelled.  
 
    She’d tried to air out the cookies for the last hour. 
 
    He was home later than usual and she’d been ready to call him when she heard his feet on the stairs and then his key in the door.  
 
    The happiness to see him step through the door came from all corners and she abandoned the fresh tray of not burned cookies she’d taken from the oven and slid across the floor in her socks to jump into his arms. 
 
    This was made so much better when he lifted his head and grinned right before she went full launch. 
 
    “Damn, Poppy,” he laughed when she started kissing over his face. 
 
    “I missed you all day,” she declared, uncaring if she sounded needy and clingy. She was both for him. “I text you earlier. I’ve been baking. I’ll warn you, they’re not all fantastic.” Her grin soon turned down her lips because the way Tait was staring at her, at her mouth, made her stomach drop and heat swarm like soldiers on a mission through her body. 
 
    She recognized that look now. 
 
    Their kiss started slow. 
 
    A mere brush of two lips together, sharing the same air.  
 
    Tait held the back of her head while she angled up for him.  
 
    This feeling inside consumed her, set her alight, made every nerve begin to hum. 
 
    It was as though she woke up with a brand new body when she entered Tait’s life with its new sensations, curves begging to be touched and tasted.  
 
    A new body that was constantly hungry for the attention of one man.  
 
    It’s a stupid feeling to be twenty-six and only just realizing what her body was capable of feeling but how was she to know the depth of desire that was inside of her if she’d never felt it before for anyone?  
 
    She wasn’t about quantity. 
 
     Her lack of numbers never bothered her, she’d always figured she’d get sex over with one day, to see what the fuss was about, expecting it would be subpar on the enjoyment scale. 
 
    Sex was never high on her to-do list, case in point, having three fiancé’s and not wanting to sleep with any of them. The sex drive all her friends talked about was just never there for Poppy, so she never focused on it. 
 
    That was in her old body, the one which didn’t come alive for anyone but her trusted vibrators. 
 
    This new incarnation of her body, the one she felt beautiful and sexy in when his eyes landed on her, this body was more than willing to enjoy sex every hour of the day.  
 
    When she was sated and sore, she was soon hungry again.  
 
    It never quit.  
 
    She was starting to believe she was turning into a sex addict. 
 
    A Tait addict at the very least.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Arms wrapped around his neck; she lovingly brushed her lips over his face. 
 
    He sounded so hoarse and sexy when he answered.  
 
    “I was thinking how I want to fuck your mouth right now with my tongue.” 
 
    “Tait.” She breathed in lust soaked gasps.  
 
    To be desired by this kind of man was a gift she wanted to tear into and make a wholly mess on the floor. 
 
    “What, too indecent for you, baby? My mouth is good for telling lies and fucking you.”  
 
    “Your mouth is beautiful. Put it on mine quickly, please.”  
 
    His eyes smoldered and when he swooped down to tap her lips to his, it was a kiss she’d waited her whole life for. 
 
    She traced both of her hands over the hills of his strong shoulders as she fought to gain some height to better reach him so she stood on his toes and stretched up until he laughed into her mouth.  
 
    “Someone is impatient.” 
 
    No secret there.  
 
    Whenever she was around Tait, she wanted him on her, near her, inside her. 
 
    His eyes changed; her body responded as it always did to the slightest move from him.  
 
    It was ridiculously beautiful really.  
 
    Then they dropped to her mouth and she licked her lips 
 
    “When I see you dying for my fuck but you’re too flustered to ask for it, do you know what that does to me, Poppy? My gut gets tight, my cock is so hard it’s hurting me. It’s all I can do not to take you against a wall, push you over the coffee table, down on the floor mounted behind you and just hammer into your tight unused body. It drives me crazy how bad I want you.” 
 
    Feelings flooded her. Unreal and true feelings. 
 
    All of them hummed in accordance to the heat of Tait’s stare and the feel of his forehead pressed to hers. 
 
    “I like looking at you, Tait.”  
 
    Yeah, she said that. 
 
    Poppy literally had zero dirty talk game. 
 
    But she could always give him the truth of how she felt about him. 
 
    He’d lost so many people from his life recently and she felt his sadness for it and wanted desperately to make him feel whole again by always letting him know he was wanted. 
 
    He smirked and she beamed back.  
 
    “You’re such a good man.” 
 
    A dirty man, and she loved that about him.  
 
    How he didn’t treat her with princess gloves. 
 
    She strived for his mouth again, his head dropped giving her another inch as his hands palmed her butt and squeezed so inappropriately lovely.  
 
    “I want you, Tait. Right now would be a good time, and if it’s alright… I want you in my mouth.” She rushed that last part; sure her head would explode from over blushing.  
 
    He took a fast kiss from her, just spiked his tongue into her mouth. His kiss wasn’t gentle, it was greedy, demanding and then he pulled back. “You think I’m noble enough to tell you no? I’ve thought of nothing else but you wrapping me in those pink lips and sucking me until you can’t breathe. If you want it so badly, suck it, Poppy. Suck it. Lick it the same way you were licking your lips a minute ago when you were trying to distract me.” 
 
    Poppy’s pulse beat madly, she felt it in her chest, radiating everywhere.  
 
    The way he spoke, like he didn’t care to ease her into it, just said whatever he wanted, affected her in ways she didn’t think possible.  
 
    She wanted all his dirty words, wanted to keep them and remember them on nights she was alone. She felt real and alive when he spoke his mind, as if he didn’t care about shocking her.  
 
    She wanted that. She needed to feel real to him.  
 
    All her innocent childhood feelings for the boy she had adored were back again, but different now, those feelings were bigger in her belly, nothing innocent about Tait or how her heart spoke to her.  
 
    “Go ahead and ask for it then.” he told her stepping back, he took her over to the couch where he sat on the arm and started to unbuckle his belt, unable to drag her eyes from the way he reached in and grabbed his dick. 
 
    “Say, please, Tait, fuck my mouth, I want you to own it.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate to get on her knees between his spread legs to swirl her tongue around the swollen leaking tip, his harsh desperately spoken words searing her with desire. She licked and licked, sucking the very tip. 
 
    “Please, Tait, fuck my mouth, I want you to own it.” 
 
    He grunted. “Get your fill of that cock, little girl, because as soon as you’ve had a number of deep sucks, I’m going to fuck you.” 
 
    “Yay,” she exclaimed, so excited. And then she got her fill. 
 
    Until Tait groaned, cursed and gripped her head, then drove his cock deep into her throat, hissing out how hard for her to suck and to use her hands too.  
 
    Making her gag a few times with his depth into her throat, but it felt good at the same time. 
 
    He didn’t let her make him come but he was panting out of sorts when he pulled her up from the floor. 
 
    “I’m sorry… I… I’ll get better at that, Tait.” 
 
    He blinked and rushed a hand into the back of her hair. “You think I mind that I told you how to move, so you’d feel me in your throat because I’m a filthy bastard to want to make you sore tomorrow every time you swallow. Baby, knowing you haven’t had that with anyone else brings out a side of me I never knew I could feel. It’s like you gave me the fucking sun. I’m burning for you.” 
 
    Oh. Well. She grinned and fisted his hair too.  
 
    “I like instructing you, Poppy. That won’t stop. I want to put you in a lot of positions and get off that way and feel you shudder around my cock. I like talking through sex, I like noise and mess. Nothing you do is the wrong thing to do. You just have to relax and go with what you’re feeling.” 
 
    “So I… I didn’t do it wrong?”  
 
    “Didn’t you feel me swell in your mouth? See this hard dick right now between us? It wants you, desperately. I want to spend a millennium watching you blow me. You want to bite and claw me up. You want to scream and shout cuss words, you want to dirty talk like a whore, do it, Poppy, nothing you do is wrong.” 
 
    Her whole face beamed cerise.  
 
    He was so sweet and dirty; Poppy nearly lost her balance as she swayed with joy and braced both of her hands on his upper arms. 
 
    Tait’s hissing meant Poppy stalled and glanced at his pained face. 
 
    “What… what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing, time to get your clothes off, little girl. I have a hunger.” 
 
    With a hunch, she pressed lightly on his arm again and he flinched.  
 
    “That’s not nothing, are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m fine, baby. Bring that mouth here.” He all but growled but she held him off. 
 
    “Take the jacket off, Tait. Let me see what’s not hurting you.” 
 
    He sighed but he slid it off and she saw the bandage around the top of his arm. 
 
    Instantly alarmed, she demanded to know what happened.  
 
    “No lies, remember,” she reminded him.  
 
    He told her every frightening, terrifying detail and the more she heard, the greater her belly tightened to know how much danger he’d faced.  
 
    Unsure if she’d taken a breath in the last few minutes, she cupped the sides of his neck just to stop her fingers from shaking.  
 
    “Are you in trouble with the police?”  
 
    “Unsure. I gave them a statement.” 
 
    “Oh, Tait. I could have lost you.”  
 
    Tears came. 
 
    A lot of tears. 
 
    He held her on his lap while she cried and thought of this new life of hers without this wonderful man in it.  
 
    “No more guns,” she declared in between wiping her nose and Tait brushing her tears away. “No more heroics, you leave that to the police, Tait. I mean it, you can only be my hero.” 
 
    He grinned and her heart swelled. 
 
    He was here and he was safe.  
 
    He would be able to eat her burned cookies.  
 
    She wanted to cry again just from how close she came to losing him but his mouth stopped her by kissing her hard.  
 
    “Bed, Poppy. Your hero needs to fuck you now.”  
 
    Poppy would worry later; she’d worry her freaking socks off because people getting shot at and injured just wasn’t something she was used to. 
 
    But her man needed her and there was nowhere else, nothing more important than that.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt Tait’s mouth on her neck the next morning, and his hand sliding into the front of her panties even before she was fully awake.  
 
    They’d had each other in desperate ways all night long in between quiet face to face talking. So much talking and sharing secrets. 
 
    She’d even broached the one she most dreaded. 
 
    “Why Addison?” She’d asked. 
 
    He’d taken a while to answer. “That was a long time ago.” 
 
    “You don’t want her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Not even if she wasn’t Malachai’s wife?” 
 
    “Not even then.” 
 
    She trusted his word so she buried her own insecurities where Addison was concerned because it was Poppy in Tait’s bed. It was Poppy who was brought from sleep by a hungry man. 
 
    “Lie there, baby. Let me do all the work,” he rasped and he took his fingers in deep until he made Poppy’s back arch and her cry blistered the air with how good his long fingers felt.  
 
    “Always so wet for me,” he remarked low with a chuckle of pride even as Poppy started to come apart at the seams.   
 
    She was ridiculously wet and always ready for him. 
 
    She felt his hardness nudging her ass and she slid a leg over the back of his thigh, aching for his fullness stretching her wide. 
 
    “Please, Tait.” 
 
    “You like that, little girl? You like me playing with you?” 
 
    Her yes came out as a hiss and no matter how much she bumped him with her bottom, he just wouldn’t put himself inside. Poppy groaned, biting the pillow underneath her, feeling his lips stroke over her neck while he took her over a second time. 
 
    “Fuck,” he grunted, rolling that wet hand up over her stomach to palm her boob and when she turned her head, his lips lunged, eating her slowly with slices of his tongue.  
 
    It felt different to their lovemaking last night which became all consuming.  
 
    This was unhurried, desire building between them. 
 
    She felt his tip nudge her and Poppy almost wept with joy.  
 
    “Wish I could push in raw,” he said almost as if to himself and she jolted. “Never wanted that with anyone until now.” 
 
    Not from shock that he was about to be inside her with no thin latex between them but because she wanted that too. 
 
    “You can,” she whispered. 
 
    He paused. “You taking the pill?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He swore again and ran kisses down her throat. “Sounds like you want my baby inside you, Poppy.”  
 
    In the early morning light, she heard him reach over to the nightstand and then the rustling of paper before he was flush against her back again, her leg held high on his waist. 
 
    She couldn’t think. 
 
    Couldn’t speak. 
 
    Because suddenly the thought of herself pregnant with Tait’s babies was breathtakingly achy in her chest.  
 
    The moment he slammed home she cried out quietly and gripped her fingers around the hand he had on her throat.  
 
    He glided slowly. 
 
    “Is that what you’re telling me? You want my raw dick to lose all my come inside you?” 
 
    “God, Tait.” 
 
    “I want to see it dripping out of you,” another hard thrust, this one made them both groan together, “coating the inside of your thighs, ah fuck, baby, I can see it now. I’d paint you like a Picasso. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Yes,” she cried. It was the only answer.  
 
    She’d get on the pill. 
 
    She’d let him paint his pleasure all over her. 
 
    Just the thought meant that Poppy was washed in pleasure. Hard shudders gripped his cock and pulled Tait along with her. 
 
    His groan in her neck was perfect and before she knew it, she was breathing his name, grasping his hand while he trembled and drew harsh inhales. 
 
    “I love you, Tait,” she had no control over her rogue tongue, “I love you and I’m so happy you didn’t die.”  
 
    He chuckled and looked down at Poppy with his intense eyes before pressing a light kiss to her lips. 
 
    “Me too, little girl.”  
 
    He told her he’d be back before he rolled out of bed to deal with the condom and Poppy was left wondering if he meant he was glad he was alive or that he loved her too.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-THREE 
 
    “We won’t forget.” - Renegade Souls  
 
      
 
      
 
    He thought he had another day at least before they turned up on his door. 
 
    He’d just dealt with the cops for the third time, thankfully it was Charlie Timmons and not his deputy dawg who hated the MC’s and wanted them all to go down for every crime.  
 
    That little dipshit would get on well with Malachai. 
 
    With the stuff Charlie was uncovering on the bratva underboss, not just his sex ring, but his contacts in high up government who were now all lawyering up according to the news bulletins, Rider and Texas were home free on self-defense.  
 
    Again, it was mostly thanks to Charlie Timmons, not sure if he cooked evidence or he just smothered the case under Grigori’s culpability, but Texas wasn’t facing jail. 
 
    But then he opened the door to a wall of Renegade Souls boys.  
 
    “A firing squad before I’ve had lunch.” He remarked dryly. 
 
    Tag was the first to chuckle and push his way inside, the others followed.  
 
    “Rider doing okay?”  
 
    He didn’t think it was right that he stopped by his house.  
 
    “Prez is already back at the church table. He told us what you did.” This from Preacher. He stepped forward and whacked/hugged Texas on the back with his massive paws. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell us what you were doing with the Russian?”  
 
    More back slaps followed. 
 
    Texas was lost for words for a second. 
 
    “It was foolhardy at best, suicidal at worst. I didn’t think I could get anything on him at first. Besides, would you have believed me?” 
 
    The silence was answer. 
 
    “Rider said you jumped in front of a fucking bullet for him.” Arson remarked, as he rocked back on his thick soled boots. He had his usual chin length brown hair caught back in a ponytail the same color as his close-clipped beard. 
 
    Texas noticed the guy looked terrible. Like he was on day three of a hangover with a slight shake to his hands.  
 
    “I just happened to be going that way is all,” he claimed and made the guys laugh. 
 
    More back slapping. 
 
    “Fucking hell, Tex, you crazy fuck, you took on the bratva and won, man.” 
 
    He didn’t know how far it would go for him to fix things with his boys, but by the time they all piled out of his place, with an invite to go to the bar that weekend when Rider was feeling up to it, Texas felt good as he closed the front door.  
 
    He did what his body spurred him on to do and that was hunt down Poppy taking her long ass shower as she always did. He dropped his clothes, climbed in beside her and took the kiss he wanted, swallowing her gasp of pleasure into his throat.  
 
    He caught her hand and brought it down to his raging cock, helping her to jack him off. Fuck, fuck, fuck. She was so good with his cock, the thing almost wept in anticipation.  
 
    And he loved her mouth. He could fall into her mouth and be all about her plump lips for days, but she didn’t have long before she had to put clothes on, his Poppy was going out with Roux again, so he made use of the time he did have and devoured his woman until she was a clinging, shaking mess in his arms when he deposited her wet body on the bed after giving her the fuck he craved.  
 
    That night when he picked her up and she climbed into bed, she did it by sliding on top of him with a giggle, ready to tell him about her night, at the same time her octopus hands wandered all over him. 
 
    Texas was not complaining at all.  
 
      
 
    Two days later was a whole other story.  
 
    Texas didn’t fully comprehend how neurotic he’d become now that he was in love. 
 
    Yeah, he realized he was in love with that bratty girl who didn’t listen to a word he said most days and just did whatever the fuck she wanted and guess what? He fucking loved it.  
 
    That meant it must be love.  
 
    The danger of Grigori might be over, but it didn’t stop him from worrying about her. 
 
    He was pacing when she came through the door because she was two hours later than she said she’d be, after asking to take his truck so she could do some shopping.  
 
    She was frozen with her teeth chattering like maracas. 
 
    Because he was Texas, he hadn’t sat around waiting for her to come home just because her phone was off. He’d rode around town looking for his girl, sure he’d see her with Roux at least. He even considered calling Axel’s MC to ask for his daughter’s number, but he reckoned that wouldn’t go over well. 
 
    “Christ, where’ve you been, Poppy? Look at you, you’re soaked through.” 
 
    Teeth were shuddering a mile a minute; it was then he noticed she wasn’t wearing her thick coat because she had it bundled in her arms. 
 
    “Help me, Tait. Quickly.” 
 
    That got him moving, assuming she was hurt, he was about to kill someone. But it wasn’t Poppy. She unfolded the coat and inside was an equally cold baby goat, one of those miniature ones. 
 
    What in the world? 
 
    “Where did you get a goat?” 
 
    It was Poppy, he shouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    At least his neurotic worry dissipated now he could lay his eyes on his woman, though her being frozen was giving him an ulcer and he wanted to pour her into a hot bath asap. 
 
    “Some cruel idiot left him on the road. On the road, Tait. Oh, my God. If I didn’t hear his little cries I don’t know what would have happened, but they’re so cold.” 
 
    She was almost crying.  
 
    Of course he moved forward to take the animal from her, she needed something and Texas’ senses were now hardwired to provide for her. 
 
    His hearing kicked in and with a goat in his arms he asked, “they?” Don’t say she had more goats outside… 
 
    She unzipped her pink hoodie and an all-white head popped out. So tiny, he thought it was fluff at first, but it was a kitten. Its eyes were still closed, so it was no more than days old, he reckoned. 
 
    “What do we do? I don’t know how long they were in that box for, Tait. I can’t even think about what would have happened had a car hit them.” 
 
    Seeing her distressed ripped at him and got Texas moving quickly.  
 
    The white and brown goat was small and hardly moving but had steady breathing. Probably just stunned from the cold and hungry.  
 
     “Baby, go and get changed into dry clothes for fucks sake, I can hear you shivering.” 
 
    “I want to make sure they’re okay.” She was cradling the cat to her chest, stroking its tiny head, doing all the shushing and cooing, letting the cat know Texas would take care of them. 
 
    He was glad that one of them had faith in him. 
 
     “I can’t concentrate on them if I’m worried about you having pneumonia. Please go and get changed before I carry you there myself. Alexa, turn the heating up 5 degrees.”  
 
    Her eyes softened and she smiled at him. The one that always got his belly in hot fists.  
 
    “Okay. I’ll be right back.” She told the kitten and placed him on the couch.  
 
    It lay on her hoodie, before she tucked the material around it.  
 
    Then she quickly kissed Texas on his cheek and his heart rolled over too. 
 
    “Thank you for not immediately telling me to take them out.” 
 
    She knew by now he was under her princess thumb and would do anything for her happiness. 
 
    He took her up the mountain so she could ski. They rode around town on his bike because she loved squealing in his ear. He walked around the grocery store while she pushed a cart because it was a new experience. He sat under a blanket on the couch while she ate from a plate of antipasto and made him watch shitty movies.  
 
    Of course he loved her, madly as it turned out. 
 
    Out of nowhere, there was a rattling noise in his heart. 
 
    Of course he’d do anything for her, make her happy, even hold a baby fucking goat. 
 
    He had no clue what to do other than check it was dry and had a heartbeat, it appeared lively enough after a few minutes, but he grabbed his phone and called a number he hadn’t in forever. 
 
    Lawless answered with his usual rusty voice. 
 
    “This is a surprise. How’s the hero of the hour?” 
 
    “How do I take care of a baby goat and a few weeks old kitten?” 
 
    “Sounds like the start of a bad Shakespeare play.” 
 
    Texas laughed some of his shoulder tension away. 
 
    He told Lawless what he knew and in turn, the man who knew everything gave him instructions on caring for a kitten, but first told him to get them to a vet for a check over. Didn’t even question why Texas’ woman had the animals.  
 
    Biker old ladies, as he knew, were always revered, even if they did crazy shit.  
 
    So that’s what he and his girl did and three hours later, both animals had the all clear, they had enough stuff to take care of them on the back seat to last them a few days. 
 
    He expected them to be kept in the clinic, but there he was, carrying a five pound pygmy goat against his chest up the flights of stairs with Poppy cooing to the kitten. 
 
    “They’re so cute, aren’t they? And so good, this little one hardly mewled at all. I’m so happy they’re not sick.” Poppy trailed behind him. 
 
    “You realize we live in a top floor apartment, Pops.” 
 
    “I know. But they have plenty of space.” 
 
    His apartment was big. But not big enough for goats and cats. 
 
    He could tell from the look on her face that she’d already claimed them as hers.  
 
    He had bupkis chance of getting out of this. 
 
    “They’ll shit everywhere.” 
 
    “We have a litter tray for this tiny baby,” she kissed the white cat’s head and snuggled it close until Texas felt a pinch of jealousy. “And I can take the goat out for walks, we bought a leash, Tait.” 
 
    He snorted a laugh. “That’s not going to look weird at all.” 
 
    “So.” She bristled, offended, looking gorgeous and fuckable. “He’s so cute, Tait. Can we keep them? I promise they’ll be good.” 
 
    He had no chance.  
 
    “I can’t be a biker with a fucking goat,” he tried.  
 
    He heard the pleading and longing in her voice and the glassy eyes and he was done. 
 
    He sighed and moved further into the living room, he set the goat down and it immediately started prancing or whatever the fuck goats did. 
 
    By the end of the night, Texas cooked dinner, Poppy fussed over the two new houseguests and they now had names.  
 
    Glenn Coco the goat. And Baby Snowbell the cat. 
 
    He was not going to live this shit down.  
 
    It was during the night, after several rounds of heavily intense sex, that Texas woke and the bed was empty.  
 
    About to climb out to find out where his girl was, he nearly collided with her on the floor. She was half laid next to the biggest dog cushion they could find. “Glenn Coco was crying,” she whispered.  
 
    The goat was in her lap fast asleep. 
 
    His lips twitched and he went down to his haunches. “Baby, you can’t sleep on the floor. 
 
    “Just for tonight until he settles.” 
 
    “No, absolutely not. Put him on the cushion, he has the blanket.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Poppy.” 
 
    “Oh, fine. Bossy. Go and check on Baby Snowbell.” 
 
    They were already feeding the kitten every few hours as it was. She was curled up in the cushioned crate they’d fashioned together. 
 
    “She’s asleep, now can we go back to bed? I’m wiped.” 
 
    She curled into his arms a few minutes later. The goat giving off little bleats. 
 
    “Swear to God, Glenn. Go to sleep.” He warned quietly. 
 
    Poppy giggled alongside his neck. 
 
    Texas grinned into the dark. 
 
    He had a bleating goat. 
 
    A meowing cat. 
 
    And a giggling woman. 
 
    Life felt good, at last. Real fucking good.   
 
    “Tait…” fingers crawled around his belly, tracing his navel and his skin heated as he got the sense his little girl was after something. “I’m not tired now…” she whispered. 
 
    He groaned and rolled her beneath him. 
 
    Deciding instantly that he could go another hour without sleep. 
 
    His woman was needing him. He’d die without sleep before he put anything before her. 
 
    “Tell me you love me,” he issued gruffly.  
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    He grinned in the dark. “Gotta be quiet, Poppy,” he warned, pushing her legs open to make space for him, “can’t wake the kids.” 
 
    She giggled into his mouth, which soon turned into a luxurious moan he gulped down when he fed her his tongue.  
 
    Then gave her a slow fucking, long enough that they were both tired the next day. 
 
    But happy too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    “Atonement comes in all colors.” -  Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no way to guess that Texas would have the talk with her while she was sipping a daiquiri in a busy biker bar that night. 
 
    They were there on the invite of the Renegade Souls men. 
 
    “We should talk. You and me, it’s a thing, Poppy.”  
 
    Honest to Goodness, she would have agreed to headbutting the beautiful lady bartender if his hand went on moving around the back of her neck in the way he was doing.  
 
    Sighing dreamily with her eyes on him, she smiled up at Tait.  
 
    “I thought all the sex meant we already were. You mean I’ve been sleeping with a non-committed boyfriend all these weeks? For shame, Tait.” She mocked a gasp and he grinned slickly and brought his hand around to roll his thumb pad on her lips. 
 
    She immediately nibbled that thumb and heard him hiss.  
 
    His eyes started burning like two stars, making Poppy giddy inside. 
 
    After all these years of hoping—wishing, longing for the boy she could never have.  
 
    Here she was with Tait Hunt and she was nibbling on his thumb while his gaze was full of sex.  
 
    “Tait Hunt is my boyfriend,” she whispered, just to hear herself say the words.  
 
    And what did the man do?  
 
    He threw his head back, burst out laughing then buried his face in the side of her neck.  
 
    “Maybe one day you’ll call me Texas.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” 
 
    He was playing with a lock of her hair, twirling it around his finger as he pulled her closer, rubbed his nose along hers and rasped. “Maybe when I’m planted inside you.” 
 
    Oh, wow. She went hot all over.  
 
    “Well you are a hot biker, so maybe I should. Sometimes.” 
 
    He bent in and touched his mouth with hers.  
 
    “I might throw tantrums sometimes,” she chewed her lip, better he knew all the good Poppy with the bad Poppy from the onset, she thought. 
 
    He echoed a laugh on her lips. “Penelope, you told me to get out of my own house, you forced me to take in a goat and a kitten, you burn bacon and you want sex when you’re in a bad mood or tired. I know all about those tantrums already, baby.” 
 
    “I didn’t exactly force you! You love Baby Snowbell and Glenn Coco, right?” 
 
    He grinned and touched her mouth again. “Yeah, baby.” 
 
    “Okay good. and I promise I’ll do better with everything. The bacon and I’m getting a new job asap.” 
 
    “Listen up, you could lie on the couch all fucking day with the bleating goat for all I care, you don’t have to do a thing that you don’t want to.”  
 
    He was constantly flooring her and she didn’t know how to handle that kind of sweetness at all.  
 
    “But I owe you a lot of money, Tait. Like the most money of all. I have my trust fund now.” 
 
    “No fucking touching your trust fund, don’t even start me with that. Having that money gives you choices.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell a whole lot of people I own you?” 
 
    Her eyes rounded. “Well, yes, I did.” 
 
    “So I own you. Work or don’t work. But you don’t owe me a cent. I’m keeping this ripe little body to use as I want.” 
 
    She bloomed and launched at his mouth, swallowing his chuckle and she didn’t stop kissing him for a long minute.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking I like having you here.” 
 
    This made her smile and feel emotions sting the back of her eyelids.  
 
    It’s funny how she was willing to make do all of her life, to fall in line with others just to keep the peace, to accept relationships she didn’t feel on fire about, to try and grasp onto the love she really wanted to feel.  
 
    Emotions must have passed through her eyes because Tait stroked her nose with his again. “Tell me you love me, Poppy.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll make you work for it,” she teased and saw his eyes flare.  
 
    “Tell me you love me, Poppy.”  
 
    “I love you,” she whispered.  
 
    “Fuck, we need to get you on the pill so I can take you whenever I want you. Like right here. Just lift you onto my lap and drop you down onto my cock.” 
 
    “Here?” Round eyes. Slack lips. Really?  
 
    “Yeah, baby. No one would see us. Would you let me?” 
 
    He looked so devastatingly hot, that the answer flew out of her mouth. “Yes,” she breathed. “You own me, don’t you? You can do anything you want.” 
 
    He growled and rushed a kiss out of her mouth until her lips felt sore and delicious.  
 
    She tried to go in again and he stopped her with a finger on her lips.  
 
    He was breathing hard. 
 
    “Don’t touch me or try to kiss me, Poppy, or I swear you’ll be on your back with your legs open so I can feast on candy again. Save it for when we get home.” 
 
    “Okay,” she grinned, happy as could be. “But you should know, I really, really want to kiss you.”  
 
    He grunted as if to say he wanted that too.  
 
    “One more thing,” he said after taking a long pull of his beer she loved tasting on his tongue. His gentle eyes cut to hers. “If you feel it, share it. Whatever it is, baby. I’ve had too long where I hid behind lies. I need the truth, Poppy.” 
 
    He didn’t touch on how his brother’s marriage was probably steeped in lies and the same for his parents, but she got his meaning. He wanted a fully transparent relationship and that just made her happier.  
 
    “Even if what I say pisses you off?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll be pissed off, but it won’t stop me flipping up your skirt and eating your pussy. That would calm you down.” 
 
    She huffed even as she turned a hundred different shades of red, all the while picturing that exact scene until her body shuddered. 
 
    “Damn, are you imagining it right now?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I love you,” she shared just because she was feeling it. 
 
    “Good,” he smirked and it didn’t matter that he hadn’t given her the words, the look on his face said he felt it too.  
 
    Their talk was over. 
 
    She was in an official relationship with Tait Hunt, former hot biker, current hot man who rode a sweet as hell motorcycle. They owned a goat and a cat and he’d opened up a whole erotic world for her and she was more than happy.  
 
    “Tait Hunt, my boyfriend,” she murmured and heard him laugh as his lips touched her hairline, “such a goof.” 
 
    It was then the atmosphere got sort of thick and important.  
 
    People around them started to murmur and look to the entryway. 
 
     “The boys are here,” Tait supplied. Then added at her confusion. “People have heard what happened to Rider. This is a biker bar, baby, it means they’re about to get a welcome.” 
 
    And a loud welcome it was. The moment the gang of bikers piled through the double doorway everyone started whooping and hollering, whistling and cheering. Standing on chairs, clapping for the men in black leather and blue denim.  
 
    She noticed Tait’s mouth was half curled with a grin watching it happen. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, Pop, I’m good.” 
 
    She believed he was this time.  
 
    Rolling her hand around the front of his throat, her mouth was against his stubble when she told him, “You are my hero.” 
 
    His lips touched her forehead and moved down her cheek slowly. “That’s what matters.” 
 
    Rider came in next. As did a lot of women she assumed belonged to the MC.  
 
    She recognized the one she had a fight with.  
 
    Of course there was Paige tucked under the arm of her husband, she slid onto his lap once the man was seated.  
 
    Rider had a brace on his denim leg and wasn’t walking as straight as usual but his personality and powerful aura meant he was still imposing to look at. 
 
    He clocked eyes with Tait almost immediately and jutted his chin as if to get Tait to go over to him as he took his seat with the rest of the boys.  
 
    Oh, dear. She hoped it wasn’t trouble.  
 
    “Come on, Poppy.” 
 
    What? Her too? She blinked and looked up at him with his hand out for her. He pulled her out of the booth. “I can wait here,” she said chicken-like with her feathers on show.  
 
    She didn’t think she’d ever feel comfortable around the bikers.  
 
    “You’re my girl, not leaving you here for assholes to slobber over you.” 
 
    She beamed and squeezed his hand.  
 
    “Hey, Rider.” He greeted and met the hand held out to him with his free one. “How’s the leg?” 
 
    “Still attached, thanks to you.” 
 
    All biker eyes were on them and Poppy wanted to shrink back into Tait’s ribs but she held firm. These were his friends, or once were, he liked them, respected them. She couldn’t be afraid of men who hadn’t done anything wrong to her just because they all looked like they ate live rattlesnakes for dinner. Especially the bald one with all the dark tattoos around his throat. Yikes. Talk about meeting death in a dark alleyway. She took her gaze away from him really quickly and avoided looking at Zara.  
 
    “Nah, that was the Butcher’s doing, who knew he had other uses for his belt.” 
 
    The boys laughed and the man in question stood up and slapped hands with Tait. 
 
    Aww, she really loved seeing this. She didn’t know their relationships before, but he’d missed these men and it was nice to see them being civil.  
 
    A lot of back slapping and praise went around them all. 
 
    “Let me get you a drink,” Rider offered and switched his blue-blue gaze to her, Poppy almost shrank back. Not just because he was handsome as handsome comes, not as handsome as Tait, but intimidation was his second skin.  
 
    “Thanks, Ri.” Tait said then brought Poppy out from where she was slinking behind him, his arm slid around her waist. “This is Poppy. Poppy, meet the Renegade Souls.” He did a quick rundown of names she was sure to forget.  
 
    “Oh, we’ve met,” Arson smirked and winked at her.  
 
    Tait growled loud enough the other man laughed hard and held his hands up.  
 
    The one who’d had harsh words with Tait a while ago, the good looking Hispanic man, suddenly rose to an imposing height and she wondered if this was going to be round three. 
 
    The way Tait stiffened he must be wondering too.  
 
    “I’ll get those drinks, Presidente,” he said then walked right up to Tait. 
 
    She squeezed his fingers.  
 
    They had a goat and a cat to get home to shortly, they did not have time for a bar brawl. Plus she was wearing her Ferragamo flats.  
 
    There was no brawl. 
 
    Capone reached out and clapped Tait’s shoulder and husked, “Gracias, hermano.” 
 
    Aww. 
 
    “De nada.”  
 
    Double aww. 
 
    And that was their moment over. Whatever beef they had, was suddenly gone. 
 
    They shared a drink with the Renegade Souls for about twenty minutes then Tait announced they had to go. 
 
    At the door, they heard a whistle. It was Rider. “We’re having a club only bash this weekend. You and your old lady should come.” This was seconded by many voices.  
 
    Poppy met Zara’s eyes. There was no anger there, the other woman smiled and nodded so Poppy smiled and returned the nod. 
 
    “Thanks, Rider. We just might do that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    “Mistakes and manipulation.” - Addison  
 
      
 
      
 
    They left the bar with his arm slung casually over his woman’s shoulders, she was tucked into his ribs slightly smashed and giggling. 
 
    Which meant Texas felt good as hell.  
 
    They were living in the moment.  
 
    He’d made it as right as he could for the MC, what would be would be, he wasn’t expecting his cut back, but he’d work on fixing friendships.  
 
    Those bastards meant something to him. For now he was good with it.  
 
    He didn’t know what tomorrow was going to be and he didn’t really care anymore.  
 
    He was right there with her in the moment.  
 
    This woman with her excitable eyes and adventurous spirit had made him re-evaluate his life, to look at the importance of now and not tomorrow.  
 
    She’d taken a huge leap with her life not knowing the outcome and look at her now, giggling and groping him.  
 
    “Little girl, you really can’t handle your booze,” he grinned, with his mouth against her temple.  
 
    “Tait,” she whacked him softly in the gut. He needed to teach her how to throw a real punch but he’d leave that for a day when she wasn’t sauced. “That’s not fair, the wine here is so much stronger than it is in New York. I’m pretty sure about that.” 
 
    His girl was a lightweight and adorable with it and she found everything hilarious and he fucking loved her laugh. 
 
    Sober Poppy liked to touch him all the time. 
 
    Texas didn’t mind a bit, what with how hard he was pressed against the inside of his zipper. 
 
    Drunk Poppy was all hands for groping him. 
 
    Sober Poppy straddled his lap when he was only half awake and rubbed one out for him to watch. He was dying to see what drunk Poppy did on his body. His cock couldn’t wait.  
 
    It was why he was rushing them home so he could get her out of those painted on jeans he’d drooled over when he’d watched her shimmy herself into them earlier.  
 
    Then eat her for a while until he was satisfied and then he wanted to fuck her hard before she fell asleep. 
 
    But the way she kept pushing her hand under his shirt to get at his stomach and chest, he’d be lucky to get her home at all before he had to press the good girl against the nearest wall and fuck himself stupid. 
 
    They stopped five times to make out. 
 
    Her taste saturated his mouth until he felt drunk. 
 
    She whined. That noise she did when she wanted his fuck and she wanted his fuck immediately. 
 
    Walking became hard and imperative he got her to his front door right now or his steel bat dick was gonna cut off if he didn’t open his fly. 
 
    He needed her mouth sucking him down deep the way she did. Tentative at first, then going all out. 
 
    “Swear to Christ, Pop.” He cursed and the little tease laughed her ass off. 
 
    She didn’t stop touching him. 
 
    To be fair, he didn’t ask her to.  
 
    He made sure to stop right in front of his door, plaster her against the wall, got his knee between her leg to grind on and he ate her mouth from the inside out. 
 
    Sloppy, ravenous kisses she fell into and dragged both of her hands through his hair. He drove his hips into hers and heard her moan. 
 
    “Tait.” 
 
    It was funny how she had different tones for saying his name and he recognized all of them.  
 
    When she was exasperated. Furious and like now, turned on.  
 
    Her nails were in his neck, clawing him closer and he was just trying to tell himself their bed was right inside and it was a good idea to go in and not give her a taste of his desperate fuck out here on the steps. 
 
    “Tell me you love me, Penelope.” 
 
    She sighed and got that dreamy look in her eyes. “Love you all around the world, Tait.” 
 
    “Tait.” 
 
    That second voice did not belong to his woman and when Texas heard it come from behind, it was a cold clutch in his spine before he turned his head. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” he muttered.  
 
    Not tonight with this bullshit.  
 
    Not after having a good night with his boys and his woman. Not this tonight.  
 
    Did he need to rub a genie’s lamp, buy an incantation from a shaman to get rid of this bitch for good? There was no circumstances, ever, that he’d need to see his brother’s wife. 
 
    Poppy hadn’t caught on to the disturbance yet, she was too into kissing his neck and though they had an unwelcome audience, she was driving him nuts.  
 
    He turned back to her and lowered his head. “Go inside, baby.” 
 
    “Wha…” 
 
    “Addison is here, I need to get rid of her.” 
 
    “I can hear you, Tait.” The viper in question spoke with a click of her tongue like they were inconveniencing her and not the other way around.  
 
    He could remind her that she’d interrupted him and his fucking woman. 
 
    It was all he said and Poppy shoved him out of the way to face Addison. 
 
    Suddenly she was sober as Pastor Danny on a Sunday.  
 
    “Oh, wow, you really are here. I cannot believe this bull crap.” 
 
    “Penelope,” Addison said with no warmth behind it. She was dressed for a ski lodge, he thought. This late at night and she wore tight fawn pants, dark knee boots and a sleeveless fur lined hoodie over a long-sleeved shirt. She then added, “I need to talk to Tait, can you leave us alone.” 
 
    Oh, fuck no, she did not get to boss his woman. 
 
    Poppy had the same idea and got in before he could let Addison know how wrong that was. He practically felt her hackles rising at the side of him and he bit the inside of his cheek. 
 
    “Are you out of your tiny mind? You must be, seriously. It must be the red dye just sucked the intelligence out of you if you think for one second you get any time alone with Tait, when we all know you want to slurp him up like dessert, but he’s not your dessert, he’s mine, so shove off.” 
 
    “I just need…” 
 
    Poppy’s arms flung in the air. “Do you see anyone here who gives a flying racoon’s ass about what you need.” 
 
    “Baby, it’s rats ass.” 
 
    She turned to him and wrinkled her nose. Making Tait grin down at her. “Say what?” 
 
    “It’s don’t give a rats ass.” 
 
    “I said that.” 
 
    “You said racoon.” 
 
    “Hello, will you stop ignoring me, I’m standing right here, it’s late and cold. Tait, please.” 
 
    Then it was Poppy to round on Addison again and she pointed her finger this time. “Don’t interrupt me when I’m having an important talk with my man, you attention seeking cobra. We don’t care if you’re standing in the middle of the Andes freezing your bottom off and being peed on by snowmen.” She was not done and Texas couldn’t stop his chuckle. 
 
    He was fucking tickled pink, swear to God, he couldn’t love her more. And just when he didn’t think her drunk ass could get more adorable, she turned into a cute, possessive rottweiler. “Has something happened to Tait’s twin?” 
 
    “Well.. no.” Addison looked both uncomfortable and put out that she wasn’t getting her own way. Now that he let his eyes look at her and beyond, he saw the big silver Rover parked across the street, it must only belong to her. 
 
    “So then you have no reason to be here at our home where our babies are waiting inside for us, in the place where we make maple bacon pancakes every Sunday morning because my man loves them, I bet you didn’t know that.” 
 
    “I need to talk to Tait a minute.” 
 
    “At 11 at night?” Laughed his woman and he slid a hand to the back of her neck. A move Addison witnessed with a sour tightening of her lips.  
 
    This time she turned her eyes on him and ignored Poppy, which he didn’t care for. 
 
    “It’s important, Tait.” 
 
    If he cared even an inch, he’d ask why.  
 
    He’d want to know why a woman important to his brother was out this late, and was here so far from home, he’d ask those important questions, he’d take her inside and make sure she was fine.  
 
    For anyone else, he’d do that. 
 
    Not this woman. 
 
    He didn’t care about her reasons because her reasons were always self-serving, always had been and from the looks of her, she wasn’t having a personality makeover any time soon. 
 
    “Baby,” he lowered his head for Poppy to meet his eyes, her lower lip was shaking but it wasn’t because she was upset. “You’re freezing, go climb into our bed, I won’t be a minute.” 
 
    She didn’t argue, but she did look him deep in the eyes like she was checking for lies or doubts.  
 
    He hoped she saw none, because he didn’t have any.  
 
    He was 100% in this with her, she should know that by now.  
 
    No amount of his past mistakes turning up out of the blue would change that. 
 
    He quirked a half smile just for her and watched her eyes soften.  
 
    She put both her hands on his belly then turned to Addison who’d watched their exchange. 
 
    “I’m going inside to our kids, to our home where it’s warm and where me and my man will curl up in our bed, so you savor this minute I’m giving you with him alone, you vapid banshee,” this he grinned at and wanted to bust out laughing and then call the boys to tell them about Poppy’s tirade.  
 
    She could give Luxe a run for her tempers.  
 
    Fuck, she was cute as hell all riled up. 
 
    “You don’t deserve his time and you don’t deserve to interrupt our time either, but know that I’m giving this to you, me, Tait’s woman, because there’s no one on earth who I trust more than him. Even with someone like you who turns up at another man’s house in the middle of the night without her husband.” Poppy made a disgusted noise and stroked his belly before turning to the door, he’d already unlocked it for her. Her teeth were clacking now and he frowned, wanting to get her ass inside. “I’ll tell you; I feel sorry for Malachai if this is his marriage, poor guy. You had your chance with Tait so long ago and still you pester him like a petty woman. Move the fuck on, Addison, because Tait has, and he’s never been happier.” 
 
    The top of his head nearly blew off, and his chest ached in a good way when she kissed his cheek and sauntered inside. She’d said her piece and was content in the fact that he was about to follow her. 
 
    “You have kids?” Addison questioned.  
 
    She came closer to the curb. 
 
    She was nervous, he saw this in the way she rung her hands together.  
 
    Her gloves were leather and probably cost more than his jacket.  
 
    She always did want expensive shit, though she had a daddy who made sure she got it.  
 
    He wondered if he was still bank rolling his daughter.  
 
    That would cut off Mal’s balls for sure if he was being trumped to take care of his woman. 
 
    “What do you want? Make it quick.” 
 
    She repeated. “You have kids?” 
 
    “Yes, two.” She didn’t get to know it was an attention seeking goat and a noisy cat.  
 
    “We…we didn’t know.” 
 
    “None of your business, Addison, told you that last year. What are you even doing here?” 
 
    “I’m in Denver for a trip with girlfriends, we’re at the Duke lodge.” 
 
    She told him really carefully like she assumed he’d trot there after her.  
 
    He wasn’t interested in a conversation with Addison.  
 
    Hadn’t been in a long time, not since she climbed into bed with his twin. 
 
     “I thought we should talk. Malachai hasn’t been happy since you cut him off, Tait. It’s not fair to him.” 
 
    “Mal makes his own choices, he doesn’t need you creeping around my house when I’m with my woman in the middle of the night.” 
 
    She flinched. “This is all very sudden with Penelope Astor.” 
 
    “Also not your business.” 
 
    “She was getting married only months ago, Tait. She’s on the rebound, she’ll hurt you.” 
 
    Texas laughed with no humor. “Your concern is touching, but you know nothing, woman, don’t even try. If you came because of Mal, it’s noted, now you can go.” 
 
    “I’ll make it right with your parents,” she blurted and his spine solidified, eyes narrowed. What in the fuck? 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your parents. I’ll make it so you can be in their lives again, Tait. If you make it right with Malachai. He misses you.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s late, it’s fucking cold and I want to get inside to my woman, so I’ll make this plain for you.” Though his voice was aggravated and low, dripping with enough coldness to freeze a penguins balls, he was about to deliver home truths in the form of verbal bullets and he didn’t want her to duck, he wanted her body riddled with his shoot to kill aim.   
 
    “I give no fucks about my parents, they made it clear I wasn’t welcome in their lives, I’m good with that because I became my own person, and not their puppet, they know where I am if that ever changes for them. You had a part in that, so own it. They don’t know you like I do, like Mal does, they always thought your shit don’t stink.”  
 
    She flinched again and rose a hand to her throat, but he didn’t give a fuck about hurting her prissy feelings either. She came to his door, she had to live with the fall out.  
 
    “We’re not family, Addison, you’re just the woman who trapped my brother into this life, we won’t ever be friends, you could say a ton of shit to my parents and I wouldn’t ever thank you. Ships sail, be careful you don’t fall overboard.” 
 
    “She won’t make you happy, not long term,” her viper tongue spat out and Texas grinned, there she was. The real Addison Hunt. The woman who threw vicious tantrums if she couldn’t get her own way and wielded manipulation like a highly crafted weapon. “She can’t give you what you need.” 
 
    The woman was a queen manipulator and spat out her pacifier if people didn’t buy it. 
 
    Texas hadn’t bought her shit for a long time. 
 
    “Is this about my brother, or because you heard I was with Poppy and you can’t take your jealousy?” 
 
    “Me jealous of her? She’s fat and boring.” She scoffed.  
 
    Jealousy seething out of her. 
 
    “She’s worth a million of you, that’s facts.” 
 
    “She’s been engaged three fucking times, Tait, and never got married, she’s a flake.” 
 
    Yeah, the real reason for her late night visit just stepped into the room.  
 
    Texas wasn’t surprised. 
 
    “I didn’t buy into your shitty excuse last summer, Addison, I don’t buy it now. Get the fuck over it, I was seventeen, I’m nearly thirty now and I haven’t wanted you in a long fucking time. Do you want me to get nasty about it? Because I can. I kept my mouth shut because it appeared you made my twin happy.”  
 
    She’d sauntered into his life again last year when he was at his lowest after losing the MC and the bitch thought she could play him again. 
 
    “It’s not… Tait… it’s only been you; you know that. There’s always been a us.” 
 
    He laughed. The lying balls on this bitch. 
 
    “Mal is… he’s always concentrating on his job.” 
 
    This selfish bitch had so much wow about her, it wasn’t even funny.  
 
    “Are you trapped in a time warp or something? We were a us for 3 minutes before you played me off against my twin. Before you climbed into his bed and didn’t stop even when you knew it wasn’t me. We haven’t been anything long before he put a ring on that spoiled finger. For all his deplorable decisions, my brother has loved you from the beginning. If you can’t give him the same, cut the man loose so he can find it somewhere else. You’re nearly thirty, start acting like an adult, a decent fucking woman, you’re too old for these games, because I’ll tell you for free, I am not playing. I took myself off that board a long time ago and as much as you try to pull me back, it’s not happening. Not for you, not for my twin. Get the fuck in your ride and don’t come here again.” 
 
    “Please, Tait. It’s not… things haven’t been right for a while. I’m not lying, Malachai does miss you.” 
 
    “I haven’t even been in your life but I can bet money on you being a terrible wife.” 
 
    Pain suffused her face. “That’s a horrible thing to say.” 
 
    “Yeah it is, for Mal, yet it’s true.”  
 
    “I can’t believe this is how you’re talking to me, after everything.” 
 
    “There is no ‘everything’ not between us.” He turned around. “Bye, Addison.” 
 
    He’d given her far too much time already.  
 
    He didn’t wait around to make sure she was safe in her car, he let himself in and locked up behind him and took the stairs.  
 
    Halfway he stopped and pulled out his phone.  
 
    He might have deleted Mal’s number but his brain remembered it, he tapped it in and waited. 
 
    “Tait?” 
 
    He didn’t give a greeting. “Your wife was just at my door. Again. Put a fucking leash on her, brother, and make sure she doesn’t come here again, or I won’t be so nice. I’ve got a woman; I don’t want yours. It’s time to re-evaluate your own house.” 
 
    He hung up and switched his phone off. 
 
    He meant what he said, Malachai might be a backstabbing bastard in a lot of ways, but he didn’t deserve being shit on by being loyal to a lying, manipulative bitch. 
 
    It took him a long time to see her true skin.  
 
    Now he couldn’t understand what he’d seen in her. 
 
    It might have something to do with the woman in her underwear in his apartment showing him what real goodness was. 
 
    Her eyes came to him instantly and she cut him the biggest smile before she started dancing on her tiptoes. Making her hair and tits bounce. 
 
    He’d had a lot of bitter in his life, now he only wanted to taste sweetness.  
 
    His dirty eyes traced over her. 
 
    “Oh, my God, I was so awesome,” his girl bragged the second he shrugged off his jacket and stooped down to run a hand over the jumping goat’s back as he too danced around his ankles. That had his face splitting with a wide grin to see her so pleased with herself. “I mean, I was so awesome, wasn’t I, what I told her, Tait?” 
 
    “Had my knees knocking, baby.” 
 
    He wouldn’t remind her of the raccoons ass. Not today anyway.  
 
    “Damn right,” she laughed pointing a finger at him. 
 
    And then he attacked. 
 
    Just swept her off her feet and carried her squealing through to the bedroom before he launched her through the air and landed her gorgeous self on the bed.  
 
    “Glenn, go to bed,” he ordered the needy goat.  
 
    “Tait!” she was laughing, sprawled. Hair all over. Pure beauty. 
 
    “You’re about to show me your tough girl act right now.” 
 
    “Oh, I am? I don’t think I can just turn it on. I have to be really angry. And I love you so I don’t want to get angry right this second.” 
 
    She wanted to check his arm, but he had other … better … ideas.  
 
    He got rid of his clothes. Crawled over her and bit her lip. “Try.”  
 
    The desire and love was right there for the taking in her eyes and it nearly swept all the blood and air out of his body. 
 
    She’d never made any bones about what she wanted from him and he was going to give her everything.  
 
    He’d thought that she’d return to her old life, her better life as he saw it. One that was privilege and prestige and top of the totem pole of socialites. Every facet of this new life she was living currently was different from her opulent mansion back home, but she never once complained. Never showed signs of missing that life or the jilted fiancé.  
 
    He’d waited for it. Braced for it, held his heart back when he felt himself falling for her.  
 
    He hadn’t given her the words yet just because he thought if she did leave he could protect what was left of him.  
 
    But what they had between them burned bright.  
 
    It was unmatchable to anything either of them had had before. He wasn’t waiting for that jackass guy to turn up and steal his woman from Texas.  
 
    Fuck that, never going to happen. 
 
    She’d be a Hunt one day. Never a Pitstop.  
 
    He dug belonging to her and he ached knowing she wanted to belong to him.  
 
    On any average day, his Poppy was gorgeous.  
 
    Seriously swallow his tongue and take a second look at her kind of gorgeous.  
 
    But when she got horny and started to explore his body, to take his fierce kiss and to swallow his tongue, she was magnificent.  
 
    “I want on top.” She whined, trying to roll him. He was solid muscle of 240 pounds; she had no chance and he laughed with his mouth on her tit. “Later. Need to fuck you hard first.” 
 
    His hard-on went supernova when she moaned his name all thick and wanting.  
 
    She moaned into his mouth and then went about showing him her toughness when he rolled her over and got to fucking his girl on her knees and her face pressed into the sheets, making her come again and again.  
 
    Fuck, this was the best.  
 
    He’d never had it so good before.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never get to play as long as I want to,” she pouted, gripping his dick tight a while later, after he’d fed the animals, got them in their crates and then climbed back into bed, he’d let her jack him off for longer than he could take without taking her.  
 
    Texas looked down at her kneeling between his wide legs as she’d brushed her lips over his wet cock like she was saying hello to the pulsing pipe, and when he told her it was enough, didn’t the brat just slide him through her palm again, making the climax gather at the bottom of his spine. 
 
    Texas reached out and plucked her up, straddled her over his lap and took a hand around the back of her neck where he brought her forward so they were touching noses. 
 
     “Are you saying I ever leave you unsatisfied, little girl?” 
 
    “Ut oh, you use little girl when I’m in trouble.” The gorgeous brat giggled and turned her head to lick his wrist. 
 
    Another blast of his pending climax. 
 
    “I said, do I ever leave you wanting?” 
 
    “You know you don’t, you great bully.” 
 
    Damn right he didn’t. 
 
    He smirked and took a lick for himself down her neck and got into position with the condom rolled down.  
 
    “Sometimes I want to play too, Tait.” 
 
    She was wet and soft where he needed her to be wet and soft. Sucking him off always turned her on and it turned him on to watch her swallowing him.  
 
    Rolling his hands over her flared hips and up her curved waist to palm her tits, she undulated on his lap and whined some more. 
 
    “If I’d let you play any longer, I would have come, and I want to do that bursting inside you.” 
 
    “Oh,” she beamed and grasped the side of his neck right as Texas shoved up just once and impaled her. 
 
    “Yes, oh. Now you can ride me, baby. Soaked and quivering already, aren’t you?” 
 
    She started to rise and fall.  
 
    When he’d first shown her that she couldn’t do anything wrong that he’d hate, she discovered she loved this position and Texas loved it because he got to play with her body when she fucked his brains out.  
 
    His mouth touched her tits. His fingers stroked her hard little clit and he swallowed her cries. “Yes,” she panted, going harder. 
 
    “Ready to dirty talk, baby? Want to tell me how you love my cock shoved inside you, how right it feels stretching you out while you drip down me.”  
 
    Her eyes flared and Texas grinned, holding off his pleasure until she spilled over. She loved sex, he’d never been with anyone hungrier or more enthusiastic than his Poppy, but she was shy too.  
 
    She buried her face in the side of his neck and she rode him like Hell. 
 
    “Love your cock,” he barely heard as they both came down from massive climaxes, then she followed up with, “love you, Tait,” his heart galloped, gathering her in.  
 
    Love you, little girl, he thought, stroking his lips over her damp forehead, praising her for riding him, for loving him, for every inch of peace she’d brought to his life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-SIX 
 
    “MC legacy.” – Cain 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, I tired.” 
 
    Cuddling Harper on her lap, Zara kissed her daughter’s light hair, it was almost as white as her own. She’d started the day with them in two little pigtails but as always through her rambunctious playing, they were now off center on her head. Dressed in pink and white jeans and a t-shirt, she looked like a tiny princess at nearly three, but as Zara and Rider knew, their daughter was hell on wheels. 
 
    She got her daredevilry from Rider. 
 
    Whatever she wasn’t allowed to do, Harper Marinos wanted to do. 
 
    It was why Zara’s nerves were fraught holding her baby on her lap in the ER. 
 
    She thought she’d seen the back of this place this week. They were due to come for a check-up for Rider’s stitches, but instead they were waiting to have Harper looked at. She had freaking beads stuck up her nose from one of Zara’s broken necklaces, too far up for either her or Rider to get them out. 
 
    Her biker man was the calmer of them both and handled it. 
 
    He was outside while Mace parked the Raptor truck, Rider couldn’t drive yet and Zara wanted him right here so he could do his scary biker man face and get a doctor to look at Harper without delay. 
 
    “Won’t be long now, baby.” 
 
    “Papa coming?” 
 
    “Yeah, he has to park.” Harper tried to poke her nose again and Zara redirected her arm. 
 
    Just then, a woman and a boy no older than twelve or thirteen at her side came through the doors like a whirlwind, she was chastising him and the boy was rolling his eyes.  
 
    The muddy blond haired boy was tall, almost up to the woman’s chin and he had a towel wrapped around his forearm, blood marked all the way through it. 
 
    Oh ouch, she thought. The poor kid. 
 
     The way he was slouching and huffing, he looked like he couldn’t give a flying frog for being hurt. His mom looked as aggrieved as Zara herself felt and in that moment while the other woman checked in, she felt okay that she wasn’t the only mom in the world who let their kid get hurt.  
 
    Harper, no matter the situation would never stay still for long and she slid off Zara’s lap, making her way over to the boy instantly. His arm was of more interest to her baby girl, obviously. 
 
    “Hurt?” She asked pointing to him and the teen boy glanced down, his brow which had been sullen, smoothed out. 
 
    He shrugged at Zara’s nosy girl. “It’s okay, kid, just a scratch.” 
 
    “I see?” 
 
    Oh, dear. When Harper latched onto something, she got a little possessive and Zara knew before she irritated the boy into seeing his injury she might have to bring her back. 
 
    But rather than appearing annoyed by the hovering toddler, the boy got down on his haunches and lifted the towel away to show Harper the deep gash on his forearm. 
 
    “Ouchie,” she remarked and reached out to pat his muddy blond head. 
 
    Zara bit back a grin at her daughter’s friendliness. 
 
    “You cry?” 
 
    “Nah, kid. It doesn’t hurt. Just fell off a wall.” 
 
    “You were trying to break into a greenhouse, don’t leave that part out, Cain.” Snapped his mom and that’s when he scowled up at her but stayed at eye level with Harper who was busily telling him in her toddler excitable babble that she had beads up her nose. “Beads aren’t meant to go up your nose, kid.” 
 
    Harper nodded vigorously. “I know.” 
 
    Taking a seat a few away from Zara, the beautiful woman, probably mid to late thirties, sighed and looked at Zara with a look of understanding between two harried moms. “Kids,” she said and Zara smiled. 
 
    “Your first ER trip?” 
 
    “I wish,” the woman said. “We practically live at the emergency room with this one back home in California. I’m sure he thinks he’s made of Teflon. Yours?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “She’ll be okay, they’ll have you out pretty quick.” 
 
    Zara hoped so. She kept seeing Rider in that bed just days ago.  
 
    This was too much drama for one girl to cope with.  
 
    “I’m Dana,” the woman said offering her hand. Zara shook it and exchanged names. “We’re only in town for the week visiting family and this happens. I swear he’s driving me to drink.” She joked. 
 
    At that, Rider came through the doors, flanked by Pretty-boy, larger than life even with a slight limp and put relief in Zara’s chest.  
 
    Harper ran to him immediately and got scooped up. 
 
    “She been seen to?” He asked, putting a hand around Zara’s neck as if he sensed she needed calming. When she told him no, he went up to the counter, said a few words to the girl behind and what do you know, within a few minutes Harper got seen to, the beads were extracted and they were free to go. 
 
    Not before Harper, who was laid on Rider’s shoulder, started to wave to the blond haired kid. 
 
    “Don’t cry, is okay. I gots a sticker.” She said to him and the boy half smiled in her direction.  
 
    “I won’t, kid.” 
 
    Harper beamed and waved again, tuckered out, she laid her head on Rider, a thumb popped into her mouth.  
 
    The boy’s eyes shifted to Rider and interest sparked there. 
 
    “You’re a MC president?” 
 
    Rider arched his eyebrow and answered as he reached for Zara’s hand with his free one. Pretty-boy was behind them. “Yeah, kid.” 
 
    “That’s cool. I’m gonna be in a MC one day.”  
 
    “Maybe don’t get your limbs slashed up and you might.” 
 
    “Cain, stop bothering people,” his mom said quietly and his scowl came back as he threw himself on a chair, sprawling with all the arrogance a boy of his age could possess. Zara shared a smile with Dana, told her she hoped he’d be okay and then they thankfully left the hospital to go to another department, this time to get Rider’s stitches looked at. 
 
    “No more hospitals forever, Ambrosio,” she warned, Pretty-boy laughed.  
 
    “You giving birth in the tub at home, Icy?” 
 
    She huffed, smiling. Smartass man, and she’d agreed to marry him.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The meeting was raucous as he’d expected it to be. 
 
    It was the first time in days he had his ass in the Prez chair and Rider felt at home even with his leg throbbing. He stretched the limb out in front of him for some relief and hit the gavel on the table. 
 
    “How did it feel, Prez?” Grinder was the one to ask and every set of eyes came at Rider. 
 
    He half smiled. They meant taking out Grigori.  
 
    “Like getting hemorrhoids removed.” 
 
    Around the table the cheers and slaps on wood traveled through each man.  
 
    He didn’t take murder lightly. 
 
    It was as necessary as breathing in this case.  
 
    Eliminate Grigori’s soldiers had been step one, make it so he was forever having to bring in new crew. That tied him up for a while.  
 
    Drain his funds was the biggest boon and Rider got a kick out of that part of their plan. Like taking candy from a moron.  
 
    But the biggest break was the plan they hit on in late night talks around this very table. Make it seem like Grigori was doing the dirty on his own kind.  
 
    The mafia take backstabbing seriously. As in you get dead.  
 
    A few well choice pieces of doctored evidence that went through the secret channels of the bratva back in the cold country and Rider was finally granted a phone call with Alexei, the Pakhan himself. Maybe the old coot didn’t like Grigori because it took next to no persuading at all for him to give Rider the confirmation that no retribution would come if he killed his second in command. 
 
    It was the last piece Rider had been holding out for and after that, there was nothing stopping him. 
 
    He hadn’t intended to get shot. 
 
    Nor to be part of a set up where Grigori was using Texas either. 
 
    Lucky for all concerned, Charlie Timmons filled him in on Texas’ suicidal crusade. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, Rider took a slow inhale and felt some of his tension from the last few years drift away. 
 
    He smiled, listening to his men celebrating.  
 
    They needed their blowout party, that was for damn sure. 
 
    It had taken time, a lot of planning, too much waiting and patience, letting the asshole assume he had the upper hand over Rider’s MC. 
 
    But at every turn, they’d thwarted Grigori’s moves to earn money off their land.  
 
    Again, it was fortunate that Charlie had been the first cop on the scene.  
 
    He didn’t question Rider whether he’d killed the Russian, he wouldn’t want that secret on his conscience, but what the lawman did do was make it so that the Russian’s had turned on each other.  
 
    This shit might play on Charlie’s mind for a while even though they’d had the common good of their town in getting rid of the rancid poison.  
 
    His MC was about 90% legit but it would never mean Rider would sit on the same fence as the law, not all the way one percenters any longer and it was the way Rider liked it. 
 
    He was slogging his guts out for a better future for his family, for future generations, so the club never ended in the dirt again. 
 
    If he had to kill every fucking member of any mafia to do that, he would.  
 
    Never underestimate a determined club. 
 
    His club had risen to the top once more and would keep doing so. 
 
    It was Tag whose voice rose over all others as he knocked his knuckles on the table. His Prince Charming grin in full wattage as he declared. “One jackass down. One to go.” 
 
    Oh, yeah. Every man around that table agreed. 
 
    Grigori might be gone and the club home free, but there was still one annoying enemy left. 
 
    His shithole of an uncle. 
 
    Rex Marinos was next on Rider’s hit list.  
 
    And what that old man didn’t realize was, Rider was an excellent shot. 
 
    He’d put all his efforts into his recovery and seeing that his old lady brought their third baby into the world safely, especially now she’d agreed to wear his ring. 
 
    And then dear uncle fuck face would get his payback in full.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
    “No wars are without casualties.” - Lawless 
 
      
 
      
 
    Riding through the football field sized compound forecourt, Lawless ignored the Yamaha following closely behind when he parked besides Jed’s Harley trike. The old member couldn’t climb on a hog these days with his arthritic bones, but he still loved a ride on warmer days and he looked killer on the trike.  
 
    Stopping the engine, he pocketed the keys, sitting there for a second with his boots braced on the concrete floor while the other bike parked across the way in the only space left. 
 
    If Lawless were an emotional person able to feel …anything, he might have some reaction with what he was about to lay down. 
 
    But he felt nothing. 
 
    His mind was made up a long time ago. 
 
    He was halfway through now. 
 
    He couldn’t get off this path. 
 
    Quitting was for quitters and he was no idiot, or however that saying went.  
 
    It started several hundred days ago and he was in the home stretch but this part was going to be the most difficult of all.  
 
    He knew someone who could get it done for him no questions asked if he wanted to go down that road again, without the sacrifices he was going to throw down. But that wasn’t Lawless’ flavor, he did his own dirty work. 
 
    His trips to Mexico over the past few months were no picnic. But he got some good eats while he was there.  
 
    Running a hand over his newly shaved head, feeling the bristles barely an inch long on his palm, he threw his leg over his bike. 
 
    He had two objectives today. 
 
    Two he intended to see through to the bitter end. 
 
    Snake was gonna fucking cry. He just knew it. 
 
    Meat was so sensitive. 
 
    But then Snake was his best friend, if Lawless were capable of that. 
 
    He supposed he was closest to the bodyguard than anyone else. 
 
    Not because they’d fucked. 
 
    That noise didn’t even register to either of them now. 
 
    Not with the guy on cloud nine with his family. 
 
    Lawless was happy for him.  
 
    Had he been in the cupid matchmaking business, he would have chosen Winter for him. She was right for the man, their noises fit together.  
 
    Ah, fuck.  
 
    Now look at him, little bastard human emotions trying to get through the cracks of his nothingness. 
 
    Someone once called him an unfeeling robot.  
 
    He did have circuits that didn’t fire on the normal frequency, he admitted this.  
 
    Just imagine what kind of lunatic he’d be if acted solely on emotion.  
 
    People were just not grateful at all.  
 
    Inspecting his bike for a second, he’d given it a fresh meticulous polish before he left his cabin this morning and rode down the mountain. 
 
    If he had attachments, then she would be one of them. 
 
     Chrome laced wheels with whitewall tires, pull back handlebars and the trim was midnight blue, softail frame with a retro modern style. She was a thing of beauty and Lawless’ current ride, having laid out nearly twenty big ones only four months ago for the Harley Deluxe. 
 
    She was his sixth motorcycle since joining the MC. And eight in total. 
 
    “Sweet ride, boss.” The younger guy whistled sidling up to Lawless, his hands stuffed down in the front pockets of his worn denim. Shoulders up by his ears indicating how cold it was today with mist coming out of both their mouths and frost dusting the top of the mountains to the left.  
 
    He looked like any of the prospect hopefuls. 
 
    Fresh behind the ears with a look of determination in the eyes. 
 
    Lawless knew his past and would hazard a guess at his future. 
 
    The enforcer and all around self-proclaimed know-it-all set off toward` the main entrance. He had limited time and a lot to do. 
 
    The kid trailing him, walking a little faster to catch up. 
 
    He could guess at what he was thinking as he tipped his head back to get a good look at the whole compound. 
 
    The Souls place was intimidating to anyone who was permitted through the three security gates. 
 
    Overkill? 
 
    Nah. Bad fish liked to try to come in uninvited and Lawless didn’t have enough duct tape and beef hooks for them all. 
 
    “Man, this place is fucking huge. It doesn’t look that big from back on the road.” 
 
    The kid was a talker. He better listen just as good. 
 
    Lawless was not a talker unless he wanted to be and today was not that day, so he let him go on as they got closer. 
 
    His mind was elsewhere.  
 
    No detail was left out. 
 
    Lawless, not even bragging, was good at that. 
 
    His head was a constant tick, even in his downtime and he knew how to put a plan into motion like it was fire dancing over his long fingers. 
 
    The back of his skull was already making too much noise. 
 
    Adrenaline pumping too fast. 
 
    Any other time he’d chain someone to the ceiling and make all his noise go away but there was no time for fun and games.  
 
    Get on with it. 
 
    Get it done. 
 
    Feel the blood on his fingers. 
 
    “You remember my specifics?” His rusty voice inquired. 
 
    There was only one right answer. 
 
    He didn’t have patience for people most days. 
 
    Some people … yes. 
 
    Not all people. 
 
    Lawless wanted to stab his own eyes out for knowing who the kid looked like.  
 
    That vampire diaries idiot who smirked and fucked his brother’s girl.  
 
    Not the depressive one who had diamonds for skin.  
 
    So what if he flipped through the channels one night when he couldn’t sleep. There were only so many books he could read and he was done with his latest language degree. He’d watched a few killing spree episodes, so what.  
 
    The kid at his side was a dead ringer for him. With his ink black hair and curled lip. The bitches inside were gonna cream their panties for him. 
 
    But the swagger had a job to do. 
 
    And it wasn’t fucking the hangaround fish. 
 
    He could swing his dick in his own time. 
 
    “Boss, for what you’re paying me, you could shove a broom up my ass and I’ll sweep the floor as I go.” 
 
    Lawless only cocked one eyebrow before he stepped through the door first. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I got it, boss, no problemo whatsoever.” He rolled his shoulders like he was juiced. 
 
    There better not be any problems. 
 
    “Make sure you don’t forget. Ever.” 
 
    His threat was clear. 
 
    No one got a second chance to fuck Lawless over.  
 
    Not anymore, those days were far in the past, drowning in the trailer park sewage.  
 
    Lawless saw the VP first, Hawk’s soulless eyes came at him and then eyed the boy.  
 
    He was holding his daughter and his mutt at his feet. Things had changed fast for his psycho in arms.  
 
    Scanning his gaze down the far end of the common room, he clocked everyone who was around. Capone. Tag, Pretty-boy and Arson. Then there was Zara and her kids sitting with Ruby and Grinder’s spitfire Mexican wife.  
 
    In the mix was Angela who waved over with a smile on her face. He jutted his chin and switched his gaze to the man in charge who was coming from his office. 
 
    Everyone was gathering for the party later.  
 
    Nothing kept Rider down for long.  
 
    His gait was labored due to his injury and the leg brace but he was still an imposing bastard.  
 
    “Prez, this is Judge, who I was telling you about.” 
 
    The kid immediately snapped to attention. 
 
    Check the fucking adoration on the meat, he smirked internally. 
 
    Acting like Rider was a rock star, football QB and king of dicks all rolled into one. 
 
    “You must have something special, if this lunatic has spoken for you. Don’t waste it, yeah?” 
 
    “Not a problem, sir.” Judge answered immediately and Lawless jutted his chin at him for his obedience. “Go mingle like a prom queen, the adults wanna talk.” 
 
    Judge flashed a grin and moseyed off down the other end. 
 
    Swagger in place. 
 
    Cocky attitude strapped on.  
 
    Lawless watched every pair of eyes turn the kid’s way. 
 
    The curiosity. The intrigue. 
 
    The chicks checking out the kid who was barely in his twenties. 
 
    One set of dark chocolate eyes stayed on Judge longer than the others.  
 
    She was the nosiest.  
 
    “He appears keen.” Rider noted. “How long have you been with me now, Law? And you’ve never sponsored anyone.” 
 
    Lawless knew this.  
 
    Circumstances called for a change.  
 
    He leaned an arm on the bar, his eyes down the other end before he turned his gaze to the man at his side with the shrewd stare. 
 
    A good man. A fair man. A brutal man. A man who took almost a lethal bullet just so he could kill the enemy.  
 
    Rider would make sure to keep Judge in line. 
 
    But then, Judge had his orders and knew the consequences for breaking even one.  
 
    “First time for everything, Prez.” 
 
    Rider laughed. “Fuck me, that shit could mean anything coming from you.” 
 
    Checking the silver watch on his wrist, Lawless whistled across to Snake and motioned him over. Rider took off. 
 
    “The fuck? I’m not a dog to be summoned, you ass.” Snake, holding one of his kids, bitched as he sauntered over. The drooling baby meat looked like Cash. Or was it Bowie? Twins all looked alike, how’s about that.  
 
    “Yet here you are, dog want a treat?” 
 
    “Asshole. What’s up? Who’s the Romeo? I swear he looks like that vampire jack-off my Winter has a lady hard-on for. Swear to God, she makes me watch that shit and I wanna pull my eyeballs out, get this, they turn their humanity off, give me a fucking break with that shit.” 
 
    Lawless was time sensitive or he would have absolutely unpacked every word of that whole declaration. Snake didn’t know how easy he got off with it. 
 
    “He’s Judge, gonna be hanging around for a while. Can you dump him a minute and come outside?” 
 
    Snake laughed. “Yeah, sure, I’ll sit my infant son at the bar on his own to have a bottle of beer, asshole.” 
 
    At that, Winter, the chick who owned Snake, appeared, she smiled shyly at Lawless, exchanged a kiss with Snake and took the baby from him. She nudged Snake and then headed over to the rabble; she probably wanted a look at the vampire kid too. 
 
    He’d seen many of the same exchanges with a lot of the brothers for a while now.  
 
    Old ladies were all over the club, not like back in the day, the only chicks running around then were ones looking to get fucked hard and party harder. 
 
    “My Winter wants you to come over for dinner this week.” 
 
    Lawless’ head swiveled around. “Huh? For what?” 
 
    Snake laughed. “For food. She’s got it into her head that you need more socializing like a regular person. Don’t worry, she’s not setting you up with any chicks, I told her any of her friends would be too timid for your tastes.” 
 
    A shudder of revulsion went through Lawless. 
 
    A blind date sounded about as monstrous as having a heart to heart with his mom. Momma, it’s dark, can I come back in yet? 
 
    “I can’t, busy. But tell the Mrs, thanks and another time.” 
 
    He got Snake outside.  
 
    And with just a few minutes and a fast, precise conversation where Snake, for once kept his trap shut, Lawless explained a few important things to his friend. 
 
    He watched it happen. 
 
    Snake paled under his tanned skin, flexing his tattooed hands and then his teeth snapped together. 
 
    “Before you start spewing your little boy feelings on me… don’t. This is a done deal, Snake. It’s happening and I need you to get with the program to see to what I need from you.” 
 
    Connections didn’t come easy or simple for Lawless but he knew he’d kill for any of those men inside and the one in front of him in particular.  
 
    Maybe he did care to an extent, but it was never in the flavor that people wanted from him. 
 
    Humans were skin and bones and so much neediness that his intestines hurt. 
 
    Noise crawled through his chest wall. 
 
    Determination warred with hesitancy.  
 
    Anger looked back at Lawless. “You’re just fucking telling me this now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This is insanity. You could have told me at any time, you didn’t just wake up today and decide this.” Snake blew out frustrated air. “There’s other ways.” 
 
    “There isn’t.” 
 
    Lawless would know.  
 
    He would not wait. Not for this. He wanted it done and finished.  
 
    He let Snake go through his ranting and pacing like a worried housewife. 
 
    “I could punch your fucking face off; I fucking swear.” 
 
    “We have no time for kinky games and your wife would object, unless she gets off on watching, then maybe another time.” He smirked in return, loose with his blood on fire. 
 
    His feet wanted to carry him back inside so badly, just for a minute to indulge … and he never gave in to compulsions. 
 
    Until he did. 
 
    He was such a fucking contradiction. 
 
    He pulled the two sets of keys out of his pocket as sirens in the background started to grow closer. He pushed them into Snake’s hands, said a few quiet instructions to make sure the bodyguard took it all in.  
 
    “You’ll do this for me.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Snake snarled and showed his true self by jutting his chin up. 
 
    Not many saw through Snake’s comical personality. 
 
    Winter and Lawless had seen. 
 
    “Don’t fucking insult me with even asking, you jackass. This is fucking insane, you know that…what if something happens?” 
 
    “It won’t.” Maybe. That was the dice he was rolling.  
 
    Lawless had purposefully left the three gates open. 
 
    And not a minute later the courtyard had two squad cars and the sheriff vehicle screeching to a halt. 
 
    Both men turned to watch the sheriff of Nottingham…or Armado Springs, climb out of his vehicle and head toward them. 
 
    He’d already had one big bust recently, his chest was going to snap in two all his pride puffing out for a second.  
 
    The MC usually got a visit from the law at least once a week for one reason or another, but they never had anything they could pin on them. 
 
    Not unless it was hand delivered in a gift basket tied with a neat bow and explained in small words even a town sheriff could understand.  
 
    Seriously, Lawless had left nothing to chance.  
 
    Charlie Timmons was an okay man as it went, Lawless knew this because he’d done extensive background checks on the do-gooder. Pity he wasn’t a closet pervert who wore his wife’s lipstick in private or liked to have his Johnson ticked by a gigolo while a hoard of degenerates jacked off watching. 
 
    Nah, this guy was cleaner than most and always on the right side of the law.  
 
    Lawless smiled while Snake at his side started to rattle a growl right as some of the other brothers came out to see what the ruckus was. 
 
    The lawman said Lawless’ given name, not one of his aliases as he started the Miranda warning. “You’re under arrest for the possession and selling of class A drugs. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be used against you in court. You have the right to talk to a lawyer for advice before we ask you any questions. You have the right to have a lawyer with you during questioning. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be appointed for you before any questioning if you wish. If you decide to answer questions now without a lawyer present, you have the right to stop answering at any time.” 
 
    He didn’t protest when his arms were taken behind his back to be cuffed. 
 
    He didn’t reject being led toward the cop car.  
 
    People started to fly out of the clubhouse, naturally they were shocked and angry. Lawless nodded his head only slightly to Rider who gave him one back, his jaw tight as he stood there, flanked by Hawk.  
 
    It was the dark hair flying behind the girl that got everyone’s attention. 
 
    Largely because her scream pierced the frosty air and caused battery acid to pour into Lawless’ chest cavity. That place which was dank and empty.  
 
    He couldn’t look. But he did. Maybe he was more meat that he realized.  
 
    He met Snake’s eyes as his friend caught and held Angela by both arms as she tried to struggle to get free, calling his name, trying to get to him, big fat tears falling down her cheeks.  
 
    She’d be fine.  
 
    The boys would make sure of that.  
 
    He tried to give her a reassuring smile but wasn’t sure if it came out right. 
 
    Before he was shoved into the back of the car, the other officers rightly so standing warily by in case trouble was to start. They always came in heavy with any MC, but he could have told them there was no need.  
 
    He looked to Snake. “Tell your old lady I’m sorry about dinner, another time, yeah?” 
 
    “Lawless! Get off him, he hasn’t done anything wrong!” Her scream pierced the air.  
 
    His jaw twitched and he forced his gaze forward. “Let’s roll, sheriff. You have a fish to grill.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Snake shared a look with Rider who wore the same jaw cracking grimace as he did.  
 
    The brothers were going nuts, rightly so, no one would ever expect Lawless to be lifted for any crime.  
 
    He covered his tracks like the catholic church did with all the molesting. 
 
    Lawless was careful. 
 
    Lawless was fucking smart. 
 
    He shared a second understanding look with Rider, who whistled for everyone to shut their mouths. 
 
    “Church. Now.” 
 
    “We need to give Archie a call, get our boy out of lock up asap.” Arson said. 
 
    The others agreed. There was nothing their on-call attorney couldn’t do. They paid Archie a big enough retainer to make sure no one from the club ever got into trouble and if they did, they soon were let go. 
 
    “Church,” growled Rider. 
 
    “What we gonna do about Law? This has to be a mistake, right?” 
 
    “We do nothing.” 
 
    There would be questions to answer. 
 
    Snake just hoped Lawless knew what the fuck he was doing. 
 
    Because they’d just lost the scary brains and enforcer of their MC … for fuck knows how long.  
 
    
  
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Angela stood outside in the cold for a long time.  
 
    Her feet rooted to the forecourt ground, looking off into the distance of where she’d watched the cop cars take Lawless through the gates. 
 
    No one would tell her anything, other than it would be okay. 
 
    But if it were okay, why then was no one going after them?  
 
    They thought she was a stupid kid offering her candy to shut her up.  
 
    She wanted to know what the fuck just happened. 
 
    Worrying her lower lip, she held her gaze and prayed for a miracle.  
 
    A shadow fell over her shoulder. “Hey, you okay?” 
 
    She was not okay.  
 
    She was far from okay.  
 
    Her chest gaped open and all she felt was pain.  
 
    Lawless was security. 
 
    He was protection. 
 
    He was home. 
 
    He was the only one who ever treated her as a normal person and not the poor girl who lost her parents and was nearly sold into the sex trade.  
 
    He was caustic and blunt and her best friend in this cold, cruel world.  
 
    Zara was her best friend too, but it was different. She felt more like a sister.  
 
    She didn’t feel right inside her own skin knowing something bad was happening to him. Something his clever brain couldn’t get himself out of.  
 
    How could this have happened?  
 
    It felt unreal.  
 
    It made no sense. 
 
    Lawless was the smartest of the smart. 
 
    He outsmarted the police all the time, he didn’t get arrested for bogus crimes and not drugs for god’s sake.  
 
    She just bet he had more money than Google, why would he need to sell drugs?  
 
    It had to be a case of the wrong identity.  
 
    But why wasn’t Rider breaking the world to get him back? 
 
    Lawless was not and never would be a drug dealer for fucks sake and everyone inside was just accepting it as though they believed it.  
 
    She didn’t get it.  
 
    Why weren’t they rallying the troops to get him out?  
 
    “Trust Lawless,” Snake told her. 
 
    “Trust Lawless, he’ll be fine,” Zara told her. 
 
    Trust him for what? 
 
    Everyone treated her like a kid, but she was not a kid.  
 
    She hadn’t been a kid in a long time.  
 
    Death changed her, made her grow up real damn fast.  
 
    She couldn’t cope without Lawless, she couldn’t. She’d go crazy.  
 
    He was the one pushing her to get into the college she wanted, she couldn’t do it without him. 
 
    He was kind and clever and he told her things plainly when others pussyfooted around afraid of hurting her feelings. 
 
    He always gave her the truth.  
 
    “No,” she answered the man who’d come to stand at her side with his hands tucked into his pockets. 
 
    “Ah, sorry, mamacita, bad day, huh?” 
 
    You could say that, Einstein, she thought.  
 
    Her eyes forward, willing that cop car to drive back through and drop Lawless off.  
 
    “You wanna head in for a drink? It’s freezing out here.” 
 
    She shrugged and turned toward the door. She supposed she should.  
 
    She was meant to be staying at Zara’s this weekend but she just wanted to go home to her foster parents' house.  
 
    The new guy didn’t smile, just as well, she wasn’t in the mood for kiss-asses.   
 
    But his eyes were watchful. “I’m Judge.” 
 
    “Angie.” 
 
    “Come on, mamacita, we’ll get you something warm to drink for the shock.” He surprised her by putting his hand on the base of her back, leading her inside and he smiled down at her. “Think we’re gonna be good friends, Angie.”  
 
    She didn’t want friends. 
 
    She already had a best friend and he’d left her without a word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
    “I get screwed over from beyond the grave.” – Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
    Life was sweet. 
 
    For the last two weeks, Texas woke smiling. 
 
    Sometimes he woke with his girl sucking him off, that was even better. 
 
    Most often he woke to the sound of bleating, the damn tiny goat demanding attention from his crate. Or the newly chunk of a kitten who ate like a horse, giving off her tiny mewls for food. 
 
    Life was sweet as it had ever been because every day he got to roll into Poppy and kiss her neck and hear her contented sigh.  
 
    It didn’t matter that her mom suddenly started to message her again or that they put Poppy in a spin every time her phone pinged, because his girl was happy.  
 
    He got into being a boyfriend really quickly and found he thrived in that role.  
 
    Texas hadn’t known being a biker was in his soul, it killed not to wear his patch, it always meant something to him, not just a status but belonging somewhere, so doing without it while being back in Armado was an adjustment.  
 
    Poppy continually reminded him he was still a biker and it was time he got back to being who he was.  
 
    Texas.  
 
    Only she called him Tait which he really fucking liked.  
 
    But he was Texas.  
 
    So, he stood in his bathroom that morning, shaved off the closely clipped overgrown facial hair until he recognized himself again. He styled his hair with all his products. He used moisturizer, shaving balm and his cologne before he slid into a crisp white shirt, wrapped a thick tailed gray and white tie around his neck and his fingers wound it around in a Windsor knot. 
 
    He didn’t have his cut to slip into and that burned but when he got into a black vest and soft-worn denim on his legs and his tan Mohawk boots, he felt more like himself than he had in a while and it had a lot to do with the heavily sated, snoozing woman in his bed. 
 
    With one last job to fix up downstairs in a last apartment, he left her asleep, kissing her neck, so he could ride across into Fort Springs.  
 
    Jamie Steele owned a hardware store and Texas wanted a discount.  
 
    He didn’t intend to be out all day, the quick fix in the apartment wouldn’t take a couple of hours, then he was officially done with his project, unsure what he wanted to do after that. But his main reason for rushing was because last night, after a hard round of wear-me-out sex where Poppy had the idea to ride his brains out until he was ready to call mercy, she proclaimed she was making rosemary meatloaf tonight for dinner. 
 
    Her food was hit and miss, it reminded him of Zara when he used to sit around her table, but there wasn’t one time he didn’t love to watch her wreck his kitchen until it resembled a tornado had swept through.  
 
    Poppy was a fan of using every utensil.  
 
    She cooked and he cleaned and in between he got in a few good kisses. 
 
    In her lifetime she’d had three nannies, she’d told him. One taught her how to shut her mouth and not be seen. That bitch he somewhat remembered and hated her on principle for treating Poppy that way. The second nanny taught her etiquette shit, he didn’t care if she blew her nose on the table napkin, as long as she was happy. It was the third nanny who Poppy loved, she taught her how to cook. Texas didn’t want to tell Poppy that the nanny had failed, he just choked down her attempt at butter scones and charred pancakes because he saw the pride she took in doing things for herself.  
 
    Poppy had been in touch with her nanny Trey this past week. He’d take her to Florida to see her old nanny sometime in the spring.  
 
    He was now that man who walked a goat.  
 
    Or to say, his girl walked the goat and he prowled beside her holding her hand.  
 
    They got stares, some giggles and Poppy loved Glenn getting attention.   
 
    Glenn Coco was her favorite accessory in his winter coats she ordered from Amazon or made him drive to PetSmart and when they got home, the kitten would be rolled up on the couch in one of Texas’ old t-shirts, the thing cried if it didn’t have that shirt. 
 
    Yeah, life was sweet. 
 
    Some of that sweetness left his tongue when he got home just after 4 that afternoon, bone weary, wanting to lay eyes on his girl, maybe crash in front of the box and maul her some with his hands down her pants making her cry into his mouth. 
 
    His Penelope loved his mauling, she told him often enough. 
 
    His dick got hard just thinking about what part of her body he’d suck on first.  
 
    He had a great relationship going with her little tits.  
 
    The girls loved him and he thought they tasted like sweet toffee.  
 
    “Poppy.” He yelled through the apartment. She was usually skidding across the floor the moment his key opened the door. His frown hit his forehead when only the goat bleated from his cage. That was unusual because Poppy bitched at him for putting the goat in there at night, she never had the animals caged during the day. “Poppy, where are you?” He repeated and got no reply as he let the animals out. 
 
    He knew why a minute later after dumping out the old coffee to start a fresh pot and noticed a brown envelope on the countertop. It looked official with an attorney’s stamp in the corner. Addressed to Poppy. Next to it was a handwritten note and his belly bottomed out the moment his eyes scanned over the few sentences.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tait, 
 
    I’ve had to catch a flight to Harrison. I didn’t want to tell you over the phone and have you come with me; I know you don’t like being at home. We’ll talk about the envelope when I return. Poppy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No love. No kisses.  
 
    What the fuck. She’d left him?  
 
    He about tore into the envelope to see what the hell was inside that needed talking about. And when he saw the brief letter, detailing that Grigori Kuznetsov, instructed to have a package delivered to Poppy Astor, c/o his address, he nearly exploded.   
 
    Inside were five photographs, black and white, grainy quality that wasn’t Instagram worthy, but they absolutely showed Texas with his arms around a woman. That Russian woman from the warehouse. The one who got railed over Grigori’s desk. The same woman he fed drugs to in front of Texas.  
 
    The photos appeared damning to anyone who didn’t know the backstory. 
 
    Motherfucker.  
 
    The rage that exploded out of Texas could have shook the walls.  
 
    It definitely scared the goat who started bleating frantically and butting his leg until Texas crouched down and rode a hand down his back. “Shhh, little buddy. It’s okay. I’m pissed off, it’s okay.” 
 
    That dipshit, even from the grave had orchestrated to fuck Texas up the ass.  
 
    It was probably his insurance policy, by taking covert pictures that day of Texas helping the woman, in order to get him to heel by getting Mal on side. 
 
    Little did Grigori know his death would happen that day.  
 
    He could only surmise that shithead had put it into place while Texas stood around waiting for him.  
 
    Now Poppy probably thought he was running around on her when he wasn’t in the house.  
 
    He paced, swore and he tried to call her. Of fucking course he did, but she rarely had battery, something he’d bitched to her about, so it dumped him to an automated service. 
 
    He paced some more and dragged both of his hands through his hair, while the goat trotted at his heels and the kitten slept away on the couch in her t-shirt fort.  
 
    “This shit is not happening, Poppy.” he muttered.  
 
    He was not losing his good life now. 
 
    No fucking chance. 
 
    He’d carry her back over his shoulder if he had to.  
 
    She was not running back to New York where people treated her like she didn’t matter. 
 
    She mattered so fucking much to him that his heart was about to rip out of his chest but he had things to do and no time to brood. 
 
    With the goat bleating on his lap for attention, he idly stroked Glenn and connected a call. “I know it’s a shit thing to ask, Snake, considering, but whatever, I’m asking. I need you to do me a favor and come and watch my goat and cat while I catch a flight.”  
 
    “Hold up, you have a goat?” 
 
    “Yeah, and a kitten. They’re Poppy’s, she rescued them. Now they live here with us.” He was pacing through his bedroom to toss a few clothes in a holdall bag as he talked, made sure he grabbed enough ready cash from the wall safe too and shoved that in there.  
 
    Snake agreed to come over. 
 
    He brought Tag and Capone with him.  
 
    “Yo, goat dad. How’s it hanging?” Prince Charming sauntered in and made himself comfortable by sticking his head in the fridge and came out with the fixings for sandwiches.  
 
    “Seeing as my girl has run back home, not good.” A tick manically worked his jaw while he held onto the last three nerves he had left.  
 
    “Oh, damn.” 
 
    “And Grigori left that shit for her, sent from the fucking grave.” 
 
    All three men snapped to attention. Then cursed the air blue.  
 
    “That’s Marianna, one of the women we got out of there,” Tag said clarifying, hunched over the photos. He cut his eyes to Texas. “It’s pretty damning. I mean, for your girl to see.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was nothing, the chick needed help, I didn’t know I was having my pic snapped.” 
 
    “Glad that asshole is dead.” Snake declared with venom to his voice box. “Go get your girl, Tex, leave a key, I’ll make sure someone is here to look after the ankle biters.” 
 
    “Poppy has a feeding and walking calendar on the fridge and don’t mind Glenn if he sticks close to your leg, he’s a clingy jerk.”  
 
    The pain from missing her hit him from all corners.  
 
    He was not into spanking, but he envisioned his girl going over his lap several times when he got his hands on her until he was over this.  
 
    The club party had been canceled the other week, due to Lawless’ surprise incarceration, so the only time Texas saw Capone was that night in the bar.  
 
    He got a surprise when he felt the guy at his shoulder. “You need company to New York?” 
 
    Startled he only stared. “Thanks, but I got it.” 
 
    “Sure? We know you don’t like that place.” 
 
    “Sure, but thanks, appreciate it.” 
 
    Capone inclined his head. 
 
    It was a good start, Texas thought, but he’d work more on fixing that friendship when he got back. Ready to leave he asked. “How’s it going with Law?” 
 
    All three men looked at each other. 
 
     It was more than a shock to see that on the news the other week, out of everyone Texas knew, Lawless was the last to ever get caught.  
 
    “Looking at 10 to 15 years. He’s pleading guilty, so it’s just waiting for sentencing.” Supplied Snake, grim in the face and likely to be feeling it too, those two were tight.  
 
    “If there’s anything I can do.” 
 
    “Appreciate it, man. Now get gone.” 
 
    He was too late to try and catch the flight Poppy would be on, according to his app, it flew out of Denver twenty minutes before he got there, so he had another two hours wait, calling her dead phone until he got his ass on a plane.  
 
    She better hope he caught up to her and fast because he was not sleeping a night alone without her hair spread all over his chest and her leg holding him hostage.  
 
    He needed to keep his mind occupied while he sat on a plane destined for the one place he swore hell would freeze over before he returned. 
 
    He thought about her asking him to fool around to give her experience. 
 
    He thought about her giggling on the floor while Glenn and Snowbell tumbled on her belly. And then he thought about those sexy little noises she emitted when he was giving it to her. Front. Behind. Face to face. She breathed those raspy noises like she still couldn’t believe how good it felt to fuck. 
 
    To fuck him. 
 
    She wouldn’t get the chance to compare with anyone else.  
 
    Every breath he inhaled was because of her. 
 
    She’d resurrected him. Not just into the light. But brought back to the living. 
 
    A real life, not one where he wandered, not just geographically but aimlessly in his mind too. He’d been lost and she’d shocked him into living again.  
 
    Living a rich and colorful, Poppy filled life.  
 
    He felt weird and exposed but it was the good exposed.  
 
    The one that had been a long time coming. 
 
    While he was pissed off, he was also mentally kicking his own ass.  
 
    He’d been scared to have everything, scared if he looked away from her, she’d disappear and this was just his purgatory. 
 
    He should have given her everything so she knew not to run.  
 
    And not run back to that life she hated.  
 
    When he got back to Colorado, he assumed he’d be there a day at most, now he didn’t want to be anywhere else. But he needed Poppy with him.  
 
    He didn’t remember the touchdown or grabbing a cab. 
 
    The moment the car started to crawl up the huge Astor drive he knew he wasn’t going to do this thing in private because there was around thirty town cars parked outside.  
 
    They must be having a party. 
 
    So fucking be it, he thought, with a scowl as he climbed out and faced the house. 
 
    She better be inside. 
 
    She better be ready for him.  
 
    Poppy was used to big gestures, asshole empty proposals on yachts no less from weak spined fools who had eyes on her daddy’s money rather than the goddess in front of them.  
 
    There was no time for him to hire a boat, but he could give her the grand gesture, the one that would mean something and not be empty promises.  
 
    He’d beg on his knees if that’s what got him his girl to believe he was hers.  
 
    “Showtime, sweetheart,” he murmured as he depressed the bell and squared his shoulders. 
 
    He might not be a Renegade Souls anymore, but he had the don’t fuck with me attitude down pat.  
 
    No one inside the extravagant mansion who wanted to keep his balls intact better try and stop him from getting to his woman, he’d go to the mattresses to prove she was the one and his. Bloodshed if necessary.  
 
    His everything.  
 
    Bought and paid for and now owner of one ex MC treasurer and goat dad.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-NINE 
 
    “There’s love. Then there’s being loved by a biker.” - Poppy 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bored. 
 
    Poppy was bored out of her skull and still so very angry at her mom for the subterfuge to get her back on the estate in such a panic that her nerve endings were still jangling.  
 
    Only an Astor would lie about being dreadfully ill so they could manipulate someone into attending a charity gala.  
 
    Poppy was furious and nervous because she’d called Tait twenty-one times and he wasn’t answering. 
 
    Was he angry she left the way she had?  
 
    She didn’t want the stupid champagne her mom pushed into her hand during her fast recovery from the life threatening illness. 
 
    She certainly didn’t want her dad orchestrating for Ronnie and his family to be here. She had the ring delivered express to him by UPS weeks ago and knew he’d received it because the notification alerted his signature. That meant there was nothing left to say to each other.  
 
    He’d tried talking to her… chastising her for her foolery, more to the point.  
 
    An orchestrated party to reunite Poppy with her ex. 
 
    Yeah, she was not happy at all and was about to walk out and go home. 
 
    She was seeing her parents through altogether displeasing eyes when she’d told them no less than a million times in an hour how she was happy without Ronnie.  
 
    She’d fallen into her old patterns by allowing her mother to guilt talk her into wearing one of her designer dresses and then to attend the party. 
 
    She hated who she became around her mother, like she had no will of her own.  
 
    When all her heart and body wanted to do was go home to Tait. 
 
    But then a hush came over the party, the band went on playing, but people stopped talking and Poppy got a chill right down her back as she turned around and searched out why everyone was staring at the doorway.  
 
    Oh, her giddy lungs started to inflate wildly when she saw the reason.  
 
    Her heart trip-trapped harder and faster. 
 
    Her belly took a sudden dip and she felt lust body slam until she was achy between her legs. 
 
    She didn’t know why or how.  
 
    All she knew was Tait was here and he was here for her. 
 
    His narrowed eyes moved across the crowd like he saw no one he gave a damn about. 
 
    Searching. 
 
    Seeking. 
 
    I’m here, she wanted to cry out giddily, but went on watching him. 
 
    Mouth dry. 
 
    Heart in an awful calamity.  
 
    Oh my gosh, anyone who was anyone were all here at her mother’s charity soiree and Tait looked about as bothered as a marrow for the dignitaries as he strode forward, the crowd parting for the man who was no longer one of their own and thank God for that.  
 
    He stood above everyone, exuding power, aura and downright sexiness, she heard many female gasps, though she couldn’t pull her eyes from him to check who from. 
 
    Dumping the glass of untouched champagne on the table, her dad noticed the disturbance too and took hold of her arm as she tried to meet Tait halfway. 
 
    “Penelope, this is not becoming, think of Ronnie for God’s sake.” He instructed with an air of disgrace to his tone.  
 
    She’d told them where she’d been, who she’d been with. Who she loved, more to the point.  
 
    “Dad, get off me, I told you already, I don’t give a flying saucer for Ronnie Pitstop,” she shook his hold free and kept moving. 
 
    Excitement flashed through her and made her smile, though it dropped when she was in front of Tait because his face radiated a mood so dark that she shivered. 
 
    Not fear. 
 
    Never fear.  
 
    “Tait,” she breathed, practically vibrating out of her skeleton.  
 
    She didn’t ask what he was doing here, she was just so glad he was.  
 
    So very glad that her smile came back easily as she tipped her neck to better see him at the same time he ranged his head down. 
 
    “Little girl…” 
 
    Oh, boy, she was in trouble. Yippee.  
 
    She smiled bigger. 
 
    She couldn’t believe he’d come all this way for her, not back to a place he hated.  
 
    Out of her peripheral she saw Ronnie making his way over. 
 
    Dressed in a skinny blue suit which made him look ultra-feminine with his tassel loafers, funny that she never noticed that until she fell in love with how a biker dressed.  
 
    Now all she craved on her man was scuffed leather and worn denim and magnificent ties. 
 
    Tait looked and smelled delicious.  
 
    “Penelope, what on earth is going on? Must you continue to humiliate me with your latest dalliance? I’ve saw fit to forgive you for your tantrum, now tell your…friend he has to leave.” 
 
    Ronnie didn’t get any further because Tait rounded on him like a great blustering tornado and his vicious stare would have turned anyone to stone. 
 
    Ronnie, rightly so, took a step back.  
 
    “Say one more word to her in that condescending tone, you greasy little prick and you and your shiny suit will take a dip in the pond outside, via the fucking window.” 
 
    “Well, I never.” Ronnie blustered, almost like he wanted to clutch his pearls.  
 
    Poppy didn’t hold back her giggle as she continued to stare up adoringly at the man who’d come for her. 
 
    He’d chased her down. 
 
    She felt so wanted.  
 
    “No, you never. I did, pal. So fuck off.” 
 
    Tait dismissed him just like that and stepped forward almost bringing their noses together. “You are in so much trouble, swear to Christ, Poppy.”  
 
    “I know, I’ll take my punishment like a champ.” 
 
    “You are not running from me, Poppy. Not back here, not back to him. You belong to me, I own you.” 
 
    “Well of course you do,” there were several gasps of shock from the crowd, she saw her mother standing with her father, no doubt ready to step in. “This is all just a silly misunderstanding, not of my doing, I might add, but I’ll explain.” 
 
    And she did. 
 
     While Tait stood there with his head hanging low and sexy on his neck, lips thinned and deliciously tempting, she told him about her dead phone, her frantic rush to the airport to what she thought was a bedside vigil, only to discover it was an ambush.  
 
    “I tried calling you a bunch of times.” 
 
    “Phone was off. I was on a plane,” he growled and cut a glance behind to her parents. She instantly rushed forward and pressed her hands to his hard chest, calming whatever he wanted to say to them. “It’s just us, Tait. It doesn’t matter what happened, I was coming home tomorrow on the earliest flight. Home to you.”  
 
    “Penelope, a word right now.” Ronnie piped in and this time it was Poppy herself who rounded on the man she stupidly thought she’d marry. 
 
    She must have used too much hairspray that day because it was a lousy decision, this much she knew. Thank goodness she had the balls to run away when she did because she’d run right to biker paradise.  
 
    Underneath her hands, she felt Tait’s chest start to rattle with warning.  
 
    It sent a flurry of heat between her legs. 
 
    Oh, wow, she loved him so very much.  
 
    “Honest to goodness, will you shut up, Ronnie, before Tait does something you’ll hate. He doesn’t care for people talking badly to me. You have your grandma’s ring back, I told you what a colossal mistake we were, go suck up my dad’s ass another way because you aren’t using me again.” 
 
    Another gasp spread through her parents great banquet hall.  
 
    “Penelope, you’re making a scene.” Her dad sighed and she cut him a glance too.  
 
    “Good, it’s about time I did. Please excuse me, father, while I talk privately with my man, you remember Tait Hunt, don’t you? I know you do, even though you’re doing your best bad manners impression to ignore him.” 
 
    She gave Tait a shove and that’s when he moved, by slipping an arm around her waist and situated her over to a corner. 
 
    Of course all eyes followed them, she didn’t care.  
 
    She just didn’t want Tait to get arrested for punching Ronnie, though she was tempted to ask him to do it. 
 
    “Little badass,” he amused in her ear and she beamed, clutching his chest. “I’d walk through fire for you, you have to know that.” A hand snaked around the back of her neck and drew her in until they were touching noses. His breath fanned her face and Poppy had to touch him, there was no other choice, she slid both of her hands around his waist.  
 
    “You came back to a place that didn’t treat you very well. And you did it for me. I think I get my importance, Tait.” 
 
    “I didn’t like thinking you’d left me. Not for a second.” 
 
    “I was coming back, I swear.” 
 
    He growled a torturous and sexy noise that was felt in every bone. She moaned and moved deeper into him. “I will always come after you, you hearing me, little girl? Always.” 
 
    She smiled so big, emotions swarming like bees. “I hear you loud and clear, Tait.” 
 
    The hand around her nape rolled and stroked her. His other hand swept back her bangs to better see her eyes. She didn’t care about their audience or how aghast her parents might be, she was in love and in the arms of her biker.  
 
    “I fucking missed you, Poppy. It’s only been a few hours and I thought I was gonna die without you. You walk into a room and you light it up. I didn’t know how much light you were giving me until you took it away. I need my light back, baby. I tasted my candy and I was gone. Gone for you, just like that. You own me.”  
 
    Oh, her sweet Tait.  
 
    Her closed man was finally opening and it was beautiful to be the one on the receiving end. Her teen self was somewhere having conniptions of excitement.  
 
    Tears filled her eyes and was felt in the back of her throat.  
 
    His declaration so sincere, and so public and he had eyes only for her. 
 
    The gaze of a man who felt and loved and had forgiven himself enough to allow something good in his life.  
 
    It wasn’t lost on Poppy for the last few weeks how Tait worked until his muscles were fatigued, how he was not allowing himself to understand he deserved good things, he deserved love. He deserved to have someone for himself who loved him wholly, flaws and faults, mistakes and regrets. 
 
    She loved him completely.  
 
    It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever heard. 
 
    His voice was a low rasp. Sexy in tenor, his lips brushed hers. “Tell me you love me.” 
 
    She gave the words almost faster than her tongue wanted to work. “I love you.” 
 
    He grinned, slow and sexy. “Now ask me the same thing.” 
 
    Her heart stalled and then did an around the world loop in her chest as she squeezed in a breath, eyes nowhere but on him. She was sure the crowd were gossiping in low whispers. Let them see real love in action.   
 
    “Tell me you love me, Texas.” 
 
    His eyes flared. “Love you with all the fucking breath in my body.” 
 
     “Yay,” she declared happily, and he laughed, catching her into his arms when she jumped. “Cute,” he grinned, fisting the back of her hair gently. 
 
    He didn’t full on kiss her as she wanted, but their lips did meet. Closed and lovely. He tasted just like she remembered he tasted. Of her man. “Love you so fucking much.”  
 
    “I’ve loved you for the longest time, Tait.” She breathed against his lips and she felt his hand flex on the back of her neck. 
 
    “You loved me first, baby, but I’m going to love you longest, deepest and hardest.” he declared, melting her.  
 
    It was like Chinese whispers went through the crowd and that’s when they both looked up. Tait didn’t let her go, instead he used a boot to hook a chair leg and scraped it loudly along the floor, plonked himself in it and then her on his lap, locking both arms loosely on her waist, her fingers tucked into the back of his hair.  
 
    “Nice dress, baby.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she curled against him. “I prefer wearing your shirts and boxers.” His nose flared and she felt the steamy lust roll out of him.  
 
    “I still wish I’d seen you in that wedding dress.” 
 
    “It was never meant for your eyes, sweetheart. It wasn’t even meant for my body. But you’ll see me in another. One day.” 
 
    Of this she was determined.  
 
    He grinned at her. The kind of smile that was sex and love all rolled up in a perfect Tait package. “You mind if I make a scene, little girl, before I get you out of here, find a hotel and fuck you in every position until you can’t walk?” 
 
    She shook her head, grinning from ear to ear.  
 
    He kissed her neck. 
 
    Sort of sucked it actually and gave her an all over body shudder. 
 
    In a sea of people she once claimed to be so alike, she felt claimed under his attention. Fingers gripped her hip bone tightly and she had to swallow a moan. 
 
    She was getting wetter by the second and that hotel sounded great right about now. She nearly suggested they go up to her old room but didn’t think her parents would survive that trauma.  
 
    When Tait turned his gaze from her, she followed and saw her parents, Ronnie, his parents and all the crowd sneaking glances their way, holding their expensive flutes of champagne and gossiping in hushed whispered behind their hands.  
 
    She couldn’t believe this emptiness used to be her life. 
 
    Now she got more fulfilment going to the corner grocery store and taking walks in the snow and sitting in a crowded biker bar than she ever did from these kinds of events.  
 
    Her family didn’t need to understand how she felt, she didn’t think they ever would, but Poppy was truly and wholeheartedly happy for the first time and content like never before.  
 
    “You see this woman, Ronnie? So fucking beautiful that her smile lights up a room. You lost her, bud. That’s going to be on your conscience forever, knowing you let that happen, knowing you didn’t worship the ground her giddy feet walked on.” Oh, my gosh, she swooned on his lap and tightened her fingers in his hair, her face rested against his jawline, loving him, inhaling him, adoring him and all his lovely words. Tait, it seemed, had a lesson to teach and she was an avid listener. As were her parents who she sneaked glances at.  
 
    “You don’t know how excited she gets to see the first snowfall or how she drags your ass out of bed just so she can tramp around before anyone else can. You don’t know the pride she takes in cooking, even when it’s bad.”  
 
    Hey, she took offense at that, but his hand on her hips told her to shut up so she chewed her smile. Plenty of time later to bust his ass.  
 
    “You’ve never been on the receiving end of her taking your back against badass bikers and standing her ground too. You let her go so you have no clue what makes her cry and laugh or how she looks like a queen sitting in a rough biker bar but so fucking at home too. You fucked up, bud and that shit is on you. But you know, I’m grateful to you,” her heart started to thump.  
 
    Was it too early to rub all over him?  
 
    “Because you couldn’t give a fuck about this perfect woman when you had her, she came to me. To me,” he stressed this and cut a dark glance at her parents too to hammer that point home. “I was a man who didn’t think I deserved something this beautiful—this woman who makes me laugh and gets me to walk a goat in the middle of the night because it makes her happy. That’s where you missed out, Ronnie, and honest to fuck, I’m so glad you didn’t see her beauty, her perfect light. Because she’s mine now, and what you failed to realize, if a woman this awesome runs from you, there’s a reason. It’s a clue to get your ass in gear and chase her down because you’re not giving her something she needs. Wherever she goes, I’ll be three minutes behind her, that’s a fucking fact. So thank you, Ronnie, for being a shit boyfriend, now I get my chance to make her happy and you gotta live with that.” 
 
    Poor Ronnie, red in the face, looking like he wanted to cry into his mom’s chest, didn’t utter a word and probably for the best as he looked at Poppy just once, maybe with regret, she wouldn’t ever know because her eyes were all for Tait as Ronnie slid through the crowd and disappeared. 
 
    It was then Tait stood, and held her around the waist. This time he faced her parents. “I don’t like the way you’ve treated my woman, it’s up to you to fix it. To treasure what you’ve got or you lose her.”  
 
    The foundation of her love for him just kept right on adding brick after brick, growing stronger and monstrously bigger. Poppy could barely contain her happiness and she pressed her cheek into his chest. “I think it’s time to go, Tait,” she told him. “Mom, you know I’m not happy with what you did but I’ll get over it. I’ll talk to you and dad soon.” 
 
    “Only if you don’t pull any shit on her again,” Tait growled.  
 
    “Do you think we’re going to take orders from you, boy? I knew you when you were a child running after your brother’s wife.” 
 
    Poppy hissed at her father. “He’s no longer a child, dad. And that wasn’t cool. Tait loves me, really loves me. He’s not interested in what he can milk from the family name.” 
 
    “He’s a biker,” her father said as if it were an insult.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, he is. The best biker there is.” She bragged and slid her hand into his. “Let’s go.” 
 
    To her mom, Tait directed his next words. Her mom had stayed silent, choosing to let her husband speak for them both as usual. “You will be welcome in our home if you treat my girl well, if not, then don’t bother. That’s on you to decide. I’m her man, I’ll make sure she’s happy, no one, including her parents, will ever treat her less than she is ever again.” 
 
    He turned and led her out of the banquet hall, people parting for them. 
 
    Poppy didn’t look back.  
 
    She didn’t need to. 
 
    Her future was forward with Tait.  
 
    Just as they reached the doorway she noticed vivid red hair and a body poured into a gold halter top dress and she mentally rolled her eyes.  
 
    Of course the redheaded shrew was in attendance.  
 
    Addison Hunt would go to the opening of a cereal box if she thought it would get her on the society pages.  
 
    Tait didn’t stop his gait, but his hand tightened around hers and he cut a side glance and addressed Addison. “Let Mal know I want to see him tonight; we’ll be at the Radisson.”  
 
    That was the beginning and end of his attention on the other woman and Poppy giggled herself pettily as he continued on until they were outside her parents mansion and he had her flattened against a wall, his mouth consuming hers. 
 
    “I’m in the mood to dominate my old lady. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    Electricity shot through her and she raised her hips as if she could already feel him deep, deep inside her. Aching and needing to be filled by him.   
 
    She heard dominate and old lady.  
 
    She knew this term because Roux filled her in on what it meant to a man like Tait. 
 
     It was colossal.  
 
    A meaningful term bikers used for the women that were theirs.  
 
    “I totally belong to Tait Hunt,” she declared, grinning and he grinned down at her, kissed her again, slower this time. She savored his taste even when he whistled over to the valet to call them a cab. 
 
    “Fucking A you do, baby. I belong to you.” 
 
    “It took years, but I’m finally Tait Hunt’s girlfriend.”  
 
    Now she was just giddy as he laughed at her and called her cute.   
 
    “You mean the world to me, Poppy. Only you and the boys know that shit with Malachai. Only you know the shit with Mal and Addison. I want to share a life with you, good and bad, all of it, will you?” 
 
    She bobbed her head. Tears of happiness gathering. “I want to share all your secrets.” 
 
    “Done. Now it’s time to get us to a hotel so I can do some dirty stuff to my old lady.” 
 
    He was hard against her belly, his lips touching hers and she chuckled. “Yay.” 
 
    “Stop being so fucking cute, little girl, or I’ll peel you out of your panties and do you right here against your daddy’s house and show everyone how you love to choke on my cock and soak down your legs because it turns you on so hard.” 
 
    Talk about tempting the devil who was so, so horny. 
 
    A hot, fast and wet kiss followed. “Love my good girl having a naughty side.”  
 
    She just managed to not be so cute as he put it, but the cab ride was enjoyable. 
 
    What came after that was even better. 
 
    She was Tait Hunt’s woman.  
 
    His old lady and he belonged to her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FORTY 
 
    “Change is not bad. It means he earned something he can’t live without.” - Texas 
 
      
 
      
 
      There was only one reason he would have come down to the hotel bar just after midnight that night, and that was because his woman was dead to the world kicking out her small snores because he’d worn her out. 
 
    He’d worn himself out too with showing her how much he loved her, he’d put his girl to bed thoroughly sated and loved by him.  
 
    He’d crawl back beneath the sheets with her in thirty minutes or less just as soon as he got this over with.  
 
    Texas didn’t smile walking toward the table his brother was at. 
 
    Nor did he offer Malachai a hug or a handshake.  
 
    He kept his hands pushed deep in his pockets. 
 
    There was a time they would have thrown their arms around each other.  
 
    A bottle of Heineken beer already waiting for him. 
 
    How was it he’d fallen so far out of touch with his twin? 
 
    He knew why.  
 
    Malachai was always ambitious to the point he didn’t give a shit about anyone else, least of all the one who he’d shared a womb with. 
 
    Between a rock and a hard place was their relationship for a long time, he didn’t know if there was room to make it better this far in.   
 
    “You could look happier to see me, twin. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    Texas cut him a stare. “That was of your making if you remember.” 
 
    “You’re sounding bitter. I haven’t opened my mouth yet. How’ve you been? I was surprised with your message.” 
 
    “I’m fine, I thought it was about time we did this.” 
 
    “Sounds like you made a show today.” Something like a smile crossed Mal’s face. “Wish I’d seen it.” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that”  
 
     “You look different,” Malachai said. “Happy, I mean.” 
 
    Texas stared across the table and wondered why his twin didn’t look at all like his usual cocksure self.  
 
    Bridges had to start somewhere so he inclined his chin.  
 
    “I am. It took a while.” 
 
    “Is that because of Penelope?”  
 
    “The best part of it is, yeah.” 
 
    “I always thought she was a nice girl. I’m happy for you both. Ronnie is a sniveling weasel; he couldn’t find his ass if he tried.” 
 
    Texas would agree.  
 
    “How’s it going with you?”  
 
     Mal shrugged, nursing his own half empty beer. “I jacked in my case about six months ago, asked the captain for a switch.” 
 
    Suspicious, Texas asked. “Just like that? When for years you’ve chased every MC down like a personal vendetta and now you give it up before you got the stripes?” 
 
    “I wanted my fucking twin back. I lost him anyway. What the fuck do I care what a rancid MC is doing?” 
 
    It was shock that stole his breath. 
 
    And suspicion that made his tongue move. 
 
    Because as he knew, Malachai never did anything without a reason. 
 
    “You’re telling me all this bullshit was for my benefit?” Texas scoffed and sat his frame back in the seat. 
 
    “Believe it. You wouldn’t have anything to do with me, Tait. Remember? When you left the estate.” 
 
    “When I was kicked off the estate, remember the facts correct, brother. Dad didn’t like the direction I was going.” 
 
    “You had no direction, that’s the point. He was holding your place at the firm.” 
 
    “I told him, I told everyone I didn’t want to be an accountant and the ultimatum was if I didn’t, then I was no longer a Hunt.” 
 
    Oh, he was allowed back, occasionally. When his parents wanted to parade their Hunt boys around, to fake the proud platitudes and one-up their friends.  
 
    But he was never their son again. 
 
    “You left,” Mal bit through his teeth. Eyes so like his own were stormy. “You wouldn’t even talk to me on the phone, how do you think I felt about it?” 
 
    “I think you felt just fine, Mal. You didn’t support me. You stood with dad. I was your twin and you backed up every word he said.” 
 
    “Are my twin. You are my twin, Tait, that shit doesn’t just disappear because you do.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve been brothers in a long time.” 
 
    The silence rippled and churned between them. The bar was busy, but it was as if the Hunt boys were the only two men there in a fraught stare off. 
 
    “Addy,” Mal announced and Tait felt the weight of that one name. “That’s when it changed between us.” 
 
    “Ancient history.” 
 
    “But it’s not though is it, brother? Not from your phone call last year, or recently.” 
 
    “So which is it, your wife the problem or you screwing over every MC in your path because I dared to go out on my own and not take you with me?”  
 
    He’d hit the nail dead on when Mal’s jaw tightened. 
 
    That was it, wasn’t it? Oh, he was so sure Addison was top of that fucked up list too, she’d been coming between them forever, but it was also because Texas had done something Malachai never could and that was standing up to their father. 
 
    He’d gone into the police force because their father said it was a respected status to hold. Mal then worked his balls off to get to a rank in the ATF, all to please daddy dearest. And the kicker was, their old man was rarely proud of anyone other than his own ego.  
 
    He was probably in a job he loathed, all for nothing. 
 
    A fist hit the table in a rare form of temper his brother usually kept under control. “Brothers, Tait. We are brothers and you left just like that.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have come with me. You were too far under dad’s authority to think for yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you. And you’re saying this life is better than the one you had?” 
 
    “Damn right it is. I do what I want, when I want and with who I want, Mal. You wouldn’t have walked through the door with me even if I had asked.” The biggest reason was not their father. “You were already engaged by then, talking wedding menus and honeymoons.” 
 
    “You left long before you walked through the door.” 
 
    That was true. 
 
    He’d mentally checked out of that whole shitshow when he stopped allowing Addison to play him off against Malachai. 
 
    “Wow, you really are cleaning the cobwebs, brother,” Texas half smiled, taking the bottle to his lips.  
 
    He learned a lot from the Renegade Souls, not least of all to recognize when a person had an agenda, even when they went around the whole block first to get there. 
 
    This conversation had been a long time in coming between them. 
 
    Perhaps then they could finally move forward.  
 
    Texas didn’t want this weighing him down for the rest of his life.  
 
    For more than a decade, a divide parted them down the middle.  
 
    They were once closer; it had taken only one girl to split them.  
 
    It was the Yoko Ono effect of Harrison.  
 
    “Go ahead, say it all, because there’s nothing else for you to hold over me, is there? I already lost the club.” 
 
    Mal blinked surprised. “You’re not in the MC anymore?” 
 
    “Like you don’t know.” 
 
    “You fell off the fucking earth, Tait. I didn’t even know where you were for months, your phone was out of service. And I couldn’t get close enough to ask anyone in the Souls where you were.” 
 
    It surprised him that Mal even tried. 
 
    “I told them everything.” Now it was Mal’s turn to show shock. “What you made me do was fucked up, all because you were jealous I had another family who didn’t treat me like I was less than nothing.” Texas held up a hand when Mal geared up to open his trap. “But I was even more fucked up for betraying that family, for trying to protect them in any way I could, even when I knew it was wrong.” 
 
    “I’m your family.” 
 
    “You sure as fuck don’t act like it. You could have been in my life at any time, Mal. Any time, but you never tried, save for a few attempts that always ended up in issuing me a demand to go back home.” 
 
    “Things were complicated.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    Without realizing, they’d fell into matching frames, both of them sprawled.  
 
    Texas ranged his body forward, hands folded on the table. 
 
    “You never would have given me the info had I not blackmailed you.” 
 
    “You don’t say, Sherlock,” he laughed devoid of humor. “I belonged there, Mal. Do you not get that? I found a place that accepted me for me, didn’t want to stuff me into a shape that felt wrong. Look at the way I dress. A fucking tie and vest and none of them looked at me funny for it. Or for the way I speak or didn’t join in when things got rowdy.” Mal sat listening, not sure if he was taking it in but Texas went on regardless. Because it was everything he hadn’t been able to say to his twin in years. “We grew up with military rules, Mal. Do this, don’t do that. Always had to make the family name shine so the stink didn’t show, it didn’t matter if it made us happy. The club wasn’t like that. It was freedom.” 
 
    “And crime. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    “You telling me everything dad does is above board? Fuck that. I know for a fact that deal with the Martellos was not cut and dried. You’ve been paying snitches for years, is that legal, brother? Is that ethical? The club is more above board than your whole department. At least we’re honest about what we do.” What he did, he amended for himself and felt the sharpness of that truth still stinging. 
 
    “It’s all by the by. But now we’re having this frank talk and I hope we leave it better than we came to it. I’ll tell you, Mal, you leave the Souls alone. If it’s true what you say and you’re bored with the MC’s, you keep it that way.” 
 
    A smirk covered Mal’s face. “Threatening me, brother?” 
 
    “If that’s what you need. You leave them out of your crusade to get captain stripes.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Mal sighed, raking both hands through his hair and once again, Texas got the sense something was up with his brother. “How did it come about that you and I are on opposite sides?” 
 
    That shit was easy. “Addison.” 
 
    Mal snorted. “True enough. I wish it were different.” And then, “that summer, wish so much now that it never happened.” 
 
    That summer. 
 
    Two innocuous words which had haunted Texas’ mind for years now until recently.  
 
    Now he didn’t care and wondered why he’d held onto that for so long. 
 
    “Things aren’t going so well with Addy.” 
 
    Texas wanted to roll his eyes to the ceiling, instead he took another gulp and finished off the bottle, setting it aside.  
 
    “Your marriage woes are your business.” 
 
    “You know that isn’t quite true.” A quiet Mal said, calling over to the waitress for a second bottle. “My wife is spoiled, entitled and she never let me forget how I have the wrong face.” 
 
    Texas snorted. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t heard before and a grin kicked up half of his mouth. Not because he was gloating, he’d never do that to his brother, no matter how much they differed in opinions. 
 
    “No one said you had to marry her.” 
 
    “She was having my kid.” 
 
    “Funny then that I don’t have a nephew to spoil.” 
 
    He’d thought for years that Addison fabricated that whole thing to get a chain on one of the Hunt brothers. The evidence was damning. 
 
    Mal’s jaw tightened. 
 
    “She said she lost it on that trip to Cabo.” 
 
    Convenient. 
 
    “If it’s so bad, why are you still married?” 
 
    Mal looked down at the ring on his finger, then met Texas’ gaze and he said the words that he’d suspected to be true, even when Addison was Texas’ girlfriend. “I love the spoiled bitch.” 
 
    “You need to get right with it, brother. This shit is messing you up. I’ve been gone a long time. I shouldn’t even be a factor in this, you get me? What she did the other night was crazy. My girl gave her both barrels for turning up the way she did.” 
 
    Mal scoffed and shoved a hand into his leather jacket pocket and came out with the hard candy he always carried, offered some, then tossed one into his mouth. “You’re never gone in my house. She loves me, wants me, but she also wants you.” 
 
    As bombshells go, it wasn’t a massive one but Texas still felt the weight of it in his chest because it was his twin saying the words.  
 
    “She’s a spoiled bitch, Mal, who wants all the toys in the toy box, that’s it. Wake the fuck up.” 
 
    Over the years, Addison made subtle plays for him, even turning up at his loft the day he got kicked out of the club, when he was most vulnerable, it was as if she sensed that shit. She’d made a play for him then, but he’d told her the same as he always did, she was his brother’s wife. 
 
    When Mal’s blue eyes met his, they held something that put pain in his own belly. “You ever think about it?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Addison. If it had been different.” 
 
    “Why the fuck are we raking over old news?” 
 
    “It’s never old. Not when she fucking whispers your name while I’m inside her.” 
 
    Texas felt sick. 
 
    Addison really was a special kind of fucking viper. 
 
    He’d always seen it, but the allure of her, the temptation of her as a teen had overrode all sense of logic. 
 
    He saw it clearly now; he just wished his twin did too. 
 
    “That’s fucked up.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer. You thought about it? What she asked us before the wedding.” 
 
    The summer it all changed for the both of them, Texas and Mal were sixteen.  
 
    Texas saw Addison first, so he’d called dibs.  
 
    His twin acted nonchalantly, he had his own girlfriend at the time, Misty...someone. 
 
    Addison loved nothing more than playing the twins off against each other.  
 
    Getting them to compete to impress her.  
 
    Texas never realized what she was doing until much later.  
 
    He just thought he was making his girl happy. 
 
    He never noticed how the sly way she wormed her way into their lives, making herself the center of everything.  
 
    He was a boy with a hard-on for a pretty redhead.  
 
    And the night they were going to lose their virginity together, Texas had been called downstairs for something for his mom and when he got back up to his room, he heard the muffled moans and the whispers of panted breaths.  
 
    It took him a minute to realize Addison was in bed with Malachai.  
 
    Their silhouettes moving together in the dark.  
 
    He stood in the doorway; his heart ripped out. 
 
    Only to hear her moan his name. 
 
    He got out of there after that, didn’t even confront her. 
 
    He was too busy feeling like death. 
 
    “When she said my name, what did you do?” He suddenly asked Mal. “That summer.” He clarified. 
 
    “I realized she thought I was you. That she’d crawled into the wrong bed. When I told her who I was, she just kissed me and told me to keep going.” 
 
    The confrontation that came afterwards was brutal.  
 
    But for Texas it was done, no matter what his feelings had been at the time. Addison begged and pleaded that she was sorry. She wasn’t sorry enough to stop fucking his brother when she realized, or to keep fucking him all night. 
 
    Yeah, Texas was forced to listen to that shit. 
 
    To his girlfriend getting railed by Malachai, to hear her orgasms that should have been his. 
 
    For Texas, he was done after that.  
 
    For years until Mal hit twenty and supposedly got her pregnant, he avoided being around the couple as much as he could.  
 
    Until she’d told him the night before her wedding, “it should have been you.” 
 
    Even then, when she’d hooked the other Hunt brother, she was still playing her conniving games because Texas was still stupidly drawn to her.  
 
    At their rehearsal dinner, she’d made a play for him and then when Mal walked into the hallway, saw them together, asked what the fuck was going on, his cunning bride turned to Mal and said she wanted them both so they had to work it out. 
 
    Texas tuned back into the question Mal asked him and met his eyes.  
 
    It was almost as if they could fit right back into their twin souls, where emotions, thoughts and body language virtually became one skin. 
 
    “She wanted to marry you and have a relationship with us both. What the fuck do you think I would have said, Mal? Fuck no.” 
 
    At the time he hadn’t even given an answer, just turned on his heel and left.  
 
    He got through their wedding and the next day he disappeared for good.  
 
    Not that she left him alone, for years, she’d plagued him. 
 
    We could be good together if you gave us a chance. Malachai is okay with it.  
 
    Only he started to see her for what she was. 
 
    She was a beauty with a black soul and a vicious heart. 
 
    He’d felt bad for Mal, but he’d made his bed.  
 
    Now he knew his brother loved the woman and he had Texas’ sympathy because he knew what it felt like to be loved by a good woman, a woman who wouldn’t dream of manipulating him.  
 
    Texas was loved and he knew he had the better life. Knowing it didn’t make him glad.  
 
    “What would you have said?” 
 
    Mal laughed indifferently and shrugged. “I’m not like you, brother. Probably would have given in. Even now if you…” 
 
    “Don’t finish that sentence, swear to Christ.” Texas ground his teeth and leaned over the table, eyeballing the person he was once closest to in the entire universe. The man he felt lost without. “I don’t want your wife, then or now, Mal. Grow a fucking pair of balls for fucks sake, see the shit she’s doing. Don’t tell me the reason you came was because of her.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, this is for me. I miss you.” 
 
    He missed him too. 
 
    Texas was no longer the same person and Malachai was exactly who he’d left behind. 
 
    Family ties and blood would always have a hold on him, but he’d left all that other stuff behind him long ago and he had no desire to resurface it. 
 
    “We can work on that, see if there’s something we can salvage. But just you and me, Mal. You never bring Addison into it, ever. That’s a hard limit. I’ll bring you around Poppy, let her get to know you now, but if you ever disrespect her, then you’re gone, do you understand?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that. I always thought she was a nice kid, she followed you around a lot.”  
 
    There wasn’t much else to say and he was eager to get back to his girl. “I want you to be happy, Mal. You should be a dad, throwing your kids in the air. I want you to be a present uncle in my kid’s lives when I have them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said quietly, his head over his hands then he looked up at Texas. “I’d like that.” And then. “It won’t mean much, I know I have to earn your trust and respect back, but I am sorry, for everything. I mean everything, brother. If I could do it all differently, I would have always chosen to be your twin over anything.” 
 
    Texas didn’t know if he spoke the truth or was blowing smoke up his ass again but only time would tell. 
 
    He’d give him a chance. It was up to Mal to fuck it up or not.  
 
    The brothers left the conversation in a better place.  
 
    It was anyone’s guess if the Hunt brothers would ever get back what they lost. 
 
    But Texas walked toward his future, he dumped his clothes on the floor of the hotel room where his girl slept soundly and he climbed into bed, curling around her back. 
 
    This was home, he thought.  
 
    This was his place, where he was meant to be.  
 
    Where he’d fight to stay.  
 
    He didn’t know if he felt redeemed as a decent person yet.  
 
    Maybe it would take a lifetime. 
 
    He knew he’d always try. 
 
    For his friends, to gain their trust back. 
 
    But constantly to earn this girl’s love.  
 
    Some missions in life he didn’t know he wanted and now he couldn’t live without it.  
 
    Loving Poppy felt real and natural.  
 
    About the best damn thing he’d ever done with his life.  
 
    “You’re back,” her drowsy voice whispered, turning in his arms, her face found his neck and she curled around him, all arms and legs and wandering mouth. 
 
    She was such a tiny savage and he couldn’t thank her enough for running away from her wedding straight to him.  
 
    “I’m back, baby.” In more ways than one.  
 
    Texas was back.  
 
    And about to fuck the love of his life again when she started pumping her hips.  
 
    Life was sweet.  
 
    And he didn’t know his lies would bring him to this indecent and perfect happiness.  
 
    He might have lied sooner had he known.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    “Bought and paid for created a happily ever after for the runaway bride.” - Poppy 
 
      
 
    
He swore to God that his vision blanked out when he hit the bottom of Poppy. 
 
    “Ah, fuck, baby. Stay still for a minute.” He rasped with his mouth lingered against her ear.  
 
    Chest to back, an arm around her waist keeping her near and still it wasn’t close enough. 
 
    “I can’t,” she whimpered, gyrating her ass to make his cock twitch inside her and that’s when Texas had to move too.  
 
    He pulled back and shoved forward, impaling his girl in a gentle fucking. 
 
    They’d had the furious sex earlier when he got her to the hotel, barely through the door and he had her dress pulled up around her waist and his hand in her panties while he kissed her.  
 
    “You are not going to take off on me again, are you?”  
 
    Mouth at her throat, he tasted her with slow licks, as slow as the in and out he was gliding into her body. She was so tight he almost lost his mind to keep it together long enough to get his girl off and her sexy little moans weren’t doing anything to help how he felt. 
 
    On top of the world.  
 
    At peace. 
 
    “But… I love you chasing me, Tait.”  
 
    He slid a hand around her belly, felt how she was quivering, he recognized the signs that she was close, so he increased his depth, and started to play his fingers between her legs.  
 
    “Don’t get cute with me,” he grinned and her head turned and it was Poppy who slammed her mouth on his. Hot kisses that pulsed the climaxes like a train out of both of them in under a minute and in the midst of their heavy breathing and Texas raining kisses over the side of her sated face, he told her clearly, “I’ll always come after you, baby. I didn’t find you now, to let you go so easily. You ready for the long haul with your old man?” 
 
    She giggled and flipped around to face him, taking his cheeks in her two hands. “Sweet boy, I’ve been ready for years, had to wait for you to catch me.”  
 
    Fucking A, this woman was a keeper.  
 
    He rolled on top of her, swallowed her breathy moan and felt like the man who owned the world when she widened her legs, took his revived cock in her hand and led him home.  
 
    She was beautiful and cute and she gave him something he’d lost and so much more. She was perfection in a crazy little goat mama package and he’d battle the world before he gave her back. 
 
    Their lips met. 
 
    Her nails got into his shoulders. 
 
    She cocked her hips and he grunted his pleasure.  
 
    “Ready for a wild ride, little girl?”   
 
    “Anytime, anywhere, sweetheart, until your gorgeous cock ruins me.” She demanded, smiling up at him and she wrecked him with her new dirty talk. 
 
    He fucked her like a devoted mad man and she moaned, grabbing onto him throughout as if she accepted that she could demand anything from him and get it.  
 
    She’d be right about that. 
 
    “Latch your candy pussy tight around me, baby. Show me how she loves me.” 
 
    “Oh…she does. I do. I love you. Oh, God. Oh, God…I can’t hold on, sweetheart.” 
 
    He pumped her harder, hands pressed up by her head so he could watch every flicker of pleasure she was experiencing. “Let go, get loud, I want three floors down to know who’s doing you.” 
 
    He drove in harder. 
 
    And she let go spectacularly loud while Texas went harder at her.  
 
    She whimpered, clinging to his back, using his shoulder for a biting post. 
 
    She was incredibly gorgeous, the pulse of it moved over him and he planted deep and stayed there while his hips bucked three times and then he emptied his pleasure into the woman who sneaked out his heart and stored it in her pocket. 
 
    When the pleasure finally left his body, he pressed his mouth to the skin on her neck, tasting her, smelling the remnants of her sultry perfume and something that was all his Poppy and their sex.  
 
    “Ah, fuck, little girl. You undo me, you know that?” 
 
    “I do? I mean, yeah, I do.” she grinned cheekily and he couldn’t help but smile back as he tapped kisses on her already kiss bitten lips.  
 
    He knew by now how much she loved his mouth but she loved his cock more. As soon as he got rid of the rubber, he’d get hard again and give her another round. 
 
    Being without her, even for a few hours felt like he’d poured agony into his gut, so he made sure to cup her face to get her dreamy eyes on his. 
 
    He had a point to put across to his woman. 
 
    “You don’t do that again.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “I mean it, you don’t run out like that, if it’s an emergency, you find me first. Don’t care what it is, Poppy.” 
 
    Her head bobbed up and down, eyes sparkling mischief, “stuck to you like glue.” 
 
    He wandered his lips over her face, unhurried, savoring every inch of her. “Good girl.” 
 
    They lay tangled together for a while, talking quietly about his meeting with Mal. 
 
    “Will it be okay between you?” 
 
    “Only time will tell, baby.” 
 
     “I have an important question, Tait.” 
 
    He was already feeling wiped as he got her tucked in.  
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t leave our babies home alone?” 
 
    His chest began to quake silently.  
 
    This girl. His girl. 
 
    Texas’ mouth split in a grin and then he started to laugh and didn’t stop even when his cute girl started poking him in the ribs because he knew absolutely now he’d gotten himself pussy-whipped and couldn’t rally himself to care. He fucking loved it, in fact. 
 
    “It’s not funny, Tait. What if Glenn Coco climbs out on the fire escape and runs away from home?” 
 
    “Just like his mom,” he went on laughing. 
 
    Then he went about loving his girl some more.  
 
    “Tait?” 
 
    “Yeah, baby?” 
 
    “I promise you’ll never have another lonely Christmas again now that I’m here.” 
 
    Fuck, his girl unraveled him and put him back together again.  
 
    He didn’t know he’d been working his way to redeeming himself until she gave him a purpose for really living again. 
 
    He lost his cut and patch and that would sting him forever but when Texas looked at the bigger picture, he wasn’t unhappy like he was. 
 
    He’d bought his old lady, but she’d given him everything. 
 
    She’d brought him back.  
 
    And he was going to love her forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
      
 
    Weeks later – Valentine’s Day trip 
 
      
 
    The thud of her ass hitting the softly laid snow could be heard, she was sure, clean across the mountain as Tait doubled over with laughter as Poppy huffed and flung snow at him, it didn’t even remotely hit her mark. 
 
     He was too wily was her Tait. 
 
    Just as well that she chose to wear a Day-Glo pink padded snowsuit because it meant she didn’t feel a thing and she rolled to her knees. “You don’t play fair, Tait Hunt,” she accused and readjusted her double pom-pom wool hat as he approached and offered a hand. Grinning like a fool.  
 
    They were in Denver on a date weekend, staying at an exclusive chalet where they could ski (she skied, he watched her) and drink tons of hot cocoa but most of all they had sex in a hot tub and a massive bed.  
 
    “Little girl, blowjobs for a week are at stake, I play to win.”  
 
    She laughed at his cheek but used the momentum when he lifted her from the ground to push him over into the snow, but of course, Tait held her waist and took her down with him. She fell in a clumsy heap on top of him, laughing like a loon as he used a glove hand to protect her head. “Didn’t know I had a cheater in my bed,” he grinned and something lovely happened to her stomach when she saw it.  
 
    The same as it did with each new smile he gave her.  
 
    “Oral sex prizes go both ways, Hunt. I want to win too.” 
 
    Before she knew it, she was rolled beneath him in the snow and his mouth was devouring hers like he was a barbarian in the desert and he’d just found a free vending machine.  
 
    She swallowed his manly sounds as they drove down her throat. 
 
    Her beautiful man looking at her with wickedness in his gaze. 
 
    Oh, how she loved him. 
 
    They’d had a perfect three weeks since arriving back home. 
 
    Freedom was beautiful looking at her with his blue-blue eyes.  
 
    Paradise was even better when he used his hands on her body.  
 
    “You saying I don’t eat you out enough, Poppy? Once a day isn’t enough when I pry your legs apart and taste my favorite candy, you crave more of my mouth?” 
 
    She was breathy when she answered. “Always,” taking her glove to the side of his face, she stroked down his strong jaw.  
 
    It was unreal that this beautiful biker was hers completely.  
 
    “There’s those eyes I love.” 
 
    He smiled down at her. “You love my eyes, baby?” 
 
    “I love them on me, how they love me and the way they turn heated when you want me.” 
 
    “Poppy,” he growled, resting their foreheads together. “You’re asking to get fucked again and if you dare exclaim yay right now, I’ll get between your legs in the snow.” 
 
    They only just made it down to their chalet. 
 
    Best mini vacation ever.  
 
    Weird to think that she first came to Armado Springs…. Or near there anywhere, stupid Uber driver, in a wedding gown and utterly miserable with only a hope of a future, and just a couple of short months later, she was here in the arms of her man, the happiest she’d ever been.  
 
    Life was funny like that. 
 
    Sometimes it delivered you places you never thought you’d go, to people you assumed you’d never have anything in common with. 
 
    She loved the state and most of the people. Roux and Tait most especially and she’d love to stay there, but if Tait decided that he was over Armado Springs, then she’d happily pack her shoes, goat and kitten and follow him anywhere. 
 
    The location didn’t matter. The man mattered a lot.  
 
    She felt a giggle of pure joy bursting from her a hundred times that day while she frolicked frozen in the snow and watched how happy he was too.  
 
    He was a different man the day he came to rescue her. 
 
    Sad, grumpy and lonely.  
 
    Her Tait had been lost.  
 
    He proclaimed himself a liar more than once but it wasn’t that, she knew.  
 
    He was a man who would always do right by those he loved, no matter how much it hurt him.  
 
    He was happy, she could see that and he loved her.  
 
    Wow, loved by Tait Hunt. One of the infamous Renegade Souls bikers.  
 
    He was going to be a biker at heart forever, she knew this and so, her mind was busy while they played together.  
 
    While they loved all day and all night long, well past Tait falling asleep wrapped around her, Poppy got to thinking… how hard would it be anyway to get her man back being besties with his biker buddies? Couldn’t be too hard.  
 
    He was happy. But she wanted her man happier, he deserved it.  
 
    That’s what she’d do. 
 
    She’d love him, make him happy and try to reform their band as best as she could.  
 
    The bikers might still slightly terrify her, but Tait loved them so they couldn’t be all bad.  
 
    Love her biker. 
 
    Make her biker happy.  
 
    It was an excellent plan and one Poppy Astor would see through to the end.  
 
    She was a runaway bride who’d found her destination.  
 
    “Go to sleep, little girl,” he rasped quietly next to her ear, squeezing his arms around her before slipping his hand down into her panties.  
 
    Her man was so delicious and indecent, she could hardly stand this euphoria.  
 
    Poppy grinned and snuggled in.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Two years and a few months later  
 
      
 
    A lot had happened in the last two years and Poppy wasn’t a bit unhappy about any of it.  
 
    It took a lot of reassurance from Tait to make her okay with the fact that she didn’t want a career.  
 
    Modern women were supposed to want it all. 
 
    Poppy wanted Tait and their idyllic life which meant spending a lot or all of their time together and she wanted their fur babies and other babies if they ever came along. She didn’t want to spend 16 hours out of the house where she was too tired to give any of her attention to Tait. She was fortunate to have her own money, plus Tait never let her pay for anything.  
 
    Being a modern, fortunate woman, she was schooled by her friend Winter, meant she could decide what she wanted to do and if that was to be a kickass housewife and mom, then that’s what she should do. 
 
    She took that advice, because Tait didn’t even wait five months before he wifed her good and proper in a gorgeous intimate little ceremony. But then something happened a few weeks into marriage and they built a career together quite by accident. Tait decided he loved fixing up the apartments downstairs. Flipping houses seemed to be a brilliant idea. Poppy dealt with the business side while Tait took on the physical labor.  
 
    It was perfect really.  
 
    In total so far they flipped six properties.  
 
    They made money and they were happy doing it together.  
 
    “Baby, you good?” She heard behind her and she brought her head out of the closet.  
 
    God, that first hit of him even if it had been just a few minutes since she last saw her husband and it made her brain all squirrely.  
 
    Tait was a tie man.  
 
    He wore them and a nice pressed shirt with his leather and denim most every day.  
 
    She thought it made him badass and distinguished at the same time.  
 
    Today’s tie was the color he’d worn for their wedding. Aquamarine blue.  
 
    Seeing it made her want to jump his indecent bones just like she did on their wedding night.  
 
    That was after he’d fucked her over his bike on the ride to their hotel.  
 
    Life was good. 
 
    Things were better with her mom.  
 
    She saw her more than her dad, he couldn’t help but see how well Tait took care of Poppy, but he was also a stubborn Astor and wouldn’t admit that this was her life and she was deliriously happy with it.  
 
    Nothing much changed sadly for Tait’s parents, they never reached out to him and Tait said he was fine with that. It was their loss they were missing out on their fantastic son.  
 
    “Hmm. You look good.” She smiled and rolled up off her knees to go to him.  
 
    She couldn’t get all the way close to his chest as she liked, not with Valentina already snuggled in her place on him. His hand holding her by her little frilly butt. 
 
    Swear to goodness, seeing a man doting on his infant daughter made any woman’s ovaries spasm. Smiling knowingly, he dipped his head and tapped their lips together, lingering as always. “You’ve got that hungry look, do I need to go and put Val in her crib for thirty minutes?”  
 
    She was mama of the year because she absolutely would have said yes just so Tait could sort out all her aches and urges, but Valentina, as she was prone to do, knew how to command a room.  
 
    Even at a year old, born on Valentine’s Day, a baby made completely from their love, she was a diva in the making.  
 
    She screamed. She hardly slept. She was an attention hog, especially for her doting daddy and they fell in love with her big baby blue eyes and endless giggles every single day. She slapped hands on Tait’s face and babbled, to which her husband answered her seriously. “Already told you, Val, there’s no boyfriends until you’re fifty so you can stop talking about it, and even then they gotta pass a Hunger Games trial to get over my doorstep.” 
 
    Poppy chuckled, laying a soft kiss on her baby girl, before scooting to finish getting ready for the party. 
 
    Their baby girl was absolutely planned.  
 
    They tried hard enough for two solid months; her man was an absolute champ to the cause.  
 
    Their marriage was not so planned.  
 
    It came about one night when they were deliriously in love, Poppy was tipsy, wrapped in Tait’s arms as usual and they were walking home. Tait did as he always did and pushed her up against a wall, mauled her mouth with his tongue and got this look in his eyes that even now, Poppy got mushy thinking about it. He smiled and said, “My name is worth shit, but I want you to have it, Poppy.”  
 
    It was the best proposal ever. And the one she waited for her whole life because it meant something. It came with love and promises of forever. With Tait, she got the hot man and all the other bells and whistles that came with a man like him.  
 
    She got the fairy tale ending by marrying the first and only boy she’d ever loved.  
 
    They were heading to the Renegade Souls compound for a family get together.  
 
    The wine and cases of beers were already packed in the trunk.  
 
    Long story short, she’d reconciled with Zara several weeks after settling into life with Tait when they decided to make Colorado their home. Zara was completely forgiving and welcoming. They were friends now, but Poppy was still a little intimidated by the MC queen and was better friends with Winter. They hung out several times a week, dinners and coffee dates, seeing as how Snake and Tait were buddies.  
 
    When Tait got Valentina in the car, he came back for her.  
 
    There was snow on the ground still and he liked treating her like gold.  
 
    She was just five months pregnant with their son Beck, but if anyone asked Tait, he was sure she was in danger of tripping over even the smallest things. 
 
    She loved his attentiveness. 
 
    She loved that he dealt with her hormones like a man going to war.  
 
    Steely determination and an unbreakable back.  
 
    He fucked her any time she wanted it, and he wanted her just as much.  
 
    As soon as his roughened hands were on her, they went up in flames.  
 
    “You wearing those massive panties under this fuck hot dress, little girl?” 
 
    She nearly swayed, lust drunk halfway to their truck.  
 
    They were big, plain cotton panties she loved to keep her belly warm. 
 
    She grinned up at him, chewed her lip. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he grunted and palmed the front of her neck, tipping her head back so his mouth could get at hers, wet and deep, with a lot of Tait tongue.  
 
    Tait loved getting into her big pregnancy panties. Maybe she wore them on purpose under her blue fitted wrap dress under her puffy parka coat.  
 
    “I’ll get one of the old ladies to watch Val for a bit and we can sneak off in one of the back rooms.” He told her. 
 
    It wouldn’t be the first time they’d had sex in the clubhouse.  
 
    She wouldn’t have believed anyone had they told her two years ago that being around hard and dangerous bikers would become one of her favorite places.  
 
    But her man fit with them and she fit with Tait, so she made it work.  
 
    She got to know them all and learned they weren’t so dangerous and scary after all.  
 
    After what happened with Arson last year and also Lawless who was still serving his five years prison sentence, it brought Tait closer again with his boys.  
 
    They all came over regularly and grilled meat, watched the game, doted on their screaming diva too.  
 
    “Is that hand on my bottom looking to get laid, Tait?” She asked, batting her lashes at him. She saw his eyes flare. 
 
    “I own you, don’t I?” 
 
    Oh, my god. He knew what that did to her. Now she was really wet and in need of a change of her big panties. 
 
    “Tait,” she whined, burying her face in his chest.  
 
    He groped her butt some more and dropped a kiss to her neck.  
 
    “Who owns you, little girl?” 
 
    “You do.”  
 
    “Then you know I always want to get laid. Gonna spread for me soon?”  
 
    God, he was so indecent. She loved it.  
 
    He deposited her in the passenger seat, kissed her hard and fast, leaving his glorious taste in her mouth and then she glued her eyes to his frame as he rounded the front of the truck. 
 
    He was long in gait and lean all over with his defined muscles.  
 
    She knew every inch of his body and was extremely turned on by everything Tait, but especially just watching him be a man. 
 
    So much change in the last two years. 
 
    He was happy.  
 
    And his twin was miserable but making his way to being good again and that started by serving his wife with divorce papers. No one was more surprised than Tait.  
 
    It helped to build some of their rift that they were still working on but they welcomed his twin in their house on the infrequent times he came to town.  
 
    Across the console, as he started the engine, his hand came to her inner thigh and stayed there as he sent her a smoldering grin. A promise of what was to come once they reached the party.  
 
    She laced his fingers, hardly able to keep still.  
 
    Damn pregnancy hormones. But nah, it was all Tait.  
 
    She was wildly in love with her biker made husband.  
 
    And nothing would ever change that. 
 
    She’d married the boy of her dreams. The man who gave her endless love, bought her ice cream sandwiches, rubbed her feet and fucked orgasms into her at an alarming rate.  
 
    “Love you, Pop.” He said with a wink as if reading her mind and they set off. 
 
    She loved every inch of him.  
 
    Oh, yeah. And the love of her fricking socialite life looked amazing wearing his Renegade Souls leather cut with the patch on the front that said ‘Treasurer’ 
 
    As Tait was fond of saying. Life was sweet.  
 
    And getting more biker sweet by the day. 
 
    

  
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    More to come from the Renegade Souls MC in 2020.  
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