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All it took was one page and I was immediately hooked on Piper Davenport’s writing. Her books contain 100% Alpha and the perfect amount of angst to keep me reading until the wee hours of the morning. I absolutely love each and every one of her fabulous stories. ~ Anna Brooks – Contemporary Romance Author

Get ready to fall head over heels! I fell in love with every single page and spent the last few wishing the book would never end! ~ Harper Sloan, NY Times & USA Today Bestselling Author

Piper Davenport just reached deep into my heart and gave me every warm and fuzzy possible. ~ Geri Glenn, Author of the Kings of Korruption MC Series

This is one series I will most definitely be reading!! Great job Ms. Davenport!! I am in love!! ~ Tabitha, Amazeballs Book Addicts 
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Jack:

Let’s be honest. This book would have never been finished without you. 

You are the most amazing partner in life and business. 

Oh, and you’re delicious. 

Thank you for everything you do.

Kelly:

Thanks again. Your insight is always so spot on!

Kristi:

God, I would DIE if I didn’t have you helping me with these damn blurbs!! Thank you!

Brandy:

Thank you for keeping the characters and timelines right!

Mary H.:

Thanks for the multiple read throughs!!!

Gail:

Thank you for your eagle eye!!! You’re amazing!
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18+ for language and sexual situations...

Previously titled, The Longing

She wants only him...

For as long as she can remember, Poppy has loved only one man. Devon Wallace has been her knight in shining leather ever since he rescued her from a date gone wrong. She can't envision a future without him, but she's convinced he still thinks of her as the pesky twelve-year-old who used to follow him around.

He can have anyone but her...

Devon "Sparky" Wallace has spent the better part of a decade trying to keep his hands off his uncle's step-daughter, Poppy, and living by the code of the brotherhood. He's not about to break the rules, no matter how much he fantasizes about the sexiest woman on the planet.

But when her connection to him puts her life in jeopardy, he must figure out a way to save her without breaking the club's code, even if that means losing her forever.



For Anna

Six (6) is the magic number.

Wish it could have been more!

Thank you for being such an amazing friend!

I adore you!
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Poppy

Devon Wallace is my hero. 

To be honest, he was more than my hero. I’d been in love with him since I was twelve, and I was totally and completely besotted with the man. He was my step-dad’s nephew, so I saw him almost daily, and we’d become really good friends. 

But friends didn’t date.

So when Michael Sulkin, one of the guys from my equestrian club, had asked me to go to the National Equestrian Club ball, I’d been super excited (’cause I was dying to go to the ball), but then two days ago, out of the blue, no explanation, no nothing, Michael had bailed on me. I’d been crushed... until Devon had offered to take me instead. 

And let’s be honest, I wanted Devon like an addict wanted a needle, so the fact he was willing to take me to a formal dance and dress up, gave me a funny feeling in my vagina.

“Poppet?” Mum called through the door. “Devon’s here.”

“Be right there.” I checked myself in the mirror and bit my lip. 

Tonight was my last dance with the club, since I had just turned eighteen and was heading off to college in less than a month. I was excited about my new life adventure, but I honestly hated the thought of being away from Devon for so long. 

I sighed. The truth of the matter was, Atlanta was the best option for my choice of career, so Atlanta it was.

My dog, Sparky, gave a little whine and I scratched his ears. “I know. I have codependency issues. Don’t you start judging me, too.” He let out a quiet yip and I giggled. “Come on then. Let’s go see Devon.”

I shoved my nerves down into my fluttery tummy and headed downstairs... stalling on the second to the last step, gripping the handrail because I was in serious danger of tripping... or melting into a puddle of goo. Sparky made a run for Devon and he scooped him up and pulled him close, smiling up at me. I swallowed convulsively as I took in the man in front of me. He wore a dark blue tailored suit, crisp white button up, a paisley tie, and motorcycle boots. Ohmigod, the motorcycle boots did me in. So sexy.

“You look gorgeous,” he whispered, and again, my lady parts thrummed. I squeezed my legs together for a second, then forced myself to walk down the last two steps.

“Oh, lovey, you look amazing,” Mum said, effectively jolting me out of my erotic haze.

I wore a floor-length, ice blue gown, that had a halter neckline and rouching at the stomach. I might be cold walking to and from the car, but I was willing to take that chance because I felt beautiful in it. 

“Thanks Mum.” I smiled.

“Baby girl,” Hatch breathed out as he wrapped an arm around my mother’s waist. “Back upstairs.”

I frowned. “What? Why?”

“I’ll find you something more appropriate to wear. Like a burlap sack.”

“Sid!” I ground out. I’d nicknamed Hatch ‘Stand-In-Dad’ when he’d married my mom, and it’d stuck.

“Oh, stop it!” Mum ordered. “Ignore him, poppet.”

Hatch turned to Devon. “I’m gonna get you a gun.”

“Hatch!” Mum admonished. “Stop being so melodramatic.” She took my arm and guided me into the living room. “Let’s get some photos. You stand next to Poppy, Devon.”

Devon said nothing as we took the obligatory pictures, but then it was finally time to escape, and I took the jacket mum shoved at me, although, I refused to put it on. After hugging my parents, I followed Devon to the car and slid inside as he held the door for me.

“You don’t have your camera,” he murmured.

I was obsessed with photography, but tonight I wanted to live in the moment.

“I don’t want to be distracted tonight,” I admitted.

He smiled and closed me into the car, heading to his side and climbing in.

“You look really nice,” I said as he backed the car out of the driveway.

“Yeah? You like this?”

“I do,” I said. “Especially the boots.”

He grinned. “Even cleaned ’em for you.”

I tried not to sigh like a love-sick school girl, but that was seriously sweet. “You clean up nice, Dev.”

He chuckled.

“You haven’t been around much lately. Is your dad overloading you with work?”

His dad owned a construction company and it was busy all year round, so Devon worked for him when he wasn’t doing ‘club shit.’ Devon was also a recruit for the Dogs of Fire Motorcycle Club... Hatch’s club... so he was super busy.

“Sure. We’ll go with that.”

“It’s not ‘that’?” I asked.

He smiled, his eyes on the road. “We’re here.”

I was so excited to be going out with Devon, I didn’t notice he hadn’t answered my question. He parked the car, then walked to my side and opened the door. His chivalry was on-point tonight and I smiled as he took my hand and helped me out of the car.

“Your coat, Poppy.”

“I don’t want it. It ruins the dress.”

He rolled his eyes, but closed the door and locked the car, before shrugging off his suit jacket and slipping it over my shoulders. “Don’t want you catching a cold.”

I bit my lip, unable to speak (lest I blurt out how badly I wanted to have his babies), and snuggled into the warmth. He took my hand, linking his fingers with mine, and we headed inside.

Once we hit the lobby, I handed him back his jacket and was disappointed when he didn’t take my hand again.

“Poppy!” 

I turned to the sound of my name and smiled as Finley Adams rushed toward me. “Ohmigod, you look amazing,” she exclaimed.

“So do you.” I smiled, hugging her. 

“Hi, Devon.”

“Hey, Finley.”

She focused back on me. “Did you hear what happened to Michael?”

“No, what?” I asked.

“He got jumped. I think it’s why he bailed on you.”

“Shut up, seriously? Is he okay?”

“I think so. But his nose got broken and his ribs are bruised. Derek said he was pretty messed up.”

Derek was Finley’s brother and a few years older than us.

“Oh my god, that’s awful. Who did it?”

Finley shrugged. “No idea. He said he didn’t see the guys.”

“We should probably get inside, huh?” Devon said, and laid his hand on my back.

I didn’t want to do anything that would make him remove his hand, so I nodded, and we headed into the event space. “Wow,” I breathed out.

The hotel ballroom had been transformed into a starry night theme, complete with twinkling stars on the ceiling.

“Super cool, huh?” Finley said.

“Yes, it’s gorgeous.”

She giggled. “Well, considering we had to pay over a hundred bucks a ticket, it should be.”

I smiled. “This is true.”

Devon’s hand left my back the second Finley led us to a table. Missing the contact of his skin on mine, I looked up at him. “Everything okay?”

His shrewd eyes scanned the crowd, especially the guys, and his features locked down with anger. “Fine,” he growled.

* * *
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Devon

I was gonna fuckin’ kill these assholes if they kept tryin’ to grind up on Poppy. Goddammit, they were relentless. It didn’t help that she was smokin’ hot in her blue dress. The second I got a glimpse of her, I was rock hard, and the way she looked at me, fuckin’ gutted me. I knew how she felt about me. It was always written all over her face.

But I’d never go there. Couldn’t go there, no matter how much I might have wanted to. She was my uncle’s step-daughter and he’d made it perfectly clear she was off-limits.

But, fuck me, I wanted her. From my head, to my heart, to my dick, I ached for her, and the older she got, the worse that ache got. So much so, that despite the amount and sheer variety of pussy being offered at the club, she was in my head when I fucked another woman.

It had gotten so bad, I’d stopped going to the club unless absolutely necessary, considering I didn’t want to look like a pussy turning down every woman who offered herself to me. 

Poppy was the only one I wanted and since she wasn’t available, my hand got a steady and regular work-out, imagining her face as I jacked off several times a day.

Fuck! I needed some relief and I needed it soon.

“Last dance, folks,” the DJ said over the PA, and I was relieved this fuckin’ night was gonna be over soon.

“Dance with me,” Poppy said, holding her hand out to me.

I hesitated for a second, because she looked so fuckin’ cute, her face flush from exertion, her eyes bright with excitement, and I wanted to remember her this way to file away in my mind. 

“Dev, come on. It’s the last song.”

I rose to my feet and took her hand, leading her to the dance floor, and pulling her close. God, she smelled good. She looped her arms around my neck, slid her hands into my hair, and I tried not to react, but it was fuckin’ impossible. I wanted her hands in my hair when I ate her out, not when we were fully clothed and in public.

I held her close, wrapping my arms around her waist and breathing in her sweet honeysuckle scent. It took all of my willpower not to run my hands down her ass, but, God damn, I wanted to touch her.

The song ended and I separated myself from her as quickly as I could. “You ready to go?”

“Um... sure. I guess.”

“Hatch wants you home by midnight.”

“Right.” She sighed. “Let me just say goodbye to a few people.”

I watched her as she hugged her friends, then we headed back out to the car and I drove her home. 

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Golden.”

“Then why are you all stressy?”

I gripped the steering wheel in an effort not to snap at her. “Didn’t realize I was ‘stressy.’”

“Well, you are,” she grumbled. “Your body’s all rigid and your face is all... well... stressy.”

“Just don’t wanna be late.”

“It’s barely eleven-fifteen, Dev, and we’re, like, two minutes from my house.”

I didn’t respond as we pulled onto her street. I parked at the curb, then went to her side of the car and opened her door. I wasn’t prepared for what happened next, and it was something I’d regret for a really long time.

Poppy climbed out of the car, and gripped the lapels of my jacket, standing on her tiptoes and settling her mouth on mine. For a few seconds, I didn’t think... I just reacted... sliding my hand to her neck and tilting her head back, then pressing my tongue against her lips so she’d open for me. 

She sighed as she touched her tongue to mine and I was lost. But then sense hit me like a fuckin’ Mack truck and I pushed her away and dragged my hands through my hair. “Goddammit, Poppy! Why the fuck did you do that?”

Her face fell. “I... ah...”

“Come on,” I said, and started toward the house. When she didn’t follow right away, I turned with a scowl. “Poppy. Come on. I’ve got shit to do.”

She squared her shoulders and walked up the driveway, shoving past me, and unlocking the door. Pushing it open, she turned to face me, and I didn’t miss the tears in her eyes.

“Thanks for taking me, Devon.”

Without further comment, she shut the door and I heard the locks turn. 

Goddammit!
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Poppy

Three years later...

Devon Wallace is a dick! 

A gorgeous, badass biker with a body chiseled out of marble... but regardless... a total dick. I let out a frustrated squeak and threw my phone on the bed. It bounced off and dropped on the floor, popping the back open.

“Damn it!” I snapped.

“Poppy,” Mum called through the door before knocking and pushing it open. “You okay, poppet?”

I took a deep breath, then another, and schooled my features before facing her. “I’m super.”

She leaned against the doorframe and raised an eyebrow. “So, the string of foul-mouthed expletives that just came out of your mouth was, what?”

I scoffed. “Mum.”

My mother was all-British, gorgeous, and had a mouth like a sailor when it suited her. 

She smiled. “Devon rang, I take it?”

“Just to be clear... murder’s wrong, correct?” I asked, and reassembled my phone.

“In the case of Devon, no, but you have to leave that to your dad. He’s called dibs.”

“I’m going to have to renegotiate the terms of that contract,” I retorted.

Not only had Devon gutted me three years ago, he’d upped the ante on his overprotective shenanigans. Going so far as to have a couple bikers from the Savannah Chapter “check on me” from time to time. I know it wasn’t Hatch doing it, because Hatch would have just told me. These guys tended to be evasive about who sent them, but after three “check-ups,” I’d had enough, and decided to drag Grace down to a club get-together. 

Everyone treated us like royalty, considering they adored my dad and respected the shit out of him, and I was welcomed into the fold completely. I also “negotiated” a texting check-up system, rather than the drive-bys, but I had to agree to get-togethers every other month so they could get “eyes on me.” 

Whatever. They were crazy, but they were my crazies, so I’d agreed. Devon, however, hadn’t been particularly happy about the situation, but since he was low on the totem pole of power in the club, he only had so much say.

Why he wanted any at all flabbergasted me. He’d made his opinion of me known when he’d turned up his nose in disgust at my kiss, so he could just fuck the fuck off. 

Mum chuckled. “We’re getting ready to head out, so Dad wanted to go over a few things with you.”

“Okay.” 

I slid my phone into my pocket and followed her downstairs. I was home for spring break and watching my little brothers, Flash and Jamie, while Mum and Hatch flew to Savannah for the weekend. I was really looking forward to some quality time with my little biker boys, considering I hadn’t been home this past holiday season. I had been working and studying so hard (and avoiding Devon), I didn’t get home much anymore.

Hatch grinned as I walked into the kitchen, holding his arms open and I walked into his hug. “Hey, baby girl.”

“Hi, Sid.”

He kissed my head. “You good?”

“She wants to kill Devon,” Mum said.

He chuckled. “Killin’ Sparky’s my job.”

I groaned. I couldn’t believe the club had given Devon the same biker name as my dog. Funny, yes, because the reason behind it was appropriate, but it meant that every time I called Sparky (the dog), I thought of Devon. He was helping with the expansion to the clubhouse (since he had a shit ton of experience with building) and he kept forgetting to turn off the breaker box or whatever before installing a couple of lights. It happened two or three times, so the Club decided to bust his balls permanently with his new nickname.

I wrinkled my nose. “I’m taking over that responsibility.”

He chuckled. “What’d he do?”

What did he do? He found out I was home, called me and insisted I didn’t go anywhere without checking in with him first. Like he had any say over my life! 

Dick.

“Not worth talking about it. It just gives him power.”

Hatch gave me a squeeze. “Okay, baby girl, but if he’s messin’ with you, I’ll end him.”

“I know. I appreciate that. I’ll let you know if I need your badassery.”

“Sounds good.”

One of the things I loved the most about Hatch was he didn’t meddle. He was exclusively hands-off. Mum was too, kind of. She had her ways of getting information without actually asking anyone a direct question. It was witchcraft, but it worked for her.

“Let me show you the gas and water shut-offs,” Hatch said, and I followed him into the garage.

Hatch was the Sgt. At Arms for the Dogs of Fire Motorcycle Club, and he was highly organized... which is why he had a ‘book’ with all the information about their home in detailed myopic epic-ness. 

“I think you missed your calling, you know that, right?”

Hatch raised an eyebrow. “How do you figure?”

I flipped a sheet protected set of instructions with a thwap. “You would have made someone a very nice personal assistant.”

He dropped his head back and laughed. “And this is why you’re my favorite daughter.”

“I’m your only daughter.”

“Yeah, but you’re still my favorite.”

“That’s good to know.” I smiled. “You’re my favorite Sid, so we’re even.”

“Glad we got that sorted.”

“Dad!” Flash called. 

Flash’s real name was Parker, but no one ever called him that. Mum always complained how quickly he could disappear from her sightline, and since he’d been fast on his feet, so to speak, ever since he was born, Hatch always called him “Flash.”

“Out here, bud,” Hatch called.

“I finished. Wanna see?”

“Yeah.” We walked back into the house and Flash handed Hatch the model airplane he’d been working on. “Great job,” Hatch said.

Flash was holding some war bomber that he and Hatch had been building together, mostly because Flash was obsessed with airplanes and Hatch was an incredible dad and wanted to share in all of our interests. He never missed any of my school events or horse shows. Even if he had a job with the Club, he was there... we were always his priority. 

Unlike Devon.

Devon was a dick.

“Poppy!” Snapping fingers appeared in front of me and a grinning James Wallace came into focus.

“Hey, Jamie.” I grinned, giving him a hug. “Are you going to play something for me later?”

Jamie had decided he wanted to play drums this year, so he was taking lessons and I knew my parents were going to buy him a drum kit this year, because they were amazing. 

“I just have practice pads.”

“So? You can play me something on your pads, right?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Is Devon coming over?”

I forced myself not to curse as I shook my head. “I don’t know, bud. But probably not. He’s always got stuff to do.”

“Aw, man,” he moaned.

Hatch raised an eyebrow, but I ignored him as I gave my brother a hug. “But you owe me a do-over on that Mario Brothers game.”

“Okay,” he said, excited.

“After dinner,” Mum said.

“Okay, Mom.”

The doorbell pealed and Hatch went to answer it. 

“Shit! Hawk’s early,” Mum said. “I’m not ready.”

“Go finish, Mum, I’ve got dinner covered.”

“Okay, love, thanks.”

I scooped my hair up into a ponytail then stepped to the sink to wash my hands when the air in the room changed and I knew exactly who had just walked into the kitchen.

“Hey, beautiful.”

I grabbed a couple of paper towels and faced Devon. “Hey, asshole.”

He smiled, but I didn’t miss the flash of hurt in his eyes. I forced down my guilt. I wouldn’t care. He didn’t deserve it.

God, he looked good. Dark jeans, tight in all the right places, hugged his long legs and the white T-shirt he wore under his cut was fitted enough to see the ridges on his very muscular chest and stomach. He wore a chunky black watch on his left wrist and a skull ring on his right ring finger, but nothing else. He had a little stubble and I itched to run my hands (and my tongue) over it.

Instead, I dumped the paper towels into the trashcan. “I thought you had shit to do.”

“I do. Figured I’d come say hi first. Welcome you home,” he said, sliding onto a barstool.

“Well, now that you got that out of the way, don’t feel like you need to hang around.”

“I’m driving Hatch and Maisie to the airport.”

“I thought Hawk was doing that.”

“Hawk delegated.”

“Cool.” I stuck my head in the refrigerator so I could hide my emotions, pulling out a plate of burgers Mum had prepped to grill.

“Can we talk this week?”

I set the plate on the island and lit up the burner for the grill. “About what?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe you could fill me in on the reason you’ve iced me out for the past however many years.”

“I haven’t iced you out,” I countered. “I moved to Atlanta to go to school.”

“Babe,” he said with a sigh.

“What?”

“Ghostin’ my calls and texts kinda indicates you’re icin’ me out, Poppy.”

I made sure my voice dripped with sarcasm as I said, “I apologize, Devon. Truly. You know, I’ve been studying hard and doing my best to get a four-point-o GPA, which is a little harder for me than some people, but you know what? I’ll take a few minutes out of my study time to be sure to answer your phone calls and texts. Make sure you’re a priority. Does that make you feel better?” I slapped a patty onto the grill and grabbed another.

“Whatever, Poppy.”

“Yeah, whatever,” I grumbled. “Why do you care?”

“No fuckin’ idea, babe,” he snapped, then slid off the stool and pointed to the burger. “Make mine medium rare, yeah?”

I let out a frustrated squeak as he left the room.

Medium rare. Yeah, I’ll give you medium rare, asshole. Better yet, I’ll leave out the medium part and give it to you so rare you get e-coli and worms.

* * *
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Devon

Goddammit all to fuckin’ hell.

I dragged my hands down my face and took a few steadying breaths. I knew I’d hurt her feelings the night of her formal. I had to in order to keep my distance, but I didn’t realize I’d done that much damage. Fuck me, the taste of her lip gloss still lingered in my mind, and I hated that she couldn’t stand the sight of me. 

I fuckin’ missed her. 

“Oh, Devon,” Maisie said, her voice chipper. “I didn’t realize you were popping by.”

“Hey, Maisie. Hawk got hung up, so I’m drivin’ you to the airport.”

My uncle’s wife was a knock-out. Blonde hair, blue eyes, legs for days. It was obvious where Poppy got her looks, which made things even harder for me. They always advise a man to look at the mother to see how her daughter will age, and Maisie was so fuckin’ beautiful, there was no doubt Poppy would age just as beautifully.

“Oh, thank you,” she said, then studied me for a few seconds. “It’s good to see you, bud.”

She gave me a hug and I forced a smile. “You’re welcome.”

“Did you say hi to Poppy?”

“Sure did.”

Maisie cupped my face. “You’re a good man, Devon.”

“Thanks.”

“Devon!” Jamie said in surprise. “Poppy said you weren’t coming over.”

Poppy probably wishes I’d fall into a hole and die.

“My plans changed.”

“Can we play Mario Brothers?”

“Sure, we can.” I glanced at Maisie. “If it’s okay with your mom.”

She waved her hands. “Yeah, go on. We’ve got an hour before we have to leave.”

Jamie dragged me downstairs to the basement and I tried to put Poppy’s distaste for me out of my mind.

* * *
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Poppy

“Those smell good,” Mum said as she walked into the kitchen.

I smiled. “Well, yeah, because you made them.”

She grabbed a glass from the cabinet and filled it with water. “I’m surprised Devon’s not in here chatting you up.”

“He’s got better things to do than watch me fry up burgers.”

“Are you guys okay?”

I glanced up at her, then back down at the burgers. “Yeah, why?”

“You’ve just seemed to cool when it comes to Devon.”

“Just busy, Mum. But we’re good,” I lied, jabbing the spatula toward the burger with swiss on it. “I’m even making him his favorite cheeseburger.”

Sans rat poison, which Mum doesn’t keep under the sink (I looked), damn it.

“Well, okay then, if you’re sure everything’s okay.”

“Golden, Mummy.”

“Hmm-mmm,” she murmured, but dropped the subject. 

Thank God.

The rest of dinner went smoothly with me and Devon perfecting our cordial but cold interactions, and then it was time for them to head to the airport and I was left blissfully alone with my brothers. 

* * *
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Two hours later, my phone buzzed and I pulled up a text from Devon.

Coming over. 

Why? Grrr. This was all I needed. 

I heard his quiet knock and checked the camera feed... it was in fact Devon standing on the porch, and I debated whether or not I was going to ignore him.

I didn’t.

I paused my favorite Ken Burns documentary (The Civil War) and dragged myself to the foyer. Entering the code for the alarm, I pulled open the door and stepped back to allow him entry, before closing the door and reentering the code. “Did you forget something?”

“Yeah. You and I are gonna hash this out, Poppy. You’re not leavin’ for another year without this bein’ resolved.”

“The kids just went to bed, so we need to be quiet.”

“Not plannin’ on yellin’, are you?”

“Don’t know yet,” I retorted, and led him into the family room.

I sat on the sectional and Devon sat next to me, leaving a cushion between us, but turning his body sideways to face me. 

I mirrored him and said, “So talk.”

“You wanna tell me why you hate me?”

“I don’t hate you.”

“Babe. Please don’t insult my intelligence, yeah? I know you, Poppy, and I’m acutely aware of your mood changes.”

I bristled at that and frowned. “Excuse me? You think I’m moody?”

He sighed. “Not what I said.”

“Kind of is.”

“Look. I just mean that I know you and can tell when your mood changes,” he said. “And your mood changed the night of your formal thing and has gotten progressively hostile ever since.”

“Well, excuse me for not wanting to hang around someone who finds me repulsive.”

“What the fuck?”

I studied my hands in my lap, my face heating with embarrassment.

“There is nothing about you I find repulsive, Poppy. Wanna break it down for me?”

“Not really.”

“Do it anyway.”

I sighed. “I kissed you. You looked like you had been forced to eat shit, then you pushed me away, and every time... every time there was a club get together, you shoved a different girl in my face, driving home the fact that I would never be what you wanted.”

“I didn’t fuckin’ shove anything in your face, Poppy.”

“Ohmigod, Devon, you did!”

He dragged his hands down his face. “That wasn’t my intention.”

“Well, what was your intention? You practically fucked them in front of me.”

“You were barely eighteen! I couldn’t touch you.”

“Yep, got it. Just past jailbait.”

“Goddammit, Poppy, you’re not even fuckin’ close.”

“And what the hell was all that crap with Michael?”

“What crap with Michael?”

“Don’t sit there and act all innocent,” I snapped. “Lily told me you beat the shit out of him two days before he was supposed to take me to the formal.”

Actually, Lily had kind of told me on accident and then I forced her to tell me everything she knew. Unfortunately, Maverick didn’t really give her much, so I never fully knew why Devon would mess Michael up so badly.

Maverick and Lily were married, and both kids of Dogs members. 

Devon sighed. “Remember the show you had a week before the formal?”

I nodded. Devon came to a lot of my equestrian events, but I remember that one because he looked pissed off most of the day.

“I overheard that dickhead braggin’ to one of his asshole buddies about how he was gonna fuck you the night of the formal, and they discussed how many points you’d be worth.”

I gasped. “He did not.”

“He did.”

“Ohmigod.”

“So, I made sure he understood that kind of behavior wouldn’t be tolerated.”

“Wow,” I whispered. “That was nice, Devon.”

“It wasn’t nice, Poppy,” he ground out.

I met his eyes. “I’m really sorry I kissed you. I get it. You’re older and I shouldn’t have done it. I’m sure that it put you in a weird position.”

“Still not even in the ballpark,” he grumbled.

“Then explain it to me!” I hissed.

“You want an explanation, Poppy?” 

“Yes.”

“It took every ounce of fuckin’ willpower I had not to pull up your dress, bend you over some chair somewhere, and tear your panties off with my teeth. You are fuckin’ off-limits. You always have been. Then you kissed me, and I knew I had to figure out how the hell I was gonna see you without draggin’ you somewhere private so I could shove my face in your pussy. Goddamn, all I ever wanted to do was bury my face in your pussy. But I can’t. Because. You. Are. Off. Limits.”

Holy shit, my lady bits zinged with the thought of him shoving his face in my pussy. I bet he was good at it. I squeezed my legs together trying to ease the ache.

“So, no, Poppy, I wasn’t parading women in front of you... I was tryin’ to figure out a way not to drag you up to my room at the compound and fuck you, and the only way I knew to make that happen was to have someone else with me as a buffer.”

“Oh,” I squeaked.

“Yeah, babe. Fuckin’ ‘oh.’”

“I thought I grossed you out.”

“So far from reality, Poppy, it’s not even funny.”

“Well... um... so, did you like the kiss?”

“Goddammit, Poppy, stop,” he hissed. “Yeah I fuckin’ liked the kiss. That was the problem.”

I bit my lip and met his eyes again. “I’m really sorry.”

“Me too.”

“Can we start over?” I asked.

“Kinda tough to start over when you’re leavin’ again in a week.”

“We can still text and call, right?”

“Yeah, babe, we can.” He smiled. 

“At the risk of inciting your irritation, can you answer something else for me?” I asked.

“Sure.”

“Why were you the one forced to watch out for me? Like when all that shit went down with Lily and Maverick, why did Hatch make you take me to and from everywhere? Surely, you could have refused and had someone else do it.”

He studied me for a few seconds before sighing. “I volunteered.”

“What?” I rasped.

“Wasn’t lettin’ anyone else make sure you were safe, Poppy.”

“But you always seemed so pissed.”

“Not rehashing, Poppy.”

I tried not to smile externally, but my heart did, and I felt that elation all the way to my nether regions.

“I miss you, you know that?” he said.

“I miss you, too.” I burst into tears. “I’m so sorry, Devon.”

He sighed and pulled me against his chest. “It’s okay, Poppy. We both let shit get in the middle.”

“When Mum and Sid get back, can we hang out before I go back to school.”

“Yeah. Absolutely.”

I smiled up at him. “I want at least one day, uninterrupted.”

He chuckled. “You got it.”

“Thanks, Dev.”

He nodded and rose to his feet. “I gotta head out.”

“Oh. Okay.”

I followed him to the front door and he pulled me in for a hug. I closed my eyes, taking in the scent of soap, leather, and laundry detergent... but the best was him. He was all man and I still loved him with everything I had.

He lifted my face, sliding his hands to my neck, and leaned down to kiss my forehead. “I’ll text you.”

“Sounds good.”

Then he was gone.
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Devon

Two months later, I walked into Hatch’s kitchen to find Maisie on the phone. I was takin’ Jamie to karate or somethin’ because they had shit they needed to do. 

“Well, darling, maybe you should just go out with him,” Maisie said.

My ears perked up. I hoped to God she wasn’t talkin’ to Poppy. She and I had finally got back on track and the thought of her datin’ anyone gutted me.

“If he’s nice and you find him attractive, what’s the problem?” Maisie suddenly realized I was in the kitchen and her cheeks pinkened. “Right, well, whatever you decide, sweetheart. I know you’ll make the right decision. Yes, of course. Okay, love, I’ll talk to you soon.” She hung up and slid her phone into her pocket. “Hi, Dev. Thank you so much for doing this. We kind of double booked ourselves tonight.”

“Yeah, it’s not a problem, Maisie,” I said. “Everything okay with Poppy?”

“Hm? Oh, yes. One of her TAs keeps asking her out and since she’s almost done, she’s thinking she might say yes. No more conflict or something.”

“Right.” I forced a smile, but the fact she was looking to date someone gutted me.

Fuck! I couldn’t fault her. It’s not like we could be together, but that didn’t make this hurt any less. 

“Devon,” Jamie said. “Are you ready to see my karate moves?”

I chuckled. “Yeah, bud, I’m ready. Just don’t sweep my leg, okay?”

Maisie giggled, but the reference went right over Jamie’s head. Maisie pulled Jamie in for a hug, kissing his head. “You be respectful and polite...”

“Yeah, Mom, I know. Or you’ll brain me... whatever that means.”

“Ready?” I said, and Jamie nodded, so I led him out to the car.

* * *
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For the next month, I dealt with jealousy that wasn’t entirely logical, and the closer it got to Poppy coming home for good, the worse things got for me.

Knowing she was fuckin’ some asshole drove me to make some pretty stupid mistakes at both my job and the club. I needed a change. I needed to know I wouldn’t see her again. 

So I set a meeting with my VP and arranged a transfer for a while. Wasn’t sure how long the transfer would be, but I needed a change of scenery.

“You sure you want to head to Savannah?” Booker asked.

“Yeah, man.”

“I know they could use the help with expansion of the compound and renovation of the clubs... not to mention, the fuckin’ Dixie Mafia closin’ in, but remember where your real family is, yeah?”

I nodded. 

“Okay, I filled Doc in on your skillset and he’s got a room for you out there. Crow’s also approved a temporary transfer.”

Doc was the President of the Savannah Chapter, and despite being a good twenty years younger than our President, Crow, he’d earned his place and was highly respected.

“’Preciate it.”

Booker shook my hand. “Don’t make it forever, kid.”

I nodded again and left the compound. Now I had to tell my dad and Hatch that I was leaving. Wasn’t sure how that would go, but I knew it wouldn’t go easy.

I walked into the house to find my dad in the kitchen making nachos, or something else that would give him a heart attack. “Hey, bud.”

“Hey. Can I talk to you about somethin’?”

“Of course.”

“I’m gonna be headin’ out for a few months.”

Dad leaned against the counter and crossed his arms. “Club stuff?”

“Yeah.”

“Or Poppy stuff?”

“Club stuff,” I lied... sort of. “Does this fuck up your schedule?”

“You know I’d rather have you work for me than your uncles, but we’ve got you covered if you can’t be here.” He grabbed a couple of beers from the fridge and handed me one. “More concerned about where you’re at with the Poppy shit.”

“What Poppy shit? There’s no Poppy shit.”

“Where are you goin’?”

“Savannah.”

“Awful close to Atlanta, don’t you think?”

“She graduates in less than a month, then she’ll be headin’ back here, so, no.”

“See you’ve given this some thought.”

I neither confirmed nor denied.

He shrugged. “Okay, bud. You’re an adult, you’ve got a good head on your shoulders, so it’s your call. Just make sure you know whether you’re running from her or toward her. Might help you sort out your next move.”

I swigged my beer but didn’t comment.

“Whatever you need I’m here,” he said. “Got your back one-hundred percent.”

“’Preciate that, pops,” I said. “And I won’t be gone forever.”

“Fuckin’ hope not.”

I grinned and grabbed ingredients to make another batch of nachos.

* * *
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Poppy

I stared at my phone... again... and sighed. I’d texted Devon a couple of times over the last week and he hadn’t responded. It wasn’t like him at all. We’d been going strong with our communication and long-distance friendship, so now I was a little worried he might be ghosting me.

The doorbell pealed and Grace yelled, “I got it!”

I pulled my hair into a ponytail, and headed out to the living room. Our friend Lemon was joining us tonight at a Dogs of Fire pig roast and she’d been squawking about it for a week. Yes, her real name was Lemon... her parents were old family southern with a shit ton of money, but you’d never know it if you met her. Lemon was as down to earth as they came.

“Ohmigod, I can’t wait to meet all these hot bikers you promised.”

I snorted. “Don’t get too excited. I don’t know who’ll be there, but if you see someone you like, let me know and I’ll introduce you.”

“Are you sure it’s okay if we stay with your friends, or should we find a hotel?”

“Dash and Willow are excited we’re coming,” I said. “It’s all good.”

My parents had met Dash and Willow when they’d gone to Savannah over spring break. Willow’s father had been murdered in front of her and she’d rushed into the biker bar next to her church for help. Dash fell for her pretty quickly and they’d been inseparable ever since. He’d helped her deal with the death of her father, and even helped find the people who did it. 

I’d met them a few times over the past year and I adored them. They’d become fast friends, and since Dash’s aunt lived in Atlanta, Grace and I would often meet them for dinner if they were up our way.

“We have a four-hour drive,” Grace said. “We should go now, because the amount Poppy has to pee adds time to the drive.”

“Suck it, Gracie,” I retorted, even though she was right. I had the bladder the size of a pea.

Even though we were far from the club, we were super close to the university, which made it the perfect home. Mum and Hatch had bought the townhouse when Grace and I were looking for a place to rent ‘off-campus.’ We’d done dorm life our freshman year, but we wanted a space of our own going forward. Grace didn’t do well with crowds. She’d had a really rough childhood and it triggered some serious PTSD for her, so we’d always planned to find something if the dorms were too much... and they were.

Since rent wasn’t cheap, Mum decided buying would be a better investment, especially since they could rent to other students once we graduated... or sell if the market did well. For the moment, however, the place was ours and it was safe (gated community with security), and it meant we got to decorate however we wanted to.

And we did. Lots of blingy chandeliers and white furniture. It was awesome.

The home had two master bedrooms upstairs with their own bathrooms, along with another bedroom and bathroom. Downstairs was a small but functional kitchen, with a big island that opened into a huge great room, along with a half-bath and office overlooking the patio. 

Grace and I both worked, so we paid for all our food, utilities, and cars, but I never took for granted anything I’d been given. My parents were the most generous people on the planet and I worked hard to deserve their generosity. Their generosity also meant Sparky could live with me, which I needed, since my horse Rocket had died a few years ago, and the thought of being without my puppy too was devastating.

After shutting everything off in the house, we loaded Sparky into his crate, secured him in my car (along with all our crap) and took off for Savannah.

* * *
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Pulling up to the compound, Lemon let out a quiet whistle. “Oh, my word, this place is awesome.”

It was awesome. The main building was an old tobacco barn (like, 1700s old) that had been converted into their meeting hall. The space also had several bedroom/bathroom combinations for patched members and a couple of bunkrooms for kids and non-patched members. The land had outbuildings as well, which were homes for the officers and their families if they had them. This certainly beat Hatch’s club, which was at the back of an auto body shop. Don’t get me wrong, the Portland compound was cool, but this place was out of this world.

We headed inside and I introduced Lemon to a few people as we made our way to the bar. Jasmine and Parker (Willow’s besties) were both there, and I was excited because Jasmine had offered to cut my hair the next day. Jasmine owned the most popular salon in Savannah and had a waiting list a mile long, but she’d offered to come by Willow’s place for a girls’ day and cut our hair. I couldn’t wait.

I noticed the Club’s Sergeant at Arms, Alamo, lingered. He kept his distance from Jasmine, but his eyes certainly didn’t. They were locked on her like a laser beam, although, he spent most of the evening talking with Parker, which I found curious. I didn’t have a chance to get nosy about it because Lemon interrupted my musings with, “I have to pee.”

“It’s just past the kitchen. I’ll show you.”

“I can find it,” she countered. “Order me a drink... something a biker would drink.”

“Shot of tequila coming up,” I said.

She giggled and headed toward the bathrooms. Grace and I sidled up to the bar and I grinned when I saw Badger pouring drinks. “Holy shit, Pops, Dash said you were comin’... thought he was pullin’ my chain.”

I giggled, accepting the hug he was offering. “Last Savannah get-together before I go home? No way in hell I was gonna miss it.”

Sparky went nuts, so Badger scooped him up and cuddled him. “Hey, boy. How’s our mascot?”

“He apparently missed you,” I said.

Badger laughed, setting him back on the floor. “What can I get ya?”

“Tequila,” Grace said immediately.

I chuckled. “Badger, this is Grace, by the way.”

He gave her a chin-lift. “Nice to meet ya.”

One of the older guys, Curly, approached, and I found myself sidling closer to Grace. Don’t get me wrong, Curly was always pleasant, but he was a hulk of a man and he intimidated me a little. He’d transferred to the Savannah chapter about a year ago, and I knew Hatch knew him... just wasn’t sure how much, or if they were tight. 

“Ladies,” he said, jovially. “Wasn’t expectin’ so much pretty to be here tonight.”

I smiled. “You’re a charmer, Curly.”

He chuckled, stepping behind the bar. “Just speakin’ the truth, babe.”

“You wanna open that Patrón for me, brother?” Badger asked.

“Sure thing.” Curly opened the tequila and poured himself a shot before handing the bottle to Badger.

“Oooh, can I have two of those please?” I asked.

Badger laughed and handed me a shot, then once I drank that, he poured me another. 

Parker and Jasmine headed over to the bar and I hugged them both before introducing them to Grace, whom they’d never met before. We chatted while Badger poured more drinks.

Parker was a petite brunette with large green eyes, and a total sweetheart. Very quiet, but you could tell she had a wicked sense of humor and missed nothing. Jasmine, on the other hand, was tall and curvy and downright gorgeous. With a capital G. Red hair, blue eyes, and a body that could bring a man to his knees. She also had the personality that matched. Very funny, extremely confident, and a fire cracker. I adored her.

Before Badger finished pouring another four shots, Lemon rushed to my side, and grabbed my arm. “I found one.”

“Found one what?”

“The one. The one you need to introduce me to. Ohmigod, Poppy, he’s so pretty, I just want to lick him all over.”

Grace raised an eyebrow. “He’s lick-worthy? This I gotta see.”

“We’ll be back, Badger,” I said, and let Lemon lead me to the kitchen.

Where I stalled.

Then I almost passed out.

Then I nearly cut a bitch.

“What the fuck are you doin’ here?” Devon snapped.

Sparky growled at his angry tone, but my dog appeared to be confused, because he adored Devon, so probably couldn’t figure out why he was being such an asshole.

“Lemon, why don’t you come with me?” I heard Grace say as I was still frozen to my spot watching some skank rub herself up against Devon. The leash was tugged out of my hand and Grace took Sparky with her.

Devon disengaged himself from the whore and stalked toward me, jabbing a finger in the air. “Asked you a question, Poppy. What the fuck are you doin’ here?”

“I... it’s the last get-together before graduation... so Willow invited me.”

“You know Willow?”

“Well, yes. Through my parents.”

He dragged his hands through his hair. “Fuck me, this is not happening right now.”

I blinked back tears. I couldn’t understand where his anger was coming from. We were in a good place... no, a great place... but the hate written on his face was almost too much to bear. “I’ll just... um... wait... why are you so mad?”

“You bring your boyfriend?”

“What?” I stepped back like I’d been slapped. “What boyfriend?”

“The TA you’re fuckin’.”

“Um, not that it’s any of your business, Devon, but there is no TA I’m fucking. There was a TA who asked me out a couple of times and we went to dinner, but he was a douche. Still is, probably. I don’t know. I avoid him as much as I can.”

“Goddammit.”

“How did you know about Miller?”

“Who the fuck’s Miller?” he snapped.

“The TA.” I crossed my arms. “Keep up, Devon.”

The whore who’d previously been all over Devon sneaked out the of kitchen, and I was grateful I wouldn’t have to tear out her hair extensions with my bare hands. If she wore hair extensions. Whatever, I’d rip her hair straight from her scalp if she came anywhere near him again.

Devon swore and I watched him pace the room for a few seconds before asking, “What are you doing in Savannah?” I asked.

“Moved here.”

“What?” I breathed out. “When? Why?”

He didn’t answer, just kept pacing the room, his hands on his head.

“Devon? Are you going to answer my question?”

“No.”

Then it dawned on me, and I felt like an idiot. For about a second. Then my tummy fluttered and my nether regions zinged. “You moved here because you thought I was dating someone and that made you crazy.”

“Moved here because the club needs help.”

“Bullshit,” I countered. “The thought of someone, other than you, shoving their face in my pussy drove you to insanity.” I whispered the ‘shoving their face’ part, lest we be overheard. “And since I’m moving home in less than a month, you moved here to avoid me. Which is kind of stupid, Devon, considering I’m close to this chapter. I mean, if you really wanted to get away from me, you should have gone to London or San Diego... no chance of me going to either of those in the foreseeable—”

I didn’t get the rest of my argument out. Devon’s mouth was suddenly on mine and I was shoving my tongue down his throat, while gripping his shoulders in an effort to stay upright.

Ohmigod, yes. More.

With a growl, Devon broke the kiss and stared at me. “You’re a fuckin’ pain in my ass, Poppy.”

I licked my lips and smiled. “Good.”

He kissed me again, but this time it was slower... more delicious. Good lord, I wanted this man’s face in my pussy. 

“You really not fuckin’ the TA?” he asked after breaking the kiss.

“Devon, I’ve never fucked anyone. I’ve been waiting for you to pull your head out of your ass.”

“Fuck me, seriously?”

“Yes, seriously.” I smiled, going for sexy minx. “And yes, I’ll fuck you. Now would be good.”

He squeezed his eyes shut and breathed out, “Poppy.”

I gripped his cut. “Do you love me?”

He met my eyes and frowned. “Babe—”

“Do. You. Love. Me?”

“If I say no, what then?”

I shrugged. “Then I say goodbye, enjoy the hell out of this pig roast, and find me a nice man to settle down with. One who’ll shove his face in my pussy daily.”

“Goddammit, Poppy.”

I released him and smoothed my hands over his cut. “Okay, buddy. I’m gonna go ahead and rejoin my friends. Will you be home for Christmas? If so, I’ll buy you a gift. Just give me a couple weeks’ notice, okay? That way I’ll have time to shop.” I moved to leave him, but he pulled me back, leaning down to kiss me again, but I laid my hand over his mouth and shook my head. “I’m done doing this dance with you, Devon. I’m all in. If you’re not, that’s totally fine, but you need to make a decision once and for all.”

“Your dad’s gonna fuckin’ kill me.”

“He’ll get over it.” I stroked his cheek. “You know I love you enough to piss him off, right?”

“Yeah, baby.”

“But I’m pretty sure he’s going to be fine with this. We’re adults.”

He squeezed his eyes shut again. “Goddammit.”

“Oh my god, Devon. Sac up!”

His eyes met mine and he gave me a slow, take my panties off smile. “Come again.”

“Can’t be with a man who’s afraid of my daddy.” I wrinkled my nose. “Need one who’s willing to fight him for me. You know, cleave and leave and all that stuff.”

Devon looked at me like I was the alien who’d just burst out of Sigourney Weaver’s chest. Then he laughed. A loud, belly jiggling kind of laugh, and I found myself lifted and hauled over his shoulder, his hand connecting with my butt while he carried me out of the kitchen.

“Devon!” I squealed, but he ignored me and continued to walk. 

“About damn time,” I heard Grace yell and I blushed. “I’ll take care of Sparky. We won’t wait up.”

“That’s Devon?” Lemon complained.

“How the hell does Sparky know Poppy?” some random guy asked.

I didn’t hear any more of the conversation because Devon was hauling me up stairs and around corners, then set me down in front of a door at the end of a hallway. Pulling a key from his pocket, he unlocked the door, pushed it open, then guided me inside.
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Devon

Holy fuckin’ shit, Poppy was in my room and we were completely alone. Finally. She stared up at me with total and complete trust. Don’t get me wrong, her cheeks were pink and she was obviously nervous, but she knew what she wanted, and what she wanted was me.

I slid my hand to her neck and stroked her pulse. “I love you.”

She smiled. “I know.”

“Loved you for a long fuckin’ time.”

“I know that too.”

“So, if we’re gonna do this, there’s no turning back.”

“Unless it’s bad,” she countered.

“Unless what’s bad?”

“Sex,” she said, and licked her lips. “If you suck in bed, I’m out.”

I raised an eyebrow. “In what universe would you think I was gonna suck in bed?”

She shrugged. “Just putting it out there.”

I couldn’t stop a laugh. “Fuck, you’re funny, baby.”

She grinned, gripping my cut and leaning into me. “Can we stop talking now?”

“Givin’ you an out, Poppy. But it’s your last one.”

“I don’t want an out, Dev. I want you.”

Tugging her close, I wrapped an arm around her back and kissed her gently. I couldn’t get enough of her mouth, but when she slid her hands under my T-shirt, I knew I needed to slow down or I was gonna fuckin’ come like a teenager.

I broke the kiss and cupped her face. “So fuckin’ beautiful, Poppy.”

She smiled, her eyes smoky with desire. “So are you.”

She pushed my cut off and dropped it on the chair by the bed, so I removed my T-shirt and grinned at her expression. “You look like you want to eat me.”

“I do.” Poppy’s head bobbed up and down. “But I want to lick you first.”

“Come on, then.”

She closed the distance between us and I caught her under the chin before she could reach me. “Shirt off, baby.”

Poppy grinned and whipped her shirt off so fast, I chuckled. “I like this side of you.”

As she ran her arms up my sides, her tongue darted out and rolled over my nipple and I dropped my head back relishing the feeling. God damn, the girl was perfect.

Reaching behind her, I unclasped her bra, sliding it down her arms and letting it fall on the floor. I wove my hands into her hair and lifted her head so I could see her eyes. “If you feel uncomfortable about anything happening here, you let me know, okay?”

She swallowed and gave me a quick nod. “I trust you, Devon.”

“I know you do, but still, we can stop if you want to.”

Poppy cocked her head. “Do you talk this much normally during sex, or am I just lucky?”

“You think I talk too much, Poppy?” I picked her up and she squeaked as I dropped her onto the bed and hovered over her. Fuck me, her tits were amazing and I couldn’t stop myself from drawing a nipple into my mouth and sucking a little harder than she might be ready for.

When I softened, she grabbed my head and pressed me toward her nipple again. “Don’t stop.”

I bit down gently, then went about unbuttoning her jeans as I continued to lavish attention on one tit, then the other.

“Wait,” she rasped, tugging my face up. 

“Did I hurt you?”

“God, no. It’s just. I’m...” she dropped her head back with a groan.

“Hey, tell me, baby.”

She met my eyes, her cheeks flush. “If you keep doing that, I’m going to come and I really want the first orgasm I have with you to be when you’re inside of me.”

“You know your body enough to know you’re gonna come?” I asked, surprised.

“Well, yeah. I might be a virgin, but I do own a vibrator... or twelve.”

I laughed. I was so taken aback by that... not sure why, but the fact ‘vibrator’ came out of her mouth kind of shocked me. “You own a vibrator.”

She frowned. “You do know what my mother did before she married Hatch, right?”

“No, what?”

“She owned the largest sex-toy company in the world.”

“Shut the fuck up. Seriously?”

“Seriously. We still have two storage units full of product that she decided to keep.”

“Exactly how old were you when she decided to share this nugget of information with you?” I asked.

“Nineteen. And I actually found out on accident, because I opened a letter addressed to her from her old company. It was in a stack of my mail. She still gets a cut of the profits.”

“Holy shit, how’d that go over?”

“She was great about it. She sat me down and we revisited the sex talk, only this time she gave me a vibrator and the instructions on how to use it.”

“Your mother taught you how to use a vibrator?”

Poppy giggled. “No. The instructions came with it... not that it’s rocket science or anything.”

I sat up trying to process the information.

Poppy sat up as well and kissed my shoulder. “Have I just shocked you, Devon Wallace, badass biker man?”

“Yeah, kinda. Not in a bad way, just can’t believe you’re that open with your mom. My mom’s a total uptight bitch. Pretty sure she’d never talk to my sister about sex, let alone give her a vibrator.”

“I didn’t even know you had a sister.”

“I’ve never met her. Just know she exists.” I kissed her gently. “But I don’t give a shit about any of that. Just wanna keep doing what we’re doing.”

She slid off the bed and stood between my legs, leaning down to kiss me. “Just lay off the nipples a bit... well, until after my first orgasm with you.”

I chuckled. “I can do that, baby.”

* * *
[image: image]


Poppy

I kissed him again and then took in the beauty that was Devon Wallace. He had a Dogs of Fire tattoo on his right bicep, but otherwise, he was bare and he was all lean muscle.

He deepened the kiss as he unzipped my jeans and tugged them off my hips, panties and all, pushing them down my legs. I stepped out of them and slid my hands into his hair as he leaned forward to kiss my belly.

His hand slid between my legs and I pressed against his palm cupping my mound. “Open, baby.”

I shifted so he could slide his hand further between my legs and then he slipped a finger inside of me and I whimpered.

He pulled back. “Does that hurt?”

I shook my head, gripping his arm. “More.”

Devon grinned and slid off the bed.

“Where are you going?” I demanded.

“Nowhere, baby,” he promised, removing the rest of his clothing, then pushing me gently onto the mattress. 

Gripping my ankles, he tugged me down the bed and settled his face between my legs and kissed the top of each thigh. “Gorgeous.”

“Oh my god,” I breathed out. “Yes.” His mouth covered my core and I slipped my fingers into his hair as he gently sucked on my clit. I was right. He was really good at this and I couldn’t stop myself from bucking against his mouth. This made him grip my thighs harder and keep me in place, but it did not make him remove his mouth. 

I let out a quiet moan as his tongue slipped inside of me and I arched as his mouth moved back to my clit, but when he slipped a finger inside of me, I screamed his name as I came apart. 

I glanced down my body to watch as he continued to kiss me intimately and then he raised up and leaned over me. “God damn, you taste like honey, baby.”

“You can go back to my nipples now,” I offered.

Devon chuckled and moved his way back up, ending at my neck and cupping my breast as he kissed me just under my jaw. “Yeah? But I’m not inside you yet.”

“Well, you better get on that.”

He grinned, reaching for his nightstand, and sitting up to put on a condom. I swallowed. “Oh, God.”

“You okay?”

“Yep,” I squeaked. 

“What baby?” I covered my face with my hands, but he pulled them down. “What the hell is wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Not playin’ that game with you Poppy. Tell me.”

I took a deep breath and leaned up on my arms. “You’re big.”

“I’m big.”

I nodded. “Way bigger than my vibrator.”

Devon laughed and crawled over me, kissing between my breasts. “God damn, you’re funny.”

“Well, I don’t mean to be funny, Devon.” I wrinkled my nose. “I trust you, but I’m a little concerned you’re going to break my vagina.”

“I won’t break your vagina. I promise.” He grinned, kissing my nose. “I’m gonna make this easier.” He rolled us onto our sides again and cupped my bottom, guiding my thigh over his hip. It brought me closer to his body and his cock rubbed against my clit as he slid his hand between us and slipped a finger inside. “Soaked, baby.”

I nodded. “So good.”

He kissed me, sliding his tongue into my mouth and then he positioned me so I was straddling him, but we were on our sides. 

“We’re gonna go slow, Poppy. Let you get used to me. You can pull back if it hurts, okay? It’s why we’re like this. You have more power.”

I licked my lips. “Okay.”

He tilted his hips forward, his cock slipping partially inside of me. “Okay?”

“Yes,” I breathed out. “More.”

Rolling my nipple between his fingers, I arched, naturally drawing him further into my body. It felt incredible. “Ohmigod.” His head dipped to cover that same nipple with his mouth and he bit down gently as he thrust deeper. “Yes!” I cried.

I shifted and he slid a little deeper, then a little more. All the while, he worked my nipples, my clit, my mouth. He waited until I was distracted and totally ready, before he gave one swift push and I felt the sting of my virginity leaving my body. He caught my cry with his mouth and stilled but held me close. I blinked back my tears, but the pain wasn’t nearly as bad as I had expected. 

Devon kissed me gently. “Are you okay?”

I smiled, shifting so I could stroke his cheek. “I’m sore, but I don’t want to stop yet, okay?”

“Okay.” Devon kissed me and then drew my nipple into his mouth, then the other. Sliding his hand between us, he fingered my clit and I couldn’t help but rock my hips against him, which pulled him further inside of me.

“Yes,” I whispered. “Harder, baby.”

He thrust into me and I raised my legs, wrapping my ankles around his hips. He continued to surge into me, until my climax overtook me. I screamed his name as I came undone, then he gave one final thrust and a grunted, “Mine,” and rolled us onto our sides again.

I let out a quiet giggle as I caught my breath. “Yes, yours.”

“You’re amazing.”

“No, you are.”

“Yeah?” he asked, kissing my neck.

“Yep. I think my vagina’s still intact. Well done, honey.”

With a chuckle, he slid out of me gently and headed into the bathroom to flush the condom, returning with a warm washcloth, pressing it gently against me. “Feel good?”

“Yes,” I said, closing my eyes. “How long until we do that without condoms?”

“You on the pill?”

“Yes.”

He looked surprised. “Really?”

I nodded. “It helps with cramps.”

“I’ll get tested this week.”

I didn’t like that. “Are you concerned?”

“No, baby, I know I’m clean, but I don’t want there to ever be a question in your mind.”

“How do you know you’re clean?”

“Because I’m always wrapped... and it’s been a while.”

I stared at the comforter. “How long’s ‘a while’?”

Devon stretched out beside me and lifted my chin. “Over a year.”

I gasped. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, baby. I love you. No point fuckin’ some other woman when I’m comparin’ them to you.”

I blinked back tears. “Are you being serious right now?”

He frowned. “Are you upset?”

“Not in a bad way,” I rushed to say. “I just can’t believe you didn’t take care of your... um... base needs.”

He chuckled. “I never said I didn’t take care of my base needs... just didn’t invite anyone else in to help.”

I waved my hands in front of my eyes to try and dry my tears. 

Devon leaned over and kissed me gently. “I love you, Poppy. I might not have always been the best at showing you that, but I do.”

I cupped his face. “I can’t believe you ran away.”

He frowned. “I didn’t run away.”

“You totally ran away. And now I’m going home and you’ll be here.” I rolled my eyes. “Why would you do that?”

“I won’t be here for long, Poppy. I’ll be home for Christmas.”

“That’s almost eight months away, Dev.” I pulled him closer, kissing him again. “God! I just got you... I can’t believe I won’t see you for eight months.”

“You’ll see me.”

“When, exactly?” I challenged. “I have a thesis to finish. I won’t have time to drive down here until it’s done.”

“I’ll come to you.”

I rolled on my back and groaned. “You’re needed here.”

“What’s your thesis on?” he asked in an obvious attempt to change the subject.

I craned my neck to meet his eyes. “A study of the behavior traits of alpha males in a pack environment, with an emphasis on mirrored behavior and speech patterns.”

“What made you interested in that field?”

“Primarily because I have access to the perfect study group any time I want it.”

He settled his head in his palm and raised an eyebrow. “I assume you’re talking about the club.”

“Let’s just say, that my name for you in the study group is ‘The Flaming Rats.’”

“You see us as rats?”

“Absolutely. My lab rats.”

“So, if you have a code name for the club, do you have ones for each of the members?”

“I do,” I said.

“Are you going to share?”

“Absolutely not. You’ll have to read the paper.”

“If the subject is about me and my club, I should know what our names are.”

I mirrored his position on the bed and said, “Let’s just say, they’re based on a famous group of fictional characters.”

“The Beatles?”

“No, there are more than four of you, honey... and the Beatles suck.”

“We’ll get back to that later... because they don’t suck,” he ground out. “Did you base us on the ’73 Steelers.”

“Do I look like I know anything about the NBA?”

“NFL.”

“See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about.”

He chuckled. “Well, it sure as shit better be some badass group of guys, like those dudes in 300.”

“Well, not quite,” I hedged.

“What?”

“No.” This answer earned me his hands on my waist, tickling me until I thought I’d pee. “Dev, stop. Seriously.”

“Tell me,” he ordered.

“Um... the Seven Dwarfs.”

“Are you shittin’ me?”

“No way, baby.” I grinned. “You’re my favorite turd, I would never shit you.”

“No more hangin’ around Gator.”

I giggled. “I love Gator.”

“What’s your nickname for him?”

“Sleepy.”

“What about Hatch?”

“Happy.”

Devon raised an eyebrow. “You’ve obviously never pissed him off.”

“Or he just loves me more than you.”

“Possibly,” he agreed. “What about Doc?”

“He’s Doc.”

“Kinda fuckin’ on the nose, isn’t it?” he retorted. “I suppose you fancy yourself Snow White?”

“Actually, I was always partial to Cinderella.”

“Okay, I swear to Christ, if I’m Dopey, wild horses will have to drag me off you. The tickling you’ve thus received will seem like child’s play.”

I patted his cheek. “Don’t worry, honey, I would never call you Dopey.”

“Well, then what’s my name?”

I ran my hand down his chest. “I don’t really think that’s necessary right now. I have other fun things we can do... much better than talking about test subjects.”

Devon grabbed my waist again and I squeaked.

“Say my name,” he growled. 

“Never!”

“Say my name.”

I laughed so hard, until I couldn’t take it anymore, and squealed out, “Fluffy!”

He reared back “What the fuck? There’s no dwarf named Fluffy.”

I shrugged. “I ran out of dwarves!”

“Bullshit, I would have been one of the first in your study!”

Thinking back to the scenario that earned him his nickname, I started giggling uncontrollably again.

“Poppy,” he warned.

“Okay, okay. Give me a second.” I took a few deep breaths and dropped my face in his chest. “I can’t look at you while I tell the story.”

He shifted so I was on top of him. “Spill.”

“Think back to Trunk and Cutter’s patch-in party... you had just gotten back from that long ride with Hatch and walked in about an hour before they were patched, remember?”

“Yeah,” he said carefully.

“You were taking off your helmet as you walked in, and Tanya, Skanky Pants Numero Uno, came sniffing after you, and you were all sexy smiles and let me take your panties off expressions.”

“Poppy.”

“Well, you were!”

He shook his head. “I was not.”

“You were,” I mumbled, getting the last word. “Anyway, unbeknownst to you, while you were standing there giving her your best come hither eyes, and she was probably opening her mouth ready to blow you—”

“I don’t even know what the fuck a hither is or how I could make it come.”

“You could make anything come, Devon.”

“Don’t change the subject with flattery.”

I grinned. “Well, as you were attempting to make the hither come, the static cling from your helmet had caused your hair to poof out in a giant fluff-ball and it made me laugh. You looked like a dandelion with a hard-on.”

“I didn’t have a hard-on. I couldn’t stand Tanya. Still can’t.”

“I appreciate that, but she wanted you like the Kardashians want attention.”

“You’re crazy,” he muttered.

“Whatever. The mating rituals and attempted sexual conquests of Fluffy are documented accurately in the study.”

“What the fuck?”

“Why are you pissed off?” I asked. “It’s not like anyone you know is ever going to read this.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” he countered. “Doc reads all this shit. Every medical journal under the sun. The man is literally fascinated by everything. Not to mention, he adores you and is going to read everything you publish.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not like this will ever get published. It’s a college thesis.”

“Well, you better hope to God it doesn’t, or Fluffy’s claws are gonna come out.”

“Rrrow.”

Devin dropped his head back and laughed again. “God damn, you’re funny, Poppy.”

“Thanks, Fluffy.”

Devon leaned over to kiss me gently. “You’re fuckin’ amazin’, you know that, right?”

I grinned, stroking his cheek. “Because I’m studying you like a lab rat?”

“Because you didn’t pick nurse or doctor or something normal... you picked some ancient shit like anthropology.”

I laughed. “It’s not ancient.”

“It’s kinda ancient, Poppy, but it’s cool as hell,” he said. “You’re like a sexy Jane Goodall.”

“I’d have to change you to chimpanzees, though... although, that might be more fitting,” I said, raising my head to kiss him again.

He broke the kiss and pulled me over him. “Don’t get me riled up again, baby. Your body needs a rest.”

I kissed his chest, right over his Dogs of Fire Tattoo. “How about you let me decide what my body needs.”

“How about you trust your alpha man and take his advice?”

“It’s hard to listen to my alpha man when he’s naked and begging to be licked.”

“I’m an alpha... I never beg.”

I grinned. “We’ll see.”
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Poppy

It took every ounce of my strength to leave Devon behind. 

“Poppy, we’ve gotta go, honey, or we’ll hit traffic,” Grace said.

I buried my face deeper into Devon’s chest, shaking my head. He lifted my chin and kissed me gently. “I’ll come up next weekend, baby.”

“But I don’t want to wait a week, Devon. I just got used to your dick. My vibrator’s going to pale in comparison.”

He dropped his head back and laughed and I faceplanted into his chest again, hugging him tight.

“Poppy!” Grace snapped. “I’m going to leave without you.”

Devon wrapped his arms around me, lifting me off the ground and walking me to the car. “You call me when you get home.”

“I will,” I promised, keeping my arms locked around him.

He pulled open the passenger side front door, but I wasn’t ready to let him go yet.

“Ohmigod, Poppy Kenna Wallace, if you don’t get your ass in the car, I’m calling your dad.”

“Okay, Grace,” I hissed. “Give me a second.”

“You’ve said that nine times over the past twenty minutes.”

“You gotta go, baby,” Devon whispered, lifting my head again and kissing me. “I’ll see you in a few days.”

I kissed him again, and again... and again, but then it really was time to get on the road and I had to let him go.

After one more kiss.

I slid into the car and buckled my seatbelt as Devon leaned in and said, “Drive safe, Grace. You run into any issues, you call me.” That last part was for me and I nodded, leaning forward to kiss him one more time.

He pushed out of the car and closed my door and I blew him a kiss. He didn’t blow one back which bummed me out a little, but I wasn’t surprised... he was a badass biker alpha male and they didn’t do such things (I would be noting that in my thesis).

Grace pulled out of the compound and I couldn’t help but crane my neck to watch Devon. He watched me back, giving me one last wave before we drove out of sight.

“Ohmigod,” Lemon breathed out. “That was the best night of my life.”

“You don’t get out much, do you?” Grace retorted.

“Then, Jasmine. Oh my god, that woman’s a miracle worker! My hair’s never looked so good. Thanks for missing your appointment, Poppy.”

I giggled. “Oh, it was worth it in so many ways.”

“Your V-card has officially been punched,” Grace said. “Congratulations.”

I squirmed a little in my seat, memories of the previous night replaying in my mind. I’d ended up staying at the compound while Grace and Lemon went home with Willow and Dash, giving me an entire night with the man of my dreams.

Devon wouldn’t touch me again until well into the morning, after we’d slept for a little while, but when I got up to pee (for the fourth time), I couldn’t wait, and made him so hot and bothered, he couldn’t either. It was amazing.

“So, so punched,” I agreed. “Now I just have to figure out how to get through the final semester without mooning over that man too often.”

“You’ve been mooning over that man forever.”

I sighed. “This is true.”

Grace’s iPod shuffled to her favorite P!nk song, and my lovesick musings were drowned out by Gracie singing at the top of her lungs. Beautifully. Damn, the girl could sing. Unlike Lemon. But she did it anyway and I dissolved into giggles at Grace’s expressions (that Lemon couldn’t see), as Grace tried to sing louder to drown out the horrific sound of Lemon’s caterwauling.

By the time we pulled up to our townhouse, we were punch drunk and exhausted, but we’d made it home safe and in record time. A miracle, considering I had to pee six times on this particular journey.

Grabbing a handful of stuff, we walked inside, and I passed the photo taken of me and Rocket clearing a one-and-a-half-meter jump and it brought back some tough memories again. My gorgeous Arabian had been taken down with one of the worst cases of colic Maverick had seen. Granted, Maverick had only been a vet for a year, but even his uncle, Knight, concurred it was bad. 

As I thought back on that time, I realized Devon had been close. Even then. I’d been so blinded by grief (and hatred towards him), that I hadn’t realized how he’d watched me closely, held me when I’d let him, and drove me to all manner of places. These places included (but were not limited to) picking up Rocket’s tack and a bracelet I’d had made out of his tail (which Devon ended up paying for, since I was such a sobby mess, I’d forgotten my wallet and never paid him back).

God, we’d wasted so much time!

Shaking off my maudlin thoughts, Grace and I finished unloading the car, helped Lemon transfer her stuff into hers, then she drove home and we dumped our stuff in the middle of the living room floor and flopped onto the sofa. Sparky jumped up beside me and settled his head on my lap.

“I’m starving,” Grace said.

“Me too.” I glanced toward the kitchen, but didn’t move.

Grace chuckled. “You want me to cook something?”

Grace did most of the cooking. Because, let’s face it, I ‘could burn a pot of water.’ But Grace? She was a wizard in the kitchen and loved it.

“We could always order a pizza,” I said.

She yawned. “Okay, let’s do that instead.”

I grinned, grabbing my phone, and realizing it was dead. “Oh, shit!”

“What?”

“My phone’s dead.” I rose to my feet and grabbed my charger from the pocket of my bag, plugging my phone in. “And I have six missed calls from Devon. Shit, shit, shit.”

“You call him back, I’ll order pizza,” Grace offered.

“Okay,” I said distractedly, and called Devon back.

“What the fuck, Poppy,” he said after the first ring.

“I’m sorry. My phone was dead and I didn’t realize.”

“You okay?”

“Yes, of course I’m okay.” I sat on one of the stools at the kitchen island. “Sorry, honey. Seriously. I never look at my phone when I’m in the car, I get car sick, so I threw it in my bag and forgot about it.”

He sighed. “I thought you were dead on the side of the road.”

I rolled my eyes. “You probably would have heard something if I was dead on the side of the road.”

“Babe,” he admonished. “Don’t minimize this, yeah? I was worried sick. I’m glad you’re okay, but I was just about to get on my bike and come lookin’ for you.”

“Well, now I’m kind of bummed I called you back.”

“Poppy,” he growled.

I giggled. “Sorry, too soon?”

“Little bit.”

I settled my chin in my hand and stared at the crooked magnet on the fridge. “I miss you already.”

“I know, baby. Right there with you.”

“What are you doing right now?”

He chuckled. “Givin’ my heart a minute to calm the fuck down.”

I grinned. “I like that you worry about me, but I really am sorry I didn’t check in.”

“’Preciate that, baby.”

“It’s going to take me a little while to get used to having you around... you know, because you were such an idiot for so long.”

“You’re gonna ride that for a bit, huh?”

“Oh, longer than a bit. Definitely.”

He chuckled.

“I never thanked you.”

“For last night?” he retorted. “Yeah, you did, every time you screamed my name as you came.”

I smiled. “Well, this is true, but no, not that.”

“For what, then?”

“For being there for me when Rocket died.”

“I’m sorry you had to deal with that, baby.”

“And I’m sorry I was such a bitch to you.”

“You weren’t a bitch to me, Poppy,” he said quietly. “You just hadn’t figured out I loved you yet. I knew you’d come around.”

I gave a sad chuckle. “Well, I didn’t.”

“Sure you did. Just took you a minute to figure it out.”

“Maybe so.”

I heard someone yell for him in the background and my stomach dropped.

“Gotta go, baby.”

I sighed. “I heard.”

“You okay?”

“I’d be better if you were here... you know, shoving your face in my pussy.”

Devon let out a quiet hiss. “You wanna keep that talk to a minimum for me? Can’t walk back into the great room with a raging hard-on.”

“If it makes you feel any better, my nipples could cut glass, and I have a very hidden, but very serious lady boner, so you’re not alone.”

“Fuck me, Poppy, are you serious right now?”

I giggled. “Go, honey. I’m gonna take a minute with my inadequate vibrator. I think I’ll call it Sparky Two Point Oh... Oh... Oh.”

“Goddammit,” he snapped. “I’m coming over.”

“If only.” I sighed. “Call me later when you’re alone and we can have phone sex.”

“No. If we’re havin’ any kinda sex it’ll be in person.”

“Speak for yourself. I’m planning to ruin my vibrator this week. Maybe you should pick me up a new one on your way here.”

“I’m going now, Poppy. Hanging up.”

“Okay, honey. I’ll just finger—”

“Poppy, I swear to Christ, stop.”

“What?” I said, as innocently as I could. “I was just going to say I’ll just finger the exact one I want.”

“Hanging up now.”

“Okay, honey. I love you.”

His voice got soft as he said, “I love you, too, baby.”

Then he was gone.

The doorbell pealed and Grace rushed past me to the door, checking the peephole before opening it. 

Pizza. My stomach suddenly rumbled and I checked my watch. I hadn’t realized I’d been talking that long, but apparently time flies when you’re making your man squirm.

After scarfing down our dinner, I dragged my bag to my room and sorted laundry, then took a shower before heading back into the family room to watch a movie with Grace. Sparky was bored by it all, so he stayed put on the sofa unless he needed to be let out.

By the time I called Devon to say goodnight, and then finally hauled my ass to bed, I could barely keep my eyes open. I had a feeling tomorrow was going to be an exercise in how much coffee I could consume.

* * *
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I flew out of bed not entirely sure where I was, having been awakened by a blood-curdling scream. Another scream woke me enough to realize it was Grace and she was obviously in the middle of one of her night terrors, so I made a run for her room.

Pushing her door open, the light from the hallway casting a yellow hue over her bed, Grace was sitting up in bed, her face filled with fright, but I could tell she was awake. “Hey, honey. You okay?” I asked.

She shook her head, so I made my way to her and sat on the bed, pulling her in for a hug. “Bad one, huh?”

She nodded into my shoulder. “What if I’m like her, Poppy?”

Grace’s mom, Alison, had been my mom’s best friend, and she’d suffered with some pretty severe mental illness issues. Grace and her brother Merrick were as close to me as my own brothers were, and I had loved Alison like a mother. She had shot herself in front of Grace (after threatening to shoot her first), and Grace had been dealing with the trauma for far too long. 

She was a total rock star, in my opinion, because talking to her, you’d never know she’d gone through anything. She was down to earth, friendly, and super funny. She never played the victim card, even though she would have been justified to do so. But she was subjected to nightmares. More than I probably knew about, and I hated that for her. 

I cupped her face. “There is no evidence, medical or otherwise, that you’re bi-polar or schizophrenic, honey. Don’t go there. I promise, if me or Mum see anything we feel concerned about, we’ll let you know.”

“I really don’t want to be like her, Poppy,” she whispered. “I just want to crawl into a hole and hide sometimes.”

“I know you do, Gracie. But you can’t.” I smiled, squeezing her hand. “Because there’s nothing to be ashamed of, and if you hide, the world won’t get to see how amazing you are.”

“God, I hate her sometimes.”

“I know.” I hugged her again. “I’m sorry, honey.”

She took a deep breath and pulled out of my hug, smiling as she wiped her tears. “I’m good now.”

“You want me to sleep in here?”

“No. I’m good.”

I nodded. “Okay, sweet-cheeks, I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Night, Poppy. Thank you.”

I smiled and pulled her door closed before making my way back to my room. Hedging my bets that Devon wouldn’t get woken up by a text, I sent him one just because I needed him to know I loved him. 

I was wrong.

He was awake and called me immediately. “Hey, you okay?”

“I’m so sorry if I woke you,” I whispered.

“You didn’t. I just got in.”

I glanced at my clock. “It’s three a.m.”

“I’m aware. So, again, you okay?”

“Yes. Grace had a nightmare.”

“She’s still dealin’ with those?”

Devon had been in the bunkhouse at the club one night when Grace had had a nasty one. He’d said nothing about it, just took care of Sparky without being asked, so I could focus on Grace.

“Yes. Not as often or as bad... I don’t think, anyway.” I climbed back into bed. “But a few times a month for sure.”

“That’s gotta fuckin’ suck for her.”

“Seriously.” I flopped onto my pillows and sighed. “I wish I could wave a magic wand and make it all go away for her.”

“I know you do.”

“Why are you up so late?” I asked.

“Just had shit to do... it went long.”

I frowned. “Does your ‘shit to do’ go long a lot?”

“Can’t talk about that, baby.”

“Yay,” I deadpanned. “I love that answer... said me never.”

Devon chuckled. “I’m aware.”

“Are you doing anything dangerous?”

“Refer to previous comment.”

I let out a frustrated growl. “You can’t tell me if you’re being safe?”

“That’s not what you asked,” he countered. “I’m always safe.”

“Semantics.”

“Sure, we’ll go with that.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

“What time do you want me there Friday?”

“Um...” I rolled onto my side and burrowed under the covers. “Class gets out at two, so any time after that is good. If you come around three, I’ll have time to shower and then you can get me dirty again.”

He chuckled. “Can’t wait, baby. You sure Grace is okay with that?”

“Grace adores you. I’ve tried for years to get her on my side, but she refused. She was convinced you were in love with me.”

“She was right.”

“Huh-uh, no,” I countered. “She is my best friend, you two do not get to gang up on me. Mutual Appreciation Society for Poppy Kenna Wallace should be your only goal.”

“Oh, I appreciate you, Poppy. And I’ll show you just how much on Friday.”

I bit my lip. “I can’t wait.”

“Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

“That breathy thing you do with your voice when you’re horny,” he said.

I channeled Marilyn Monroe and asked, “What breathy—?”

“No, Poppy.”

“Killjoy.” I sighed. “I want you to play with me.”

“And I will,” he said. “On Friday.”

“Fine, but you better give me twelve orgasms.”

“I can do that,” he promised. “I’m gonna hit the hay... you good?”

“No.”

“No?”

“I’m horny now and you won’t play with me.”

“Holy shit, baby, you’re like a dog with a bone.”

“A lady bone, yes I am,” I confirmed.

He groaned, but he couldn’t hide his laugh. “I’m gonna take care of that on Friday.”

“Can’t wait.”

“Love you.”

I smiled. “Love you too.”

He hung up and I went about trying to sleep.
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Poppy

I think I stared at the clock a trillion times before we were released from class and I was finally able to make a mad dash for my car.

Pulling up to the house, I saw Devon’s Harley parked outside and my heart soared (while my lady parts zinged), and I barely got my car in park before I ran for the door. Before I got the key in the lock, however, the door was pulled open and I was dragged into a strong pair of arms and kissed for all I was worth.

I smiled against Devon’s lips and said, “Holy crap, Gracie, if you greet me like this every day, I’m coming home sooner.”

Devon chuckled and kissed me one more time. “God damn, I’ve missed you.”

“Me too.” I dropped my bag on the floor and grinned up at him. “You made it in record time.”

“Yeah, left a little early.”

“Where’s Grace?” I asked, greeting Sparky who was jumping at my feet.

“If you’d get your face out of his for a second, you’d see I’m in the kitchen,” she called out.

I smiled and peeked around him. “Hi, Gracie.”

“Hi, Poppy. Lemon and I are going out for a few hours.”

I walked toward the kitchen. “You are?”

She grinned, taking a swig of water. “Yep. You’ll be all alone with Devon for at least three hours.”

I closed my eyes with a smile. “I love you so hard right now.”

“Oh, I’m aware.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m leaving in twenty-two minutes.”

I laughed. “Well, I’m going to run and take a shower.”

“I’m gonna join her,” Devon said, and Grace groaned.

“I don’t need to know that.”

I hugged my friend. “I’ll see you later.”

“Sounds good,” she said, and I dragged Devon to my room. Sparky followed, but went straight to his bed in the corner.

As soon as we were closed into my room, Devon turned me to face him and kissed me like I was his breath, lifting me so I could wrap my legs around his waist. He carried me into the bathroom, and set me on my feet, reaching in to start the water.

“I’ve got something for you,” he said, pulling a folded piece of paper out of his pocket.

“What’s this?” I asked as I unfolded it.

“Test results.”

I let out a quiet gasp. “So you don’t have to wear a condom?”

“Not unless you want me to.”

I grinned. “I don’t want you to.”

He removed his cut and T-shirt, throwing them into my room. “Like that answer, Poppy.”

I licked my lips as I stared at his bare chest, my hands once again itching to touch him.

“Come on, baby,” he invited, and I didn’t hesitate.

As I ran my tongue over his nipple, I breathed in his scent and sighed. “God, I love your stink.”

He chuckled, lifting my chin and kissing me. “You like road stink, huh?”

“If it’s on you, yes.”

“How about I take you out this weekend and you can get a little of it on you too.”

I slid my hands up his chest. “If I get bored of you being naked, definitely.”

“Your turn.” He tugged me closer using the waistband of my jeans, unzipping them and pushing them down my hips. Kneeling in front of me, he ran his tongue over my mound and I moaned as I slid my hands in his hair. He helped me out of my jeans and then went back to his attention on my clit as the room filled with steam.

“Spread, baby.”

I spread.

And, holy shit, I was rewarded for my obedience. His hand slid between my legs and he slipped two fingers inside of me as he sucked my clit. I dropped my head back, arching into him and he sped his hand up. 

“Oh, god,” I breathed out, gripping his skull. “Yes, Dev.”

He slid one more finger into me and I exploded. Gripping me around the waist, he pulled me onto his lap, correctly guessing my legs wouldn’t hold me. I looped my arms around his neck and buried my face in his neck, suddenly bursting into tears.

“Hey. What’s goin’ on?” Devon asked, sliding his hand to my hair.

“Would you believe that you’re just that good and you moved me to tears?”

He chuckled. “I believe I’m that good, so yeah, but I know you, so how about you tell me what’s really goin’ on?”

“It’s dumb.”

“Baby, if you’re cryin’, it’s not dumb.”

“I’m just a little overwhelmed that you’re here. Finally, you know?”

He stroked my cheek and nodded.

“I never thought this day would come and I feel a little like the other shoe’s going to drop,” I admitted.

“There are no other shoes, Poppy,” he said with a smile.

“I want to believe you. But if I lose you—”

He chuckled gently. “You’re not goin’ to lose me, sweetness. You’re stuck with me.”

“Promise?”

“Absolutely.” He tugged my T-shirt off and kissed my neck. “Ready to cry some more in the shower?”

“Hell, yes.” I climbed off his lap and removed my bra as he stood and removed the rest of his clothes. I sighed at the sight of his cock, hard and proud. “I’m gonna need to play with that a little.”

Devon laughed. “Have at it, baby.”

We stepped into the shower and I knelt in front of him, wrapping my hand around his cock and stroking gently before covering the tip with my mouth. As the water cascaded over us, I took him deeper and Devon thread his fingers in my hair and squeezed my scalp. I gripped his length gently and pulled down as I took him further.

He groaned as I slid my hand up his stomach to his chest and ran a nail over his nipple, continuing to work his cock with my mouth and hand. I cupped his balls, taking his cock all the way to the back of my throat, moving my hand faster and faster as I almost gagged myself. 

I loved every second.

“Now, baby.”

I sucked a little harder, flattening my hands on the back of his thighs as his body locked, and he came in my mouth. I waited until his hands left my head, and then I released his cock with a gentle smack, swallowing. 

His hands slid under my armpits and pulled me up, kissing me deeply as he anchored me to the wall. “Wrap your legs around me, baby.”

“You just came.”

“Sure did.”

“Don’t you need a minute?” I asked.

He guided my hand to his very hard cock. “Does that feel like I need a minute?”

I shook my head and wrapped my legs around him as he guided himself inside of me. Gripping his shoulders to keep steady, I kissed him and he held my bare ass as he pounded into me. “Devon,” I rasped.

“You okay?”

I nodded. “So okay.”

He cupped my breast and rolled a nipple between his fingers as he continued to bury himself inside of me, so fast I nearly lost my grip on him. Lucky for me, he held me secure, continuing to lavish attention on my nipples as he fucked me soundly.

As my orgasm washed over me, I dropped my head back (hard) and slammed it into the tile, hissing in pain as my head connected with the travertine.

“Fuck, baby,” Devon said. “Are you okay?”

“Other than my orgasm haze being completely ruined by my head wound, I’m great.”

“You slammed it that hard?” He set me down gently and turned me so he could check the back of my head. 

“I was joking, honey,” I said. “It’s no big deal.”

He cupped my neck and kissed me gently. “Shower’s off-limits.”

“No, it’s not. I love the shower. I just have to remember that thrashing around in a small space isn’t smart.”

“You do like to thrash.”

“You kind of get me all sexed up and I have to thrash.”

He laughed. “Let’s get cleaned up and you can thrash in bed.”

“How many times are we going to use ‘thrash’ in a sentence?” I challenged.

“How about I start by thrashing your pussy and see where to go next?”

“Yes.” I giggled. “I’d love you to do that.”

We finished up in the shower and then decided the pussy thrashing would wait until we ate something... and I got some ibuprofen.

* * *
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Devon

I watched Poppy carefully, concerned about the bump on her head, but once she ate something and took some pain meds, she seemed fine. 

The headache I was quickly forming, however, was a different story. Doc kept blowin’ up my phone and I had a feeling there was trouble back at the compound. I had no idea how right I was. 

Before I’d arrived, some fuckin’ assholes who claimed to be part of the Dixie Mafia had started messin’ with the liquor shipments to the various clubs and bars the Dog’s owned. Doc said they had things handled, but I had a feeling the situation may have been worse than he was lettin’ on. We were pretty sure there was a mole, but no one knew who. Either way, I didn’t want to get involved any more than I had to, and I trusted Doc. Besides, I wasn’t in Savannah to act as muscle. I was here to oversee construction on the compound and two new clubs that were being renovated. And in all honesty, I wanted to focus on Poppy... not deal with some backwoods shit-kickers about booze.

“Honey, you gonna get that?” Poppy asked, after my phone buzzed for the sixth time.

“Not workin’ this weekend.”

“Don’t ignore it on my account. It might be important.”

“If it’s important—” My phone buzzed again. “Goddammit. What?” I demanded after answering. 

“Get home now, Badger’s in the hospital, and one of the new clubs has been torched,” Doc said.

I jumped to my feet. “What the fuck? What happened?”

“Just get here STAT, and rally anyone in the area. This is an all-hands situation.”

“I understand,” I said and hung up.

“What is it?” Poppy asked.

“Badger’s been hurt. He’s in the hospital.”

“Oh my God. Is he going to be okay?”

“I don’t know any details, but I have a pretty good idea who’s behind it.”

“Well, then let’s go see what we can do to help,” Poppy said, standing and reaching for her keys.

“Whoa there, killer. You’re not going anywhere... except class on Monday.”

“Forget class! The club needs our help.”

“I have never loved you more than I do right now.” 

“But?”

I gently grabbed her shoulders and sat her down. “But, I have little to no idea of what I’ll be walking into back in Savannah and that means, I’m keeping you the hell away from whatever it is.”

“I’m not a helpless child, Devon. I can take care of myself.”

“I know very well that you can, but part of letting someone love you is allowing them to protect you. I need you to promise me that you’ll stay here. You’re not to follow me back to Savannah.”

“Devon, I—”

“Promise me Poppy.”

“Okay,” she said without looking up.

“Look at me,” I said, raising her chin and looking into her eyes.

“I promise,” she said, and I kissed her slowly and deeply.

“I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you when I get there.”

* * *
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Poppy

Devon kissed me again and then climbed onto his bike and rode away. I felt sick and I now knew exactly how my mother felt whenever Sid had to ride off into unknown danger.

I locked up and flopped onto the sofa, preparing myself for a sleepless night... Sparky, my ever-faithful companion, whined a little. “I know, baby, I miss him too.”

I desperately wanted to call my mother, but I wasn’t ready to share the news of our newly formed relationship status yet. I knew Mum would support me one-hundred percent, but I was admittedly concerned about what my dad would think. Sid was protective. More so than Devon, so, yeah, I wasn’t ready to fill him in on this just yet.

After what felt like hours, Gracie arrived home and walked into the living room where I was pacing. “Where’s Devon?” she asked.

I filled her in on what I knew and checked my phone... again. “He’s still not at the compound. He promised he’d text.”

“It’s gonna take him a minute to get back, right? How about we have some wine and watch a movie?”

I nodded. “Thanks, Gracie.”

I poured wine while Grace popped the corn, my phone buzzing mid-pour into my glass and I answered immediately. “Devon?”

“No, it’s Mum. What’s happened with Devon?”

Shit, shit, shit, shit!

“Um...”

“Are you two fighting again?”

“Um... not exactly.”

“Poppy Kenna Mann Wallace, start talking, young lady.”

“There’s something going on with the club. But I don’t know what just yet.”

“So, you two are friends again,” she said.

“We’ve always been friends.”

“Lovey, this sham has to stop.”

“What sham?”

She sighed... loud. “I know you two are hopelessly in love with each other, so the fact you answered the phone sounding like your heart might jump out of your chest, indicates to me you’ve moved to a different phase of your relationship.”

“Mum,” I breathed out.

“Poppy,” she mimicked.

“Um...”

“Poppet.” Mum sighed again. “I won’t tell Dad.”

“You can’t promise that, Mum.”

“So, there is something going on.”

Shit, shit, shit, shit!

“Mummy—”

“Don’t you ‘mummy’ me,” she retorted.

This time it was my turn to sigh. My mother was right. I only used ‘mummy’ when I needed to butter her up. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You used to tell me everything.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “I still do.”

“You’re very tight-lipped when it comes to Devon.”

“Well, there’s the Sid factor,” I pointed out.

“What exactly do you think your dad’s going to do, poppet?”

“I just don’t want to disappoint you two.”

“Baby girl, there isn’t anything you could do to disappoint us. We love you. Unconditionally.”

“Let me ask you this,” I said. “What’s his opinion of Devon, in regard to me?”

“That’s complicated, because it wouldn’t matter if it was Devon or some guy down the street.”

“Exactly. So, I think it’s better I talk to you both face-to-face.”

“Bloody hell, it’s that serious?”

“Mum.”

“Darling, I promise I won’t share whatever you tell me with your dad.”

I frowned. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“Would it help if I told you he’s not here?”

“Meaning...”

“He’s been called to Savannah, which is why I’m giving you a ring.”

I gasped. “Oh my god, it’s that bad?” 

“Apparently.”

My stomach churned, my eyes filling with tears. “I don’t like this.”

“I know, poppet.”

“How do you do this, Mum?”

“Watch the man you love more than life walk into a potentially dangerous situation?” she asked.

“Yes,” I breathed out.

“I drink. A lot.”

I snorted, glancing at my wine. “I have a glass of red poured, and Gracie’s getting popcorn.”

“Right, so now that you’ve admitted you’ve stepped into the biker world officially, care to share with your old mum?”

“How much?”

“All of it, darling.”

So, I did. I left out the sex bits, but filled her in on everything else. And it felt good... amazing, actually... to share all this with my mother. 

“Wow,” she whispered. “I didn’t realize you’d been suffering with all of this.”

“Well, we weren’t doing a very good job of communicating, and then throw in the dad element and he didn’t want to piss Sid off, so he stayed aloof.”

“Sounds like it.”

I bit my lip. “Are you mad?”

She chuckled. “Not even a little bit.”

“Really?”

“Poppet, you’re a grown woman and I raised you right. You’ve never made a bad or suspect decision so far, I trust you to figure out what you want in life. And Devon’s an incredible human being, especially with what he’s had to endure with his mother, so I absolutely approve. Well, unless he hurts you, then your dad has my permission to castrate him.”

I giggled. “Why do you always go to removing the nuts?”

“That’s your dad’s influence.”

I rolled my eyes. “Good to know.”

“I’m really glad you’re settled, poppet. Makes my heart happy.”

“Thanks, Mummy. I love him more than I could ever imagine.”

“I know how you feel,” she said. “And I’d imagine Daddy’s going to visit when he’s done in Savannah.”

“Good,” I said. “Because I want to tell him everything. I hate keeping secrets from him.”

“You’re cute that you think you can.”

I grinned. “Well, there is that.”

“Okay, lovey, I’m going to get your brothers something to eat.”

“Thanks for everything, Mum. I love you.”

“Love you too, poppet,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “I’ll ring you tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.”

I hung up and joined Grace in the living room with my wine, where I tried to watch a movie and not obsess about what my man was walking into.
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Devon

I rode through the night and arrived at the compound a little after four in the morning. Doc wasn’t kidding when he said it was all hands on deck. All of the Savannah crew members were there, and patches from the surrounding areas were starting to show up. Not just Dogs, but brothers from other clubs as well. Badger was a good guy and everyone in the area liked him. More importantly, everyone was more than a little concerned about who these Dixie Mafia pricks were and about how we were gonna protect ourselves against them when they made their next move. 

“Sparky, over here!” Doc yelled across the crowded room.

“What’s going on?” I asked once I reached him.

“You look like shit, you okay?”

I nodded. “I rode straight through from Atlanta.”

“You get some coffee?”

I shook my head. “I’m good, just tell me what the fuck is going on.”

Doc waved me over to a table in the corner and we pulled chairs up to it. “Badger was at the job site alone around ten o’ clock tonight. The inspector is comin’ by early next week, and Badger wanted to make sure everything on your final punch list was taken care of before you got back.”

A knot formed in the pit of my stomach as Doc continued, “A 911 call went out about a fire, and when the fire department and the cops got there, they found the club on fire and Badger lying unconscious in the parking lot.” Doc dragged his hands down his face. “They beat the shit out of him, Spark. His jaw is shattered, broken arm, broken ribs, the kid’s a fuckin’ mess.”

“Do we know who did this?”

“We can only assume it’s those Dixie Mafia assholes.”

One of the club women set two glasses of tequila in front of us, and I gave her a nod of thanks. I could tell she wanted an indication of a hook-up later, but I focused back on Doc hoping she’d get the hint. She did and headed toward Curly.

“Why come after the Dogs?” I asked.

“Because we’re growing as a club, and expanding our businesses,” Doc said. 

“You think it’s that simple?”

“I do.” Doc downed his drink. “For every legit bar we open, there’s a shady one they can’t. If they can’t run dirty clubs, they can’t clean their money or run any business out of ’em.”

“Do we know exactly who they are yet?”

“Working on it. We should know more soon. Right now, we need to strategize and figure out what our next move is going to be.”

“What about the cops?” I asked. “Don’t you have a contact you can trust... Lisa somethin’? Is she doin’ anything?”

“Obviously, the fire put these assholes on the cop’s radar, and Lisa’s cool, but she’s a beat cop. She doesn’t have much power and I’m not gonna wait around like sitting ducks while Savannah’s finest figure out the proper forms to fill out.”

“What can I do?” I asked, nursing my drink.

“You can start off by checking out the fire damage at the bar. Take Dash with you, he could use the distraction. He’s ready to start a war over this.”

This was probably a massive understatement. Badger and Dash were tight... had been for years, so Dash considered him closer than a brother.

I nodded. “Will do.”

“Whatever you do, don’t take Dash to the hospital. He was there all night and he needs a break.”

“Got it.”

“Make sure you get something to eat before you go, and don’t forget about that coffee.”

“Okay, Mom,” I replied. 

Doc flipped me off and I headed to the kitchen.

* * *
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After a few hours of restless sleep, I grabbed Dash and we headed to the site. Pulling our bikes up to what was supposed to be a new restaurant, bar, and live music venue, we both let out a series of curses. The place was barely recognizable. 

The fire damage was far beyond what I’d hoped. Most of the club was destroyed, and after seeing what was left of the place, I was thankful that Badger wasn’t inside the building when it went up. Six months’ work in a pile of smoldering ash on the still standing concrete foundation. Since the water was currently shut off, the sprinkler system was non-functional. Badger would never have survived had he been in there. My gratitude however, stopped there. Whoever did this was going to pay. Big fucking time.

“I’ve seen enough. You wanna go back to the hospital and check on Badger?” I asked Dash. He looked at me in surprise. “I won’t tell Doc.” 

“Yeah. Just gotta call Willow real quick, then I’m in,” Dash said.

I nodded and gave him some privacy, taking a couple of pictures while he made his call.

The ride to the hospital gave me some time to think about Poppy and our current “situation.” I was starting to worry that the needs of my club would interfere with my relationship with her. More importantly, would she be able to stick things out when shit like this came up again? I had to make sure that she stayed as insulated as possible from all this, but how could I protect her and be near her at the same time?

We pulled up to St. Joseph’s and parked. I hated hospitals and avoided them at all costs, so I took a moment to get my head straight before we went in. 

I fired off a text to Poppy, letting her know I was safe and would fill her in on how Badger was doing as soon as I knew, then followed Dash inside.

We went upstairs and through a waiting area where two Dogs were stationed as guards. We greeted them and walked by the nurses’ station, which was located adjacent to Badger’s room. A few of the nurses seemed to recognize Dash from the night before, and blushed as we walked by. He was a chick magnet wherever he went but seemed oblivious to everything around him currently. 

A doctor and a nurse were examining Badger when we walked in.

“Good morning. Are you family?” the doctor asked.

“Yes, we’re his brothers,” Dash answered immediately. 

“Can you tell us how he’s doing, and more about what happened to him?” I asked.

“I can tell you that your brother is very lucky to be alive.”

“What happened to him?” I repeated.

“From what we can tell, he was severely beaten by multiple assailants. He’s sustained massive internal injuries as well as a broken arm, wrist, four ribs and multiple lacerations and contusions. He’s in a medically induced coma right now as we try to control the swelling in his brain. He’s far from out of the woods, but I’m cautiously optimistic about his overall condition.”

“Fuck,” Dash breathed out.

“Thanks, Doc,” I said, and the medical staff left the room.

Dash lowered himself into the chair by the bed and dropped his face in his hands. 

“You wanna head home and sleep for a bit?” I asked. “I’ll stay here with Badger.”

Dash shook his head.

“Suit yourself,” I said, and sat on the windowsill. My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out to find a text from Poppy. Since there was nothing I could do for Badger at the current moment, I headed into the hallway and gave her a call.

“Hi, honey,” she said immediately. “How’s Badger?”

“Not good.”

She sighed. “I’m sorry, Dev. This has got to suck.”

“Yeah.”

“You can’t share anything else, can you?”

“No.”

Poppy didn’t speak for a few seconds and I waited for her to give me some snarky-ass comment that I’d have to manage. She may be familiar with the life and who we were as a club, but she’d never been in a relationship with a biker and her dad kept her insolated in order to keep her safe. 

I was surprised when she asked, “Can I do anything?”

“No.” I relaxed and shook my head. “Just needed to hear your voice. It helped.”

“I wish I was there.”

“I’m glad you’re not. I don’t want you on anyone’s radar.”

“Dad’s coming,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Mum called a few hours ago.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How did that conversation go?”

“I told her everything.”

Shit.

“Really?” I asked, carefully.

“She won’t tell Hatch, Dev. She promised. I want us to tell him face-to-face anyway.”

“This doesn’t touch you, baby,” I countered. “I’m gonna tell him.”

“He’s my dad. I should tell him.”

I rubbed my forehead. “Poppy.”

“I need to make sure he’s not going to kill anyone when he hears that you’re shoving your face in my pussy.”

“Goddammit Poppy,” I hissed. “We won’t be telling him any of that.”

“Like I would ever tell my dad that... I love you, Devon... I want to keep you around.”

She giggled and I raised my head to the ceiling, sending up a silent prayer of patience. “I swear to Christ, Poppy, you pick the weirdest times to bust my balls.”

“Maybe I need a spanking.” I couldn’t stop a chuckle and Poppy said, “There it is.”

“You’re gonna pay for that,” I threatened. 

“I can’t wait. Just needed to hear you smile a little.”

“How can you hear someone smile?” I challenged.

“I can just tell. You were probably standing in the middle of the hallway, legs shoulder width apart, your body hunched over like you’re waiting to strike, but now you’re leaning up against the wall, one hand in your pocket... am I close?”

I pulled my left hand out of my pocket and rolled my eyes. “No.”

She chuckled. “Hmm-mm, sure.”

I smiled. “Love you, Poppy.”

“I love you, too, honey.” She yawned. “I’m going to go and try to sleep, but call me if you need me, okay?”

“Okay, baby. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Unless you need to talk to me before.”

I smiled. “Yeah.”

She hung up and I headed back into Badger’s room.

* * *
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Poppy

I didn’t wake up until well past noon on Saturday, but I wasn’t happy Devon hadn’t texted or called. I decided against calling him only because I was worried I might interrupt something dangerous or important... but I did send him a short text, letting him know I was thinking about him. I showered and dressed quickly, just in case I needed to be ready for something, then I walked out of my room and down the hall. Arriving in the kitchen, I froze. 

Hatch lifted his cup of coffee toward me and grinned. “Hey, baby girl. Surprised?”

“Yes, but it’s a happy surprise,” I said, closing the distance between us and hugging him. “What are you doing here?”

He held me close and kissed my head. “Figured you could fill your old man in on a couple of things before I head out to Savannah.”

I closed my eyes and asked, “Like what?”

He chuckled. “We’re goin’ with that, huh?”

I pulled away and busied myself by making a cup of coffee. “Spit it out, Sid. What do you want to know?”

“Need you to look at me, Poppy.”

Steeling myself, I turned to face him and tried to keep a serene look on my face. He leaned against the fridge and studied me. I hated when he did the Dad stare on me. I caved when he did it... telling him everything I’d ever done wrong (including confessing to whatever I’d been caught doing) and getting punished accordingly (usually in the form of being grounded). 

What I always came to find out, was that nine times out of ten, my parents never really knew the full story until I told it, and since I rarely did anything that concerned them, I rarely got grounded.

Not this time, though. I was a vault.

“What’s goin’ on with Devon?” he asked.

“Badger got beat up really badly,” I said. “He’s in the hospital.”

Hatch grinned, taking a sip of his coffee. “I know that, baby girl. Not what I asked.”

I shifted from one foot to the other. “You’ll need to be more specific.”

“Okay, cards on the table.” He set his coffee on the counter and crossed his arms. “What, specifically, is going on between you and Devon?”

I dropped my eyes and stared at the floor. 

“Eyes, Poppy.”

I looked at him and sighed. “We’re together.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, in a committed romantic relationship, together forever, kind of thing.”

He shifted (ever so slightly) and ran his hand through his beard. “When did all of this start?”

“For me? The second I met him.”

“Yeah, baby girl, none of that’s a secret,” he said. “Wanna know when he engaged.”

I sighed. “About a week ago.”

He looked surprised. “No shit?” 

“No shit,” I breathed out. 

“You happy?”

I bit my lip. “Stupidly.”

He grinned, holding his arms out to me and I walked into them. “You’re growin’ up so fuckin’ fast, Poppy.”

I hugged him tight, the leather of his cut pressing against my cheek. “I love him, Daddy.”

“I know you do.” He stroked my hair. 

“Are you mad?”

“Does he treat you right?”

“Too soon to tell,” I admitted, and glanced up at him. “But he’s always been good to me, even when I wasn’t being particularly nice to him.”

Hatch smiled. “Then I’m not mad.”

He let me go and I grabbed my coffee. “I really thought you were going to kill him.”

He dropped his head back and laughed. “God damn, if only that were an option.”

“Hey now. That’s my man you’re talkin’ about.”

“Bottom line is that your mother has raised a woman just like her. I couldn’t have been prouder to have been part of that process for the past decade. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, and you can read people, so Devon’s a good pick for you.”

I beamed. “I know.”

“I trust him with you, Poppy, but one step out of line, and I’ll end him.”

“I know that too.”

“You talk to your mom already?”

I blushed. “Yes, but you were already on a plane...”

“It’s okay, Poppy. You and your mom are allowed some secrets.”

God, my dad was the best man on the planet... Devon had a lot to live up to.

“Thanks, Sid.”

“Come on, let your old man take you and Gracie out to lunch. I have a plane to catch, but not for a few hours.”

“I can’t believe you stopped here first,” I admitted.

“You’re more important to me than the club, Poppy. Never forget that.”

I hugged him again. “I love you.”

“Love you too, baby girl.” He patted my back. “Go get Grace.”

“Okay.”

I knocked on her bedroom door and she pulled it open, fully dressed, her purse in her hand. “I’m ready to go.”

I grinned. “What time did Sid get here?”

“Around noon. He told me not to wake you. When we heard the shower start, he told me he wanted to take us out to lunch after you talked, so I got ready while you had your convo.” She walked out of the room. “But now I’m starving and your dad’s paying, so I want to eat.”

“Well, let’s hustle.”

We followed Hatch out to my car and after lunch, I drove him to the airport for a teary good-bye, then went home to wait by the phone like a good biker woman.
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Devon

Hatch arrived around six, Badger was still in a medically-induced coma, so Hatch came straight to the compound. I’d finally managed another few hours’ sleep, but made sure I texted Poppy when I woke up. 

I headed downstairs and grabbed a beer just as Hatch walked into the kitchen. “Hey, man,” I said.

“Devon,” he said slowly and studied me. 

Shit.

“Good flight?” I asked.

“Couple a’ flights.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Stopped in to see Poppy.”

Shit! 

“Yeah?” I said and took a swig of beer. “How’s she doin’?”

“We’re doin’ this, Dev?”

“Doin’ what, Uncle Con?” My phone buzzed in my pocket, but I ignored it. You know, considering I was in the middle of a stare-off with my uncle and all.

“You gonna get that?”

“It can keep.”

“Might be Poppy.”

I sighed, pulling my phone out of my pocket. He was right. It was Poppy.

Hatch knows everything.

Shit.

I focused back on my uncle as I slid my phone back in my pocket. “What do you want to know?”

“Pretty sure she filled me in on everything I need to know.”

“I love her.”

He crossed his arms and leaned against the counter. “I know.”

“You got a problem with us?”

“Not anymore,” he said, and I relaxed.

“I’m gonna take care of her, Hatch.”

“Yeah, tryin’ to let her go, Dev. Gonna need to give me a minute.”

“I can do that.”

Hatch gave me a quick nod, then left the room and I pulled my phone out again. This time I called Poppy.

“Hi,” she breathed out, sounding relieved. “Is Sid there?”

“Yeah.”

“Shit. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, baby. It’s all good,” I said.

“Is it good, good, or are you trying to keep me out of it?”

“I’m still alive, so I think it’s good, good.”

“Don’t joke about this, Devon. He seemed fine when he left here, but I don’t know if that’s just because he loves me, so he’s saving all his rage for you.”

I grinned. “He’s not ragin’.” 

I filled her in on the conversation and she let out a sigh of relief. “Oh my god, he’s so awesome.”

“What could he realistically do, Poppy? We’re both consenting adults and we’ve been friends for a really long time.”

“I know, but I would have hated it if I had to make a choice.”

“You really think he’d do that to you?”

“No, probably not,” she admitted. “But I would have chosen you, in case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t.” I took another swig of my beer.

“Cocky bastard.”

I chuckled. “Glad to know you worship me, though.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s totally it,” she deadpanned. “How’s Badger?”

“The same.”

“Is he going to live?”

“Don’t know, baby. Doctors are optimistic, but you just never know.”

“I’m driving down.”

“No, you’re not.”

“I have nothing important going on this week, Devon. Finals and my thesis... that’s it. I quit my job to get ready to move, so those are the only two things on my plate.”

“Those are huge, Poppy, and they should take priority,” I said. “Wait until next weekend and I’ll pick you up.”

She let out a frustrated squeak. “I don’t want to wait, Devon.”

“Bab—”

“Don’t you dare use that placating tone on me, Devon Wallace. I want my arms around you. I want to know you’re okay. Feel you’re okay. See that you’re okay. And then I want to make sure Badger’s okay, because I adore that man. He’s one of my favorite people and someone hurt him.”

Fuck! She was crying now. Poppy never cried.

“I know, baby. It’s okay.” She continued to cry and all I wanted to do was hold her, but I couldn’t because I was stuck here like a fuckin’ prisoner. “Poppy, please don’t cry. God damn, baby, you’re breakin’ my heart.”

“I’m okay,” she said after a few tense minutes. She sniffed. “It just suddenly hit me, you know?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to make you feel worse.”

I dragged a hand over my face. “I wish I was there.”

“Please let me come down.”

“No, Poppy. And don’t go around me, because Hatch won’t let you come either.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Is he or is he not paying your college bill?” I asked.

“Goddammit.”

“Just focus on this week and I promise, I’ll come down next weekend.”

She groaned.

“Okay?” I pressed.

“No.”

“Poppy,” I ground out. 

“First, you’re not the boss of me. Second, that club is more my club than your club.”

“How do you figure?”

“Which part?” she asked.

“Both.”

“You’re cute,” she said. “But you’ve never been the boss of me, so I’ll address the second. I have been hanging out with them pretty much the entire time I’ve been in Georgia, so, that trumps you and your few weeks in their presence.”

She had a point, but I still had an admonishing tone when I said, “Poppy.”

“Devon,” she mimicked. “Look, I get that you’re all man. It’s one of my favorite things about you. And it’s no wonder I fell in love with you, since they say girls marry their father and you’re a mini-Hatch. But I’m not a wilting flower and I have my own mind, so if I want to fuck off down to Savannah for a day or twelve, I can and I will with or without your ‘permission,’ capiche?”

I bit back a laugh because, if I were to admit out loud how fuckin’ gorgeous and sexy she was with her bossy mouth, it’d set a precedence I didn’t want to encourage. So, instead, I forced myself to scowl since she could apparently tell when I was smiling and said, “I hear you, Poppy, but I’d appreciate it if you’d keep your university courses a priority since you’re so close to the end, and this is not something worth jeopardizing all your hard work for. Capiche?”

“You’ve got your eyebrows set purposely in a frowny expression so you don’t laugh, don’t you?”

“How the fuck would you know that?” I demanded, glancing at my phone to make sure I didn’t accidentally FaceTime her.

She giggled. “I know you, Devon. It’s a little disappointing that you still forget that.”

“Fuck me, I love you.”

“I love you too,” she said, then sighed. “And I miss you. My vibrator just isn’t cutting it.”

“Poppy,” I growled.

“What? You got me off all of three times before you had to run back to the club. That doesn’t give me much in my spank bank to pull from.”

“You can’t call it a spank bank, Poppy, that’s a guy’s thing,” I whispered, checking to make sure I couldn’t be overheard.

“Well, then my Flick-Pix subscription.”

I laughed. “There should be a porn site just for women... it could be rated by bean flicks.”

“Oh my god, that would be awesome. Was it one bean-flick worthy, or ten? We should create it.”

“You don’t really want to get into porn, Poppy.”

I could imagine her wrinkling her nose as she said, “No, probably not. But I might give Mum the idea and she can pass it on.”

I shook my head. “I’m still processing the fact your mother was a porn peddler.”

Poppy giggled. “She wasn’t a porn peddler. She only sold toys and gag gifts... no pun intended.”

I felt myself go hard. “God damn, I wish I could gag you right now.”

“Go somewhere quiet and we’ll have a little fun.”

“No.”

“You are such a prude.”

I smiled slowly. “Just wait ’til Friday, Poppy. I’ll show you just how much of a prude I am.” 

She groaned. “I can see your face in my mind right now. It probably looks exactly like you look right before you go down on me.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and dropped my head against one of the cabinets. “Stop.”

“Then when you do that thing with your tongue, your eyes go all gentle and—”

“Poppy, swear to Christ, you need to quit.”

“Hey, Sparky,” Doc said, walking into the kitchen.

I turned to face him, willing my fuckin’ hard-on to deflate, and gave him a chin-lift. “Poppy, gotta go.”

“Killjoy.”

“No doubt.”

“Okay, honey. Call me later. Love you.”

“Hmm-mm,” I hummed, and hung up. “Any news on Badger?” I asked Doc.

“No. Dash and Willow are there now.” Doc grabbed a beer from the fridge. “Dash’ll be here for the meeting, so he can fill us in on his condition then.”

“Cool.” I checked my watch. “Yeah, twenty minutes, right?”

“Yep.”

“I’ll be there.” I headed up to my room. I needed to take care of the Viagra-style hard-on I couldn’t think away.

* * *
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The clubhouse was packed with both familiar and not-so-familiar faces; most of them wearing deep scowls. There were patched members from every corner of Savannah... and a few outside of Savannah. Whoever jumped Badger and burned down our club had declared war. It was as simple as that, and everyone in the room knew it. 

What we didn’t yet know, was exactly who our enemy was, and how we were going to protect ourselves. Also yet to be decided, was the matter of retaliation. The Dogs were not typically a violent club and criminal activity was simply not in the club’s DNA. We knew how to handle ourselves and weren’t at all afraid to color outside the lines when necessary, but this was some next level shit and I had a feeling many members were gonna have to swing harder than ever before. 

“Alright, listen up!” Doc shouted over the din. “We’ve got a lot of shit to talk about, so let’s bring it in.” The room was instantly silenced as Doc continued, “I’d like to start out by thanking Mack and Hatch for coming all the way from Portland, and also extend my gratitude to the rest of you who traveled here on short notice. We all know what a stand-up brother Badger is, and I know it’s gonna mean a lot to him that you are all here. How’s he doing, Dash?”

Dash pushed away from the wall and addressed the crowd, “He’s pretty fucked up. He’s still in the medically induced coma, but the doctors are hoping to bring him out of it soon in order to check on his progress. Whoever did this to him left him for dead, and it’s a miracle he’s not.”

“Well, they won’t be so lucky when we’re done with ’em!” Bozo (one of the young recruits) yelled to a round of cheers.

“Stow that shit right now, Bozo,” Doc ordered. “This isn’t the time for macho vendetta bullshit. We have to be smart and careful about what our next move is. No one here is handing out one-percenter badges, so anyone thinking of doin’ in these scumbags when we find ’em better think again.”

“The Dogs have never sunk to the level of our enemies in the past and we sure as shit ain’t startin’ today,” Gator echoed.

“What the hell are we supposed to do, Prez? Just let these assholes get away with nearly putting one of ours in a pine box?” Bozo asked. 

Doom reached over and slapped him on his head and several of the older guys laughed.

“No one’s getting away with a damned thing,” Doc said, his expression one of stone.

Since our club never went looking for trouble, we rarely found it, but sometimes, even I forgot how dangerous some of these men were. Most of the patients at Doc’s private clinic would likely be shocked to learn that he’d done four tours in Iraq and two in Afghanistan as an Army medic. They’d be even more surprised to find out that he had twelve confirmed enemy kills, and received the Silver Star for gallantry in action for defending a children’s vaccination station that had come under enemy fire.

Doc continued, “We’re still gathering intel on exactly who’s behind this, but we have some good leads.”

“Come on, Doc, we all know this is payback from the Raptors. We helped put Spike away for the church shooting and now they’re gunning for us,” Alamo said.

Doc nodded. “The Raptors were only acting as muscle for the Dixie Mafia and the Torrance Group. Now that the Torrance Group has been exposed and gone underground, I have a feeling that the Mafia is calling all the shots. They may still be using the Raptors, we’re not sure just yet. As soon as we know, we’ll make our move.”

“And what exactly is our move?” Dash asked.

“We’re gonna hit ’em where it hurts the most. Right now, Curly, Rabbit, and Windows are finding out all the local businesses that have ties to the Dixie Mafia, and once we finalize our list and determine their weaknesses, we’ll start taking them down one-by-one.”

“How exactly are we going to do that without breaking the law, killing anyone, or getting killed in the process?” Dash asked.

“You let me worry about that, Dash,” Doc said. “You just stay frosty and be ready for when the time comes. That goes for all of you. Keep your phones charged and your ears to the ground. No one makes a move without permission from me and stay tuned for updates. Right now, you’re all in a holding pattern, but stay close and ready, because when this thing jumps off it’s going to be fast and loud. I’m not gonna lie, we’re in a shit ton of danger, so be careful out there.”

Doc filled us in on everything he knew about the Dixie Mafia’s current plans for expansion in Savannah. We had a man on the inside in the form of a mechanic named Lucky LaForte. Lucky was a lone wolf, but would often ride with the Savannah Dogs whenever they’d ride to Sturgis or Laconia. 

Lucky had been serving as the fleet mechanic for some heavy hitters in the Mafia. His specialty was armor plating, and making vehicles bullet proof. His main job was to keep whoever was in his vehicles alive. However, he had no love for his employers, so was more than happy to divulge any chinks in their armor. 

“The Dixie Mafia’s been in a state of chaos for the past few years. Constant FBI investigations and high-profile arrests have created power vacuums all over the south. The younger breed is starting to rise up to take their seat at the table, but a lot of the old dogs still have teeth. We’re caught right in the middle, and I can only assume they think we’ll be easy to get rid of. They have no idea how wrong they are,” Doc said, and then he doled out our responsibilities.
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Poppy

At about two o’clock Thursday afternoon, I dragged myself into the house, calling out, “I’m home Grace. I’m going to die now.”

“Okay, honey, I’ll raise you from the dead in a few hours.”

“I appreciate it.” I smiled, letting myself into my room and virtually falling onto my bed. I was done. Officially done, done. My thesis had been turned in, my finals had been slogged through (I had no idea how well I’d done, but I felt confident), and now it was just a matter of dying for a few hours. I wanted to be well-rested for Devon who was arriving tomorrow, and since I’d barely slept all week, tonight was the night to make up for that.

Grace knocked on my door, but I groaned, ignoring her. Another knock sounded and I called out, “I’m too busy dying to answer, Grace. Either come in or go away.” I dropped my face back in my pillow as I heard the doorknob turn and footsteps walking slowly toward me.

After that, all hell broke loose as a large hand pressed on my right butt-cheek and squeezed, and I was so freaked out, I flipped over and shoved a foot into the stomach of whoever was in my house. 

And I kicked them hard, jumping up onto my feet (on top of the mattress), ready to fight.

“Fuck! Poppy! It’s me,” Devon snapped, his arms wrapped around his waist as he bent over and attempted to catch his breath.

I gasped, covering my mouth with my hands as I lowered myself to my knees. “Oh my god, Devon, I’m so sorry!”

I shuffled toward him, but he held a hand out to stop me. “Give me a second, baby.”

“Are you okay?” I whispered, biting my lip.

He focused on me with watery eyes, nodding. “Pretty sure you ruptured my spleen, but otherwise, yeah, I’m okay.”

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “But maybe don’t surprise me in the future? I don’t really like surprises, to be honest.”

“Message received,” he said, rubbing his chest. “Where the hell did you get reflexes like a cat?”

“Hatch wanted me safe, so he gave me some self-defense lessons. Grace too.” 

“Mission accomplished.” 

I waved my hands. “Come here so I can make sure you’re okay.”

He sat gingerly on the bed and I pushed up his shirt, kissing the red spot on his upper abdomen. “Wow, I really got you, huh?”

“I’ll live.” He hooked an arm around my waist and tugged me onto his lap, kissing me deeply. 

I slid my hands into his hair and smiled against his lips. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He grinned stroking my cheek. “Surprise.”

“It’s an awesome surprise... in case you were wondering,” I said, and kissed him again. “What are you doing here? Besides bleeding internally.” 

“Badger’s out of his coma and Hatch and Mack are handling some of the more... ah... difficult negotiations, so I have the whole weekend with you.” He cocked his head. “Unless you’d rather I leave.”

I held him tighter. “Don’t even think about it, mister.”

He burrowed his face in my neck and kissed me just under my jaw. “You smell amazing.”

“You are obviously demented,” I said. “I smell like lectures and desperation.”

Devon chuckled. “Well, lectures and desperation smell good on you.”

“How are you?” I cupped his face and stared at him, memorizing every crease. “Really?”

He smiled. “Good now.”

I kissed his cheeks, then hugged him tight. “I missed you so hard.”

“Same, baby.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Starved.”

I met his eyes again. “Do you care if we order pizza? I’m wiped.”

“Oh, for food,” he retorted. “Sure, pizza’s good.”

I squirmed in his lap and kissed him again. “You can feast on me after dinner. In fact, I’ll need you to take care of that right after we eat.”

“Can’t wait.” He rose to his feet, me still in his arms, and set me down, kissing me again before he slapped my ass and followed me out of my room.

Grace stood in the kitchen sipping out of a bottled water while staring at her phone. She glanced up when we walked in and smiled. “How did the surprise go?”

Devon rubbed his chest and I grimaced. “Hatch’s self-defense classes for the win.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”

“In my defense, he did try to play grab-ass before I knew it was him,” I said.

She cocked her head. “So, if I came in and played grab-ass with you, I’d find myself on the floor?”

I waved my hand dismissively. “No, you have carte blanche to grab my ass anytime, Gracie. You know that.”

“No, she doesn’t,” Devon countered, wrapping an arm around me from behind. “I don’t share.” 

“Sorry Grace.” I grinned, sliding my hands down my hips. “This is off-limits.”

“Damn it,” she breathed out her hand going to her forehead for a dramatic pose.

“Devon’s paying for pizza,” I said. “You in?”

She shook her head. “Can’t. Got the showcase next week, so I need to stay lean.”

“Oh, right, sorry. I forgot.”

She shrugged. “No big deal. I’m actually heading to the studio for a bit. Will and I are going to go through our routine.”

“How far’s the studio?” Devon asked.

“Not far. Less than a mile away.” He frowned, but she shook her head and pushed away from the counter. “Nope. You’re hers, not mine. You don’t get to be all overprotective and shit.” She grabbed her keys and dance bag and hugged me. “Have a good night. See you later, Dev.”

Then she was gone.

I turned in his arms and grabbed his cut. “Resist the urge.”

“To do what?”

“I don’t know, call someone to follow her, jump on your bike and follow her... or something.” I leaned up on my tiptoes and kissed him quickly. “We’re in one of the safest areas of Atlanta. It’s good.”

He sighed sliding his hands in the back pockets of my jeans. “Okay, baby.”

I smiled and grabbed my phone off the counter, staying connected to him. “What do you want on your pizza? You gonna mix it up tonight or are we going with pepperoni?”

“Pepperoni’s good.”

“Well, I’m getting jalapeno and bacon.”

“Knock yourself out, baby.”

I cocked my head. “You promise you’ll still kiss me after I eat it?”

“Yep.”

“You hate jalapenos.”

“Didn’t say I was gonna kiss your mouth, Poppy.”

I shivered, licking my lips. “I think maybe you should kiss me before and after.”

“I can do that,” he said. “Make the order and I’ll give you a couple of orgasms before it gets here.”

I stayed attached to him as I ordered the pizza, then he threw me over his shoulder and hauled me into my bedroom. I smacked his butt as we walked down the hall and laughed as he dumped me onto the bed, hovering over me. “How many do you want?”

“Twelve.”

“Okay, baby, I’m gonna have to bring my A-game.”

I nodded as I ripped off my shirt. “Yeah you are.”

He kissed me again as he unzipped my jeans, then he slid his hand inside, under my panties, and between my legs. I squirmed at his touch, his hand cupping my mound. “Open, baby.”

I shifted so he could slide his hand further between my legs and then he slipped a finger inside of me and I whimpered. He pushed off the bed, leaning over to tug my jeans down. “Lift.”

I lifted my hips and he pulled everything off and then kissed his way up my legs. Gripping my thighs gently, he settled his face between them and kissed the top of each. “Fuck me, I’ve missed you.”

“Devon,” I rasped as his mouth covered my core. I slipped my fingers into his hair as he gently sucked my clit and I couldn’t stop myself from bucking against his mouth. This made him grip my thighs harder to keep me in place, but it did not make him remove his mouth. I let out a quiet squeak as his tongue slipped inside of me, then his fingers. His mouth went back to my clit as he pumped his fingers inside of me until I screamed his name as I came apart. 

He didn’t give me much time to revel in my orgasm as he pulled off his shirt, unbuttoned his jeans and pushed them down his hips, then yanked me to the edge of the bed so he could slide into me. I wrapped my legs around his hips, drawing him further inside of me, and arched up as he buried himself deeper. 

He set his hands on either side of my waist and kissed me as he slammed into me again and again, and I gripped his biceps as my climax built. “Now, Dev.”

He kissed me again as my walls contracted around him, but again, he shifted and I wasn’t able to revel because he was building me up again. His hand went to my breast and he rolled my nipple between his fingers and I fisted my hands in the comforter as he played my body like a fiddle.

“Oh, god, yes,” I breathed out, his hips tilting so his dick reached deeper... right in that spot. “Dev!” I squeaked and exploded... again. “Ohmigod.”

He gave one more thrust, then he kissed me and rolled us so we were still connected but facing each other. He grinned, stroking my cheek. “Three down... nine to go.”

“I think that last one counted as two.”

Devon chuckled. “God damn, I love riling your body up.”

“You’re very good at it.”

He kissed me, then gently pulled out of me and headed to the bathroom... just as the doorbell pealed.

“I got it,” he said, and chucked the towel he’d just dried his hands on in the corner (not in the hamper, grrrr), then tugged on his jeans and walked out of my room.

I stayed where I was. 

Because I couldn’t move.

Because my man killed my vagina.

“Pizza’s here,” Devon called.

I sat up slightly. Maybe I could move for pizza. It was the planet’s greatest food, after all.

“Babe?” Devon called out again.

I flopped back down. Nope. Not even pizza could get me off this bed.

“Are you dead?” Devon asked now closer.

I rolled my neck to look at him and smiled. “Yes.”

He pushed away from the doorway and settled a knee on the bed before crawling to me. “You want food? Or more of this?” he asked, sliding his hand between my legs.

I arched into him. “More of this,” I rasped. “Definitely.”

He slid off the bed and removed his jeans again, then kissed me. “On your knees.”

I stretched a little and then rolled onto my stomach and pushed myself up onto all-fours. 

“How hard, Poppy?”

“So hard.”

I was rewarded with him slamming his cock into me without foreplay. 

“Yes,” I breathed out.

“Work your clit, Poppy.”

Anchoring myself with my left arm, I reached my right hand between my legs and fingered myself as Devon kept me from falling over as he buried himself once, then twice, then moved faster and faster as he “riled me up.”

“Don’t come,” Devon ordered.

“Oh, god,” I rasped.

“Swear to Christ, Poppy, I’ll stop.”

“I...” I pulled my hand away trying to keep my body from exploding. 

Devon squeezed my ass and I was done. Luckily, he was too, and pulled me up so my back was to his chest as his cock pulsated inside of me. He wrapped one arm around my waist and held me tight as he kissed the sensitive spot behind my ear. “Fuckin’ perfect, baby.”

“Yeah, that was so... amazing.”

He lifted me so he could slide out of me, then stretched out on the bed and pulled me over his chest. “Do you know how much I love your body?”

I kissed his chest. “Back atya.”

“Got any clue how much I love you?”

I smiled up at him. “Yes, because I love you even more.”

He kissed me gently, then set me aside. “Okay, that’s four, but I seriously need somethin’ to eat or I won’t be able to keep up.”

“Fine. You may eat.”

He chuckled, climbing off the bed and pulling his jeans back on. I donned a robe and followed him out to the kitchen where we ate, then he spent a few hours, giving me eight more orgasms before we fell asleep wrapped up in each other.

* * *
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Friday morning, I was awakened when my phone buzzed on my nightstand (and it was officially still morning, which kind of pissed me off, because I was actually allowed to sleep in). “Hello?” I whispered, not wanting to wake Devon.

“Miss Wallace?”

“Yes.”

“This is Agnes Lithgow from the Atlanta Psychiatric Journal, and we wanted to let you know that your study on alpha males has been accepted for publication. You’ll see it in the March issue.”

I sat up. “I don’t understand.”

“What would you like to know?”

“Ah... well, I didn’t realize it had even been graded yet... and, uh, also, I didn’t submit my thesis to the Atlanta Psychiatric Journal.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Let me find out who did.” 

Devon’s hand snaked around my waist and he tugged me over his chest while Agnes Lithgow checked her records.

“Miss Wallace?”

“I’m here.”

“Your professor, Dr. Samuels, submitted it.”

“Seriously?” I tried to sit up again, but Devon held me tight. “But I just turned it in a few days ago.”

“We have an early copy without your conclusions here, but Dr. Samuels sent the final and it was approved for publication.”

“Oh my god,” I whispered. “That’s amazing.”

“I have a few things for you to sign, so I will mail those to you today, if that’s acceptable.”

“Oh, yes, thank you.” She confirmed my address and then hung up, and I stared up at Devon. “I’m being published.”

“I heard,” he said. “Congratulations.”

“Why do you look like you just ate something weird?”

“Do I?”

“Yes. You do.” I sat up on my knees. “Spill.”

“Remember when I said Doc reads all those medical journals?”

I bit my lip and forced back a laugh. “Oh.”

“Yeah, exactly. Oh.”

“He won’t know—”

“Poppy, your name will be on the article. I can guarantee he’ll order at least ten copies of the magazine.”

“Journal.”

“Journal. What-the-fuck-ever.”

I frowned, pissed that he was making my victory all about him. “Do you want me to call them back and tell them not to publish it?”

“Babe.”

“Fuck you, Devon.” I slid off the bed and walked into the bathroom, closing and locking the door behind me.

“Poppy,” he called through the door.

“I need a minute, Devon.”

God, I was so mad! 

He knocked, and said, “Babe. Open the door.”

“No.”

“You don’t open this door, Poppy, I’m gonna break the lock.”

I rolled my eyes, but I reached over and unlocked it. He pushed it open and stood against the jamb, crossing his arms. “I’m sorry.”

“What exactly are you sorry for?” I asked as I turned the shower on.

“For rainin’ on your parade,” he said. 

“Swell.”

“Babe, will you look at me?”

I faced him, but didn’t move, so he closed the distance between us. I held up my palm and gave him warning scowl. “Devon.”

“Poppy,” he mimicked. His arms slid to my hips and he tugged me forward. “That was a dick move.”

“Ya think?” I crossed my arms so he couldn’t pull me closer. 

Devon raised an eyebrow. “I’m tryin’ to apologize here... you really gonna keep yourself closed off to me?”

“I’m not ready to stop being mad at you yet.”

“Fair enough,” he said, leaning forward to kiss me quickly. “I’m really proud of you, baby, in case that wasn’t clear earlier.”

I softened... sort of.

“I’m sorry I was a dick, because I think you’re amazing,” he continued. “If Doc and the club give me shit about my code name, I’ll own it, because my woman gave it to me and she’s a fuckin’ badass.”

I flopped against him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Okay, I’m done being mad at you.”

He chuckled, holding me tight. “You forgive me?”

“Absolutely.”

“Thought that would take a lot more groveling.”

I leaned back to meet his eyes. “I could stay mad at you if you want to grovel some more.”

“No, this is good.” He grinned, kissing me sweetly. “Shower, baby, I’ll make us breakfast.”

“Put some pants on before you go out there. I don’t want to have to murder my best friend.”

“Killjoy,” he retorted, and kissed me again.

I climbed into the shower, a smile on my face. I loved how Devon was always willing to admit when he was wrong... and I especially loved how I didn’t have to spell out exactly what he needed to apologize for. He was smart and I appreciated that about him.
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Poppy

“What the hell did I do now?” Devon growled.

“I can’t believe you don’t know,” I growled back. It was Sunday and our last afternoon together before he had to head back to Savannah. He’d pushed his departure time to early the next morning, but right now, I just kind of wanted him to piss off. We’d been bickering all morning, and everything he did seemed to irritate the shit out of me.

He threw his hands up in the air. “Since you don’t seem to want me here, I’m goin’ for a walk,” he snapped, and walked out the front door.

I dragged my hands through my hair and let out a frustrated squeal. Grace walked down the stairs and crossed her arms, leaning against the kitchen island. “Okay, Pesty. Time for you to take a breath.”

I wrinkled my nose. She called me Pesty Poppy when she felt I was being an irrational bitch. “I am not the one at fault here.”

“Sweetie, neither is he.”

“That’s not true.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“What?” I snapped. “He’s being a dick.”

“No, he’s not. You’re just spiraling.”

“How exactly am I spiraling?”

“You do this every time he has to go away... if you have any kind of warning that it’s going to happen, that is. Because you have time to melt down.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I demanded.

She raised her hands in surrender. “I’m not going to tell you unless you promise to slow your roll.”

“Grace,” I growled.

“Do you remember when he had to head out to do something for the club, I don’t know, five years ago or so?”

“There have been several of those,” I ground out.

“And every single one of them involves you picking a fight with Devon.”

“How would you know? You haven’t always been there,” I argued.

“Okay, Pesty.” She shrugged. “You’re right, I haven’t. But think back. I’ve been at more than half of them.”

Had she? It would make sense since she and I were rarely away from each other. 

“You get all stabby because your man may or may not be going into something dangerous and you freak out on him,” Grace said. “You don’t like to cry, so if you’re pissed, you don’t have to be sad.”

Shit. She had me there. I hated to cry, because I hated being sad. It just wasn’t in my DNA.

“I don’t really do that...” I bit my lip. “Do I?”

Her expression softened. “Little bit.”

“Shit,” I whispered. She was right.

I heard the front door close and Grace smiled. “I’m gonna give you two some space.”

She walked upstairs and I turned to face the music. Devon walked in and I rushed him. “I’m so sorry.”

His arms went around me and his hands slid into my hair. “You are?”

I nodded into his chest. 

“Why are you sorry, Poppy?” he asked.

I scowled up at him. “Grace may have pointed out that I tend to pick fights with you when I know you’re leaving me.”

“Because you don’t want to cry.”

I gasped. “Do you two compare notes about me?”

“I plead the fifth.”

I rolled my eyes. “Anyway, I’m sorry.”

He grinned, leaning down to kiss me. “I appreciate that, baby. Not gonna lie, been out there tryin’ to figure out exactly what I could blame myself for... but since I’ve been nothin’ but the perfect man to you today, I couldn’t come up with anything.”

“I know.” I sighed. “I just didn’t want to admit I don’t want you to leave.”

“I get it. This part sucks.” He stroked my cheek. “But it’s one week, then I’ll be back for your graduation.”

“Then I’ll be going home and you’ll still be here.” I frowned again. “Which brings me back to why I’m mad at you.”

“It does?”

“If you hadn’t been a jealous idiot, you wouldn’t be here, you’d be in Portland, and I’d be coming home to you.”

“I didn’t just come here because I was jealous, Poppy. The club needed help.”

“Anyone could have ‘helped.’”

“Now who’s discounting my worth?”

I bit my lip. “Goddammit. Why am I doing this?”

“Because you don’t like being sad.”

“Or I’m just a bitch.”

“Poppy,” he admonished. “You’re not a bitch.”

I dropped my head to his chest again. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all good.” He gave me a gentle squeeze. “This shit’s temporary, anyway. In a few short weeks, we’ll be with each other so much you’ll want to kill me for other reasons.”

I laid my hands on his chest. “But you’ll be right there for makeup sex, so don’t sit there and tell me it won’t be better.”

“Well, there is that.” Devon chuckled, sliding his hands to my ass. “You wanna makeup some now?”

“Hells, yes.” 

He lifted me over his shoulder and hauled me upstairs. I would have giggled, but his shoulder was in my belly and I could barely breathe. Closing us into my bedroom, he set me on the floor and reached for me, but I shook my head as I pulled off my T-shirt. “No touching.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yep.” I ran my tongue over my upper lip. 

“Fuck me.”

“I definitely plan to do that. Several times.”

He reached for me again, but I stepped away. 

“Devon. No means no.”

He laughed. “Fine. What do you want, Poppy?”

“I want you naked and on the bed. Immediately.”

Devon grinned, getting naked and stretching out on the mattress. I removed the rest of my clothes and stepped to the bed smiling down at him. I didn’t think I’d ever get sick of staring at his body. 

He grinned. “You gonna stare at me all day, or do shit to me?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“Your choice, baby.”

I licked my lips and wrapped my fingers around his hardening length, sliding my hand down, cupping him before taking his cock into my mouth. Devon hissed, bringing his knees up and fisting his hands in my hair. I continued to take him deeper, knowing he was close when his legs stiffened.

“Now, Poppy,” he rasped just before he came. I milked him dry before he dragged me up his body and kissed me. “On your knees.”

Despite the fact he wasn’t supposed to touch me, I immediately went there. Devon slid into me and I dropped my head back at the sensation.

“I’m gonna touch you now,” he said as his palm connected with my bare bottom.

I whimpered and pushed my body back against him. 

“More?” 

“Yes,” I hissed, and he slammed into me again, his palm slapping me a little harder this time and the sensation overtook everything. 

Ohmigod, it was amazing, but when he slid one hand between my legs and fingered my clit, I came the second the palm of his other hand slapped against my bottom again, and I cried out his name as I buried my face in the mattress while he continued to thrust into me. His body locked and he wrapped his arms around me, gently rolling us to the side so we were spooning, staying connected as he kissed the back of my neck. 

I sighed. “Makeup sex rocks.”

“All sex with you rocks,” he countered, kissing my shoulder, then sliding out of me.

I turned to face him, and he pulled me onto his chest. “I’m really sorry I was stabby.”

He chuckled. “This was worth the wounds, baby.”

I settled my chin on my hands. “Why are you always so nice to me?”

Devon slid one arm behind his head. “What do you mean?”

“I’m not too proud to admit that I have had the ability to be very... ah... shall we say, cutting, when it comes to you,” I said. “You have never reciprocated.”

“I love you, Poppy.”

“I love you, too... I loved you then as well, but it didn’t stop me from being a psycho bitch on occasion.”

“You’re a woman.”

I frowned. “That’s supposed to be an explanation?”

He chuckled. “Look, the Wallace men are all pretty laid-back. You know my dad, nothing fazes him... and you see Cricket and how dramatic she is—”

“I don’t think I’d say your aunt was drama.”

He shook his head. “Two different things. She’s dramatic... but she doesn’t cause drama. Dramatic is fun... drama, not so much.”

I giggled. “Okay, I see your point.”

“Your dad’s also totally chill, so I’ve watched them and how they treat women, I guess. Any woman worth knowin’ is one who can be free to be her in all her glory, and not have some asshole hold her down because she gets emotional or dramatic. When I see you, I see all of you, and you’re perfect, Poppy. Even if you’re yellin’ at me or being ‘stabby.’ The second you stop doin’ those things is the second you stop lovin’ me, so when you’re mad, it means you care, and I love you even more in those moments.”

“See!” I blinked back tears. “You’re always so fucking sweet to me! It’s annoying.”

He dropped his head back and laughed, before kissing me gently and rolling me onto my back. “Not gonna let you get stabby again, Poppy.”

“Yeah?” I challenged. “How are you going to stop me?”

“I’m gonna get stabby myself.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yep. Gonna stab your pussy with my tongue,” he said, and began to kiss his way down my body.

I shivered, arching against his mouth when he ran his tongue over my folds then slid it inside of me. “Oh, god, yes.” I wove my fingers into his hair and tugged gently as he assaulted my pussy with his mouth. God, it was good.

He bit down gently on my clit as he pushed three fingers inside of me and I exploded... this caused me to lose his mouth, but I gained his cock pushing into me, so I didn’t care. 

“Fuckin’ soaked, baby,” he rasped, leaning down to suck a nipple into his mouth.

I wrapped my legs around his hips and gripped him as he buried himself deeper and deeper inside of me. He slammed in again and again and I felt another orgasm build, I was swamped with sadness. He was leaving again and it meant I wouldn’t see him for at least a week. I forced back tears, but as my body broke, so did my soul, and I couldn’t stop the wracking sobs as we both climaxed together. 

“Fuck,” he rasped, pulling out of me and gathering me up in his arms. “Baby, what happened?”

I couldn’t speak. All I could do was cry ugly, snotty tears into his neck as he held me. I hated it. Hated myself for showing him this. I didn’t want to be vulnerable when he had a job to do... I didn’t want to be vulnerable, period.

“Okay, baby. I got you,” he crooned, running his fingers up my back.

We stayed like this for a while, him telling me how much he loved me, and me desperately wanting him to be a dick so I could go back to being mad. But I let the sadness come for a change. Admittedly, I hated every second of it... but it was real, and if there was anyone I could be real with, it was him, so I let him see it.

Once I’d calmed enough to form a cohesive sentence, I snuggled closer, my crying jag a weird sort of catharsis. 

“Better?” he asked.

“Much.”

“I’m gonna miss you too, baby.”

“I know,” I said, running my finger between his pecs. “I just wish we could be done, you know? Settled... together. At home.”

He stroked my hair. “We will be, sweetness. Just gotta give it a minute.”

“I love it when you call me sweetness,” I whispered.

He chuckled. “I know you do.”

“You’re supposed to act surprised and promise to call me that all the time,” I informed him.

He grinned, kissing me gently. “Never gonna lie to you Poppy, so, no.”

“I’m getting stabby again,” I retorted.

He laughed. “You don’t scare me, Poppy. You seem to forget that.”

I smiled, kissing his chest. “God, I love you.”

“Love you too...,” he grinned slowly, “... sweetness.”

“You keep doing that and I’m gonna cry again.”

“How about I take you out to dinner so you can stow all those emotions you hate so much?”

I smiled. “I think you’re going to have to spring for dessert as well. I need to eat my feelings.”

He chuckled, smacking my ass. “I can do that, baby. I’ll let you cry one more time in the shower, then you’re gonna be happy for the rest of the night.”

“Deal,” I said, and scrambled off the bed, heading for the bathroom.

I managed to keep my emotions in check as he made love to me in the shower... it helped that he devoted a little extra time on my clit... then he took me out to a ridiculously expensive restaurant and sprang for dessert.
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Devon

I had been home for about an hour and was fuckin’ wrecked, both physically and emotionally. I’d had to leave a robotic Poppy on her front porch, and I knew she’d shut herself down so she wouldn’t break down, but I hated it. My phone buzzed. It was a text from Doc.

Barney’s at five p.m. Tell no one. Need-to-know basis only.

Fuck, this was all I needed right now. A clandestine club meeting at the last place on earth I wanted to be. My thumbs, still aching from the long ride, fought back the urge to type back, “fuck off and die,” and instead opted for, “see you there.” 

After changing out of my road-weary clothes, I texted Poppy to let her know I’d be out of pocket for a while and not to worry if she didn’t hear from me until later. I didn’t know exactly what tonight’s meeting was about, but I figured it was serious from the tone of Doc’s text. We were all on pins and needles to find out what he and the others had learned about who and what we were up against.

I heard Doc and Hatch’s bike’s fire up and figured they were heading off to Barney’s a little early. I pulled my boots back on and made my way out to the main room. Not wanting to throw off any suspicion as to why I’d be leaving, I checked the fridge, knowing full well its contents; a handful of ketchup packets, a jar of dill pickles and beer.

“Well, since none of you assholes have decided to do any grocery shopping, I’m gonna go grab a bite to eat,” I announced to Windows, Curly, and the small group of out of town brothers who were playing cards.

“Alright, man, see you later,” I heard Curly call out as I closed the front door behind me.

My cover story for splitting wasn’t complete bullshit. As much as a shithole as Barney’s was, at least I knew I could get a great burger there, and I was starving. I pulled up ten minutes early and as I suspected, Doc, Hatch, and Doom were already there. They were in a corner booth, in the far rear of the building. This was clearly a strategic location, as they had a line of sight on every entrance, and were located right next to the back exit. I was confident there were also Dogs posted outside the back door.

“Hey. What’s goin’ on?”

The words had no sooner left my lips when Dash and Alamo joined us.

“Good, we’re all here,” Doc said.

“This is everyone?” I asked.

“I’ve got some trusted guys watching the front and back of the place, out of sight, but I wanted to keep this meeting tight. We have a lot of not-so-familiar faces around these days, and I want to make sure nothing said here gets out.”

“You think we have security issues?” Dash asked.

Doc shook his head. “I’m just being extra cautious, is all.”

“But not without reason I assume,” I said.

Doc stared back at me but didn’t say a word.

Hatch leaned in and spoke quietly, “We know who beat up Badger and who torched the club...” He and Doc shared an ominous look, “... and it’s not good.”

“What does ‘not good’ mean?” Dash snapped. “Who the fuck did this?”

“Keep your cool and lower your voice. We’re just here to have some beers and shoot the shit, as far as the locals are concerned,” Doc said smiling as he looked around the room.

It was still too early for the hard-drinking crowd, and Barney’s wasn’t good for much else, so we had the place mostly to ourselves at the moment. I flagged down Kiki, the place’s one and only waitress, and ordered a burger. She’d been working there for what had to have been one hundred and seventy-five years now and said nothing as she raised a single bony digit in acknowledgement of my order. 

Hatch continued, “We had assumed that it was the Dixie Mafia behind all this because they wanted us out of club business in Savannah, and we were right... but not about why.”

“Or how much deeper all this goes,” Doc added. “The Dixie Mafia has been in total chaos lately and apparently we’re caught right in the middle of their shit storm.”

“Why? What the fuck do those assholes have to do with us?” Alamo asked.

“The way Lucky put it, it seems the Mafia and the Dogs have some mutual friends,” Doom provided.

“Oh shit,” Dash said.

“What?” I asked.

“Torrance,” he replied.

“Who the fuck are these guys?” I ground out. “They seem to be everywhere.”

“Torrance isn’t a who, it’s a what. And what Torrance is, is a group of rich, powerful, murderers who believe they are above the law. They killed Willow’s father for his church’s land, and are protected and hidden at the highest level.”

“Shit,” I said.

“Deep shit,” Doc said. “Let’s face it, those mafia assholes have never been so much of an organized crime syndicate as much as they’ve been a tight network of scammers and meth runners, but now that they’ve got some funding and leadership behind them, there’s no telling what they could do in Savannah.”

“Jesus help us,” Alamo said.

“That’s not all,” Doc said grimly.

“What else could there possibly be?” I asked.

“Russians,” Doom said.

“What Russians?” I exclaimed, apparently a bit too loud.

“One White Russian!” I heard Kiki call out to the bartender, before nodding at me.

I smiled and waved to her as Doc glared at me. “Sorry.”

“Like I said, we were right in assuming our club was torched because the mafia wanted us out of town, but not because we’d interfere with their current money laundering operations, but because we’d be competition for a handful of new strip clubs they’re about to open in Savannah.”

“That’s where the Russians come in. Our intel has led us to believe the Russian mob is supplying girls to the Dixie Mafia run clubs, which are being bank rolled and protected by the Torrance group. Three well-funded, well-armed, criminal organizations, all working together in Savannah, all who have personal history with the Dogs of Fire, and multiple reasons to want to wipe us off the face of the earth.”

As if on cue, Kiki dropped a plate with an enormous burger, and mound of fries with a White Russian in front of me. Unfortunately, I had lost my appetite, and hated vodka.

“What’s our move, Doc?” Alamo asked.

“Your job is to put the compound on lockdown. I want every Dog and every weapon accounted for and on-site, should anything pop off. Dash, I want you to go with Hatch and Doom. You guys are going to rent a couple of motel rooms near the harbor and set up camp for eight or ten guys.”

Me, Dash, and Alamo exchanged confused looks.

“Sparky, you’ll be with me in the van and we’ve got a couple of stops to make, so get that burger to go. I need everyone to work fast, but quietly. We don’t want to let on that we know anything about what’s about to go down.”

“What the fuck are you talking about? What’s about to go down?” I asked.

“According to Lucky, a shipment is coming into the port sometime within the next week. A shipment of girls, brought here by the Russians, paid for by Torrance, to be used as sex workers in these new clubs.”

“So, what does that have to do with us?” I asked, still confused. 

“The Dixie Mafia guys want to have a sit down with someone from the Dogs,” Doc answered. “Apparently, they want their newly bolstered presence to be known here in Savannah.”

“So, what are you gonna do?” Dash asked.

“I’m gonna meet with them, and find out all the information I can about their operation... then we’re gonna make sure that shipment of girls never gets to where it’s headed.”

“How the fuck are we supposed to do that?” I asked.

“With the help of my old friend at the FBI.”

“Jesus, Doc, the Dixie Mafia, the Russians, and Torrance aren’t enough? You wanna invite the feds to the party?” Dash laughed nervously.

“You wanna face all of them without ’em?” Doc challenged. “I know Dalton and I trust him. He’s coming with a small team of guys and we’re gonna figure out a way to work together to bring the assholes down once and for all.”

“And how exactly are we supposed to do that, Doc?” I asked.

“Patience, Sparky. All will be revealed, but right now, we have to lay low and stick together. No one goes out of town and no one does anything without a partner.”

Shit. Poppy’s graduation was less than a week away and this was going to be a problem. There was no way I was going to miss her big day, but my club needed me, and I couldn’t let them down. Doc must have read the look on my face.

“Devon,” he said sternly.

“Yeah, Doc?”

“No one leaves town.”

I nodded.

“Alright, let’s hit the road, and everyone keep your head on a swivel out there.”

I was glad I’d already texted Poppy, as Doc would no doubt be watching me like a hawk just to make sure my head was in the game. I can’t say I blamed him. To say Poppy had been my central most thought for the past weeks would be an understatement, but lives were at stake here which was not lost on me. Still, I had to do whatever I could to be there for her on graduation day. I had to prove to her that she was the single most important person in my life.

* * *
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Poppy

Two days. It had been two days since Devon had texted. This was not good. With each passing hour that I didn’t hear from him, the more panicked I became. It didn’t help that Grace was gone most of the time either. She was doing her ballet showcases all the way up until graduation (her final one that I planned on attending was the night before), so I had no distractions from the fact my man could be lying dead on a slab somewhere and I wouldn’t know.

I pulled out my phone and tried one more time: I’m getting stabby, Devon. I need to know you’re okay.

When the three little dots of a potential reply flashed on my screen, my heart lifted and I felt my body relax of its own accord... but when the dots went away, I let out a roar of frustration and stomped my foot.

Apparently, the three little dots understood the power of my wrath and they returned, and once again I stared at the screen willing the dots to form words.

I’m okay. Will call as soon as I can.

“Um, no, goddammit. That’s not acceptable.”

But I was talking to a blank screen. This called for the big guns. This called for Mum.

“Hi, poppet,” she said immediately. “Are you okay?”

“Define okay?”

Mum sighed. “That bad, eh?”

“Have you heard from Sid?”

“Why do I feel like that’s a loaded question?”

“Mum, have you?” I pressed. 

“Yes, darling, I have.”

“Goddammit!” I snapped.

“I really think they’re in the thick of something quite severe, darling. If Devon hasn’t reached out, it’s because he can’t.”

“Well, then why can Sid?”

“Because it’s different.”

“How is it different?”

“Daddy and I have children together—”

“Bullshit.”

“We don’t have children together?” she asked. “Well, then who did I shag?”

“Mum,” I growled. “He would call you a million times a day regardless.”

“Well, that’s because I threatened to chop off his penis if he didn’t.”

“You don’t think I didn’t do the same to Devon?”

“Look, darling. Daddy and Devon have two very different jobs in the club, which means, Devon doesn’t have as much autonomy as Hatch. But you must know that Daddy’s got his back, so Devon’s protected.”

“I do get that,” I admitted. “I just want Devon to make me as much of a priority as Sid makes you.”

“This is where I excuse myself, poppet, because it’s between the two of you... but I will say, you need to cut the boy a little slack.”

“Shouldn’t he cut me some?”

“Do you really feel that way?” Mum challenged.

“No,” I grumbled. “I’m just frustrated.”

“I get it, darling,” she said gently. “But let me say one more thing. Daddy and I have been together for a long time. We have a shorthand. You and Devon are just beginning, and that means you’re writing your own story. Things will calm down and you’ll settle into a more normal routine. It’s tough to do that being hours apart from one another, but if this is meant to be, you’ll figure it out.”

“Oh, it’s meant to be. Because if anyone or anything gets in the way, I will murder them.”

Mum laughed. “There’s my girl.”

“Thanks, Mummy,” I breathed out.

“Of course, precious. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“Okay, I’m going to feed your brothers. We’ll see you in a few days.”

My family was flying out for graduation and staying with me and Grace, and I couldn’t wait to see them.

“Okay, can’t wait.”

“Us too, love. ’Bye.”

I hung up and flopped onto the sofa. As I channel surfed, my phone buzzed, and I snatched it up to find a text from Grace letting me know she wouldn’t be home for another hour or so. I texted her back, but I couldn’t stop the disappointment that it wasn’t Devon texting... or calling. Calling would be better.

I continued to flip through the channels, landing on a murderous wife show just as my phone buzzed. 

Finally.

“Hi,” I breathed out.

“Hey, baby. Do me a favor, yeah?”

Shit, he sounded pissed.

“What?” I asked carefully.

“Don’t sic your dad on me when you need my attention.”

“I would never,” I ground out.

He sighed. “Well, then why the fuck did he just force me off what I was doin’ to call you?”

“He did?”

“Yeah, Poppy, he did.”

I smiled. God, I loved Sid.

“Mum might have said something to him,” I admitted. “She and I spoke earlier.”

“What do you need, Poppy?” His voice sounded irritated and growly.

“Oh, hell, no. You don’t get to be all pissy with me when I didn’t do anything to warrant it,” I snapped. “I have been worried sick. You haven’t texted me for two days and you gave me barely anything today... until now... and this is the attitude I get? Feel free to hang up and call back when you want to be less of a dick.”

“Poppy, settle.”

“Ohmigod, telling me to settle is not the way to go here, Captain Chauvinist. Actually, it’s never the way to go.”

I heard him sigh... then sigh again, and I deduced he was probably taking a few deep breaths to keep from completely losing his mind. “Baby,” he said, sounding like he was being very deliberate with his words. “I’m sorry you’ve been worried. I haven’t been in a position to call or text because we’ve been on radio silence. If anything happens, Willow’s got your number on speed dial.”

“Oh, that makes me feel so much better, thank you,” I deadpanned.

Another loud breath. “Tell me what you need to hear, Poppy, so I can get back to work, yeah?”

“Nope, I’m good, honey. You go ahead and go back to work.” I poured on the saccharin. “Try not to get dead, okay?”

“Goddammit, woman, I’m doing all of this so that I don’t have to miss...”

He didn’t finish his sentence.

“Don’t have to miss what, Devon?” I pressed.

“Your graduation.”

I gasped, jumping to my feet. “That’s a possibility?”

“Babe.”

“And Sid?”

“Sweetness—”

“No!” I snapped. “You don’t get to call me that when you’re breaking my heart.”

“It’s not a done deal, Poppy. We’re tryin’ to get this shit sorted so it doesn’t come to that.”

“How bad?” I rasped.

“Can’t tell you that,” he said.

I blinked back tears. 

“Baby? You still there?”

“No,” I said.

“Hey. I love you. We’re figurin’ this out, okay?”

“Hmm-mm,” I hummed in response, biting back sadness.

“Look, I have to go,” he said. “But I’m not hangin’ up until we’re okay.”

“You’re gonna be here all night then,” I retorted.

I could hear the smile in his voice when he said, “I wish.”

“Me too,” I whispered.

“I promise we’re doing everything we can, baby, yeah?” he said. “I love you and I don’t want to miss anything that involves you, especially big moments like this.”

I sighed. “I know.”

“I will try to be better about texting you so you don’t worry, but know that if you don’t hear anything, all’s good.”

“Or Willow just hasn’t been informed of your beheading,” I countered.

“I’m being beheaded now?”

I would not smile. I would not smile.

I smiled. “I’m sorry Mum said something to Hatch... but I’m not sorry he threatened your life if you didn’t call me.”

“He didn’t threaten my life,” he countered.

“I bet he did,” I argued. “You just didn’t get the subtle message.”

Devon laughed. “Fuck me, I love you.”

“I love you too, even when you’re mean.”

“I really do have to go,” he said. “Do you want me to call you later, it might be after midnight.”

“I don’t care if it’s two a.m., I want you to call me.”

“Okay, baby, I can do that.”

I bit my lip. “Thanks, Fluffy.”

He laughed again. “I’m hanging up now.”

“Okay,” I whispered. “Please, please, please be careful. I want to be the only one who beheads you.”

“I will, sweetness.”

“Thanks, honey. I love you.”

“Love you too, baby.”

He hung up and I sat back on the sofa and wrapped myself up in a blanket and fell asleep.
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Devon

Hatch, Alamo, Doom, Dash, and I were stuck together in a room way too small for five men who couldn’t stand to be caged in.

“I hate all this waiting around bullshit,” Dash said as he paced the floor of our cramped motel room.

“Try pacing some more, that should help.” Alamo’s slow drawl dripped with irritation.

“Fuck you, Alamo.”

“Both of you shut up, you’re giving me a headache,” Hatch grunted. He was lying on his back with a pillow pulled over his eyes.

Doom stood by the window as lookout, but he scowled at no one in particular as Dash continued to pace.

“It’s been a few hours since Doc replied to the meeting request. How do we even know they got the reply or that they’ll even respond?” I asked.

“They’re businessmen and blood is expensive. It’s in their best interest to make peace with the Dogs,” Alamo said. “Plus, if they believe that we’re waving a white flag after what happened with Badger and the Club, they’ll be walking into the meeting thinking they’ve already won, and that’s exactly what we want.”

Just then, we heard a knock on the adjoining hotel door. It was Doc and Dalton (who was about as “G-Man” as they get). Apparently, he had a reputation among those he worked with to be a stand-up guy with an almost sixth sense about things. Doc, Alamo, and Hatch trusted him with their lives and that was good enough for me.

“The meeting is on,” Doc said.

“Finally! When are you going?” Dash asked.

“Apparently they don’t want me. They have someone else in mind.” He raised an eyebrow and looked back at Dash.

“Me? Why me?” he asked.

“Hey, man, the word we got back is they want you. Apparently, you’re viewed as quite the “fly in the ointment” of their organization ever since you went off half-cocked after the church shooting.”

“Shit,” Dash said.

“They know it was you that brought the heat down on them, and got half of their crew locked up. If we want to meet with them, that’s their terms. It’s you and only you at the meeting.”

“Fuck that! It’ll be an ambush. We can’t let him walk in there alone,” I protested. 

“I’ll do it,” Dash said.

“Whoa, hold on there a second,” Doc said. “We need to think about this.”

“What’s there to think about?” Dash demanded. “Clearly, I’m the one that started all this shit, and I’m the one they wanna see. If this is what it takes to make it happen then so be it.”

Agent Moore spoke up, “Dash I appreciate your willingness to help, but we can’t let you go in there alone. We at least need to get you hooked up with some surveillance gear.”

“Wear a wire? No fucking way,” Dash said.

“I’ve gotta agree with him there,” Doc said. “If they find a wire on him he’s dead for sure.”

“When is this supposed to go down?” Alamo asked.

“Tonight at ten, at the private golf course near the river.”

“Then it’s settled, I’ll be there alone, without a wire,” Dash said matter-of-factly.

Doc, Hatch, and Dalton looked at each other. 

“I’m not sure we have any other option,” Doc said, followed by nods from the group.

“Alright, but I still can’t let you go alone,” Dalton said. “Now that we have the location of the meeting, and we know it’s outdoors, I’m going to set up sharp shooters around the area. They don’t know that we’re coming, and they’ll never know we’re there.”

“They’d better not, or he’s a grease spot for sure,” Doc said.

* * *
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The next few hours were a flurry of activity. The FBI guys were busy calculating the best sniper locations and Doc, Hatch, and Dalton were trying, without success, to find out anything they could about who exactly the meeting would be with. Everyone else had hit the streets in an effort to find out anything they could, which left Dash alone to pace the floor, and me to watch him.

“Fuckin’ sit down, Dash,” I snapped. “I can’t concentrate with you pacin’ like a pussy.”

“Fuck you, Spark,” he snapped back. “I’m the one marching towards God knows what, if I wanna pace, I’ll fuckin’ pace.”

“You don’t have to do this, Dash.”

“Like hell I don’t! You heard them. They want to meet with me, and only me, or the meeting’s off, and if it’s off, we can’t convince them of a truce.”

“We can find another way. This doesn’t feel right to me.”

“The only thing that doesn’t feel right to me is being in this room. I’ve gotta get out of here. I need to take a ride and clear my head.”

“No way,” I ground out. “Doc was clear. We stay put until he gives the order.”

“C’mon, man, I just need a quick fifteen-minute ride. They’ll never know I was gone. I swear to God, if I have to stay in this fuckin’ room for any longer, I’m gonna fuckin’ crack. Just cover for me. Tell ’em I’m in the shower if they ask. I’ll stick right around this block, and be back in fifteen, I promise.”

I sighed and shook my head. “Ten minutes.”

“Thanks, Sparky, I owe you one.” With that, Dash quietly slipped out the door with his helmet in tow. I peeked out the curtains and could see him quietly pushing his bike out of the parking lot, towards the main road. I walked into the bathroom, turned on the shower, and closed the door.

With that, I was alone for the first time in days. My thoughts immediately turned to Poppy and I fought the urge to call her. I didn’t think I’d be able to hide the concern in my voice and I didn’t want to worry her any further. I also didn’t know what I’d tell her if she asked about graduation, which was less than a week away. 

At this point, I still had no idea if I’d be there... or anywhere, for that matter. This simple assist job was getting more dangerous by the minute, and although I had confidence in Doc and in his plan, I was very aware of the real danger we were in. Especially Dash. I couldn’t blame him for needing to clear his head, and decided to use this time to do the same. I sunk down in my chair and focused on the white noise from the running shower. After just a few moments I fell into a deep sleep and was awoken ten minutes later to the sound of pounding on my door, and sirens.

“What the fuck!” I shouted as I sprang to my feet, still half asleep.

“Sparky! Get the hell out here!” It was Doc and he sounded pissed.

I opened the door to see not only Doc, but an ambulance, and two cop cars on the opposite side of the motel’s parking lot. I could also see Dash, on a gurney, being loaded into the ambulance, before it took off, sirens blazing.

“What the hell?” I snapped. “Dash!” I tried to make my way out the door, but Doc stopped me cold.

“What the hell is right. More like what the fuck, actually!” Doc eye’s burned. I’d never seen him so angry. “As in, what the fuck was Dash doing on the road? Here’s another one. What the fuck were you doing when he decided to split?”

“He said he wanted to clear his head,” I replied. The shower was still running, and steam poured out from underneath the bathroom door. “He was goin’ for a quick ride up the block and back, that’s all.”

“Oh, is that fucking all? Well, at least that explains why a drunk as fuck soccer mom was able to plow into him on her way to hot yoga.”

“Shit, is he okay?”

“No, he’s not okay. He’s smashed to shit. It looks like he’s got a broken leg, and who the hell knows what else. The dumb bitch blew out of the parking lot in her SUV and caught his rear tire. He must have a shamrock up his ass, because a split second earlier and she would have T-boned him directly and that would be all she wrote.”

“Holy shit, Doc, I’m so—”

“Don’t you fucking say you’re sorry, Devon. You disobeyed me and you left your brother out there alone in war time. You left him alone, and he got hurt.”

My spine stiffened. There was no way I could feel worse than I did already about Dash, and I sure as shit didn’t need a dress down from “dad.”

“Hold on. He’s not a kid, Doc, and neither am I. Besides, I thought the whole idea of this club was to have the freedom to ride whenever we want.”

“Grow the fuck up, Devon. You say you’re not a kid but then say stupid shit like that. It’s war out there if you haven’t noticed and we all need to have each other’s backs... at all fucking times. Dash should have been here, and you should have kept him here. End of fucking story.”

Doc was right. I was mad as hell that he was, but I couldn’t argue with him. I fucked up and now Dash was hurt, and tonight’s meeting was in jeopardy.

“Is he going to be okay?” I asked.

Doc’s voice softened a little. “He’s a tough little shit, I’m sure he’ll live. Why don’t you ride to the hospital and find out? I’ll call Willow and let her know what’s going on. You meet her there and run interference. She can’t know anything about what’s going down with the club.”

“I understand,” I replied.

“Good, because if you fuck up again, I’ll send you packing.”

With that, Doc turned and was gone. I grabbed my keys and helmet and made it all the way to my bike before turning back to the motel room and turning the shower nozzle off.

* * *
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“Sir, if you’re not family, there’s nothing I can do. I’m sorry.” Leslie, the head nurse, didn’t sound sorry. In truth, her tone sounded a tad more like, “Stop bothering me, you biker scumbag or I’ll call security.”

“Please, he’s my—”

“‘Brother,’ yes I know.” She punctuated her sarcastic tone with air quotes.

Before I could continue my attempt to soften the heart of Nurse Ratchet, I heard a familiar, but perhaps not so currently friendly voice behind me.

“What the heck did you animals do to my husband?”

I turned around to see Willow, Dash’s new bride, barreling toward me, her fists balled at her side.

“Willow, Dash was in an accident—”

“Stick it, Sparky! I know that however he got hurt, whatever the story is, whatever you macho jerks decided is best for us little ladies to know, the truth is he’s only in the hospital because of your gosh darn motorcycle club!”

I’d never seen Willow, the preacher’s daughter, like this. She never swore, and even this upset, she kept her words clean, although, she got her point across.

She turned calmly to Leslie and asked, “May I see my husband, please?”

“Yes, of course, he’s right this way,” she said, and began walking Willow towards Dash’s room. I started to follow, but Willow turned on her heels sharply, her eyes fixed on me, but addressing nurse Leslie.

“Not him. In fact, no one wearing a cut or motorcycle... costume of any kind is permitted in this room.”

As pissed as she was, her “costume” remark showed her true innocent self and it was fuckin’ adorable. It was all I could do to keep from smiling. On the other hand, my heart was breaking for her. She must have been terrified as well as pissed. And she had every right to be angry. With me, the club and even to Dash. At some level, every one of us knows that the women we care about worry about us every time we ride off. We were assholes for making them go through that, but riding was a part of who we were and our women knew that. 

My phone buzzed and without looking at it, knew it was a text from Poppy. 

CALL ME NOW

Shit.

Since I wasn’t gonna be let back to see Dash, I stepped to a quiet place in the waiting room and called Poppy, and even though I knew what was coming... I wasn’t fully prepared for what was coming.

“Why is Dash in the hospital?” she bellowed without so much as a hello.

“Babe—”

“Goddammit, Devon, what the hell is going on?”

“Poppy, I—?”

“Was he hurt by the same people that hurt Badger?”

“What do you know about what happened to Badger?” I asked, unable to hide the surprise in my voice.

“I know more than you think, Devon. Wives and girlfriends talk y’know, and we’re not stupid.”

I sighed. “I’ve never thought you were stupid, Poppy.”

“Then you either think I’m a child, or I can’t be trusted with information regarding the club.”

“Neither of those things are true either, Poppy, it’s just that I can’t—”

“If you tell me one more time you can’t tell me about club business, we’re through,” she said with a tone that I’d never heard. There was a steely resolve in her voice that let me know that this wasn’t an idle threat. There was something deeper hidden within her words. 

“Poppy, it’s not a trust issue. I would put my life in your hands before anyone else. I love you, and the last thing I want to do is keep secrets from you.”

“Then, why can’t you tell me what’s going on? It’s obviously something bigger than normal club business and people are getting hurt. I’m scared Devon, and I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be scared of! You say you love me, but you’re keeping me at a distance.”

“It’s because I love you that I’m protecting you from what’s going on!” I shouted in frustration.

“Don’t you dare raise your voice at me!” she yelled loud enough, I had to pull the phone away from my ear. “I’m the one who’s angry here! I get to do all the yelling right now!”

She was right and I knew it. The first code of the club was silence, but it was unfair to keep her in the dark. I did love and trust her with all my heart, but that meant nothing if I couldn’t let her in. On the other hand, the stakes had never been higher and it had never been more important to play things close to the vest, but this was Poppy and I didn’t want to be guarded or secretive with her anymore.

“Baby, I promise I will fill you in on everything when this is all finished. I can’t really talk right now, and don’t want to do this over the phone.”

“I swear to God, Devon, if you are trying to placate me or—”

“I’m not, I promise. I’ll tell you everything next time I see you. Right now, all you need to know is that Dash was hit by a drunk driver, is pretty banged up, but is going to be okay. I promise this had nothing to do with what’s going on with the club.”

“But something is going on,” she said, clearly fighting back tears.

“Yes, something’s going on,” I said.

“Something dangerous, right?” she whispered.

“Yes, something dangerous, but we’re being very safe, I promise.”

“If you’re being so safe then why is Dash in the hospital?”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that it was my fault. How could I admit to her that my shitty judgement led to my brother lying in a hospital bed? How would it make her feel to know that I wasn’t there for him? And how could she ever believe me when I told her that I’d be there for her?

“I promise you, I’ll explain everything next time I see you.”

“Will that be at my graduation ceremony?” she asked.

“I’m trying, baby,” I said.

“That’s not really an answer, is it?”

“It’s the best I can do right now,” I replied.

“It’s clear where your priorities are, Devon. I understand completely,” she said flatly.

“Goddammit, Poppy, I’m trying here. What exactly am I supposed to do? I have to be there for my club, and there are even bigger things in motion beyond the Dogs.” I sighed. “That’s all I can say right now. I need you to trust me.”

She said nothing for at least ten seconds before responding with a curt, “Fine.”

“I love you, Poppy.”

“You can prove that to me by not ending up in a bed next to Dash... or in the morgue.”

And with that, she hung up. I couldn’t blame her for being angry and worried, and I hated that I was putting her through this. On the other hand, she knew club life and should be understanding of the position I was in. Not that any of this mattered as much as saving these girls that were about to be sold like cattle and protecting the club. I had to put everyone else’s well-being before my and Poppy’s needs, and just hoped she’d be able to trust me in the meantime.
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Devon

With nothing I could do for Dash, I had no choice but to head back to the motel with another ass chewing from Doc to look forward to. I was returning empty-handed in the information department, and only managed to succeed in having my ass handed to me by two very angry women. 

How the fuck did my life get so complicated?

These were the words repeating in my head as I rode to our makeshift compound where we were preparing for war with The Dixie Mafia, the Russian Mafia, and a shadow organization funding their operations in Savannah. 

Fuck me... I was just supposed to help construct a few buildings, not go to war. 

I arrived at the motel at just after seven o’ clock to find everyone waiting for me in my room.

“How’s Dash?” Doc asked as soon as I walked in.

“I dunno, the nurse wouldn’t let me see him and then Willow showed up and...” I raised both eyebrows.

“Alright, we’ll have to deal with all that later. I know we’re all concerned about Dash, but right now, we have other pressing matters, so let’s focus on the task at hand; figuring out what the fuck we’re gonna do about tonight’s meeting.”

“We have to call it off,” Hatch said. “The Dixie guys said they’d only meet with Dash, and he obviously can’t be there.”

“We can’t call it off, we need this meeting in order to find out who’s running the show,” Doom replied.

“I’ll go,” I said. 

Suddenly, I was very aware that every person in the room was looking directly at me.

I shrugged. “Dash wouldn’t be in the hospital if it wasn’t for me, so I’ll go.”

“Thanks for the offer, Sparky, but they did say they’d only meet with Dash,” Doc said.

“Who the fuck cares what they said? Besides, they probably don’t even know what Dash looks like. I’ll show up, they’ll see the Dog’s cut and we’ll talk about the truce.”

“It’s just that simple, is it?” Hatch countered.

“Maybe it is,” I replied. “You guys keep saying these guys are business men. If that’s the case, they should want to talk business.”

“Sure. Unless they really just want to put a bullet in Dash’s brain for the last time he got involved in their affairs. You really want to be standing there for that?” Dalton asked.

“If you guys really thought that, then why the hell would you let Dash walk into a shit-storm like that anyway? C’mon, just let me try to talk to these guys. What other choice do we have?”

Dalton looked at Doc and nodded.

“Alright, we have a new plan,” Doc said. “The part of Dash will now be played by Sparky. The rest of us are gonna pray that he doesn’t get shot. Now let’s get ready.”

* * *
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I looked at my watch for the dozenth time in the last half hour. The reality of what I was about to walk into was setting in. To make matters worse, Poppy’s words were echoing through my head, and I was fairly certain she’d personally murder me if I ended up getting myself killed. Doc, Hatch, and Dalton were the only other people in the room (Doom and Alamo were somewhere on my route for backup), and although no one would ever know it, I could tell they were all on edge.

“Wheels up in five, Sparky,” Doc called out.

“Check,” I replied without looking up. The location of the meeting was set, and Dalton’s snipers were already in place. I hated that we had virtually no solid information of who exactly we’d be meeting with, but figured we’d know soon enough. Besides, what choice did we have? The Dixie Mafia had requested a sit down, and we were in no position to argue. They have the guns, the numbers, and the political influence to wipe us off the face of the planet, so our best chance at beating them was to play nice and try to keep the element of surprise.

“If you want to back out, now’s the chance,” Doc said.

“Fuck you, Doc,” I replied. My words spilled out before I could contain them. “I’m sorry, I—”

“I get it,” he replied with a nod. I appreciated the fact that he didn’t lay into me for my lack of respect, but there was no way in hell I was about to back out of this.

“Alright then, let’s head out,” he said, and turned to me. “We’ll be just down the road from the golf course, and Dalton’s guys will have eyes on you at all times. If you feel unsafe at any time, you wave a hand in the air and the cavalry will be there directly.”

“Got it,” I said.”

Hatch pulled me aside. “You cool?”

“What the fuck? Why is everyone asking me that? I’m gonna be fine.”

“I’m not asking for me, I’m asking for Poppy,” he said. “If I let you get killed, she’s gonna be mad as hell at me,” he said with smile.

“Tell me about it,” I replied.

“Seriously, though, are you good?”

“Yeah, Hatch, I’m good. Like Doc said, Dalton’s guys are on me, and you guys will be up the road. I’m as safe as kittens.”

Safe as pigs walking into a slaughterhouse. 

Hatch nodded. “Alright then, you’d better roll out.”

I shot Poppy a quick text that simply read: “I love you and I’ll see you soon,” and started up my bike.

* * *
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I arrived at the golf course a few minutes before the meeting time, riding casually and cautiously to the specified meeting place...a gazebo, facing the water on the west side of the course. Lights were strung up in the surrounding trees as well as on the gazebo itself, casting a romantic glow. I could see a folding table and two chairs set up in the center of the gazebo, and in one chair sat a man with dark, slicked back hair, wearing what looked to be a very expensive white suit. Just outside the gazebo, on each side of him, stood a large body guard. If I had to guess, they were armed. I parked as close as I could to the spot just in case I needed to beat a hasty retreat, but that was still a good fifty yards away. I walked to the gazebo and the man, still seated, spoke.

“Please excuse the formalities, but one can never be too careful these days, don’t you agree?” 

With that, his body guards were on me, and after a thorough frisking, one of them grunted, “Clean, Boss.”

“Thank you so much for meeting with me this evening. Won’t you please come sit down? Perhaps you’ll join me in a drink.” He motioned to a bottle of twenty-year-old Pappy Van Winkle’s bourbon and two glasses that had been set out.

“Thanks, I’m not thirsty,” I replied.

“Yes, well, you’re also not Dash Lloyd, are you?” I stiffened, but before I could speak, my guest smiled wide and said, “It’s alright, please sit down.”

I did as he requested, and took a seat as he continued, “Now, before I find out exactly who you are, please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Harlan Cavanaugh and I’m from the great state of Kentucky. Now... who might you be?”

Harlan Cavanaugh looked like the canary that ate the cat. His facial expressions were warm, but controlled. This was a man that was used to being in control.

“I’m Sparky, and I’m from the great state of what the fuck is this all about?”

His smile dropped from his face, which remained like stone for several seconds, before returning wider than ever. “Sparky?” He laughed deeply. “Ooh, now that will simply not do at all, will it? I just can’t possibly imagine your dear sweet mama looking down at you on your very first birthday and calling you Sparky.”

“My mama was neither dear nor sweet,” I replied.

“Regardless... tell me, what did she call you on the glorious day of your birth.”

“Devon, and I’m calling this a waste of time,” I said, and turned to walk away. I wasn’t about to let this sweet talking, southern gentleman, Foghorn Leghorn wannabe, intimidate me.

“Come now, let’s not start off like that. I was hoping we could be friends. Honestly now, joining me for a drink is the least you can do after showing up in place of my invited guest.” His ever-present, ultra-white, smile was as menacing as it was polite, and behind every “request” was a thinly veiled order.

“Dash couldn’t make it.”

“Yes, I understand he was involved in an accident earlier today. How is he doing? Is he expected to fully recover?”

How the fuck did he know about Dash?

“He’s good. Let’s talk business,” I said, trying to keep the upper hand.

“Business?” He threw his head back a let out a low laugh that made my flesh crawl. “Now, who said anything about talking business tonight? No, Devon, this was designed to more of a... social call, if you will.”

“A fuckin’ social call? You burned down our club and put one of our guys in the hospital.”

“Well, that’s just the very thing I wanted to talk about with young Mr. Lloyd. Are you sure you won’t join me in a drink? This is some of Kentucky’s finest bourbon.”

“No thank you, Mr. Cavanaugh, is it?” I replied dryly as possible.

“Yes, that’s right,” he replied, his smarmy grin still glued to his face. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch your friends’ names as they were putting their hands all over me.”

“Oh, don’t you worry about Sylvester and Tweety here. They go with me everywhere I go. Just in case I need assistance. You understand, now don’t you? Well of course you do.”

He fixed his gaze on me in an unsettling way. In fact, just about everything about this guy was unsettling.

He continued, smiling once again. “Now, as I’m sure you are aware, Mr. Lloyd... oh how shall I put this... inserted himself into a business matter of ours not too long ago, and I felt it prudent to set the record straight on a few things. Balance the books if you will.”

“How’s that?”

“Well now, Mr. Lloyd—”

“Dash,” I corrected him, causing him to show yet a few more teeth.

“Yes, Dash, of course. I’ve always found it so peculiar that a rough and tumble group of men, such as a biker gang, would choose to refer to themselves by such juvenile nicknames. Strange behavior, don’t you think?”

I thought of Poppy’s research paper on alpha male pack behavior, and that he might have a valid point, but refrained from commenting.

“Motorcycle club.”

“What’s that now?” he asked.

“We’re a motorcycle club, not a gang. We’re not lookin’ for trouble from you, or anyone else for that matter.”

“Nevertheless,” he continued, “Dash, and your little club, have managed to do just that. Cause trouble for us.”

“Dash was simply trying to help some folks whose church turned into a shooting gallery.”

“Such an unfortunate event indeed. All that violence. So unnecessary.” His words dripped with fake sincerity. “Really, such a tragedy, and I can fully appreciate Mr. Lloyd—I’m sorry—Dash, coming to the rescue of those poor people. This was a church after all, and I’m sure the spirit must have moved him to act as the good Samaritan.”

“Something like that.” It was all I could do to keep from leaping across the table and choking the life out of this smug prick. “We’re a small community and we take care of people in need.”

“As much as I understand his need to assist those good people, what I don’t understand is why he would further stick his nose into our business, and moreover, why he would feel the need to assist local law enforcement in their criminal investigation. I had always been under the impression that biker gangs... excuse me, motorcycle clubs, were typically at odds with the local PD.”

“Yeah, well we tend to change our tune when people open fire on our citizens, especially when old people and children are gunned down in a place of worship.”

“Now, on that I agree with you one hundred percent, and that’s precisely why I wanted to talk to your friend Dash. As I know you are fully aware, our organization has recently gone through some upper management changes.”

I shifted in my seat.

“It’s okay, I know your associates have been asking around about us and I also understand why Mr. Lloyd felt the need to protect his town and his pretty new wife. And let me be clear, under my leadership, that senseless tragedy would have never happened. This whole thing was an error in the judgement of the previous management. Simply put, we’re willing to let bygones be bygones. The ashes of your new nightclub and the blood of your member are to serve as a way of evening things up between our organization and your club.”

“Is that so?”

The smile dropped from Harlan’s face.

“Yes, that is so.” He poured himself another drink and leaned back in his chair slightly. “I’m not sure you understand exactly what’s going on here, Devon. Look at me as your newly elected governor and I’m granting you and your club a pardon.”

“A pardon?”

“That’s right. You see, your club disrupted our business, helped put several of our associates behind bars, and tarnished an otherwise stellar relationship with another local motorcycle club, but rather than dig a series of holes to put you all in, I’ve decided to take my pound of flesh and call it even.” He paused and leaned forward. “Granted you agree to keep your nose out of our future business dealings here in Savannah, or anywhere else for that matter.”

“And what business would that be? Just so we’re clear on what to stay away from.”

His smile returned and was even more unsettling than before.

“I like you, Devon. I can see why they call you Sparky. My business is just that, my business, but I’ll tell you what. How about the Dogs of Fire simply make it a point to stay out of the nightclub business entirely? In fact, should you get the urge to start any kind of business venture of any kind, you just feel free to run it by me, and I’ll let you know if you’re stepping on any toes.”

“And I suppose you’re gonna want a taste of any business we already have in town?”

“See, I knew you were a smart boy the moment I laid eyes on you. Since our relationship with the Raptors has ended due to all that unfortunate church mess, let’s just say we’re auditioning for a new club to work with and it’s time for you to dance a little for us.”

“I’ll have to talk to our club president about this.”

“Of course, of course, talk to your president and take all the time you need to make a decision and give me an answer... as long as I hear from you within the next twenty-four hours, and the answer is yes.”

“We’ll be in touch.” I stood to go, and Harlan extended his hand, which I left hanging in mid-air.

“Well, then,” he said. “Now, don’t you forget what we talked about. Booze, drugs, girls, gambling, and guns in Savannah all belong to us now, and should y’all forget that, the next one of your associates won’t end up in the hospital. He’ll be in the morgue.”

“We shouldn’t be in your way. The Dogs don’t run guns or dope, and all our liquor is above board. We run clean clubs where people can come and have a good time without being hassled.”

“You didn’t mention girls,” he replied flatly.

“What about ’em?”

“Come on, Devon, every club needs girls, and I need to be assured the Dogs of Fire won’t come sniffing around our stables.”

“Like I said, we run clean clubs. I’ll talk to our president and let you know.”

“You do that. It’s been a pleasure meeting you... Sparky.”

I left the meeting with questions, but also a few answers Harlan Cavanaugh probably hadn’t realized he’d revealed.

After diverting down several side streets in an effort to lose anyone who might be following me, I arrived back at the motel about thirty minutes after I left the golf club and parked in the back. Walking inside, I let myself into the room and locked the door behind me.

“So?” Hatch asked, rising to his feet from the desk chair.

“They have girls for sure, and somethin’s definitely goin’ down tomorrow.”

Doc frowned. “Tell us everything.”

Doc invited the FBI guys into the room and I filled them in on the meeting and how Harlan Cavanaugh had tipped his hand.
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Devon

I was awakened by the sound of a giant bang, and jumped out of bed, grabbing my gun and readying for a fight. 

“Oh, good, you’re awake,” Poppy said.

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes as my brain tried to process if I was still asleep or dreaming.

“Put the gun away, Devon,” she said with a sigh.

I set the gun on the nightstand and flicked on the light. I wasn’t dreaming. Poppy was, in fact, standing in my room at the compound and she looked pissed.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“That’s the first thing you say to me?” She dropped a duffel bag on the floor and crossed her arms.

“Baby.” I scrubbed my hands down my face. I’d had less than two hours sleep, and as gorgeous as Poppy looked, I had a million questions, the first of which was what the fuck she was doing here... the second being, did she fuckin’ drive all night alone in order to get here? 

I chose to keep those questions in my head for the moment.

“Nope,” she snapped.

I flopped back on the pillows and threw the comforter back. “Get in.”

“I didn’t drive all this way for you to fuck me,” she countered.

Well, that answered the second question.

“At the risk of pissing you off further, I’m wiped, Poppy, so climb in so I can hold you, because I have to be back at it in two hours, and I’ve fuckin’ missed my woman.”

She huffed, but kicked off her shoes, did the voodoo bra through the T-shirt arm thing, and pushed off her jeans, before stomping (no shit, she stomped her way) to the bed. 

“This does not get you off the hook,” she growled, stretching out beside me.

Fuck. She was in my arms and she smelled amazing. I didn’t care that she was still pissed at me. My soul was settled the second I touched her. I slid my face into her neck and pulled her close. “God damn, baby, I missed you.”

Her arms wrapped around me and squeezed me tight. “That also does not get you off the hook.”

I grinned.

“But I missed you too,” she whispered, weaving her hands in my hair.

“I seriously wanna fuck you right now, but I really do need to sleep.”

“I get it,” she whispered. “You sleep, and we’ll fight and fuck when you’re rested.”

“I can’t wait, baby.” I kissed her. “Grace okay alone?”

“Lemon’s staying with her and they’re taking care of Sparky.”

I yawned. “Good.”

I kissed her one more time, and once she curled herself into me, I slipped back into oblivion.

* * *
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Poppy

I was awakened in the midst of the most intense orgasm I’d had... well, possibly ever. I was on my side, Devon was spooning me, and his thumb was inside of me while his fingers worked my clit. He’d pushed my panties to my knees in order get access and I was amazed he’d accomplished it without waking me.

“Mornin’,” he whispered as a climax washed over me.

I hummed, licking my lips as I tried to wake up despite my orgasm-induced haze. As I became a little more aware of my present state of being, I sighed. “That does not get you off the hook, Devon Wallace. Nice try, but no.”

He kissed my shoulder. “That was just for you, baby. No strings attached.”

“What time is it?”

“Seven.”

“Why are you waking me so early?” I complained as I rolled to face him.

“All-hands meeting at eight.”

I sighed, my irritation flooding me again as I awakened more.

“That’s gonna have to wait, Poppy,” he said, climbing out of bed.

“We have an hour to hash it out,” I countered.

He ignored me and headed into the bathroom. I stayed in bed and shimmied my panties back up my thighs. “Devon?” I called.

He peeked out of the bathroom and frowned. “You wanna get into why the fuck you drove all night, alone, when I specifically told you to stay put?”

“Not really.”

“Didn’t think so.” He disappeared again and I heard the shower start.

My bladder screamed at me, so I slid out of bed and padded to the bathroom just as Devon stepped into the shower. I did my thing and then brushed my teeth.

“I’m not going to apologize for coming,” I said.

“You’re tryin’ to spin this Poppy, and it’s bullshit.”

“How am I trying to spin this?”

“I’m not pissed you’re here and you know it,” he said. “I’m pissed you drove alone in the middle of the night.”

“Well—”

“Hold on,” he said, and I watched as he shoved his head under the showerhead and rinsed. The shower doors were frosted, so I could see the shadow of his actions and waited until I saw him step away from the water.

“I couldn’t wait,” I said. “I was worried about you.”

The water stopped and Devon slid the door back and frowned. “Not hearin’ an apology, Poppy.”

“I don’t intend on apologizing.”

A pounding on the door made me jump, but the voice bellowing, “Poppy Kenna Wallace, you better open this god damn door immediately,” had me groaning.

Devon rolled his eyes, stepping into the bedroom. “Hold on a sec, Hatch.”

“One second, Devon, then I’m breaking the fuckin’ door down,” Hatch snapped, and I grabbed my bra and jeans and pulled them on while Devon dragged on a pair of jeans... commando... then pulled open the door.

My father stormed into the room and stopped in front of me, crossing his arms and glaring at me. “What the fuck is all this business about you driving, alone, in the middle of the night?”

“Sid—”

“Huh-uh. Right now, I’m your father, baby girl. Nothing stand-in about it.”

“I was perfectly safe. My car is perfect, because you make it perfect. It has never broken down on me, ever, and I’ve made this drive a million times.”

“What was the deal, Poppy?” he asked.

“Dad—”

“The deal,” he growled.

“I’m an adult—”

“Goddammit, Poppy, what was the deal?”

“Watch your tone, Hatch,” Devon warned.

Hatch ignored him, continuing to stare daggers at me.

“I wouldn’t drive more than an hour in any direction alone, especially at night.”

“That deal wasn’t made based on whether or not you’re an adult, Poppy. It also wasn’t made based on the fact that we don’t trust you or think you’re not capable of absolutely everything you decide to do. It was made based on the fact that I’m not close, Devon’s not close, the club’s not close.” He stared at me for a few tense seconds. “Poppy, you’re a beautiful woman any psychopath would love to find alone and vulnerable.”

I stared at my feet. “I know.”

“Eyes, Poppy.” I looked up at him and his expression had softened. “You made the deal, baby girl. No one put a gun to your head, but you went back on that deal and that’s not cool.”

He was right. I sighed. “I know. I’m sorry.”

He pulled me in for a bear hug and kissed my head. “Fuckin’ scared me to death, and I’m not sure I’m ready to tell your mom yet, ’cause she’s gonna lose her mind.”

Goddammit, he was right again. “We don’t need to tell her... do we?” I was only half-joking.

“Never lied to your mom, baby girl. Won’t start now.”

“I’m really sorry I went back on our deal.”

“’Preciate that, Poppy.” He released me and ran the back of his knuckles over my cheek. “If anything happened to you, I’d end up in jail from the rage, so let’s not do this again, yeah?”

I nodded, but I secretly knew I’d need to renegotiate the terms of our ‘deal’ when we got home. 

“And if you’re gonna stay, you’re locked down here, get me? Willow’s comin’ too, so you two can fuckin’ squawk about whatever the fuck you’re mad about, but you’ll do it here while we have armed men guarding you.”

I nodded again. “I got you.”

He hugged me again, then kissed my forehead and walked out the door. Devon flipped the lock behind him and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms.

“At least he didn’t kick me out,” I admitted, and sighed.

“Poppy, we’re at war. Even if he wanted to, he wouldn’t send you back out there. Doesn’t mean you’re off the hook though.”

“Oh, hell, no. I’m mad at you. You don’t get to be mad at me. You caused all of this.”

“Two wrongs don’t make a right,” he said, pushing away from the wall and further into the room. “Nice try.”

He snagged his towel off the end of the bed and ran it over his head, then looped it around his neck.

“Are you really at war?” I asked.

“Yeah.” After chucking the towel into the corner of the room, he pulled on a clean T-shirt. 

“With another club?”

“No.”

“Are you really not going to tell me anything?”

He frowned. “I told you I will... when this is over.”

“No, you told me you’d tell me when you saw me. You’re seeing me.”

“Poppy. Give me a fuckin’ break, huh?”

I sighed. It was a little unfair that I was arguing semantics with him right now, so I closed the distance between us, needing to touch him, and slid my hands under his T-shirt. “I don’t want to be mad at you anymore.”

“Didn’t realize it was a choice.”

“Okay, you can stop being surly now,” I ground out. 

“Yeah? Can I? That’s big of you, Poppy.”

“Are you seriously choosing to be a dick right now?”

He slid his hands to either side of my neck and scowled down at me. “You fuckin’ drove through the shittiest part of town at three in the morning, Poppy. Alone. You’re gonna need to give me some time for the images of what could have happened to you to go away. In answer to your question, I’m not choosing to do anything, I just happen to be really pissed off at you. It doesn’t change how I feel about you, but you’re gonna have to give me a minute to calm the fuck down.”

I bit my lip.

“Not to mention, you have graduation in five days, which begs the question, why the fuck are you wasting your time here, instead of getting ready to celebrate something you’ve worked so hard to accomplish?”

“If you’re not going to be at my graduation, I’m not going to be either.”

“Are you fuckin’ high?” he snapped.

“It’s not like I won’t get my diploma. It’s pomp... I’ve never cared about the pomp.”

“Do your parents feel the same way?”

I shrugged. “I haven’t asked them.”

Before he could say anything further, my cell phone buzzed and I grabbed it off the nightstand. “It’s Mum.”

Devon nodded. “Take it.”

“Hi, Mummy.”

“What the fuck is this about you driving overnight to Savannah?” she hissed.

Devon raised an eyebrow in a “told you so” expression and I sighed.

“Sid’s already read me the riot act... so has Devon.”

“Devon doesn’t count,” she said.

“Why doesn’t he count?”

“Because you can get around him with sex.”

“If only that were true,” I breathed out.

“God, I can’t believe you were so reckless!” she seethed.

“Mum, I’m here, I’m safe. It’s all good.”

“Do not quip at me, young lady. You made a deal.”

I ground my teeth together in frustration. “Yes, Mum, I know I made a deal. I’m sorry. I don’t really know what else to say.”

“You say you’ll never do it again.”

“I can’t say that,” I admitted. “If someone I love more than life itself is struggling, I will go where they are. Period. However I have to get there.”

“I really shouldn’t have raised you to have an opinion,” Mum grumbled.

I bit back a giggle. “Sucks to be you right about now, huh?”

“The boys and I are flying to Atlanta in four days. Are you going to be there?”

Devon squeezed my arm and gave me a silent challenge. I sighed. “Yes. I’ll be there.”

“Don’t make me divert to Savannah, poppet. I get that you’re an adult, but I pushed you out of my vagina, so I will always own you.”

I rolled my eyes. “So you keep telling me.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes, Mummy, I’m fine. I’m locked down for the moment, and I promise I won’t go anywhere.”

“Okay, my darling. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” she said, only it was kind of more of a warning.

“Okay.”

I hung up and faced Devon, who was still staring at me like he wasn’t sure if he was going to stay mad at me or not. “I’m sorry, Dev.” I bit my lip. “I’m not sorry I came, but I am sorry I took an unnecessary risk.”

“I appreciate that, baby.” He slid his hand to my neck and tugged me forward. “I’m sorry you were worried.”

“Please don’t do that to me again,” I breathed out. “I can’t deal with the thought of you being hurt.”

“I get it,” he whispered, and kissed me gently. “You showerin’?”

I nodded.

“Can you do it quick?”

“Yes, why?”

“I’ll wait for you.”

I almost argued... almost, but I knew he wanted to make sure I was settled before he went into what I was sure would be a really intense meeting, so I nodded and rushed through a shower.

We walked into the great room just as Willow arrived. Gator was on “Willow Watch,” since Dash was still in the hospital, and she looked about as happy to be here as Olivia (whom I was not expecting).

“The kitchen’s stocked, baby,” Devon said. “But you need somethin’, tell Gator. He’ll get it brought in.”

I nodded, kissing him quickly before watching him walk to the back where the meeting rooms were. I headed to the sofa where Willow was, dropping an overnight bag next to it. She frowned up at me. “They’re worried enough to bring you here from Atlanta?”

“I went rogue,” I said, and sat beside her.

“No wonder Devon looks angry.”

“He’ll get over it. Hatch, on the other hand...”

She sighed. “Yeah, your dad’s more intense.”

“Little bit,” I agreed.

I glanced to where Olivia was arguing (not loud enough to hear, damn it) with Doc. She was jamming a finger into his chest, until he’d apparently had enough, grabbing her arm gently and pulling it behind her with a grin. I rolled my eyes. Doc seemed to get great enjoyment out of making Olivia crazy. 

On the other hand, Olivia seemed to protest a little too much, considering whenever he wasn’t watching her, she was watching him, and her eyes followed him with open interest. There was no doubt these two had a complicated relationship and I wondered when it would come to a head.

I turned back to Willow. “How’s Dash doing?”

“Driving the nurses crazy.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “They put him and Badger in rooms next to each other and he’s constantly demanding updates on how Badger’s doing. He makes one of them wheel him to his room a couple times a day... well, unless I’m there and he makes me do it.”

“Aw, they’re in love,” I crooned, and Willow giggled. 

“Badger’s feeling better every day, and now he’s flirting with the nurses, so that’s a good sign.”

I grinned. “He is a ridiculous flirt.”

“Right?” she agreed.

“And it doesn’t help that he’s pretty.”

“This is true,” she said. “But I’m not allowed to say that out loud, so I’ll just nod my head and say nothing.”

I chuckled. “True nature of the alpha-male.”

“Indeed.”

Olivia joined us and slammed a bottle of bourbon on the coffee table. “Anyone want a drink?”

“It’s not even eight o’clock in the morning,” I said.

“So?”

“Wow, that bad, huh?” Willow asked.

Olivia growled low in her throat, while shooting daggers at Doc. “Male chauvinist, son of a bitch.”

“How are you wrapped up in all of this?” I asked.

“He’s decided I’m his ‘priority,’ whatever the hell that means.”

Willow had told me about Olivia being kidnapped, but only Doc and Alamo really knew the entire story. Olivia was beaten so badly, she’d been in the hospital for a few days and then went home with her brother to convalesce. According to Willow (through Dash’s recollection), Doc had been a raging ball of assholery because he’d been kept from Olivia. It took him a little time, but he’d found her and gone to her immediately. After that, he’d calmed down, but no one really knew what transpired between them, and now she was here and apparently angry that she was.

“Why is that a problem?” I asked. “Devon would do the same thing.”

“I’m not his,” she insisted.

I didn’t point out that once a Dog claimed you, it was very difficult to be unclaimed... I figured I’d let them figure that out themselves.

“He cares about you, Liv,” Willow said. “And if you took a second to get past your fear, you’d see you cared about him too.”

“I’m not afraid of him,” Olivia countered.

“I don’t think that’s what Willow’s saying,” I said. “I think you might be afraid of the feelings Doc incites in you. It makes sense... these men are intense.”

“Well, you’re wrong,” she said with a huff. “I don’t care about him... in that way, and I have a mind to fly somewhere far away to hide from him. I’m probably going to be fired if Dumbass over there keeps dragging me away from work.”

“Don’t you own your own company?” Willow asked.

“I’ll fire myself.”

I bit back a giggle because Olivia was funny when she got wound up.

Before she could say anything else, Doc stalked over and snagged the bottle off the table, rolling his eyes. “Drama, Liv? So unlike you,” he droned sarcastically, and walked away.

“Fuck yourself, Tristan,” she snapped.

“I’ll wait for you, baby,” he retorted, and set the bottle back on the bar.

“Asshole,” she hissed.

“Love you too, Liv.”

“Well, I’m hungry and I can’t sit around here all day, so how about I get breakfast started?” Willow said, rising to her feet.

“I’ll help,” I offered. 

Even Olivia reluctantly followed us into the kitchen and we went about making everyone breakfast.
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Devon

All eyes were on Doc as he answered the phone. We’d been waiting on Agent Moore’s call all morning, and as it approached noon, we knew our window of opportunity was closing rapidly. Through Doc’s intel, we knew the ship containing the Russian women was coming into Liberty Terminal, and after my meeting with Harlan Cavanaugh, we knew it was coming in today. What we didn’t yet know was the name of the ship the girls were on, or how exactly we were going to rescue them. Doc and the FBI had been working on a plan, but so far had remained tight-lipped on any details. They still had major concerns regarding a potential mole within our ranks.

“Dalton, whatta ya got?” Doc listened intently for several minutes as he furiously scribbled notes in his journal. “Got it. Understood, we’ll see you there,” he said finally and hung up before addressing us. “Alright, everybody, listen up. That was Dalton on the phone. They’ve got all the information they need to make their move, but they need our help.”

“Our help?” I exclaimed. “I thought we were in this together. Our asses have been on the line this whole time. Now that we’re at the goal line, we’re just the help?”

“Goal line? This isn’t a game, Sparky,” Doc snapped back. “This is an FBI operation, and they need our assistance as much as we need theirs. This isn’t about who gets the glory for taking down the bad guys, this is about saving those girls and running these piece of shit pimps out of Savannah.”

“I know that Doc, I—”

“Good, then get your fucking head on straight and listen up.” He cut me off and returned to addressing the group. “I need Hatch, Doom, and Sparky to come with me. Gator and Curly are gonna hang back here and mind the store.”

“What the fuck about me?” Alamo said

Doc gave him a concerned look. “I didn’t want to automatically count you in on this one, brother.”

“Why the fuck not?”

Doc simply answered, “Boats.”

With that single word Alamo’s face paled. Alamo, being from Amarillo Texas, spent most of his life land-locked, and was notoriously uncomfortable on, or near the water. However, after a few seconds of debating his fate, he responded with, “Fuck Davey Jones, I’m in.”

Doc nodded with a grin.

“So, what did Dalton say?” Hatch asked

“Good news. Once we had the basic time of the shipment and the port of arrival, Dalton was able to check the shift schedules and records of every dock worker and supervisor scheduled to work within the time range. He came up with an interesting name; Dudley Kauffman.”

“Who the hell is Dudley Kauffman?” I asked.

“He’s the Chief Operator at Port Liberty and, more importantly, he’s a degenerate gambler.”

“Let me guess,” Hatch said. “Even more importantly, he owes money to the Dixie Mafia.”

“And the Russians,” Doc added. “Which made him the perfect guy for them to squeeze and use for their new operation. Lucky for us, Dalton’s got him now, and had been doing some squeezing of his own.”

“Great! It sounds like they’ve got all the info they need to rescue the girls as soon as the ship hits the harbor,” I said.

“It’s not quite that simple, and that’s why they need our help,” Doc replied.

“How so?” Alamo asked.

“According to Mr. Kauffman, the Russians have been doing this for quite some time and have a system in place to insure safe delivery of their cargo to their clients.”

“What kind of system?” Doom asked.

“The girls come from Russia on a small, unassuming vessel that was built in the seventies. This allows them to unload at smaller ports, and remain a little more under the radar. The girls are kept in a modified shipping container for the entire twenty-one-day journey and are monitored by two armed guards.”

“Jesus,” I said.

“These young women are nothing more than cattle to these sick bastards,” Doc said. 

“How exactly are we going to get to them?” I asked.

“Carefully.”

* * *
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Poppy

The men filed into the kitchen just as Willow and I set platters of food on the pass-through between the kitchen and the great room. Olivia had busied herself making a huge urn of coffee, but she did it all the while bitching about the asshole formerly known as “Doc.”

My focus went directly to Devon as he approached me, taking my hand, and leading me out of the kitchen. He didn’t take me far, just down the hall and into a room usually used for the babies to nap during get-togethers. Closing the door behind us, he pulled me in for a gentle kiss, and this made me very, very nervous.

“Ohmigod, are you walking into something that might get you dead?” I rasped after breaking the kiss. 

He grinned. “I hope to God it’s not.”

I gripped his cut. “Devon Cade Wallace, are you and Dad coming back in one piece, or am I going to be visiting the hospital... or the morgue?”

“We’re gonna be fine, baby. Just wanted to kiss you.”

I frowned. “What aren’t you telling me?”

He kissed my nose. “A lot of things.”

I let out a frustrated growl. “Devon, you’re freaking me out.”

“Baby, we’re gonna be fine. It’s a pretty simple extraction and we’re just there to back up the FBI.”

“The FBI’s involved?” I squeaked. “Just how bad is this?”

“It’s not good.”

“And you’re going because of all the shit with Olivia?”

“It’s not just because of that,” he countered.

“I can’t believe the FBI’s gonna let a motorcycle club be part of their business.” I stared up at him. “What have you guys gotten yourselves into?”

Devon kissed me again and I sighed, leaning into him, knowing I wasn’t going to get any information out of my man. “You better keep yourself safe. And my dad. Please don’t let anything happen to Hatch.”

“Baby, we’re covered.”

“Famous last words.”

He stroked my cheek. “Nothin’s gonna happen to either of us. I promise. Now, I’m gonna kiss you one more time, then I’m gonna go eat whatever incredible creation Willow’s put out, ’cause, holy shit, that woman can cook.”

I sighed. This was true and I kind of wanted to eat whatever she’d made too. But I wanted to kiss my man more, so I raised my chin and accepted his lips on mine before letting him lead me back out to the kitchen.

I stuck close to him, but I was divided between him and my dad. I was grateful Hatch seemed to know I needed him and didn’t stray far while we all ate as a family. Before the men left, Hatch pulled me aside, giving me a bear hug. “Love you, Poppy.”

“I love you, too. Please keep each other safe,” I begged. “I want you both back here quickly, hear me?”

He grinned. “Yeah, baby girl, I hear you. We’ll make sure that happens.”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

“I’m gonna go call your mom before we head out. You good?”

“I’m good, Dad, thanks.”

He smiled, hugged me one more time, then walked away and I returned to Devon, who wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me close. “Feel better?”

“Not in the slightest,” I admitted.

“It’s all good, sweetness. We’re covered.”

I nodded, but it wasn’t a nod of agreement... it was a nod of resignation, because let’s face it, it didn’t matter how I felt, they would still do this dangerous thing... whatever it was.

He chuckled, kissing my temple. “Gonna make it up to you, Poppy. You’ll see.”

“A diamond might help,” I grumbled.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“A big one.”

Devon laughed. “Okay, baby. I’ll see what I can do.”

I gave him a gentle squeeze. “Please be careful.”

“Always, sweetness,” he whispered, kissing me quickly.

Then Doc did the call out and the men filed out of the building and into God knows what kind of danger.
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Devon

Me, Doc, Alamo, and FBI Agent Kahler, boarded our vessel; a forty-foot Marlin boat, recently retired from the Georgia Fish and Wildlife Service’s fleet. We were all disguised as Fish and Game wardens. We were armed, but the plan was to avoid gunplay at all costs. 

As far as the FBI was concerned, this was a clandestine operation, designed to draw as little attention as possible. Agent Kahler was to take point at sea, while agents Moore and his other two guys, including sharpshooter agent Dawson, were positioned back at the harbor with all the Dogs. As far as we knew there were only three guys aboard the boat, but who knows how many would be back at the harbor.

The moment Alamo stepped on the boat, his face drained.

“You gonna be okay?” Doc asked.

“I’m good, just need a minute to get my sea legs is all.”

“You put on one of those anti-nausea patches I gave you?”

“No... I put on both of them,” he said pulling down his collar to reveal the medicated patches on his neck.

“You really are a special kinda stupid, ain’t ya?” Doc retorted, reaching behind Alamo’s ear and ripping one off. “Don’t want you to overdose.”

“Need all the help I can get,” he admitted, just before emptying his stomach contents over the port side of the vessel.

“You guys know the plan. Follow my lead and keep your cool, and we should all manage to get through this without getting ourselves or the captives shot,” Agent Kahler said. “Doc, you and Alamo head up to the wheelhouse, and Devon and I will take our positions at the bow. We’ve got a fix on their vessel and we’re ready to head out. Oh, and Alamo, you’ll find a supply of official Georgia Fish and Wildlife sick bags up in the wheelhouse.”

Alamo shot him a pretty decent “fuck you” look considering how he must have been feeling.

We all did as instructed, and I replayed the plan in my head for the dozenth time within the past hour. The Russian vessel was currently about twenty-five miles off the coast, which meant it was go time. Our bad gambler turned double agent, Kauffman, was to man his post and play along as if nothing was amiss. We couldn’t risk tipping off anyone at the harbor. This whole thing depended on the element of surprise.

“Alright, Captain, let’s shove off,” Agent Kahler yelled up to Doc, and he fired up the engine.

Doc safely sailed us out of the harbor and out to sea. Our mission was officially underway, and if everything at sea, and back on land went according to plan, in just a few hours, the girls would be safe, the bad guys would be in FBI custody, and the club would be rid of the biggest threat we’d ever faced. If we failed, we’d all likely end up as fish food.

As we sailed toward our target, I couldn’t help but feel a bit like Chief Brody aboard the Orca. Our sea voyage may not have been as dramatic as chasing down a man-eating twenty-five-foot great white, but we were certainly headed straight for sharks, and they were going to be armed with a lot more than teeth.

I turned to Agent Kahler. “What happens if they don’t let us board?”

“I’m more worried about what happens once they do.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked.

“I just wish we knew exactly how many people were on board and exactly what they’re armed with. We could be seriously out-manned and out-gunned. Kauffman says the two guards plus the captain are the only mob guys as far as he knows. The dozen or so crew members should be hired locals from Novorossiysk, and I’m hoping they won’t give us any trouble. Kauffman seems like he’s genuinely in the dark about some of the details, so who knows? Like any FBI operation, we have to move with the information we have.”

“What are our chances of a successful mission?” I asked.

“I’m not an analyst, but I hope you said your prayers before getting on this boat. If not, you’ve still got another ten minutes.”

I chuckled. “We’ve got a genuine preacher’s daughter back home praying for all of us, and if she scares God like she scares me, I think we’ll be alright.”

* * *
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Poppy

My head throbbed... as did my right arm where I’d felt a prick earlier. How much earlier, I wasn’t entirely sure. In fact, I had no idea what was going on, where I was, or why I was seeing double of everything.

“It’s all good, babe,” Curly said. “You’ll start to feel normal in about an hour.”

I frowned. “Curly? What’s going on?”

He hunkered down in front of me and smiled. “Payback.”

I lifted my hand to rub my head and discovered I was chained to the wall. “For what?”

“Your daddy and I go way back, baby girl, and he and I have shit to settle.”

My heart raced and fear choked me, but I refused to let him see that. “Can I get some water, please?”

“That’s it? You don’t have any questions?”

“No questions,” I confirmed.

“Huh. Figured I’d get some hysterics from you.”

I sighed. “Hysterics aren’t going to make you be less of a dick, so why waste my energy?”

I needed to figure out what the hell was going on... and once Hatch knew I was missing (not to mention Devon), they’d rain hell down upon this man unlike anything he’d ever seen, so right now, I didn’t have time for hysterics... I needed to find a way out of here.

“You might have a point,” he said, handing me a bottled water.

“What did you shoot me up with?” I asked, after taking a swig of water.

“Sedative. Totally safe, don’t worry...you’ll just feel a little dizzy for a while.”

I continued to swig the water as my head ached and my stomach roiled.

* * *
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Willow

“Where the hell’s Poppy?” Gator growled as he stalked into the kitchen.

“She went somewhere with Curly,” I said.

“Fuck!”

I frowned. “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t answer as he pulled out his phone and fired off a text to someone. 

“Gator,” I pressed.

He jabbed his finger at me. “You go nowhere unless I say, hear me?”

I nodded. “Yes, I hear you. What’s wrong?”

“Curly’s a fucking rat.”

“What?” I breathed out, my stomach dropping.

“He’s working with those Dixie Hillbilly motherfuckers!” he snapped. “You’re locked down, got it?”

I didn’t mention that I was well aware of the fact I was locked down, considering I was missing a day of school, but he looked ready to kill someone, so I nodded and he stalked off. I sighed, pulling my phone out of my pocket. 

“Hey, baby,” Dash answered immediately. 

“Hi.”

“What’s wrong?”

The way my man could tell my moods just by the tone of my voice was still kind of amazing to me. “Something’s happened to Poppy. Gator’s really worried.”

“Tell me exactly what he said.”

I relayed our conversation, leaving out the swearing bits and Dash sighed. “Fuck.”

I bit my lip. “This is really bad, isn’t it?”

“You do not leave that compound—”

“Unless Gator tells me to,” I said. “I know, honey. I won’t.”

“I hate being in this fuckin’ hospital bed,” he hissed.

“I don’t particularly like it either,” I said.

“Tomorrow, baby. I’m out.”

“Dash,” I admonished. “You can’t leave tomorrow. You just had surgery.”

He sighed. 

“Dash. Promise me. If I’m locked down here, you’re locked down there.”

“Yeah, baby, I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

“Correct answer,” I said. “Am I allowed to come to you tonight?”

“If Gator okays it.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Fine.”

“Baby, this is serious. We’ve been dealin’ with a mole for a little while, but I don’t think anyone expected it to be Curly.”

“What?” I whispered. “I didn’t know there was a mole.”

“I know.”

“This is where I start to get frustrated, Dash.”

“I get it, Willow, but you’ll just need to stow it for a little bit. Once Hatch figures out someone has Poppy, shit’s gonna hit the fan.”

“Or Devon,” I countered.

“Huh-uh. I mean, I know Devon’s gonna lose his shit, but Hatch will rage, and Curly’s gonna fuckin’ regret this move... if he lives, that is.”

I gasped. “He wouldn’t kill someone, would he?”

“No, Willow, he wouldn’t kill someone,” he deadpanned.

“Don’t use that tone,” I ground out. “It wasn’t a stupid question.”

“Never said it was a stupid question, baby... just tryin’ to make you feel better. I’m aware that murder is frowned upon in those Ten Commandments of yours, and if you think Hatch is capable of murder, it might change your opinion of the man.”

I sighed. “I’m a little concerned you know me well enough to lie the right way.”

He chuckled. “No, you’re not.”

“I’m coming to the hospital later, honey. I am not spending a night without you.”

“Let me check in with Gator first.”

“It’s not really open for discussion, Dash. I’m coming.” I busied myself by making a large urn of coffee. I was never very good at sticking to one task... I always felt I needed to multitask.

“Yeah, I hear you. I’ll figure it out.”

“You do that.”

“Bossy little thing, huh?”

“That’s on you, bub. You released my inner vixen.”

Dash laughed and I couldn’t help but smile. “Fuck, I love you, Willow.”

“Love you, too.”

“I’ll talk to Gator and we’ll figure somethin’ out, okay?”

“Okay, honey,” I said as I set the coffee to brew. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“’Bye, baby.”

He hung up and I went looking for some answers. I was on call to make lunch for everyone, but right now, I needed to know what was going on with Poppy... and find out just how much danger she was in. 
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Devon

“Everybody look sharp, we’ll be making contact in less than three minutes,” Agent Kahler called out. “Doc, radio back to base and let them know our status and confirm our position.”

“Copy,” Doc said, and did as requested.

We had one shot to get this right, and to pull it off we had to be convincing. Everyone on board looked the part. We were clean shaven and in uniform. It was actually a little unsettling to see my brothers looking so “civilized,” and I wondered what Poppy might have to say, from a research standpoint. Regardless, we had to tread very carefully. 

We had a chance of boarding without incident if the Russians believed we were simply a fish and game patrol cruiser, but if they smelled either the FBI or the club, we were in for some serious trouble. The closer we got to our target, the Iolanta, the more I thought about Poppy, and how pissed she’d be if I went and got myself dead. I had no intention of inciting her anger, but I did say a little prayer for coverage.

No more time to think. We were coming up on their ship, and we were coming in fast. If we gave them enough time to react to our approach, they might get spooked and open fire, or worse yet, kill the girls just to keep them from talking. Finally, just as we arrived, Agent Kahler signaled for Doc to hit the lights and sirens.

“This is the Georgia State Fish and Wildlife service. We request immediate access to your vessel for inspection. I repeat, we are wardens from Fish and Wildlife service requesting to board your vessel according to state code 27-5-4,” Agent Kahler called out through the boat’s loudspeaker. “Please respond.”

Doc cut the sirens, and after ten seconds without a reply, Agent Kahler continued, “This is the Georgia State Fish and Wildlife service requesting permission to board the commercial vessel Iolanta. We are armed and are permitted by law to search your vessel for potential illegal catches from these waters.”

We had no idea if they’d respond, or worse yet, if they’d respond with bullets. After a few more, very tense, seconds, a voice responded, “This is Captain Vasili Sokolov of the Iolanta. I believe you must have made a mistake, we are not a fishing vessel, as you can see. We are a cargo ship only.”

“Captain, we have reports of illegal fishing in these waters by commercial vessels and we will be boarding your ship for inspection. Please allow access and ready your crew for immediate boarding.” Agent Kahler’s voice was intense and commanding, and without further dialogue, a rope ladder appeared from our enemy’s ship.

“Here we go. Everyone look sharp and don’t make a move without my say so.” Kahler’s eyes darted to each of us, stopping on Alamo. “You solid?”

“Fuckin’ A. Let’s do this,” he responded.

We all had side arms, and Doc and Alamo were also armed with a Colt M4 assault rifle and a Remington 870 shotgun, respectively. These were standard issue for law enforcement, but we were still going in about as heavy as possible without drawing too much suspicion. That was the idea, anyway. If these Russian assholes had itchy trigger fingers, we were gonna have to find cover quickly and pray our Kevlar vests did their jobs.

By the time we hit the deck, Captain Vasili and about a half-dozen crew members were on deck. However, rather than a barrage of bullets, we were greeted with open arms and smiles all around. I wasn’t sure which was more unsettling.

“Officer, welcome aboard, how can I—”

“It’s Warden,” Agent Kahler’s alter-ego interrupted. “Captain, where is the rest of your crew?”

“They are in... various places performing their duties. This is most of our crew. The rest are of no consequence.” Captain Vasili’s accent was thick, and he looked like a man who’d spent his entire life on a ship... in very rough seas.

“Captain, I’m going to need to see your entire crew on deck, right away.”

I saw the captain briefly eyeball our weapons. His sly smile masking any trace of concerns he may have. I almost wanted a reason to shoot this fat, greasy, sea pimp. He nodded to a tall man who appeared to be his Lieutenant, who then made an announcement in Russian over the loudspeaker.

“I said all crewmembers, Captain, not just critical personnel,” Agent Kahler said, closing the distance between himself and Captain Vasili, his hand now covering his sidearm.

“You speak Russian?” The Captain smiled wide.

“Fluently,” Kahler replied with an icy tone.

Once again, the captain nodded to his second, who made yet another announcement, and this time crew members began filing onto the deck.

Alamo, Doc, and I formed a semi-circle around the crew and ushered them against the rail. As instructed by our FBI handlers, we were firm, but non-aggressive, pleasant, but not nice. To my eye, these guys mostly looked like guys that work aboard boats. Bad guys come in all shapes and sizes, but having been around my fair share in my lifetime, I simply wasn’t getting that kind of vibe from this crew.

“I count only eleven crew members here? Seems a little light for a vessel of this size.”

“Does it? As you can see, we currently have only a dozen containers on board. We work for a small group of Vodka makers who distribute their product to the United States. We hire who we can afford at the time of shipment. Unfortunately, business has not been so good, given our two countries’... political situations, but perhaps you are right, Warden. Perhaps we are a bit... shorthanded at the moment.”

“Sir, you and your men are to stay right here with my wardens as we search your ship for any illegal catch or unlicensed commercial fishing gear,” Kahler said.

“Now, wait one minute, you have already told me you are not a police officer, you can’t search my ship without my permission.” Captain Vasili’s tone changed immediately.

“Sir, Fish and Wildlife wardens in the state of Georgia actually have greater authority than state or county police in the matters of search and seizure. I’m gonna need you to comply or we will be forced to detain you while we perform our search.”

I don’t know if Kahler was bullshitting about jurisdiction, but it sure sounded convincing. Captain Vasili’s slimy smile returned to his face. “There will be no need for that, Warden, I assure you. You have the full co-operation of me... and my crew.”

“Good, then you can start by taking me to your wheelhouse and showing me your manifest and log books immediately. We’re also going to need keys, and/or codes for every one of your containers.”

Sweat began to form on the captain’s upper lip. His eyes darted to his lieutenant, then to an open doorway that appeared to lead to one of the ship’s interior hallways.

“Captain. Do you understand my instructions?” Kahler asked, drawing his attention back to him.

“Yes, yes of course. But, surely, this can’t be about some... silly fish?” the captain said, waving his arms in the air. “Perhaps you and your men are looking for... donations to the Wildlife Warden’s retirement fund? Perhaps we should go talk somewhere privately and I can see what we can do for you.”

“The only place we’re going to go is up to your wheelhouse, so I can see your logs,” Kahler continued.

While he was speaking, I spied the Lieutenant reaching into his inside coat pocket.

“Gun!” I shouted. 

Agent Kahler drew his Glock 9mm, and got a wide shot off before his opponent could level his gun. The bullet hit him in the shoulder with such impact that he spun around and hit the deck. Kahler now pointed his gun at the captain, while Doc covered the unconscious number two man, and Alamo and I covered the crew, who all looked scared as shit. I picked up the discarded weapon from the deck and tucked it into the back of my waistband.

“He can’t be the only guard on this ship,” Kahler said before grabbing the captain by his stained shirt and sticking the muzzle of his gun directly into his enormous gut. “How many guards are on board? Where are the girls? Which container are they being held in?”

“What the hell is this? Who are you?” the captain protested.

“My name is Special Agent Kahler with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. These men are sworn deputies, and I’m only going to ask you one more time before I plug you full of so many holes, you’ll instantly sink when I toss you overboard.

“One more,” he said, his eyes starting to bulge. 

Agent Kahler tightened the grip on the captain’s shirt collar and dug his gun in deeper, causing the captain to wince in pain, his air supply now being cut off. “Tell me the truth, or this bad day is gonna get a lot worse for you, comrade.”

“T..t..two,” he sputtered out. “Two more, that’s it, I sw... swear it.”

“Where are the girls?”

The captain hesitated for exactly one second longer than Kahler was willing to wait. He pulled the hammer back with a click. “Container nineteen!” the captain sputtered out. “They are in container nineteen. It’s red. Located on the aft, port side of the ship, lower level.”

“What’s the code for the container lock?” Kahler asked.

Captain Vasili looked at him surprised.

“There are two security panels. The code on the left panel is 1542 and the other is—?”

“Shut up, you fool! You’ll get us all killed!” Doc’s patient, now fully lucid, shouted to the captain, no doubt in fear for what their employers in Russia would do to them.

Doc pushed him squarely back to the deck, reminding him who he should currently be afraid of. “How about you take your own advice and shut the fuck up.”

“And the guards?” Kahler asked.

“I don’t know, I swear to you. They could be anywhere on the ship right now,” Captain Vasili said.

Kahler let go of the bulky man, who hit the deck with a thud, then turned to Doc. “Cuff both of ’em, and see if you can stop his bleeding with what we have in the kit. Keep the others on the crew. I’m gonna go find that container before the other guards do something with the girls.”

“You can’t go up there alone,” Doc ground out.

“I can’t ask one of you to go with me. I can handle this alone.”

“You’re out of your god damn mind if you think I’m letting you run around the ship alone without knowing what’s up there,” Doc said.

“I’ll go with him,” I said. 

“No way, Sparky,” Doc replied. “I’m going.”

“We don’t have time to argue. You need to stay here and make sure he doesn’t bleed out,” I said, motioning to the wounded Russian who, as if on cue, let out a low moan which momentarily diverted Doc’s attention to his newly assigned patient. 

Before Doc could protest further, Agent Kahler and I made our way toward the open doorway that led to the ship’s interior. The containers were stacked on the upper level, which was accessed via a stairwell. Honestly, I don’t know what compelled me to volunteer to act as Agent Kahler’s back up. Alamo was clearly a better candidate. In fact, I was probably gonna catch hell from the Sergeant at Arms when we got back. If we got back. 

Which made me think of the other reason I shouldn’t be doing this; Poppy. I told her I wouldn’t take unnecessary risks or intentionally put myself in harm’s way, but that’s exactly what I was doing. Maybe I was trying to prove something to the club, or perhaps even to myself. Maybe it was my outrage at the fact that these men abused and sold women that compelled me to act. I don’t know, but before I knew it I was right behind Agent Kahler headed towards certain doom.
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Poppy

“Get up,” Curly ordered, wrapping his hand around my upper arm and hauling me to my feet.

“Why?”

“I’m takin’ you to your daddy.”

“Why?” I repeated.

“For someone who didn’t have any questions earlier, you’re sure full of ’em now.”

I scowled.

He released my handcuff and I took my opportunity to attack, kicking him squarely in the family jewels and making a mad dash for the slightly open door.

Where I was stopped.

By a beefy arm around my waist, cutting off my air supply. I heard a slight crunch and sudden pain in my ribs, but I’d be damned if I let them see me wince. I scowled up at my captor, surprised to see Roach, one of the club’s soldiers. 

Shit, there’s more than one mole.

“You fuckin’ bitch!” Curly squealed, and I couldn’t stop a slight smile at the high-pitch of his voice.

“You’re gonna pay for that,” Roach sneered.

“You’re not going to do anything to me,” I countered, trying to sound like I wasn’t scared shitless. “You touch me, you die, and you know Hatch won’t make it fast.”

“Roach, let her go,” Curly said as he hobbled toward us. 

Roach released me and I stepped away from him. I had nowhere to go... we were in a dark hallway and there was only one door with light under it. There was no way I could outrun Roach, and to be honest, even though Curly had wounded nuts, I probably couldn’t outrun him either... especially with the pain in my side.

Whatever they’d injected me with was starting to wear off and my head pounded harder than ever, my stomach was threatening to revolt, and the fear I’d been able to stuff before was forcing its way into every nerve in my body.

I wanted Devon. I wanted him to find me and hold me while my dad killed the two men in front of me. 

Curly crossed his arms and said, “You’re gonna—”

Before he got the rest of his threat out, I puked. 

Spectacularly. 

All over Roach’s jeans and boots.

“Goddammit!” he snapped, jumping away from me.

I spit on the ground and sidled away from what used to be the contents of my stomach. 

Curly grabbed my arm again and dragged me away from Roach. “Clean yourself up,” he ordered his cohort, and guided me through the door and into a warehouse.

“You’re a pain in the fuckin’ ass,” Curly hissed.

“Did you really think I’d make whatever you plan to do to me easy?”

He scowled, but didn’t respond.

Smart man.

“Well, there she is,” a southern voice drawled, and I stared at a smarmy looking man in a suit. It was white. He looked like the KFC colonel in his younger days. “Welcome to our humble offices. It is so nice to finally meet you.”

I said nothing as I tried my best to stare him down.

“Now, little lady, there’s no need for that. No one’s gonna hurt you. You’re just here for... let’s say... insurance purposes.”

“I think you mean, you’re kidnapping me for leverage against the club.”

He chuckled without mirth. “Oh, my word, you are as smart as you are pretty.”

“Well, Colonel Sanders, that makes me feel a whole lot better,” I deadpanned. “I’ll be sure to mention that before my father breaks your neck. Maybe he’ll kill you faster, rather than make you suffer.”

“I’m surprised you’re waiting for Daddy to come rescue you, I would have thought you’d be hoping for Prince Sparky to come riding in.”

I shuddered.

“Oh, he and I just had the loveliest conversation the other evening. He seems the ever so hero type. Too bad he’s miles away and has no idea where we are.”

“If Devon and Hatch don’t find you today, they’ll look for you tomorrow and every tomorrow after that. No matter what, you’re gonna end up with a bullet in your head.”

He dropped his head back and laughed. The fucker actually laughed. “Oh, you are a hoot, young Poppy! We could have had so much fun... it’s a shame your usefulness will soon be over.”

I wasn’t sure why, but this man terrified me. 

Curly irritated me, even though he was kind of scary, but Colonel Sanders here, was a completely different kind of bad guy, and I had to figure out a way to run.

“I see your intention in your expression, young Poppy, but don’t bother. There’s nowhere for you to go.”

My dry throat closed up on me and I licked my lips several times to try and calm the fear. 

“Get her some water,” Colonel Fuckface ordered, and a cold bottle was shoved into my hands. 

I rinsed my mouth out, spitting on the ground again, and then swallowing down the rest. It helped. Sort of.

What I was was hungry. I’d had breakfast, but nothing more, and I could tell it was late afternoon because the day was sweltering. Plus, considering I’d just puked up breakfast, I was starting to feel a little hangry.

At least the hunger distracted me a little from the fear.

“Show time,” Sanders said, and Curly’s hand gripped my arm again. 

“You gonna behave, or do I have to chain you?” I scowled up at him and he grinned. “Handcuffs it is.”

“Asshole.”

Without further comment, he shackled me, but I was grateful he cuffed my hands in front of me, rather than behind. It gave me more range of motion and I planned to use it the second I could.

* * *
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Hatch

I glanced down at my phone currently blowing up and scowled. “Fuck!”

“What?” Doom asked.

“Give me a sec.” I dialed Maisie and she answered on the first ring.

“Curly’s taken Poppy.”

“What the fuck?”

“I got a call from Willow. Gator’s on the warpath because Curly and Roach are working with the Dixie Mafia, and have taken Poppy somewhere.” 

“Goddammit!” 

Curly and I had been recruits together, and we’d only had one major fight the entire time I knew him. The fight was over my ex-wife, and I wished to god I’d let him have her. She was a lying whore of a woman who tried her best to ruin me. 

Apparently, Curly still held a grudge.

Maisie was sobbing now. “Hatch, you have to find her.”

“I will, baby. Stay by the phone.”

“Okay,” she rasped, and hung up.

“What’s up?” Doom asked from his place, hunkered behind a seawall.

“Curly’s the mole. Sounds like he’s got Roach with him too.”

Doom rose to his feet. “What the fuck?”

“He’s got Poppy,” I said distractedly as I dialed Booker’s number.

“Hey, man.”

“Find Curly,” I ordered. “I want to know everything about that asshole, including his exact location. He’s got Poppy.”

“Fuck. I’m on it.”

Booker hung up and I texted Doc. I debated texting Devon... if he was distracted, everything could go to shit, but if it was me and Maisie was taken, I’d want to know. 

Before I could debate further, Doc responded: We know about Curly. Keep Sparky out of it for now.

“The fuck?” I snapped, and glared at Doom. “Did you know about Curly?”

He shook his head. “No way, man. If I did, he wouldn’t be walkin’.”

“Goddammit!” I dialed Gator, my blood boiling as I waited for him to pick up.

“I don’t know nothin’.”

“You fuckin’ know somethin’, old man, so you better start talkin’,” I ground out.

“All I know is Curly took Poppy somewhere. I figured he was the mole, that’s all I know,” Gator said.

“You keepin’ Willow locked down?”

“Fuck yeah, I’m keepin’ Willow locked down,” he snapped. “Gonna have a conversation with her about keepin’ her goddamn mouth shut, too.”

I dragged a hand down my face. “Damage is done, Gate. We can address that shit when I get my girl back, yeah? Go easy on Willow.”

“You deal with your kin, I’ll deal with mine.”

I sighed. “Yeah, man, I hear ya.”

Gator hung up and I hit the tracker app on my phone. Poppy’s phone wasn’t on, and the last time it was on was about a mile away from the compound (in the middle of the freeway). Which means, Curly must have destroyed it.

“Fuck!” I snapped just as my phone buzzed. It was Booker. “What did you find?”

“Curly’s about a mile from the harbor. He’s headed right for you.”

“Okay, man, we’ll be ready.” 

I hung up and gathered the Dogs around, filling them in, including Agent Dalton Moore. Dalton spoke into his sleeve, giving the two sharpshooters on the roof further instructions.

I jabbed a finger toward the agent. “Curly’s mine. I kill the mother fucker. No one else.”

“Not gonna let you kill a man, Hatch,” Dalton said.

“If it comes down to it, I will end him to protect my daughter, hear me?”

“It won’t come to that,” Dalton said. 

I kind of wished it would. I desperately wanted to get my hands around the asshole’s neck. I sent Doc a text, filling him in on the plan, meaning he and the rest of the guys were on their own for a bit.

“Incoming,” crackled over Dalton’s radio and I moved toward the entrance of the docks, but Dalton laid his hand on my shoulder. “Let’s wait and see what we’re dealin’ with.”

“Fuck that,” I snapped.

“At least stay out of sight.”

I gave him a nod, but if Poppy was hurt, I wasn’t promisin’ anything. 

* * *
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Devon

We stood with guns drawn before Agent Kahler gave his final instructions, “Don’t make a move without me, stay close, and don’t discharge your weapon unless you absolutely have to.”

I nodded, and we made our way down the narrow corridor leading to the stairwell. I was right behind him, watching our six, as we climbed the stairs toward an open hatch leading to the ship’s upper deck. As soon as we reached the top of the stairs, two gunshots hit the deck, inches away from the hatch. Kahler immediately returned fire on the shooter, whom I couldn’t see due to my position. 

The shots from Agent Kahler’s Glock were nearly deafening within the confines of our steel enclosure, and my ears were suddenly ringing at a volume level I’d never experienced. I’d spent my entire life around loud exhaust pipes, bar bands, and plenty of guns, but the sonic impact of those shots was far more brutal than anything my eardrums had encountered up to this point.

“Ah, fuck!” I doubled over in pain, my hands now tightly cupped around my ears.

“Are you okay?” I could barely make out Kahler’s muffled words over the din of gunfire and the unrelenting banshee scream in my skull. “Are you hit?” he yelled.

“No!” I yelled back. Agent Kahler nodded before fully popping out of the hatch and firing off two more rounds. 

After a few tense moments, Kahler took a step back into the stairwell. “Okay, he’s down. It looks like we’re clear. I’m betting the last guard is with the girls.”

I was doing my best to read his lips, as he was no longer shouting, making it difficult to make out his words. “Stick close to me,” he said before leading us onto the deck.

We made our way to the area where the containers were stacked. The Iolanta was not very large as far as commercial shipping vessels were concerned and this cargo load was light even for a ship of this size. There was only a dozen or so containers in total, and we easily spotted number nineteen, located just where Captain Vasili said it would be. Likewise, there was an armed guard standing directly in front of it, just as Agent Kahler predicted. We crouched down behind a row of barrels, located about twenty-five feet from the container.

“There’s the last guard. You stay right here and I’m going to go take him out. When I’m sure the coast is clear, I’ll signal you and we’ll get the girls out of there.”

Once again, I nodded in compliance, and Agent Kahler disappeared into a dark alley between two containers. The ringing in my ears, combined with the constant motion of the choppy seas, was starting to take its toll. My head was on fire, and the pounding of my heart was drowning out what little I could still hear. It took every ounce of concentration I had to stay focused on the remaining guard, who was standing directly in front of the container’s entrance with his back to the door. His thin frame, armed with an AK-47 assault rifle, stood motionless as he manned his post.

From out of the darkness, I could see Agent Kahler slowly approaching the guard who seemed totally unaware of his presence. Just as he reached the guard, a single shot rang out, immediately dropping Agent Kahler to the deck. 

I held my position and focused on the area where I believed the shot came from; an elevated platform that housed the ship’s crane. I could now see a large gunman with a rifle slung over his shoulder, rapidly climbing down the side of the platform via a metal ladder. I stood up, and before thinking, fired off three rounds, hitting the target, causing him to fall with a thud loud enough for me to hear it. 

I then pointed my gun directly at the posted guard, who dropped his AK-47 immediately and raised his hands high in the air. “Don’t shoot... I’m mechanic... I’m Bogdan... I work ship... I’m mechanic!” he shouted in broken English. 

He wore grey overalls that were covered in engine grease. Besides the normal stains one would expect, I could clearly see that Bogdan had pissed himself. This mild-mannered ship’s mechanic had obviously been used as a decoy, and it worked. 

“Get over there!” I ordered, and motioned him away from the container door. I kicked the assault rifle well out of reach and kept my gun directly on Bogdan. I wasn’t about to take any chances. “Agent Kahler!” I shouted as I moved toward where he was still on his side. I rolled him over and he let out a gasp before clutching at his right shin. 

“Motherfucker!” he bellowed, wincing in pain, before his eyes rolled back into his head.

“Don’t pass out,” I said, before removing my belt with one hand, while keeping Bogdan covered with the other. He didn’t seem like a threat, but for all I knew our mechanic friend was playing possum; or whatever the Russian version of possum is.

I made a tourniquet from my belt, which I tightened just below the knee. His lower leg was powdered. The bullet had torn through the flesh and bone with ease, doing maximum damage along the way, and he hissed in pain as I tightened it for a final time.

“Kahler, listen to me. I’m gonna leave you here, just for a minute or two. I have to go find the shooter. I hit him and he went down, but I don’t know if he’s dead.”

“My weapon,” he said and pointed, still fighting to stay lucid. I picked up the gun he had dropped when he was shot, and placed it in his hand. 

“I’ll be right back,” I said, and headed for the foot of the crane platform, where the shooter had fallen. However, when I arrived there was only a small pool of blood, where I’d hoped to find a dead bad guy.

“Shit,” I rasped and headed back to where I’d left Agent Kahler. As I approached, I could see he was no longer alone. Slowly limping toward him was the shooter, gun in hand, covered in blood. I raised my gun and fired a shot, narrowly missing him, but causing him to turn around and face me. Once he did, Agent Kahler put a round directly in the back of his head, ending the shooter’s life in a puff of pink mist.

I spun around to see Bogdan standing, arms still in the air, motioning frantically to the container.

“Devochki! Devochki!” He shouted. “Devochki... the girls!”

I could see he was not motioning to the door, but to the dual digital security panels, which were now flashing red and beeping.

“What is that? What does that beeping mean?” 

“Vzryv!” he exclaimed, struggling to find the English word, finally shouting, “Boom!”

These sick bastards had rigged explosives to the container and the guard must have triggered it. 

“He had a dead man switch!” Agent Kahler called out, pointing to the guard’s lifeless body. I could see the switch in his hand, which was released when Kahler shot him.

“Shit!” I moved immediately to the right control panel and could see numbers counting down; :17... :16... :15... I quickly began entering in the code given to us by the captain, as Bogdan frantically called out once again.

“Niet! No!” he shouted as he ran to the left panel. “Oдhobpеmеhho,” he said struggling to find the English words. “Must be... same time.” He rapidly pointed between the two panels. 

There must have been a failsafe and Bogdan, the kindly mechanic, was clearly trying to warn me and help save the girls. Either that, or this was a trick and I was about to cause the premature end of many innocent lives. And possibly mine.

I looked at him and nodded as we began to punch the respective codes in, one digit at a time, in tandem, as the time clock stopped at :06. The beeping stopped, both panels glowed green, and I could hear the internal locking mechanism disengage. Bogdan smiled wide as I breathed a heavy sigh of relief.

“Help me get these open,” I said, and he happily complied.

The afternoon sunlight poured into the container, causing its inhabitants to shield their eyes and whimper. They’d been captives for weeks, and who knew the last time they were let out of this mass jail cell. From the smell of things, it had been awhile. There appeared to be over twenty young Russian girls, all in their late teens and early twenties, most of which were frantically crying. There’s no telling what horrible fate they must have been expecting, and they certainly had no idea I was a friendly face. For all they knew, I was a buyer, a pimp, or God knows what else.

Bogdan began speaking to them in Russian and their cries became even louder and more intense, causing a brief moment of concern on my part, until I realized these were now cries of joy. The girls, who were all frail, filthy, and obviously in shock, began to hug and kiss us as we led them out onto the ship’s deck. 

Bogdan began to call out a single name, “Kira!” as he searched through the group. A beautiful, raven haired young woman emerged from the crowd and embraced Bogdan, who broke down in heavy sobs.

After a few moments, he turned to me and said, “My sister, Kira,” before embracing me, repeating “Thank you,” over and over.

After making sure the girls were okay, I ran back to Agent Kahler, who wasn’t looking good at all. I pulled out my phone to call Doc, but before I could, he was directly behind me, followed by Alamo.

“We heard the shots, and then the girls screaming, so we figured you’d either done your job, or you were dead. Seemed like a good time to find out,” Doc said as he bent down to examine his latest patient. “What the fuck happened?” he asked Agent Kahler.

“Some Russian prick with a really big gun, put a really big bullet through his leg,” I provided, since Kahler passed out cold before he could answer. 

Doc took the opportunity to shoot him with morphine, and examine the wound. “You did a good job with this tourniquet, Sparky,” he said. “You likely prevented him from bleeding out. Miraculously, the bullet missed the anterior tibial artery, but it shattered the tibia and shredded most of the tissue around it. I need to check on the girls and see if anyone needs medical attention, but first help me move Agent Kahler to the wheelhouse. I want to keep an eye on him while we’re driving back to port. We’re running out of time, and if we don’t get this boat to the harbor soon, Harlan is going to know something’s wrong. We still have a lot of work to do, and now we’re one man down,” Doc said.

“Actually.” I smiled wide. “I think we may be a few soldiers up.”
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Poppy

Ohmigod, I was going to puke again. I was currently hooded, handcuffed, and belted into a car... an SUV, I think... and it was hauling ass to wherever Curly was taking me. But I couldn’t watch the road, ergo, I was horribly nauseated.

Before I could warn my captors of my condition, however, we stopped moving and I was hauled out of the vehicle, losing my balance slightly as I was set on my feet. As soon as the hood was removed, I pitched forward and puked all over the ground... and someone’s boots.

“Goddammit!” Curly growled, gripping my arms. 

I leaned to my right and wiped my mouth on the sleeve of his shirt, earning a howl of, “You stupid bitch!”

“My day is complete,” I sneered.

He growled again and shoved me aside, which gave me space, which meant I took the advantage and made a run for it. The problem was I didn’t know where the hell I was, and my middle hurt from where Roach grabbed me earlier, so my run was more of a gasping limp as I rushed away from the car... and straight into a fist. 

Then black.

* * *
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“... goddamn motherfuckin’ idiot!” I heard Curly yell as I started to come to. “Why the fuck did you hit her?”

“She was runnin’!” Roach said as strong arms lifted me.

I played dead, not wanting anyone to know I was awake yet. This proved harder than expected, because whoever was holding me had me over his shoulder and it was spiked into the very sore part of my belly, cutting off my air.

“What happened to young Poppy?” Harlan’s deep, southern voice asked, lethally.

“She tried to run,” Roach said, and I was set gently on the ground.

“I gave you strict instructions not to harm her. Why was this not obeyed?”

“I—”

Bang!

I jumped at the sound of a gunshot, and subsequent thud of what I assumed was a body hitting gravel, rolling to my side with a groan.

“Miss Poppy, I apologize for my... ah... colleague’s abuse. He won’t do that again.”

I opened my eyes (well, eye, since I couldn’t see out of the other one now that it was starting to swell) and found Harlan hunkered down in front of me. 

All of my bravado of feeling safe in the knowledge that no one would hurt me swiftly left my psyche, and I found myself unable to stop shaking.

Curly and Roach I knew (sort of), they were “brothers,” so I knew what to expect, and also knew that they knew what my father would do to them if they hurt me. But this man? He was a monster dressed up like a fried chicken hawker, and I suddenly realized that my tenure in this life was on very thin ice.

“Do you need a minute, or can I help you up?”

“I need a minute,” I rasped, gulping in deep, terrified breaths. Despite my attempts to keep my emotions in check, I felt tears running down my face and could taste blood in my mouth. 

“Someone get this girl some water,” Harlan ordered, gently dabbing my tears away with his handkerchief. “There, there, sweetness—”

“Don’t call me that,” I ground out. 

“Still feisty despite your injuries, I see. I like you Poppy. I like you very much.” He rose to his feet and one of his other cohorts helped me to mine, handing a bottled water to me.

My hands were still handcuffed in front, so Harlan unscrewed the cap and handed it back to me. After rinsing my mouth out, I drank greedily, my stomach aching for something to fill it. 

God, I just wanted to go home. I wanted to curl up in my bed and have Devon hold me until... well, forever. He could never ever let me go.

“Do you feel better, dear?” Harlan asked. 

You know, like it was a Tuesday and I had a headache.

I nodded, not knowing if I could keep myself from saying something that would incite his rage enough to shoot me as well, and I was hauled up against Curly once again who looked pissed and nervous all at the same time.

Harlan and two of his bodyguards walked toward the shipping docks and it was then I realized we were at the harbor. The smell of salt air, gas, and fish assaulted me as Curly dragged me behind. 

I could hear nothing. Just the water lapping against the boat slips, and that seemed weird to me. But as soon as that thought floated through my mind, my eyes started to scan my surroundings. If Hatch was here, he’d be hidden, and I just knew he was here, because I suddenly felt a lot less panicked.

“Where’s the ship?” Curly asked.

“It’ll be here,” Harlan said. “It’s not due for ten minutes.”

“I don’t like this,” Curly continued. “It’s too fuckin’ quiet.”

“It’s a Sunday.” Harlan smiled slowly. “All the good people of Savannah are faithfully attending church services. It’s the perfect day to do our business. Just relax.”

“Hard to relax when I feel like we’re bein’ watched.”

That was when I saw him. My dad. It was only for a split second and I know it was because he wanted me to see him, but I saw him, and I couldn’t stop the tears. 

Harlan misconstrued them, thankfully, and said, “Now, now, dear Poppy. No one’s going to hurt you... further, that is. Calm yourself. This will all be over soon.”

Yes, it will, asshole. You’re right about that.

* * *
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Devon

“Bogdan!” I called out to him, while waiving him over. He ran to us immediately, and I asked him to help us move Agent Kahler.

“Sparky, what the hell are you talking about? Who is this guy?” Doc asked.

“Doc, this is Bogdan. He’s the ship’s mechanic, and his sister was one of the young women in the container. He knew the container was rigged to blow and he warned us. Without him, they’d all be dead.”

“Holy shit,” Doc said. 

“Doc, I’m not sure how much, if any of the ship’s crew, is in on this. I think everyone on board is a slave of some form or another, and I think if we asked, they’d help.” 

We got Agent Kahler situated in the wheelhouse and Doc fired up the engines and got us headed back home before radioing Hatch with a status report. 

Bogdan was not only a wealth of information about the ship, but about the Russian’s trafficking operation. He explained, in his best English, how the women on board, as well as the entire ship’s crew, had been tricked by promises of safe passage to America. They were all told they could work aboard the ship to pay for the cost of the voyage, and were promised jobs once they reached the US. Of course, this was all a lie. The women were to be sold, and the men likely executed or held to work as slave labor on other boats. 

Alamo got blankets for the girls and reunited them with the crew, many of which were family members or even spouses. It was clear they posed no threat to us, but I was hoping the crew would be willing to pose a threat to the men that had taken them, and held their loved ones’ captive.

“Can your crew operate guns, Bogdan? Can they shoot?”

“Shoot? Yes... most,” he replied.

“When we reach the harbor, there are going to be some bad men with guns waiting for us. Will you and the rest of the crew help us?” I asked.

Bogdan smiled wide and said, “We will... help... fight.”

“Good,” I said. “But before we fight, I need to teach you all an American game called hide and seek.”

* * *
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As the harbor came into view, I allowed my thoughts to turn to Poppy one last time before focusing once again on the plan. More than ever, I knew I had to return to her in one piece. Not for her sake, but for mine. I simply had to see her again; I needed her. But right now, I had to remember that she was tucked away safe, and that I, and my fellow passengers, were still in grave danger. Doc had Alamo check on the injured Lieutenant, and move him out of sight, and told me to bring Captain Vasili up to the wheelhouse.

“Alright, Captain, I’m going to uncuff you now.” Doc grabbed the handcuff key. “If you try anything, my friend Deputy Sparky here is going to be forced to shoot you, and if Deputy Sparky has proven anything today, it’s that he doesn’t hesitate when it comes to shooting scumbag slave traders.”

Captain Vasili simply grunted.

“I want you to radio into the harbor as if everything is perfectly fine. Then I’m going to have you take the wheel and drive us in, just like you’ve done a thousand times. Nice and easy.” Doc explained. “I don’t want anyone that may be listening to know we’re coming, and you’d better not try and signal anyone in any way as we pull in. Do you understand me?”

“And why should I help you?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you why, Captain Shit-Stain. It’s because we’re the goddamned FBI,” Doc said, leaning into his role. “We’re the ones that determine if you’re locked up here in the good ol’ United States, where we can at least protect you from becoming a rival prison gang’s bitch”—the captain’s eyes widened, and sweat poured from his brow—“Or shipped back to Russia, where I’m sure your bosses will be delighted to see you after losing such a precious shipment. Or maybe, we’ll just send you off to some military black site, where we can drop you in a hole and forget about you.”

The captain said nothing. He just scowled as spit gathered and frothed at each corner of his mouth. Doc uncuffed him, and the captain did as he was told. We placed Agent Kahler onto a makeshift bed on the floor that was made from cushions and life vests. He was fading in and out of consciousness and was pale as hell. At least he was resting and quiet. Thank God Doc had morphine in his kit.

“Okay, this is it,” Doc said, and signaled for everyone to take their places as the ship began its docking procedures. We were to unload at a slip at the very end of the harbor, in an area that was only used by smaller vessels, and was far from prying eyes. It was a perfect location for an operation like this, and with the harbor master in their pocket, I could see why this had been working for them. 

We had changed out of our Fish and Wildlife gear and were now dressed in crew gear, and Bogdan was once again reprising his role as guard number two, posted in front of the locked container. We also had two of the crew members, along with Doc and Alamo, on deck to assist with docking. We couldn’t afford to have anything look at all out of place when we pulled ashore. The entire plan hinged on the element of surprise. Not to mention, for all we knew, there could be more explosive booby traps on board that could be triggered remotely should they smell something fishy. 

“Alright, nice and easy,” Doc called out. “Everybody just remember the plan and stick to the script. Harlan and his crew come aboard with the harbor master, the captain sets up the exchange, we give the signal, and Agent Moore and his team swoop in and arrest the bad guys. Keep your eyes peeled, stay out of the way and act... Russian.”

After many tense minutes, we finally docked, and the ship’s engines were killed. I was posing as the crane operator in order to have a better vantage point of the deck, and to stay out of Harlan Cavanaugh’s direct sight. 

Thankfully, the ringing in my ears had greatly decreased, but had by no means stopped. I wondered if I’d suffered permanent damage, but was quickly pulled away from this thought when I saw three men walking up the gangway. I could see that two of them were armed and instantly recognized Harlan Cavanaugh to be among them. He was still dressed in formal Southern whites and walked between the two larger men.

“Captain Vasili, how nice it is to finally meet you, sir,” Cavanaugh said, extending his hand along with a broad smile to the captain, who currently stood alone on the ship’s deck. Doc and Alamo hung back in an attempt to remain a little more out of site. 

“Such a skeleton crew you have captain,” Harlan exclaimed. “Where in the seven seas are all your men? Surely you can’t possibly sail this pirate ship all by yourself, now can you?” His syrupy southern snake charmer tone barely hid the suspicion in his voice.

“Oh... the crew is simply on the upper deck preparing for offloading. Please come now. Allow me to take you to your cargo. I’m sure you are anxious to be on your way with your merchandise,” Captain Vasili said nervously.

“All good things in time, Captain, all good things in time,” Harlan said slowly. “Tell me, did you have any trouble on your long journey? Any issues with the cargo that I should be made aware of?”

“Issues?” the captain asked.

“Interference perhaps. Interference from an... outside party for instance.”

“I’m... I’m... not sure... what you mean, Mr. Cavanaugh?” he sputtered.

“Then please allow me to be clearer with my question, Captain. Did the Dogs of Fire Motorcycle club attempt to interfere with my shipment?”

“Dog of Fire?” the captain asked, seemingly genuinely confused. 

“We’ve never met previously, Captain, and I’m not sure what your employers have told you about me—”

“Only that you are a serious business man, and to be treated with the highest respect,” Vasili said, giving Harlan a slight bow.

“Yes, well, flattery, my dear Captain, as we say in this country, will get you everywhere,” he said. I swear, even from my distance, I could still see every one of his goddamned pearly whites when he smiled. “What you may not know about me,” Harlan continued. “Is that I’m very good at telling when someone is lying to me.” His smile dropped. “Now tell me, Captain, have the Dogs of Fire contacted you in any way regarding my shipment, or any other matter?”

“No sir. No dogs, no motorcycles. I don’t know the men you are talking about. I swear to you,” Vasili said in a serious and convincing tone. 

In all reality, he had no idea who the hell we really were, or who the Dogs of Fire were. Harlan remained frozen for a few tense moments before smiling once again and placing a hand on the captain’s shoulder.

“Well, that’s just music to my ears, Captain. We truly do appreciate you taking such good care of our merchandise, and I’m sure I’m going find everything in perfect working order. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, yes of course,” Vasili said reassuringly.

“Well that’s certainly good to hear, as I have quite the cumbersome cargo to unload on you in exchange,” Harlan said with a sickening chuckle, as he motioned to the silver suitcase being carried by one of the bodyguards. I hated this man and everything he stood for. I thought about how I would feel if one of those women was Poppy and it made me want to beat him to death with that fuckin’ suitcase.

“Right this way,” Vasili said as he led him and his goons to the staircase where I’d left half of my hearing.

* * *
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Hatch

I watched as Harlan Cavanaugh and two huge bodyguards got out of a black SUV. It was dumb luck that we could see them from our vantagepoint. They had parked on a small frontage road about one hundred yards from the harbor, opposite from where we were posted, safely hidden from view, behind a low wall where they stored propane tanks. The wall itself was made of brick, however the top layer had a lattice design in it, so I could see Curly without being detected.

After watching Harlan and his oversized goons make it down to the boat, I saw Curly pull Poppy out of view, but a few minutes later, they inched around the corner, Curly gripping Poppy’s arm and her face contorted in pain. My spine stiffened and my fists clenched.

“Hold your position,” Dalton warned as I watched Curly drag my girl around like a rag doll.

“Fuck you,” I seethed. “They’ve got Poppy.”

Dalton nodded. “I can see that, but you have to stow that shit right now.”

“Seriously, Dalton,” I ground out. “He hurts her one more time, and I’m gonna fuckin’ kill him.”

“Need you not to do that, Hatch.”

His words fell on deaf ears because Poppy cried out and I saw red, jumping over the wall and making a run for Curly.
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Poppy

Curly PINNED me against the side of a building, a gun in my side, out of sight of the ship, and all I wanted to do was pass out. I was seriously finding it difficult to stay on my feet, but I couldn’t dwell on any of that right now, because I didn’t know where the rest of the Dogs were.

“Do not pass out on me,” Curly growled.

“I won’t, but I really need to pee,” I whispered. “Can we find a bathroom, please?”

“Goddammit.” He peered around the corner, and then dragged me forward. 

As I followed, I saw no one. In fact, it was eerily quiet. Maybe I’d just imagined Hatch being there... you know, like when you’re in the desert and you swear you can see water, complete with a palm tree and shit?

Curly pulled me harder and I tripped, crying out as I went down on my knees.

“Get the fuck up,” Curly snapped, but he didn’t get a chance to say or do anything else, because he was suddenly on the ground and my dad was on top of him, beating the living shit out of him.

“You motherfuckin’ piece of shit,” Hatch ground out in between hits.

Curly tried to fight back, but it was no use, and once Hatch had ahold of his head and slammed it into the concrete, Curly was out cold.

I, on the other hand, was being hauled up (albeit gently) and I tried to fight, but strong arms lifted me and a soft voice said, “It’s me, Poppy. Doom.”

I relaxed a little, knowing I was in friendly hands for the moment. 

He carried me inside of a building, and set me on a metal bench, hunkering down in front of me as a man with FBI written on his Kevlar vest approached. He pulled out a handcuff key and unchained me, just as Hatch came running inside and straight to me. 

“Fuck!” he snapped. “Someone find me a fuckin’ first-aid kit.”

“I’m okay,” I lied, and Hatch pulled me into his arms where I promptly gripped him around the waist and burst into tears. “I thought they were going to kill me, Daddy.”

“I’ve got you, baby girl,” he whispered, stroking my hair gently.

I pulled away. “Where’s Devon?”

“He’s dealin’ with the shit on a ship. Doc’s with him, though.”

“Does he know I’m okay?”

Hatch scowled as he shook his head.

“Ohmigod! Does he know Curly took me from the compound?”

“Don’t know. Doc’s makin’ the call as to whether or not to tell him.”

“Sid!” I ground out. “He’s going to go ballistic and get himself killed!”

“He’s covered, Poppy. No one’ll let him get killed.”

“Call him.”

“Pop—”

“Call him right now!”

“Poppy,” he said, his voice low and lethal. “Do you trust your man?”

“Of course I trust him.”

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“Then believe me when I tell you that Devon isn’t in a position to receive phone calls or texts. And if you truly trust him, then you’ll trust that he’ll make it back to you. I know you don’t like it, but that’s the way it is.”

I blinked back tears and stared at my dad. He was right. I didn’t like that he was right, but he was right all the same. So, I nodded and let him hold me as I prayed that Devon would come back to me... and fast.

* * *
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Devon

From my place on the crane platform, I could clearly see all four men surface to the upper deck and make their way to container number nineteen, where Bogdan was posted. He kept his head down and briskly stepped aside as the captain and Cavanaugh approached the entrance.

“Shall we?” Harlan asked, motioning to the container’s control panels. “I understand we’re to enter our codes at the same time, or there will be... unfortunate consequences.”

“That is correct,” Captain Vasili replied. “On my mark...”

With that, they punched in their respective codes, and the door locks disengaged with a loud metallic clank.

“Please keep in mind, the girls may perhaps be... a little... worse for wear,” Vasili said nervously.

“Oh, I’m sure it’s nothing a little soap and a good scrub won’t cure. Maybe I’ll reward Arnie and Sly here with that little job,” Harlan said, eliciting creepy smiles from his guards as the doors opened fully.

Their smiles instantly dropped as they were greeted, not by a huddled mass of scared young women, but by nine male crew members armed with guns, wrenches, and even a machete. The effect was even greater than I’d ever dreamed of. They swarmed the bodyguards, and then Harlan, who was at first confused, then furious. The crew would have likely torn them apart had I not quickly jumped down from my perch and stopped them.

“What the hell is going on here, Vasili?” Harlan cried out to the captain as the crew disarmed his guards and held all three men in place. “Do you really think you can steal my money and live? You’re gonna die for this! You hear me?” He obviously thought this was a double-cross on the captain’s part.

“That’s not quite what’s going on here, Harlan,” I said as I reached the mob.

When Harlan saw me, he not only stopped yelling, but smiled wider than I’d seen to date. “Sparky! My dear Sparky, I’m so very happy to see you. You really have no idea.”

“And why the hell is that?” I asked, now standing inches from his face as the crew held him tightly. 

Doc and Bogdan raced up to join us.

“Well, for two reasons, really. The first is, I wasn’t wrong about you or your club. You see, I just had the feeling you were the hero type, and that despite my warnings, you were going to attempt to stand in the way of my business ventures. I pride myself on being able to read people, so I’m happy I wasn’t wrong about you. Not one little bit.”

“I’m so glad not to have disappointed a redneck, human trafficking, piece of shit.”

“No need for nasty names, Sparky. Besides, I think you’re going to want to be much nicer to me.”

“Oh yeah, why’s that?” I snapped.

“That’s the second reason I’m so happy,” he said cheerfully. “I was so sure you were going to be a fly in my ointment, I took out an insurance policy.”

“If you’re planning on blowing up the boat, we’ve already found, and disabled, all the C-4 charges on board.”

Harlan’s face turned a new shade of evil. “No, this one’s a little more personal.”

“They’re waiting for the signal, Sparky,” Doc said tensely.

“One second,” I replied, and turned back to Harlan. “What the fuck are you talking about? What insurance policy?”

“Let’s just say, if you don’t have these men let go of me right away, Poppy will pay the premium.”

My blood ran cold. 

He had Poppy.

“I’m calling in Agent Moore, Sparky!” Doc called out again.

“Goddammit, Doc! Hold on!”

“Agent Moore?” Harlan asked. “Are you working with the FBI, Sparky? Oh, this just got very interesting, indeed.”

“Where is she, you sick sonofabitch?” I demanded, grabbing him by the throat.

“Let me go and I’ll show you,” he rasped as he struggled for air. “Keep me and my men here and she dies.”

I tightened my grip one last time before releasing Harlan and nodding to the crewmembers, who then released his men.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Doc snapped.

“He has Poppy, what the hell can I do, Doc?”

“Now I’m going to have to ask you all to put your weapons on the ground right over there,” Harlan said, still catching his breath, and pointing to a spot on the deck. The crew dropped their rifles and assorted weapons in a pile and backed up.

“Now, that’s much better. And I’d hold off on that signal to your FBI buddies. An old friend of yours, Curly, has Miss Poppy hidden away safe, someplace very close, and if he doesn’t hear from me soon, he’ll cut her into little pieces.”

“Make the call now,” I said glaring at him. “Tell him to release her, and when she’s safe I’ll let you go. You can just walk away.”

“I don’t think you understand how this works, Sparky. You see, I’m the one in charge here. I’ll most certainly be leaving here this evening, but I’ll be leaving with my cargo, my money, and my freedom, because if I don’t, Poppy will die. If you don’t think I’m serious, please allow me to call Curly and have him cut off one of her fingers, or better yet an ear.”

He pushed a button on his cell phone, and switched it to speaker mode. It rang twice and went straight to voicemail. He hung up and tried again with the same results. I could tell he was losing his patience, but tried to remain calm and collected as he tried to reach Curly’s phone for the third time.

“Hey, Foghorn Fuckface! Are you looking for me?” a female voice yelled.

For a split second, I thought my damaged eardrums were playing tricks on me, but I quickly realized I was definitely hearing Poppy’s voice. My head snapped to the right and I could see her approaching, along with Agent Moore, Hatch, and Doom, who had guns drawn.

I spun back around and immediately clocked Harlan square in the nose, causing a satisfying gush of blood to flow all over him and his suit; a stark contrast of bright crimson against a sea of white linen. He staggered back and I rushed for Poppy, but Harlan grabbed one of the assault rifles from the pile on the deck, and put himself between us. 

As he turned off the safety on his rifle, I reached for the 9mm I’d tucked in the back of my pants earlier. I squeezed off one shot, only managing to hit his right arm, but with enough force to push him further away from me, toward the ship’s rail. Harlan smiled, blood, staining his ultra-white teeth and he raised his weapon at me once again. As he did, a single shot from Agent Moore hit him square in the forehead, sending him over the railing, onto the deck below. 

I ran to Poppy, taking her into my arms before kissing her deeply. My heart sank into my chest when I saw the black eye and scrapes on her face. I could see she’d been through hell, and I was happy to have helped send the bastard that did this to her back there.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I am now,” she said before pulling me in for another kiss.

We walked to the rail and looked over, to see Harlan Cavanaugh’s mangled corpse lying on the deck below. Blood pooled around him, as FBI agents, and the now liberated captives surrounded his lifeless body.

Poppy leaned over the rail and yelled, “I told you you’d end up with a bullet in your head, Colonel Chicken Dick!” 

God, I love this woman.

I squeezed her and she whimpered. “What, baby?”

She grimaced. “Bruised ribs I think.”

“Doc!” I bellowed.

“And, now I’ve lost my left ear,” she grumbled.

“Shit, sorry,” I said.

She dropped her head to my chest and held me tight. “I’m okay, Dev. Just never ever let me go, okay?”

“Promise, sweetness.” I slid my hand to her hair, careful to be extra gentle because I didn’t want to hurt her. 

Doc rushed over and did a quick check of Poppy’s injuries, determining she needed scans, so I settled her in one of the FBI’s SUV’s, and once Hatch joined us, Dalton drove us to the hospital. 

“You feelin’ worse, baby girl?” Hatch asked Poppy.

She was in between the two of us, but leaning heavily against me.

“I feel kind of dizzy.”

“Not far, Poppy,” Dalton promised, pulling up to the emergency room less than five minutes later. 

“I’ll get a chair,” Hatch said, and walked inside, while I gently lifted her out of the car.

“I’m gonna be sick,” she warned, and rushed to the bushes just outside the doors...which automatically opened and closed with every motion she made.

I stroked her back and she stood up straight just as Hatch arrived with a wheelchair.

“Gotta head back to the scene,” Dalton said. “Y’all okay?”

“Yeah, brother, we got this,” Hatch said, and shook his hand. “Thanks for your help.”

Dalton nodded and headed to his car, pulling away from the curb, and I helped Poppy into the chair. I guided her inside, Hatch fussin’ like I’d never seen him do before, and then he was handing his insurance information to the receptionist and getting Poppy sorted. 

I grabbed her a bottled water, a can of pop, and the blandest crackers I could find in the vending machines, then we hunkered down to wait.

* * *
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Poppy

“Honey, I’m okay,” I insisted as Devon fluffed up my pillows (again) and tucked the covers gently around me (again).

We were back at the compound and I was in his bed, with strict instructions from the very serious ER doctor to stay on bedrest for two days in order to fully heal. I had a cracked rib, along with a couple of bruised ones. 

Luckily, I had really strong drugs to keep me from caring about whether or not I was in agonizing pain every time I breathed. I was currently holding an icepack against my black eye and trying not to throw it at my man.

“Let me take care of you,” Devon argued, sitting on the bed and leaning his back against the headboard.

“Okay,” I said. There was no point in arguing, not that I wanted to, because it made him feel like he was being useful and I know he needed that right now.

“Did you call your mom?”

I nodded. “She didn’t pick up.”

I had to use my dad’s phone because mine was in the middle of a freeway somewhere. 

“I’m sure Hatch’ll let you know as soon as she calls back.”

I bit back a yawn. “I’m not worried. I’d rather she not know about any of this until it’s absolutely necessary.”

“I hear ya.”

Someone knocked on the door, so Devon slid off the bed to answer it, and Hatch peeked in. “How are you feelin’, baby girl?”

“I’m good, Dad.”

“If you ever leave my immediate vicinity without me signing a permission slip in triplicate, I will murder you in the face,” my mother threatened as she pushed past my father.

“What are you doing here?” I cried as she sat on my bed and pulled me in for a gentle hug.

“Are you kidding me?” She leaned back with a frown. “I got on a plane the second I got the call that you’d been taken. Hawk and Payton are watching the boys for a few days.”

I burst into tears and fell back into my mother’s arms. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

As my mother held me while I cried, Hatch and Devon sat on the bed, surrounding me. Once I’d calmed down (and taken another pain pill), the four of us sat in our little family huddle and debriefed, with Devon filling me in on what happened on the boat (I’m pretty sure he censored a lot), and Hatch filled him in on everything that happened at the docks. He said the Curly connection was from a feud with him years ago, but it was done now. I had a feeling he wasn’t telling me everything, but there was no point in asking, because he’d never give me more.

I watched as Mum leaned back against Dad and he held her close, wrapping an arm around her and linking his fingers with hers, and I felt so much love, I nearly burst.

Devon mimicked Dad’s position with me, and I snuggled into him as we got off the subject of our horrific couple of days and gloried in the love and security of our family unit.

Devon made the decision right then and there that he was coming home with me and I was good with that. I had a feeling no one would argue, and I squeezed his fingers as he kissed me quickly.

“I love you,” I whispered.

“Love you, too, sweetness.”

I’d longed for him forever and now my life was complete.
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Poppy

Two years later... 

“Now, Poppy!” Devon demanded, and I came. Hard.

I was unable to fully revel in my orgasm, however, as I was flipped onto my stomach and my hips were dragged up to meet Devon’s still very hard cock. 

“Ohmigod, you lied!”

“Didn’t lie, baby, just wanted you to come first.”

“You said we were going to come together,” I argued, even as I pressed my ass back against him.

He reached between my legs and pressed a finger against my clit. “You gonna argue while my cock’s in your very tight cunt?”

“Well, I think it’s important that we always be honest—”

I couldn’t get the rest of my tirade out as his finger slid into my very secret place and I climaxed again without warning.

“God damn, Poppy... would have never guessed you’d be a fan of anal.”

I wrinkled my nose even as I tried to catch my breath. “Can we not use that word when I’m in the middle of the best orgasm I’ve ever had.”

Devon chuckled as he gripped my hips and began to move again. I was exhausted. In the best of ways, but I pretty much figured I’d lie there and wait for him to finish and then I’d snuggle up close and go to sleep. 

This is not what happened. 

And it’s not what happened, because my man is a magician with his hands and body, and also some kind of warlock, which meant, he ran a finger down the middle of my back (which I loved), then he took said finger and pressed it against my clit, applying pressure at the same time as he slammed his cock into me. 

Which basically meant, he riled me up all over again.

Ohmigod, did he rile me up.

He pulled me up so I was anchored on his lap, my back to his chest, keeping one arm around my waist for balance, while the other was between my spread legs. I reached behind me, sliding my hands into his hair and riding him like I’d never done before.

“You close?” he growled.

“Not even a little bit.”

“Liar,” he said, and slapped my pussy. 

Ohmigod, I nearly came right then and there. 

“How about now?”

“Nope,” I retorted, with an emphasis on the P.

This earned me another slap and I whimpered.

“You ready, sweetness?”

One more slap and I exploded. I felt him pulse inside of me and then he helped me fall forward and slid out of me, pulling me into his arms and kissing me gently. “Love you, Poppy.”

I nodded against his chest, still unable to catch my breath.

“You okay?”               

I shook my head and shot out of bed, just making it to the bathroom. Devon rushed inside, grabbing my hair gently and pulling it away from my face. I felt him tie it back with something before hunkering down beside me. “You keep that pregnancy test?”

I nodded into the toilet and Devon stepped to our medicine cabinet to retrieve it. I’d thought I might be pregnant a few months ago, but my period came while he was out shopping for a test, so I chucked it in the cabinet and didn’t think about it again.

Well, until now.

“Do your thing, baby. I’ll give you some privacy,” he said, and left me in the bathroom. I cleaned up, ‘did my thing,’ then set the test on the counter and washed my hands. 

As I waited for the results, I thought about everything that had happened over the last two years. 

After the whole debacle with the Dixie Mafia, I’d returned to Atlanta for graduation, then my parents made sure Devon and I were home the next day. Grace had directed the Dogs in packing up our townhouse, and they’d organized a shipping company to haul everything across country, while Doom had driven my car home for me. 

Devon and I had been married almost immediately upon our return to Portland, and he’d bought a little fixer-upper just over the bridge in Vancouver, Washington, close to my parents. We were adamant in wanting to make our own way without my parents’ money, but we couldn’t afford anything elaborate. He’d surprised me with it and even though it was rough, it was on one of the best streets, so the return would be optimal. 

And we’d done it. Okay, he’d done it (not the electrical, his dad did that). He’d restored a gorgeous little home with three bedrooms and two bathrooms that ended up being way nicer than we expected. I loved it.

I’d gotten my master’s in history and was now teaching at the local high school. The only drawback was several of the Dogs’ kids were there, so they enjoyed giving me shit when they knew I couldn’t hassle them back... well, until we were at the compound or at home... then they were in trouble.

Because there was such an upswing in new builds in our area, Devon was busier than ever. I loved my life with my dream man, and the thought of a baby just made everything better. 

“Is it ready?” Devon asked, stepping back into the bathroom. 

“I haven’t looked. I was waiting for you.”

He grinned, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me close. “Got you some saltines and pop. I’m ready for my woman to be knocked up.”

I chuckled. “Apparently so. Okay, ready?”

He nodded.

“Now,” I said, and we leaned down to look at the test. 

“What the fuck do two lines mean?” he ground out. “I thought I bought the one that says pregnant or not pregnant on it. Fuck! It’s defective.”

I dropped my head to his chest and burst into uncontrollable giggles. “It’s not defective, honey. It’s positive. I’m pregnant.”

“No shit?”

I met his eyes. “No shit. You done knocked me up.”

He grinned. “Your dad’s gonna kill me.”

I laughed. “He’ll get over it.”

Lifting me off the ground, he scooped me into his arms and carried me gently back to bed, settling me on the mattress and kissing me deeply before stretching out beside me. “I love you Poppy Kenna Mann Wallace Wallace.”

I laughed. We’d joked that since I’d taken Hatch’s name when he adopted me, I should add Devon’s last name to my driver’s license, so it was his name and not Hatch’s (I didn’t, but Devon thought the idea was hilarious).

“I love you too, Devon Cade Wallace... Wallace.”

He chuckled, leaning down to kiss me. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I stroked his cheek. “You’re my favorite person on earth, you know that, right?”

“Yeah, baby, you make sure I know.”

“Good.” I smiled. “Can’t wait to have your baby.”

“Me too, sweetness.”

He kissed me again and then he went about pampering me. Nothing could have been better.
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Grace Lundy's life has been tainted with horror and tragedy. She’s spent the past ten years building a fortress around her heart to avoid more pain. In the process, she’s managed to push away those closest to her, but the time has come for them to push back.

Billy "Flea" Jameson lives his life as a faithful soldier in the Dogs of Fire MC, free of commitment and drama... until Grace comes home from college. The sexy as sin woman who walks into the clubhouse isn’t the young girl who left for school, and her appearance promises an end to his commitment-free life.

But trouble brews when an innocent man is sent to prison and a rival club vies for territory.

As Flea works with his brothers to protect the club, can he keep Grace from being caught in the crossfire? 
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Grace

“Maisie?” Mom said, sobbing into the phone. “I’m so sorry.”

“Maisie! Mom has a gun!” I screamed, hoping my surrogate aunt would hear me.

My mother had locked us into the upstairs bathroom, and I was inside the tub, pinned against the wall, trying to shelter myself from the gun she waved between us.

“I can’t keep doing this,” Alison rasped.

I whimpered quietly, hoping not to draw her attention as she spoke with her best friend, Maisie.

“It’s all too much, Maisie, you know?” Mom rasped and aimed the gun toward me again.

“Maisie! Help! Oh, God, please!” I screamed, moving against the back wall in a futile effort to evade the gun.

“Do you remember that time we took the kids to the museum?” she asked.

Tears flooded my face as Mom talked about a memory from long ago. She’d completely broken free from reality and if I couldn’t get out of this room, I knew she was going to kill me.

“Ohmigod, yes,” she giggled manically. 

“No, Mama, please don’t,” I begged.

I heard Maisie’s voice on the other line calling for her. “Alison?”

“Huh?

“Ali, love?” Maisie called again.

“Yes, I’m here.”

I relaxed just a hair as she listened to whatever Maisie said on the other end.

“I forgot about that,” Mom whispered. “Why don’t they wash those damned toys?”

I moved an inch to my right, further away from the angle of the gun.

“We had such good times, didn’t we?” Mom relaxed her hold on the gun slightly. “I’m so sorry, Maisie.”

I wasn’t sure if she was sorry for what she’d done in the past... or of what she was about to do.

“If I could take it back, I would.”

I bit my lip as she pointed the gun to her head.

“Goodbye Maisie.”

Bang!

“No! Mama! Ohmigod, why did you...  you...! Mama, get up!”

* * *
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I stood in my brother’s kitchen and downed a glass of wine, the memory of last night’s dream rattling around in my head. My mother had killed herself over ten years ago, but I was still dealing with nightmares, always made worse when I was stressed.

I’d graduated from college two weeks ago and had been home for almost a week. A very long week. My relationship with my brother was currently tentative, mostly because he chose my father over me, but as long as he didn’t talk about Dad, I could pretend I was still Merrick’s favorite and that he loved me best. Which was why I was staying with him until I could figure out what the hell I was going to do with my degree... and my life.

“Hey, sis,” Merrick said, shrugging on a leather vest (he called it a cut) as he walked into the room.

“Hey, Mer.”

“Finch,” he corrected.

I rolled my eyes. He was patching in to the Dogs of Fire and one of the bikers had given him the super special biker name, “Finch.” He said it was because Merrick always had his face buried in a law book. Accurate, considering this had been true since forever. Merrick was the quintessential nerd, only the football playing, poetry writing, computer programmer-type nerd.

“I’ve seen your bare butt when Dad spanked you... I’m not calling you ‘Finch.’”

“Grace,” he said, his voice low like he was all fatherly and shit. “This is important to me. You’ve been around everyone enough to feel comfortable, but I need you to at least give me the respect my patch affords.”

“Not sure I’m there yet, brother,” I admitted. 

He smiled. It was a sad smile, but I acknowledged the effort. “Fake it.”

I nodded with a sigh. He was right, I was comfortable around the Dogs. My best friend, Poppy, was practically married to one, and her mother literally was. Hatch. The coolest man I’d ever met. He’d scooped me and Merrick up and took us back to the clubhouse the night of the incident, and the people there had helped to put me back together. Well, as together as a broken and fucked up twelve-year-old could be.

“You ready?” Merrick asked.

“Yep.”

“You sober enough to drive?”

“I’ve had one glass of wine. I’m good.”

He handed me a roll of Ritz crackers. “Eat.”

I raised an eyebrow. “When did you get so bossy?”

He ignored me, snagging my keys off the hook and handing them to me. I grabbed them and followed him outside. He climbed on his bike, while I slid into my car, opening the cracker packet before securing my seatbelt. 

I followed him to the compound, excited to see Poppy, who I hadn’t seen in almost a week. Considering that up until three weeks ago, we lived together, I was going through some serious withdrawals.

* * *
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Flea

Hatch handed me a beer and I gave him a nod of thanks. “Poppy comin’?” I asked, sliding the toothpick I’d been chewing into my pocket.

“Yeah. Sparky’s bringin’ her,” Hatch said. “Still not ready to wrap my fuckin’ mind around that one.”

“It’s happening, darling,” Hatch’s woman, Maisie said, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Figure it out quick.”

Hatch pulled her close and shook his head. 

“Figure out what quick?” Poppy asked, walking into the kitchen, Sparky following.

Hatch held his free hand out and Poppy stepped into his embrace. “Nothin’, baby girl. You good?”

She grinned up at him. “I’m good, Sid.”

Pulling away from Hatch, she walked over to me and hugged me. “Hey, babe.”

“Hi, buddy.” She gave me a quick squeeze, then leaned back against Sparky who wrapped an arm around her from behind. “You married yet?”

I choked on my beer. “Uh, fuck no.”

Poppy grinned. “I can’t wait to meet the woman who makes that happen.”

I shook my head. “You’ll be long dead, Poppy. Never happenin’.”

She giggled, then looked over my shoulder, gasping as she made a run for the door. “Gracie!” she squealed.

I followed the flurry of activity and found I couldn’t raise my bottle to my mouth. My body locked, and my dick took notice of the drop-dead gorgeous woman pulling Poppy in for a sisterly hug. There was no way in hell this was Grace Lundy. The last time I’d seen her was about when she’d headed off to Atlanta for school with Poppy. She’d barely been eighteen. 

And before that, she’d been the little girl whose mother had almost killed her...but turned the gun on herself instead. The little girl who’d fallen asleep on my shoulder that night as Hatch, Maisie, and I had watched a movie with the kids in an effort to keep her distracted. I’d wanted to protect her back then. Wanted to keep the demons at bay, but she had Hatch and Maisie, so I made sure she was okay from a distance.

Grace had always been a little girl in my eyes, but this woman who was lamenting the fact her best friend was too busy to hang out with her, was nothing less than stunning.

Long raven hair, eyes a deep blue, she made her way around the group, hugging everyone, and I was transfixed at the graceful way her body moved. Made sense, considering she was a ballerina, but I still couldn’t seem to look away.

“Hey Flea,” she said, and smiled up at me.

“Hey, babe,” I said, pulling her in for a chaste hug. 

Fuck, her tits felt amazing against my chest. Since I couldn’t focus on that without embarrassing myself in front of my brothers, I released her so she could rejoin Poppy. While the reunion continued, I decided to get the fuck outta Dodge and find something stronger than beer to drink.

* * *
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Grace

I half-listened to Poppy and Devon (Sparky) as they argued good-naturedly about... I don’t know. Something to do with burgers, I think. I’d lost the train of their conversation, because I was too busy watching Flea walk out of the kitchen. God, the man was pretty. Shaggy, dark-blond hair and hazel eyes, he was tall and muscular (at least, I imagined he was since his arms were sinewy and delicious).

I’d known him in the sense that he was always at the clubhouse when I was. He’d been one of the first people I’d seen when my life had imploded, and he was often at Hatch and Maisie’s since he worked for Hatch and they were tight. I’d always felt safe with him and I found myself seeking him out whenever he was close. I’m sure I seemed like the annoying teenager to him, but he was like a lighthouse, keeping me on the safe route back to myself. 

I bit my lip and forced myself to focus back on my friend. Lusting after a man ten years older than me was not something I had time for. I had to find a job, a place to live, and figure out how I was going to balance my ballet career with my life. I’d had an offer from the San Francisco Ballet to be a dancer, while working for a coveted principal spot, but the thought of leaving Poppy, and taking my crazy on the road, wasn’t something I was prepared to do. So now it was wait and see if Portland Ballet Conservatory offered me something similar. PBC was the most prestigious company in the pacific northwest and it was rapidly gaining popularity. 

“We ready to do this thing?” the deep voice of the club president, Crow, echoed through the room. 

Since I had no idea what ‘this thing’ entailed, I wasn’t sure if I was ready, but followed the crowd as they milled out the back of the building.

* * *
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Flea

The sun was disappearing over the horizon and the sky was painted with swirls of deep blue and vibrant orange as Crow led all of us to the clearing around back of the compound, his arm around Finch’s shoulder as we walked. 

“Everyone, gather ’round. Dogs, you know what to do.” Crow motioned to us, and I took one last pull from my beer before setting it down and forming a large circle with the other Dogs. We were now surrounding Finch and Crow, with the rest of the party’s guests standing behind us looking in. Finch was a good kid and I liked him a lot. He was smart, and level headed, but I was a little nervous for the guy, and I didn’t know how he’d handle what was to come next. Then again, maybe I just wanted him to be okay because I was suddenly very interested in getting on his sister’s good side. She was standing behind Hatch, opposite me, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

“We’ve all come here tonight, to watch young Finch receive his full member’s patch,” Crow announced to hearty applause. “In order for that to happen, first, Merrick needs to die.”

I saw Grace’s jaw stiffen, and once again felt a bit nervous for the kid. I nodded to Hatch, who gave a chin lift back. He and I were all-too familiar with the ritual of being patched in. Intimately familiar, in fact.

I noticed Darien removing her dog, Barney, from Flick’s arms. He tried to resist, but she scowled and held the dog closer to her body, rushing back inside. I couldn’t help but smile. Flick was one of the oldest members of the club. He’d come up with Crow and Hatch’s uncle back in the day, and he was a gruff old coot, but he’d fallen in love with Darien’s little fluffball of a dog, not to mention Darien.

“Tonight, Merrick will die, and Finch will be born in his place!” Crow shouted to more cheers while the young pledge stood grinning. “So, candidate Finch,” Crow said, turning his attention to the guest of honor. “Who will it be?”

Grace looked as if her “sister senses” were on high alert, as if she knew her brother was in some sort of danger. She wasn’t wrong.

Our club laws dictate that every full-time member must fight for their patch. The Dogs of Fire may not be a one percent club, but we knew how to handle ourselves, and wouldn’t hesitate to get involved if someone needed our assistance, even if that meant getting a little blood on our hands. To prove their courage, loyalty, and toughness, each new member candidate would first have to “bare-knuckle” box a brother of their choice, for three minutes. No shirts, no shoes, in the dirt. If the candidate won... meaning, they lasted the full three minutes... they were in. 

The candidate’s selection of his opponent would say much about their character and toughness. Obviously, you’d want to choose someone in your weight class, and try to avoid anyone that would seem like an easy victory, not that you’d find any here, but you also wanted to prove you were up to a challenge.

“Which Dog will have the honor of handing you your patch?” Crow asked. I could see Grace relax a little at the sound of ‘handing you your patch,’ which made me feel a little bad as she’d soon know the truth about the deceptively cordial-sounding ritual.

Finch smiled wide and began to turn in place, making eye contact with each Dog. He locked on me for what seemed like a moment or two longer than the others, but then moved on. Smart move, as I had a few inches and pounds on him, not to mention a pretty impressive club record. Finch stopped a few brothers later and stepped forward before pointing to the least likely of opponents.

“You gotta be shittin’ me,” Train said with a hearty chuckle.

“Nope. I choose you. I’m calling you out, Train,” Finch said, backing up to give Train room to move into the circle, and he’d need a lot of room.

I looked at Grace and could see that she now fully understood what was happening, and she did not look happy. Instinctively, I broke away from my place in the circle and went to her. She had moved from her spot as well, moving toward me. 

“You okay?” I asked through the low rumblings of the group.

“Not really,” she said, looking a little ill. “Why are they doing this? Why are they fighting?” 

“Don’t worry, they’re just gonna box for one round,” I said, trying to sound reassuring.

“Like with boxing gloves and protective gear?” she asked hopefully.

“They wrap their hands, to protect their knuckles,” I said in a cheery tone, but it didn’t seem to put her at ease. “Look, it’s only one round, and I’m sure Finch will do great.”

“Train is twice his size. Why the hell did he pick him?” Grace asked.

“I think maybe your brother’s trying to prove something. He’s not the biggest guy here, and most of the Dogs probably tend to see him as more of the... academic type,” I replied.

“He’s going to get killed,” she said.

“Alright, brothers, Finch here has made his choice and Train will be handing him his patch if he can last three minutes in the circle, so let’s give them some room while their corner men finish wrapping them up,” Crow said.

Hawk was serving as Train’s corner man, and Hatch as Finch’s. As his sponsor, it was a given that the honor would be Hatch’s. He was lucky to have him on his side rather than squaring off against him like I did. Hatch just about whipped the shit outta me, but I hung in there till the end. I even gave Hatch a nice scar for his troubles. I always tell him it’s a good thing his pretty boy hair covers it up.

“Okay, Train, Finch, you both know the rules,” Crow said, standing between the two shirtless men. “When I blast this air horn, you both come out fighting, and good luck to you Finch.”

Crow blew the horn and Grace’s hand immediately went for mine, gripping it tightly. The two men in the center of our makeshift ring circled each other.

“Ohmigod, I can’t watch,” she said, burying herself into my chest. For a second, I froze, afraid to do the wrong thing. I was completely turned on by her touch, so I slowly and gently put one arm around her.

“It’s okay, I’m sure he’ll do... just fine,” I said in a tone that perhaps could’ve been a bit more convincing.

Finch opened by throwing two crisp jabs, each connecting with Train’s face. He’d clearly had some coaching, and his technique looked solid. From his footwork to his head movement, this kid was clearly no stranger to a boxing gym. 

“There he goes,” I said excitedly, and I felt Grace’s body relax, ever so slightly.

Grace peeked out just in time to see Finch throw another blow, a big body shot that connected with a deep thud.

“See? Look,” I said, just in time to see Train smile, totally unfazed by the shot.

“Oh, shit,” Grace squeaked.

“He’ll be alright.” 

The two men continued to circle one another with Finch throwing the occasional jab to find his range. It wasn’t like he could miss his target. Train was massive, both tall and muscular and at least two weight classes above Finch. I admired his balls for picking Train but wondered if he was really as smart as we all thought. Train would occasionally throw a lazy swat, like a barn cat playing with a field mouse, while Finch stayed busy, circling around his much larger opponent. 

“Alright, enough fuckin’ dancing. Time to get to work!” Hatch shouted to his fighter, and Finch did as he was instructed, delivering a quick body, body, head combination that caused Train to stop smiling and take a step backward.

Finch moved in and delivered a stiff jab, followed by a right cross to the face of Train, creating a deep cut just over his left eyebrow, which immediately began gushing blood.

“I think I’m gonna be sick,” Grace said.

“It’s okay, it’s not your brother’s blood,” I said, as if that was somehow helpful.

Train examined his wound and momentarily looked down at his now blood-soaked wrap. A wave of panic washed over Finch’s face and Train advanced at him like a bull to a matador.

“Merrick!” Grace screamed, as her brother covered up to avoid a knock out hit.

However, rather than go for a head shot, Train delivered a crushing blow to Finch’s mid-section, stopping him in his tracks, and causing him to double over in pain. I winced, knowing he’d be pissing blood tomorrow morning. Train didn’t look pissed, so I knew the kid would live, but whatever was coming next wasn’t going to feel like a goodnight kiss, although it would likely put him to sleep for a while. 

“Just one more minute, Finch! That’s all you’ve gotta do is last one more fuckin’ minute!” I yelled, as I held Grace tightly to my chest. The intoxicating smell of her hair made me want to take her into the nearest empty room and bury my cock as deep inside of her as I could.

Train hit Finch with a clean right hook that connected directly with his chin. His eyes rolled back in their sockets momentarily and his knees began to buckle. I think if Train had hit him with just one more pound of force, Finch would still be face down in the dirt to this day. It is this reporter’s opinion, however, that Train pulled his punch ever so slightly. 

“Merrick!” Grace shouted, attempting to push through the circle of Dogs. 

“Whoa, hold on there,” I said, pulling her away from the action. “What are you gonna do, beat Train up yourself?” I laughed.

Finch’s legs wobbled, giving way underneath him, but Train caught him before he went down, holding him up as if he were still fighting.

“The kid’s still in it!” Train yelled to an approving roar of the crowd. Train, blood pouring from his head, held Finch up for the next thirty seconds as he regained full consciousness. Just in time for Crow to blow the ending horn, and for Finch to receive his patch. As I stayed with Grace, the rest of the Dogs rushed Finch, holding him up and carrying him off to drink away his injuries.

“He did it. See, I told ya, nothin’ to worry about at all.” I smiled at Grace.

“I’m sorry for all the... ah... climbing all over you and such,” she said sheepishly, her head down slightly, her eyes looking up at me. I’d never seen anything so sexy in my entire life.

Someone grabbed me by the shoulder and shoved me into the crowd, and I lost Grace in the chaos.

* * *
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You can order Road to Grace HERE!
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The Guardians Series

Witness

Justice

Spotlight

Dogs of Fire MC Series

Road to Desire

Road to Redemption

Road to Absolution

Road to Passion

Road to Victory

Road to Peace

Road to Forever

Road to Hope

Road to Grace

Road to Freedom

Dogs of Fire Spin-Off Stories

Ryder

Reese

Hatch

Kissing the Biker’s Boo-Boo

(Children’s Book)

Dogs of Fire MC: Savannah Chapter

Saving the Preacher's Daughter

Stealing the Biker's Heart

Redeeming the Biker's Past

Quieting the Biker’s Rage

Keeping the Biker’s Oath

Hacking the Biker’s Code

Primal Howlers MC

Primal Howl

Primal Need

Cauld Ane Series

Bound by Blood

Bound by Fire

Bound by Secrets

Bound by Song

Bound by Dreams

Bound by Tears

Bound by Light

Bound by Joy

Bound by Sight

Limelight Series

Broken Road

The Road Back

Civil War Brides Series

The Bride Price

The Bride Found

The Bride Spy

The Bride Ransom

The Rebel Bride 

The Bride Star

The Bride Pursued

The Bride Accused

The Brides United
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Connecting Books

Witness

Justice

Road to Desire

Road to Redemption

Road to Absolution

Road to Passion

Road to Victory

Road to Peace

Spotlight

Ryder

Road to Forever

Reese

Saving the Preacher's Daughter

Road to Hope

Stealing the Biker's Heart

*Bound by Sight

Road to Grace

Road to Freedom

Redeeming the Biker's Past

Quieting the Biker’s Rage

Keeping the Biker’s Oath

Hatch

Primal Howl

Primal Need

Hacking the Biker’s Code

*Dalton’s book Bound by Sight can be read after Stealing the Biker’s Heart, but I recommend reading Bound by Blood first.
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Piper Davenport is the alter-ego of New York Times Bestselling Author, Tracey Jane Jackson. She writes from a place of passion and intrigue, combining elements of romance and suspense with strong modern-day heroes and heroines.

She currently resides in the Pacific Northwest with her author husband and two kids.

Like Piper’s FB page and get to know her!

(www.facebook.com/piperdavenport)

BookBub

Twitter: @piper_davenport

Instagram

Sign up for her mailing list!
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