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AUTHOR NOTE

(This novel is a standalone, but to read the prequel, Hostile Illusions, for FREE, click HERE)

 

I’m the kind of author who always has hidden meanings in my words. Hence a motto of mine: Let the journey begin. I love reading reviews and seeing who catches on. The reader may not give anything away, but I smile when knowing they got the bigger picture.

 

So, in this novel, I’ve decided to give you a clue. If you like to ponder (a favorite pastime for me), know that my chapter titles will always have more than one meaning. One may be obvious, but there will also be at least one more hidden meaning. 

 

Enjoy the journey!

 


DEDICATION

 

This dark novel is dedicated to those with the patience of a saint.

Every day, I yearn to be more like you.

 

Create light, and there will be no darkness…

~India

 


AUTHOR WARNING

 

The very first chapter of Hostile Saint may bring you to your knees.

The rest of the book may help you rise…

Later in this novel, there will be some gruesome revelations. Please know that some of the details in this story are included to bring awareness to my readers. In certain states, there are laws that have yet to be implemented, therefore leaving children exposed and unprotected.

Other horrific details that you will read later in this novel may not have as much proof, but are claims by some who say they fell victim to and were lucky to survive and live to tell.

Whether or not to believe these people is, of course, your choice.

As I have said before, this world is a beautiful wonder… but there is also some darkness that, with awareness, we can snuff out.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Making Vows

 

In fear is how I had lived every single day of my life, yet I had never been as afraid as I was the night I knew I was going to die. And, it wasn’t even my death that was terrifying me. It was hers. 

Staring into hazel eyes that usually held angelic kindness, I was heartbroken to now see them so empty, the same as they had been most of the long day. 

Was it the pain she had endured that caused her mind to drift away? No. We were both very accustomed to agony of all sorts. It was something else. It was something she saw.

In the dark trunk of a car, I gently ran fingers through blond hair that had been savagely cut short… 

On our sides, although we faced each other, only one of us was present. Void eyes stared.

Due to who was driving the car, my voice shook as rapidly as did my scared heart. “Lacey, my Pretty Girl, find me.” Her unstable mental wellbeing was causing me just as much fear.

The car’s taillight glowed inside the trunk, just enough to force me to keep witnessing her blank expression of shock. I swallowed down unbelievable guilt for failing her and letting them find us. “See me. Find me.” I whispered the inevitable, “I need to hear you one last time, baby.”

Wheels of fate were turning, but so were the wheels underneath us, driving us to a location where it was all to unmercifully—and mercifully because it would all finally be over— end. Lacey and I were so close to finishing high school but would never get the chance. That’s why I needed to feel her love one more time while on this earth. After that, all I could do was hope there truly was a God and that He would let me and my Pretty Girl find each other again, someday. 

We deserved it. We deserved to have our evermore.

Quietly, to not be overheard by them, I pleaded, “Lace. Talk to me, baby.”

When she didn’t respond, I begged the angels I was hoping were with us, Please. One ounce of kindness through all this terror. Let me hear that soft voice, one last time. 

Surrender? Peace? Belief? Faith? I’m not sure which one caused the calm to come over me when Lacey’s eyes finally blinked, but it was like a wave of contentment blew through me as she began to focus and actually see me. Even though she was viewing my swollen face and recalling what happened before ending up in this deadly predicament, I was still grateful my last moments would be spent with her. 

As her fingertips soothingly touched my bloodied and cracked lips, raw emotion filled my heart. Shakily, I whispered, “There she is.” Her undeniable love was replacing all the darkness in the confining trunk. Her essence was touching me again. Lacey, I love you so much. “You’ve been…” There was no need to waste time explaining she’d been in shock, nor about fatal facts that couldn’t be changed, so I continued with, “out all day.”

When she tried to talk but couldn’t, due to the washcloth I had placed in her mouth, I gently removed it. Her bleeding had stopped. Now there was only a hole in her mouth where there once was a molar.

Soon, the memory of her pain and screams will be gone for good.

Trying to talk again, she winced and held the side of her face where the violent injury laid beneath her cheek. “Where are we?”

Did it really matter? Not to me. All I wanted was Lace. My eyes did their best to soak in every ounce of her natural beauty. Her delicate nose. “I don’t know.” Her blond eyebrows. “They have been driving us for hours.”

That precious little bottom lip, that I had sucked on so many times, now began to tremble. “They’re going to kill us, aren’t they?”

You are so beautiful. I’m so thankful to have had you in my life. “Yeah. They are.”

Pain pierced my heart when her tears began to fall. “I should’ve stayed in the closet.”

Lacey didn’t just love me with the limited capacity a high school girl could have for a boy. She loved me with her whole soul and spirit. That’s why, when she heard my screams from my bedroom’s bathroom, she charged out of the hiding spot I had placed her in, came to rescue me, even though it was fruitless. 

Now in the trunk, I told her, “No. You were so brave it made me love you even more.”

After a slight pause, she burst into a sob. “I will miss you so much, Tate.”

It pained me that she was realizing this was it. This was our goodbye, but there was no denying it. 

Wanting her as close as physically and emotionally possible, I leaned my forehead to hers. “No. We will be together.” I grabbed her hand that had my blood on it and pulled it to my chest. “Lacey, say it. No matter what, we will find each other again.”

She had just been lost in her traumatized shock but managed to come back to me. Now I was begging her to do it again, in our afterlife.

With so much affection, her hand wiped away tears I was clueless I’d been crying. “No matter what.” She cried, too. “E-Evermore.”

Between our crumpled forms, she held up her right hand.

I knew what she wanted, so I pressed my left palm to that hand so our scars could touch.

Then, our fingers intertwined and folded so we could hold on tight.

To help us through the years of abuse, that one word, evermore, and that hand-hold, had become our promise to each other. That one word and simple touch gave us a rock to hold on to when it came to our deep connection. Not that it was truly needed because her innocent love for me was boundless. 

“Evermore.” My lips pressed to hers. “You made every hour of their hatred worth it.” Hungrily, I kissed her, again.

Ravenous lips welcomed me as Lace cried and held me tight. “Every second of it all, worth it, because of you.”

Every moment we had spent together, the serene and the horrific ones, were now all blending together and fading away. That is what it felt like to be so close to the end. It was eerie to comprehend all the normal dreams two in-love teenagers could create, would never be for us. Not that we ever dared to dream such things, but now there would never even be a chance to. No home to share. No children to adore. My Pretty Girl would never be my wife.

“Lace…” The car turned onto another street. “Marry me.”

After a gasp and magical stare, she kissed me with lips that were drenched in blood and tears. “I would’ve. I swear it.”

It was during the very last seconds of our lives when I realized that no preacher or priest need be present when making promises of the heart. So, in that grungy trunk, I took matters into my own incapable hands and spoke the truth. “I, Tate, the young man who loves Lacey, will always treasure and adore her.” My eyes met hers. “Even after death.”

Her swollen mouth fell open in surprise, making her look more beautiful than any bride ever could.

Then, with admirable determination, she attempted to smile before saying, “I, Lacey, the young woman who loves Tate, will always treasure,” she choked on a sob that was mixed with joy and terror, “and adore him. Evermore.”

With that pledge, my soul could now rest in peace. Lacey was mine. Spirit and heart. “Evermore.”

We lay there, staring at each other as our bodies began to bounce. The road turning into bumpy terrain told us we had taken our vows… just in time.

The car skidded to a stop.

Car doors creaked open.

Even with serenity in my heart due to our marriage, my body began to tremble. This death was going to be our brothers’ most violent act. 

Yes, it was our own brothers—hers and mine—that were going to kill Lacey and me. 

Jarod and Jake, Lacey’s twin older brothers, were who I saw first when the trunk opened. From under their short dark hair, their brown eyes gleamed with promises of horror. Behind them and above, I saw trees and the glowing night sky. Nothing else. We were in some woods I didn’t recognize. 

Behind Jake and Jarod appeared my own two brothers, Damien and Crow. Their blue eyes radiated the demented excitement I had witnessed so many times before, and their smiles beamed the malice I was grateful to soon never see again.

My throat was so restricted from worry. “Please don’t hurt Mom after I’m gone.”

So many sacrifices had been made to keep two girls safe. My mom and Lace.

All four brothers smirked.

A chill ran through me.

With no regard for how much his words would cut me, Damien informed, “You are an idiot. I want you to know that before you die. We would never, ever hurt our mom.”

Terrified for my mom’s safety, I had suffered, unimaginably.

As my mind raced, tried to comprehend the inconceivable, Crow gestured to Lace and me, and sneered, “You two, on the other hand… Well, you already know that answer.”

The two sets of brothers laughed so callously, anyone watching would never have believed their siblings were bleeding in the trunk of the car.

Crow leaned in, sneering, “Mom won’t even bother to search for you.”

“She will!” I snapped, tired of their cruel words that were touching an exposed nerve.

Damien, amused, spoke as if a crying child. “Ah, just wike she wrapped your boo-boos?”

I winced because she had never done such a thing as tend to an injury the brothers caused. “She’ll look for me.” I suddenly wanted it all over with. “Please, just make it quick.”

Jake reached into the trunk and started pulling Lace from my grasp. “Was it ‘quick’ when you fucked her?”

Pulling on Lace’s hands, I ignored his taunt but yelled, “It was me who tricked you! Be mad at me!”

Not only had Lacey and I found each other again while our brothers were off to college, but we had fallen madly in love. Neither were permitted.

Damien, the ringleader of this sadistic quartet, hung a rope over his shoulder before reaching in to help separate us. “Oh, it is you who will pay, alright.”

Four older sets of hands overpowered mine and stole Lace from me. 

As she was dragged from the trunk and pulled backward, I screamed, “Run! Run, Lace!” but it was no use. Lacey was already being restrained by my brothers. 

No one had to yank me from the trunk. I willingly, and rapidly, crawled free to follow Lace. The brothers were quick to learn how to use me as their puppet. If they had control over Lace, they had control over me.

As Jake tied her wrists together, I stood there, obediently, panting, wanting to hold her. “Please, give her to me.”

He just kept smiling, relishing in my inner torture. “Don’t worry. You can have her again.” With her bound, his hand slipped along the rope until it found the opposite end. He carried it as he walked away from us. I didn’t even hear the trunk slam shut before he said, “As soon as you catch her.”

I just wanted Lacey.

As the brothers laughed while heading back to the car, I rushed to Lace and wrapped her up in my arms. “Are you okay?”

“W-What’s happening?”

“I don’t know.” Car doors shut, mercifully muffling the laughter that was grating my insides. “Maybe—” The engine starting had me finally understanding what was about to happen. My eyes raced to Lacey’s wrists, then along the thick rope, then to the trunk. My heart pounded. “Oh, Jesus, no.”

“Tate?” was all she had time to ask as my arms tightened around her.

I’m not sure what I thought I could do to compete with the power of a car, but I swear I tried. With every bit of strength I could muster, I groaned and held on, but as soon as the car went into Drive, Jarod hit the gas. 

In slow motion, due to my mind unraveling, I watched the rope begin to move… 

There were no seconds left now. The end was here, and my brother was correct. 

I was going to suffer as I had never before.

In slow motion, the rope went taut. My arms strained, then bent and gave… forcefully.

Lace’s eyes, they stared at me… as she was ripped away.

I roared, “Nooooooooo…” but no one in the car cared about my agony. In fact, they desired it.

The car kept driving.

I chased. 

Her little defenseless body bounced and scraped over the ground as she was ruthlessly dragged behind the racing car. Running, rocks stabbed into the flesh of my bare feet, but I didn’t slow down. The brothers had said I could have her… if I caught her.

All the years of abuse should have taught me the truth—that they would never let me catch her—but my mind was splintering. The horror of watching her being dragged was simply too much. Most of her past torture by the brothers, like my own, had been with us separated. Lace and I always had to witness the aftermath each other suffered, but not the act. 

Not until tonight. 

That is why she had rushed from the closet when hearing my screams…

Snot and tears dripped from my face as I screamed and ran as fast as I could. “Laceeeeeey!” It sounded like my vocal cords were being shredded, just like my heart.

Finally, there was an inhumane grunt when her head slammed against a larger rock in the road. Lacey’s body going limp told me she had been knocked unconscious. It was the only solace the angels could offer, I suppose. I took it as just that. A blessing. At least Lace was now free of pain.

I screamed and pled to the brothers, “She’s out! She’s out! Stop!” hoping only my torture was what they craved.

The answer to how long she had been dragged is one I don’t have. I can say it felt like an eternity before red brake lights finally glowed down the road ahead of me. Adrenaline and love had me still on my feet, charging toward her limp body. Her arms, above her head, were still attached to the rope and closed trunk.

Brothers unloaded from the car, their eyes happily locked onto my panicked running. They cackled, enjoying how hard I was racing to Lace. 

Damien howled pleasure, “I do believe he loves her, boys!”

Before I could get there, Jake’s boot nudged Lacey’s side. “She’s out to the world.”

As soon as I was close enough, I shoved him back, then dropped to my knees. “Lace!” My hands, though desperate to touch, were unsure how to not cause more harm. “Lace.” No bones looked out of place. There were just scrapes and gashes on her perfect skin; even with all the old scars from our brothers, to me, she was flawless. Sweatpants and a sweatshirt are how some of her arms, hips, and legs were spared from the dirt and pebbles that tore at the rest of her. Gently, I scooped up the upper part of her limp body and held her. “Pretty Girl, open your eyes.”

Like a pack of hungry hyenas, they surrounded me and my girl. That is when I stopped asking her to wake. I no longer wanted her waking. Why should she have to witness what else was to come? 

Mercy. The angels had offered mercy… Who was I to deny such a gift?

I peered up to see four sets of sinister eyes studying me. My affections were showing the brothers a new way to cause me agony. Up until this point, only fear and pain had fed their endless cravings.

Cradling Lacey, I asked one very simple question. “Why?”

Crow wiped his mouth as if salivating on himself. “Besides reasons you won’t live long enough to know, it feels so fucking good.”

The other three nodded, eyes fastened to the physical connection between me and Lace as if they could see the love threads we had created long ago. They stared as if severing those cords would bring immense gratification to them all.

Sensing evil all around me, my fear shifted into terror. I could literally feel the grim moments—possibly hours—to come. I didn’t want one more second of Lacey suffering as she already had, definitely not for so long. 

In a last attempt to spare her, my mind searched for a plan. My last one had worked for some time, saving her… Now I had to conjure another one. Even under all the pressure of hungry stares and the time restraint, I did. An idea presented itself to me. It was an awful one, but I was left with little choice.

Forcing myself to gain composure, I tried to do the unthinkable. “Want to see me cut her?”

All eyebrows lifted in surprise and amusement. 

Jarod asked, “Why would you want to cut her?”

I shrugged. “You guys seem to find it fun. Maybe I’d like it, too.”

Damien’s head tilted. I tried to look him in the eye, but they were so inquisitive I was concerned he would see through my lie.

Shaking, I supported Lace with one arm and lifted the other. “Give me a knife. Let’s see. I want to know what I’ve been missing out on.”

Jake chuckled, pulling the blade from his back pocket that I knew he had. They all did. Blades were a favorite punishment for them. All my scars could attest to that.

The lingering knife was so close to my hand, I thought I was actually fooling them until Damien said, “Stop.” 

Regrettably, Jake pulled the weapon back. My ruse had been detected.

Damien squatted in my line of sight. He licked his teeth before finally asking, “How long,” he regarded Lacey, “has this been going on?” When I refused to answer, he grinned. “For some time now, you’ve been more than willing to cause a fight with us.” He shook his head as it all made sense. “You have been extra ornery.” A finger lazily pointed to Lace in my arms. “Because of her, right? Us getting off on you made us not need her.” 

I still didn’t answer. There was nothing left to say. I had failed Lace yet again.

He pulled out his own knife and studied it. “Which vein of hers would you have gone for?”

Tears fell from my tired eyes as I sadly admitted, “Jugular.”

He peered at Lace’s exposed neck. “Wow.” He lazily shrugged. “I mean, after what happened last night, it’s clear you’d do anything for her, but killing her just to prevent her any more pain? Damn.”

Slicing her neck would’ve been the beginning of my impending death, but that is what unconditional love is. No conditions—no lengths—exist when it comes to what you would do for the one who owns your heart and soul. 

“Gotta say,” Damien added, “that’s ballsy.”

We both knew what he was referring to, and what he was telling me. His meaning sent a shiver wracking through my whole body.

After a wink, Damien finally stood, inhaling deeply. “Boys, it seems Tate needs one final lesson before his departure.” His eyes scanned our surroundings. Then, he pointed to a tree off the side of the desolate dirt road. “Take them over there. I think we’re in for our biggest high yet.”

Even though I was petrified, there was no point in fighting them. I was outnumbered, outsmarted, and now I would be my own worst enemy. Fuel had been presented. These hyenas had every intention of feasting. All I could do was hope Lacey would stay unconscious for it all.

Trying not to wake her, I stood and carried Lace to where I was being led, all the while relishing in holding her one more time. 

Under the tree, Damien pointed to the ground. “Lay her down.”

Feeling like I was offering her as some sort of sick sacrifice, I tried to protect her one last time. After setting her on the ground, I kissed her forehead to purposely goad them. Damien was correct. Once I figured out how to protect her a couple of years ago, I did my best to hold their attention. 

Succeeding, yet again, I earned a kick to the gut. 

After rolling, holding my stomach, I quickly struggled to my feet and turned to face them all, thinking their attack would be swift, but they hadn’t followed my taunt, like usual. They were no longer falling for my past ruses to pull attention from Lace. Now they stayed by her side, all watching me as they hovered, a knife in Damien’s hand. 

My pained reactions are what they were wanting, so I tried not to give them any, but as the blade was lowered toward her defenseless form, I began to quiver. I begged my mouth to stay shut, but it was like trying to muzzle a waking bear. I growled, “You better stop.”

Damien smirked. The knife lowered even more.

I took a step forward, even though I was demanding my body to not fall for their trickery. “I mean it.”

Crow made a sarcastic expression of fear. “Ewww, we better listen to him.”

The twins laughed.

Damien lowered the blade.

As the tip sunk into Lace’s left shoulder, I somewhat blacked out in rage and forged forward for revenge. It was useless, yes, but try and explain that to a young naïve man who loves an angel of a young woman. 

Crow and the twins happily blocked me, all three slamming into my body and driving me backward, but I kept fighting. I was spitting mad, cursing them all and promising vengeance, all the while swinging and punching.

“Lay him next to us!” demanded the fucking ringleader I wanted to murder.

Restrained by three of our older brothers, I was slammed to the ground at Lace’s left side, about five feet away. I was growling like a deranged animal, trying to break free of the hold they had on me.

Damien, squatting over Lacey, grinned. “As entertaining as your anger is, I want more.” Confident I couldn’t reach it, he laid his knife at her side. His now free hands slowly reached for the tie on the rim of Lace’s sweatpants.

I instantly stopped struggling. 

Lacey had confided in me that there was also sexual abuse happening with the brothers. As soon as I could, I did everything possible to keep those assaults from happening again. I did the same last night. That’s why this last ‘lesson’ was going to shake me to the core. 

Horror blanketed my expression they were vigorously reading.

Damien groaned, his eyes sliding shut. “There is the pain I need.”

Demented hyena laughter erupted around me, sounding like there were so many more than three guys holding me down. The sound bounced off the trees, making me question my sanity, if there was any left to question at all. “But, Damien, last night—” He ignored me. “Please. Wait,” I begged. “She’s not even awake. She won’t know what you are doing—”

My eldest brother’s eyes glided open and were full of gratification. “But, you will. Last night was all for nothing.”

The blood… The gore… The violence… All for nothing.

My mind fought to compartmentalize his torment. My mind battled to prioritize thoughts so that I could focus. I needed to protect Lacey.

From the ground, I struggled, trying to break free of the brothers holding me down. “Please—” Her pants and panties slowly being pulled down to her calves caused my mind to scream for mercy. “Wait!” Through all the abuse during my life, I had never felt so betrayed and defenseless as I did that night under the tree. And, I no longer had a plan that would work, no solution to save my girl. Ultimate desperation had me barely able to get any air in my lungs. “Stop!” 

Her thighs were spread apart.

Damien lowered his jeans, an erection popping free.

My heart thundered. I was desperate. “D-Don’t do this.”

A condom was rolled on by Damien’s trembling hands, but I knew his shaking wasn’t out of fear, like mine. He was elated for the rape to come. “Don’t need any traces of me left in case your bodies are found.” He knelt between her thighs…

I roared, “Noooooooooo!” but there was no way for me to help my Lacey now.

Due to these insane male figures, my life had been one torture session after another. There was only one person who understood what I endured because she was facing the same daily gruesome acts. But, as damaged as Lacey was, due to those acts, she was perfection to me. She was the part of me that made my lungs dare to keep inhaling. She was literally why I kept breathing. Is there anything more significant than being the reason someone chooses to live or die?

There had been so many times I wanted to die, but after Lacey came back into my life, we made a promise to live for each other. So, we did. We never broke that vow. 

I was now wishing we had. 

That night in the woods, as they violated her, I screamed. I bellowed. I fought… but none of it was enough. 

The brothers struggled with me as I brawled and screamed. “Stop it! Stop it!”

Like a Tasmanian Devil, I tried to break free. “I will fucking kill you!”

Trying not to slip into a shock of my own, I pleaded to anyone or anything that could help me, “Stop this madness. Please.”

To say it was a horrific night is to downplay the grisliest night of my life. I wasn’t even allowed to close my eyes. When I tried, a knife was sunk into my stomach. I screamed in anguish, my eyes flying open to see Damien in my face. “Close them one more time and she gets the next stab.”

I couldn’t even hold my stab wound to offer myself an ounce of comfort. My hands were still being held down. Immediately I surrendered, “No. Don’t hurt her.”

Tears made the violence blurry. The violence made the night blurry. The blur made me confused and not as responsive as the brothers had hoped for with the next rapes, so the blade sank into my gut, over and over. 

The pain bringing me back to focus made for smiles and ejaculations.

Soon, Lacey’s body was experiencing the fourth violent rape. 

When her eyes actually opened, I howled hopeless sorrow. “Close your eyes, baby!”

They didn’t close, but I now recognized her shock. Thankfully, she was in a blessedly incoherent daze again. 

Because I wasn’t following the rules—and dared to warn Lace to close her eyes, a blade sunk into her side by Damien as Jake sexually abused her body. 

As I continued to sob in revulsion for my mistake and their crime, Damien warned me, “Do not tell her to close her eyes again.”

Far beyond the point of despair, spit flew from my mouth as I angrily wept. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I don’t know your fucking rules! God help me!” 

It was eerie to watch Lacey’s sweatshirt fill with blood as cold steel leisurely sunk into my own skin. The pain, so intense, I vomited.

“Oh fuck! That’s sick!” coldly complained one of the four brothers. I wasn’t able to keep track of who was inflicting what anymore. My mind was beginning to fade. 

Blinking, I tried to stay conscious for Lacey, even though my last seconds were present and demanding I die. It was crucial I deny and defy what nature wanted. I needed to see Lace through. I needed to witness her die before I could close my eyes for good.

As if raping her wasn’t enough, and since my body was no longer able to fight back, the brothers started to slice at Lacey while assaulting her body. Dissonantly, her eyes never blinked. There was no reaction to what they were inflicting. She just laid there like a dead victim of callous vultures.

That is until roars rumbled in the distance. They were loud and bold, like dragons searching for prey. Laying there, almost dead, I wished I could have been a dragon so I could set fire to the brothers who deserved to burn down to ashes. 

I wished for such power.

Maybe my wishes were answered.

Blinking to clear my fading mind, I suddenly noticed the brothers on their feet, all staring in the direction of the dragons. Damien snarled, “We need to get the fuck out of here.”

Then, like the cowards I never realized them to be, the four fled. Before I could comprehend the torture was ending, I heard their footfalls beat against the ground supporting my expiring body.

Peace… at last.

Pulling air into my lungs was with difficulty, which I was thankful for. Death had never looked so appealing.

The brothers’ car raced into the night as the dragons got closer.

Dragons—I gasped with awareness when I realized there were no such things as dragons. They were motorcycles, in the middle of the night, on an abandoned dirt road. That couldn’t be good news. I instantly assumed they were part of a gang and would bring Lace more harm. 

“Lace—” I coughed up blood. “Baby… f-find,” cough, “me.”

Staring into the full tree limbs above her, Lace stayed motionless.

I was seeing stars, too, but not the kind in the dark sky. “Lace, we’re,” cough, “in trouble.” Please God, let me stay awake for just a little longer. I knew I was in no shape to save myself but hoped she could. “I need you to,” cough, “run, baby.” 

Remarkably, Lace, in a numb state, reached down and pulled up her sweatpants. 

The bikes had parked down the road, but I felt I couldn’t take any chances of them finding her. No man in his right mind would sexually want anything to do with Lace in her horrendous condition, but my mind was far too shattered to comprehend that and had to assume the worst since it was all it knew. 

“Lace, get up,” cough, “Run. Find me later,” cough, “after they leave.” It took so much effort, but I reached my right hand out for her. I had to stop when more coughing took over. 

As soon as I could breathe again, I reached for that damn hand I wanted to hold while I died—

“I’m here.”

That soft voice… My eyes snapped to hers. “Lace?” Blood spurted from my mouth.

Instantly crying at the sight of me, my Pretty Girl reached out. “I’m here. I’m here, Tate.” She looked pitiful and so unbelievably sad I wanted to hold her and lie—tell her I wasn’t dying. But there was no time. “You find me, okay?” 

Coughing, I couldn’t repeat, I need you to run and save yourself, but, somehow, in her shock, she had heard me say it. I don’t know if she knew that was why she was rolling to her side, her fingertips touching mine as she prepared to get up, but she was doing it, thankfully. 

Crying, she assured me, “Okay, Tate. I will. I promise.”

Against my will, my body began to shut down. I prayed so hard for my eyes to stay open that I think they did. The last thing I saw was our palms finding one another, concreting our evermore. 

Scar to scar is how we were… when I died.
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CHAPTER TWO 

Finding Signs

 

A hardy slap to the face and a firm order, “I said wake up!” are what had me coming to. The deep, commanding voice came from a man on his knee, at my right side, where I had last seen Lacey. My mind was so foggy I thought I was imagining his eye patch. That he didn’t have only one blue eye staring at me. “Welcome back, Nine Lives.” It felt like his wide shoulders were taking up all the space above me. That’s why I struggled to see past him when I looked for Lacey. 

Noticing it was still night, I was confused at how much time had passed.

“Gone,” another voice told me from my left. 

My head felt like it weighed a thousand and one pounds as I slowly lolled it in the opposite direction. Tree limbs above passed my view before I found another man. He looked a tad younger than the man to my right, but I was confident his shoulders were even wider. 

My and Lace’s brothers had always felt big to me. Possibly because they were so dangerous. At least, that is how I had viewed them. Now, seeing truly hazardous—most certainly deadly—men, I wondered how my brothers had tricked me at all.

The answer plowed into my stabbed gut. My mom and… Lacey!

Frantically, I scanned beyond the large man also on a knee, inspecting me. He shook his head, his longer dirty blond hair moving as if in a shampoo commercial. “Whoever you’re lookin’ for, is she the one who screamed?”

Screamed?

Opening my mouth to speak felt foreign. It was full of blood. I think I was bleeding so much my brain was conserving the rest. It was deciding where I was permitted to spend energy. And my mouth had been denied since it already had its fill.

The hair commercial model-man had inquisitive grey eyes as he placed a huge hand on my shoulder. “Easy, kid. I’m just trying to put the pieces together. You got some family we can call so they can come and help you? I don’t do the whole ‘call the cops’ thing. Feel me?”

All I could ‘feel’ were stab wounds and aching in my heart when thinking of my only other family—my mother. I didn’t want to believe she wouldn’t search for me, but deep down, I knew my brother wasn’t lying, so, I did my best to shake my head no.

“Shit,” he cursed. “The girl? She got someone we can call? These woods aren’t safe for her to be running around in. They need to search for her. And I’m not lookin’ to get involved. Capeesh?”

Even though I had no fluid to offer my eyes to cry, I think my expression said everything that was needed. Her brothers had just tried to kill her, and her mother was as bad as mine. There was an unnerving truth to be told. I was all Lacey had.

Model-Man grumbled, “Fuck,” as he suspiciously peered about. “She your woman, kid?” 

It was barely a nod, but I delivered. Lacey’s life was counting on me.

“Jesus H. Christ.” Model-Man spoke as if instantly understanding my panic. His words and tone told me I’d made a huge mistake by insisting Lacey run. This man understood the love for a woman. 

With barely enough air in my lungs to sustain my body, I whispered, “Don’t… let… them find… her.”

“They still here? The fuckers,” he gestured to my body, “who messed you up?”

“N-Not sure—” I stopped when noticing movement to my right. 

From behind Eye-Patch, a beast of a man was rushing to Model-Man’s back. He was standing with a pointed gun as if searching for an immediate threat. “Nothing,” he said. “I think they belonged to those taillights when we arrived.”

They’re gone… Relief sailed through my body.

I guess my eyes started closing because Eye-Patch became persistent, smacking my face again. “No-can-do, kid. There’s no such thing as ten lives.” 

The taller man was examining the ground. “There’s a little trail of blood. That girl is hurt.”

Eye-Patch nodded to the man to my left. “There’s blood behind me.” More quietly, he told him, “I think we’re losin’ him, brother. Need to make a decision.”

If they were willing to help, there was no time to waste on me. They had to choose to help Lace. So, with the last bit of energy I had, my left hand searched for the one who was asked to make the decision. Finding his hand, I tried to squeeze but simply didn’t have the strength. My jaw shook as I forced out, “Her.” I needed him to know the sad truth. “Choose her. I-I’m all… she-e g-got and,” I tried to swallow the gathering blood, “almost… d-dead, anyway.”

Peering about again, grumbling, something caught his eye. It was on the trunk of the tree at my head. After he studied it for a few seconds, he then stared at me. 

A meaningful silence lingered between us.

Then there was a stale chuckle to my right. Eye-Patch mumbled, “Ya big ol’ soft bastard,” as he peered up to talk to the other man. “Vice, have them bring that truck over here. And get me a couple of Prospects.”

“On it.” Vice slid a gun in the back of his jeans and took off running.

Still holding my hand, Model-Man smirked down at me. “It’s your lucky day, Nine Lives. Apparently, ten lives do exist.” He regarded his friend. “Think I’m making a mistake, VP?”

VP?

Eye-Patch replied, “Nah. The kid has heart. I think he’s only alive for whoever we need to go’n find.”

They’re going to help me. They’re going to help my Pretty Girl. 

They were scary as fuck, but I already trusted them. Maybe, when you’re dying, you’re close enough to God to have the gift of recognizing good people. That had me sighing—which turned into a coughing fit, blood spurting.

“Ah, fuck.” VP quickly scooped my body up off the ground and warned me, “Don’t stop worrying, Nine Lives. If you do, that means you die.” With barely any effort, he carried me to a truck that was racing toward us. “Remember, she’s alone in the woods. She’s in danger. Worry.” 

My jaw tightened as I thought of how many things could go wrong before they found her. “That’s it, kid. Get mad. Think about the fuckers who hurt your girl and hold on to that anger. It may keep you alive.”

His theory made perfect sense. So, that’s what I did. I fought. I stayed mad. I thought of the brothers and what they did to Lacey’s unconscious body. I thought about how much I wanted revenge. I didn’t go to sleep until I was in some closed-for-the-day veterinarian office. 

On a steel operating table meant for animals, I watched an older doctor who was presently knocking me out with something in my IV. He had cut away all my bloodied clothes and maneuvered bright lights to hang over me. There was clinical shit everywhere. Metal trays with tools I was confident were soon going to be used on me. Against some walls were see-through cabinets that held cotton balls and medicine bottles that sure weren’t meant for humans.

Model-Man stood by the table, staring at me as if he didn’t believe I would make it. “I have Prospects searching for her. We’ll find her. Live so you can see her again.”

Model-Man had a lot to learn about me. As I felt the drugs take a hold of me, I thought to myself, I will. For her, I’ll do anything.
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As if no time had passed, I suddenly heard voices. One I hadn’t heard before said, “My club owes you one for taking in my friends like this. We won’t forget it.” Then his voice changed as he spoke to someone else. “Brother, we have an issue across town, but I’m leaving two boys in the waiting room for you.”

Model-Man replied, “I’ll call with an update. Thanks for everything.”

My eyes weren’t even attempting to open. They couldn’t. They were heavy as could be. I think that is why I fell right back to sleep for a little bit.

The next time I woke, from the hallway, I heard the doctor quietly say, “As you saw, he’s a fighter. Plus, every single stab wound was right where it needed to be to do the least amount of damage. Which is a good thing. My office is only closed for the weekend. After that, he has to go.”

VP sounded perturbed, “Has to go? That kid was spitting up blood, for God’s sake.”

“Hey, I’m breaking laws here. I’d prefer my staff to not be involved,” Doc replied. “As far as his spitting up blood, that has an easy, yet disturbing, explanation. He was most likely choking on all the blood draining down his throat. He has a gaping hole in his mouth where a right molar used to be—like less than twenty-four hours ago. With all the bruising on his face, I’m guessing a punch—or twenty—reopened the horrific wound.”

“Wound?” asked Model-Man.

“Yeah, no orthodontist did that gruesome removal. And no man could withstand that kind of pain of removing it himself. My guess? Last night was not this kid’s first run with gory torture. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Model-Man sounded annoyed. “You’re speaking English, aren’t ya?”

The doctor exhaled a shaky breath. “Sorry, I get all twisted when neglected animals are brought to my office. Such a young man? Totally fucking with me. I take home abused strays. How do I explain showing up with an abused young man to my wife?”

“Wait. Abused?” asked VP.

“Pfft! Did you not see the perfectly shaped scar on his right hand, right arm, the right side of his neck?”

“We were a little busy saving his life. Sorry for the miss,” smarted off VP. 

Doc exhaled again. “Shit. Sorry. It’s just… This kid has been tortured for years. Many old scars. All on the right side of his body. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

My right. Her left… 

“And he’s severely underweight. This kid needs a good home and lots of hot meals.”

As I fell back to sleep, I heard Model-Man grumble, “Jesus H. Christ.”

VP sneered, “No wonder the kid didn’t weigh shit when I carried him.”

When my mom left money on the counter so I could buy myself food, the brothers made it clear I wasn’t to touch it. I only took tiny amounts so that they wouldn’t notice. Sometimes, I didn’t even spend that stolen money on myself. Vanilla milkshakes for my Pretty Girl were what I bought. Due to her mother also being so poor, she had never had one before me. 

I kissed her that day she had her first. 

She loves my sugar kisses. 

Her kisses made my starving so worth it.
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Her sweet vanilla breath blew across my face as she whispered, “I love you, Tate.” I was lying underneath her naked body, loving her weight and soft skin on top of me. 

Smiling, I held up my right hand. “Hold my heart, Pretty Girl.”

Knowing exactly what to do, she raised her left palm. 

Our matching scars touched as our fingers folded around our joined hands.

“Find me,” she whispered.

On a pillow, my head tilted in question. “But, you’re right here—”

Voices yanked me from the dream. The doctor was in the hallway talking again. “My wife is asking questions, so I have to go home for a little while, but after he wakes, he needs to get up and move around…”

After an explanation of why my moving was so important, Model-Man said, “Thanks, Doc. Not a problem. And I’ll have him out of here before your office opens Monday morning. Just let me know what I owe ya.”

“Have you heard about what kind of shape the girl is in?”

Oh God! 

“Lace!” My eyes flew open and I actually tried to sit up, feeling instant pain shooting through my whole body. 

“Not happening, Nine Lives,” warned VP as he rose from a chair. 

The bright white walls glowed and blurred as my head spun. There was a collection of smaller white sheets, strategically placed to cover my body. I guess Doc wasn’t used to treating humans and only had animal-sized blankets.

Putting pressure against my shoulders to keep me down, VP complained, “Damn, you’re a stubborn bastard. No wonder Prez is thinkin’ about vouchin’ for ya.”

Prez? Vouching for what? 

VP and Prez were vague nicknames, but I didn’t need to be a straight-A student on the Dean’s List to figure out what they stood for: Vice President and President. The patched leather vests, boots, and blue jeans made it clear they were part of a motorcycle gang.

A pair of those heavy biker boots entered the room. “Kid, chill the fuck out. I ain’t payin’ to patch you up twice.” Still feeling a little woozy, and hearing ‘Prez’ loud and clear, I let my head sink back onto the table. I must have groaned because he laughed. “Yeah, you currently resemble swiss cheese.”

They had to understand… “L-Lace.”

VP smirked. “Apparently, you two young ‘ins make quite the pair. She’s survived, too.” 

My eyes darted to his blue one. “W-Where—” 

He held up a heavily ringed, tattoo-covered hand. “We don’t have her, but she’s safe.” 

Conflicted, my heart pounded. One part of me was relieved. The other part didn’t know how to trust and felt Lace, not by my side, was in danger.

VP added, “Before the Prospects could find her, she made it through the woods, literally, and stumbled onto the property of a hospital called the Serenity this morning.”

I blinked in shock. What luck! 

VP shook his head. “Not that kind of hospital, kid. It’s an institute for the crazy kind of peeps. Some doc there took her to a medical hospital, though. We’re staying low but have eyes on her. She’s getting sewn up as we speak.”

Suddenly, my right hand was grabbed and flipped over. Prez examined the oval scar on my palm. “Who did this to you?” I was surprised to hear a hint of anger in his tone. I wasn’t sure who it was aimed at. 

My own voice was hoarse, but I replied, “I don’t know you.” There was no way I was going to just reveal a secret. For safety reasons, I kept it from everyone except for Lace.

Prez lifted a brow. “Don’t ‘cha think my actions have shown more integrity than the assholes who have bloodied up your girlfriend?”

“Wife,” I almost choked out, upset I hadn’t protected her better. All I could do now was try harder, hence not giving up much info.

His head jerked back. “Wife? How the hell is that possible when you couldn’t be older than fifteen.”

“I’m seventeen.”

“And her?”

“Seventeen, but—” To prove how serious I was, I did my best to growl, “age doesn’t matter when you love someone.”

He smarted off, “It does in the eyes of the law, dumbass.”

Refusing to cave on this, I stared at the ceiling. “No law was involved.”

Prez’s head bobbed slightly as he admitted, “Not that I can say I live by laws, or have the right to argue with ya, but when did this ‘wedding’ take place for two minors?”

“Why is it so important?”

He snipped, “I got my reasons. Now talk. The truth.”

From the very beginning, Prez had a way of making me speak. He was formidable. It was hard to deny him. So, I locked my jaw, not wanting anyone to shit on a vow that I would be taking to the grave and afterlife. “Last night.” Knowing it might possibly sound ridiculous and not like the dream wedding a young woman may have wanted, I quietly—and shamefully—added, “In the trunk of the car.”

VP grabbed his leathered chest, stumbling backward. “Fuck. Me. Runnin’. He married her while locked in a fucking trunk?”

Instantly, Prez’s annoyance dissipated. “Kid, you marry your girl knowing your end was comin’?”

My nostrils flared, but that was my only answer. Last night, Lace chose me. That’s all that mattered. And that she said I do.

“Hey,” Prez lightly backhanded the side of my thigh. “I ain’t disrespectin’. Just trying to understand what makes you tick. What I got going,” he acknowledged the veterinarian operating room I was in, “ain’t exactly legal and for sure ain’t gonna be cheap. Feel me?”

Suddenly feeling like a spoiled brat—nothing I knew a lick about—I blew out air. “Sorry. I’m, uh, not used to having, ummm—”

“Friends?”

My throat tightened. I’d never had one before. “Uh… No. I’m not, uh, used to those.”

He eyed my palm again. “Yeah, no shocker there.”

I made a fist to cover the scar that was now personal to Lace and me. “I don’t regret it. She has one, too.” We had both suffered at the hand of our brothers, but now saw these scars as a sacred bond between us only. 

Prez baited, “You don’t regret someone hurtin’ your wife?”

He knew nothing of my past. Nor hers. I glared at him. “Every. Fucking. Day.”

Expecting the intensity of our words to heighten, I was shocked when both men started laughing, both talking about how I was “gonna fit in just fine”.

I had no idea where I was “gonna fit in” and what they were talking about, but I knew none of it was ever going to happen until Lace was back in my arms. So, I bit out, “I don’t see what’s so funny.”

My words didn’t affect VP in the slightest. He actually laughed harder, “Got you a little Bulldog there, Prez,” and pulled a vibrating cellphone from his front jean pocket. 

Studying his leather vest, I read, Vice President. Steel Stallions. 1%er Original Chapter. 

I looked to Prez to further study his. 

Observing me, he smiled, pointing to a strip of material above his heart that read, 1%er. Original Chapter. The other side read, President. Steel Stallions. 

VP held up his cell for Prez to see, and announced, “Captain.”

Prez reached over me and took the phone. Pulling it to his ear, he answered, “Hey… That sounds perfect… Nah… Yeah, may be bringin’ home a pound pup. A,” he smiled at me, “Bulldog.” His eyes squinted. “Possibly with a litter.” He lifted his chin at me. “Your girl pregnant?”

All the unspeakable violence of the night prior flashed in my mind. Heartbroken that it ever happened, I answered, “No.” Not wanting to explain I didn’t even think it was possible, my jaw locked. “They wore condoms.”

Prez’s smile didn’t fade away. It vanished. Then his eyes filled with cold anger I wasn’t familiar with. Not even with sadistic brothers that hated me. 

Staring at me, Prez spoke into the phone. “Just two pound pups.” He pulled the cell from his ear. Over me again, he handed it back to VP. “Here, get the needed details.” Then to me, he said, “Captain got us a rental until you’re ready to travel.”

VP pulled the phone to his ear. “Hey, it’s me…”

I stuttered, “T-Travel?” I panicked. “I can’t—”

Prez pointed at me with an angry finger. “Listen up, Pup. I ain’t much for repeating myself. Got it?”

“But—”

“Did I not just say two rescues were accompanying me home?”

“Home?”

“Yeah. What about it?”

“Well, nothing, but—”

“Do I sound like I’m in need of one more but from you?”

VP chuckled into the phone, responding to the caller’s question, “What’s happening?” 

He winked at me. “Some potty training.” Then left the room.

I grumbled under my breath, “I’m not a damn dog.”

“Well,” replied Prez‚ even though I wasn’t asking his opinion, “you sure the hell ain’t no wolf yet.”

His meaning was completely lost on me at the time but would one day be clarified.

“So, how about it?” asked Prez.

“How about what?”

He rolled his eyes. “Do you want a new home or what?”

My ears went hot as my heart raced. I think all my blood was rushing to my brain, trying to convince it to make me reply yes, but I was too stunned to answer. I just laid there, stupefied and blinking.

Since I didn’t answer, Prez added, “I’m offering you, and your girl, a place with a family that would never let harm come to you again.”

Another ping to the heart stung me. Did my mom allow it? Did she know?

Prez carried on with, “We might be on the rough side, but all in my crew have hearts of gold. I swear it. A roof, a bed, a job. A place where you can keep her safe.”

My lips parted. He was speaking of a dream I never dared to dream.

With eyes welling, I gave the only reply I could manage; a curt nod. 

I didn’t have the courage to speak out loud. I was afraid if I said the wrong thing, the dream would end.
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CHAPTER THREE 

Taking Steps

 

There were very few periods of time in my life where I had true peace in my heart. When my dad was alive, there was an abundance. He was tall and as playful as the wavy dirty blond hair he passed on to me. Even before I could walk, we played in the pool. We played in the yard. We played at the kitchen table. Once I was a toddler, I had his full attention. He adored everything about me.

He was kind and tried to include my brothers, but they refused. They stared at him as if he was an intruder to their lives. 

When Dad would find my ball in the backyard, flat, he never suspected the guilty ones. When he found a toy of mine, shattered in the garage, he assumed he accidentally ran it over—

“It’s time to walk-n-talk, Nine Lives.” VP rolled my IV pole closer and helped me sit up on the table at the vet clinic, sure to arrange the collection of blankets to cover my naked parts. As I sat there, my feet dangling off the side, blinking in dismay, he asked, “Queasy?”

Boy was I. “And my stomach hurts.”

VP eyed all the bandages on my bare stomach, then lifted a brow with an expression that said, “No shit, kid.”

I laughed, which hurt. “No. I mean the inside of my actual stomach. Like, cramping.”

Prez came walking into the room with bags of McDonald’s and a tray of drinks. “It’s probably those pain meds on an empty stomach. You should know that with all your old injuries.”

Gazing at scars on my right arm and leg, I didn’t mention I was clueless to what he was talking about.

He stopped walking, his shoulders caving. “You were never given pain killers, were you?”

His disbelief had the ping-to-the-heart returning. His words had me realizing my mom hadn’t exactly taken proper care of me. None of which I wanted to think about. “It’s no big deal.” I confessed the only excuse I could tell myself and them, “She didn’t have the money.”

To break the awkward silence, VP finally said, “Hey, shit happens, right?”

My eyes were locked on the bags of food. There were only three of us, yet Prez was holding four overstuffed bags and a tray of drinks. I had never seen so much food, ever.

Noticing my stare, Prez gazed down to his armful. “Uh, Elle says this shit will kill me, but since you are unkillable, I figured, why not.”

I didn’t know who Elle was, but his words made me smirk because I liked to hear I was a badass. 

“Ah, shit,” chuckled VP, “this kid has an ego already.” He accusingly eyed Prez. “Reminds me of a little fucker I used to know.”

Now I really smiled. I didn’t know why at the time, but being compared to Prez made my heart soar. 

Pushing away the dangerous feelings, I asked, “Who’s Elle?”

He set the bags next to me. “A goddess who rocks my ever-loving world.”

I teased, “You got you a Pretty Girl, Prez?”

Digging in a bag, he replied, “Kid, you have no idea.” Next to me on my operating table, he laid out every kind of burger McDonald’s offered. “The most beautiful woman you’ll ever see.”

Desperate to grab some food, I shook my head. “Nah. That title belongs to Lacey.”

He gestured to the buffet of grease. “Eat so you have the energy to handle my delivered ass beating. Elle is queen. The end.”

“Dude.” Talking to Prez, VP hand-waved to my abundance of injuries. “Ass beating talk? Too soon, moron.”

I couldn’t help it. I started laughing. Which hurt.

Holding my stitched stomach, I laughed. “Why am I finding this so funny?”

Smiling, VP shrugged. “Because you’re on meds?”

Prez asked me, “They too strong? Do I need to hand-feed you? Because no one wants that. I’m not gentle.”

That’s how it was with these men. They didn’t get all emotional. They poked fun at a very sad and depressing situation, then carried on. I appreciated that. Dissecting my life wasn’t on the top of any to-do list. That spot belonged to Lacey. So, I grabbed a burger and took a huge bite. Instantly, my eyes slid shut as I chewed. “It’s so warm.”

Instead of making my comment stranger than it was, Prez said, “If you like warm—” his brows bunched at VP who had an alleging stare. “What? I wasn’t going to talk about pussy, you dirty bastard. I was going to tell the kid about needing to eat the fries first.”

Not letting go of the best burger I had ever had, I dug in a bag for some fries. Slightly appalled, VP and Prez watched as I shoved a handful into my mouth. 

I moaned. Then tried to talk around all the food, “Oh. Yu rit. So goo’.”

VP couldn’t take his eyes off me. “Holy shit, feeding him is going to break the bank.”

Prez, smiling, shook his head as he put a straw in a Coke and handed it to me. “Wash that impressive mouthful down before you choke.”

After sucking on the straw and swallowing the mouthful, I asked, “If I give you my first paycheck, can I have more of this food?”

He opened another bag. “We’ll worry about that shit later. For now, eat all you want. You need energy to heal. And Doc wants you on your feet after this.”

“Sure. I can do that. I heal real quick.” I shoved the rest of my burger in my mouth and started to chew until I saw their shocked expressions. “What?”

VP seemed to struggle for words but recovered, saying, “What sauce do you like with your chicken nuggets?”

Totally intrigued, I swallowed my mouthful of burger. “I have no idea. What are my choices?”

Prez snarled, “Kid, what did you normally eat?”

Proudly, I smiled. “Ramen Noodles. I can get a whole case for like three bucks.”

He gestured to a counter across the room. “Dagger, lay out every sauce I got. Let’s use his hunger to our advantage.” 

“Dagger?” I asked.

Both men blinked. 

Prez was shocked. “Holy shit! Talk about the cart in front of the horse. Yeah, he’s Dagger. I’m Lynx.”

Grabbing more fries, I happily waved. “Hi, I’m Tate.”

Traditional meeting? No. Not at all. But, there’s nothing traditional about deadly bikers saving a kid who desperately needed it.

And, as they always do, these two men moved us along.

Dagger grabbed a pair of sweatpants from a chair behind him. “Can he slip these on first? There is only one kind of naked show I like while I eat.”

It was a little awkward, and painful, but we eventually got the pants to my knees. Then Dagger slipped plastic flip-flops on my feet, saying, “Doc said not to let you walk barefoot in this place. He said they come across some scary shit in the animals, and he don’t want all the germs and shit in your wounds.”

Forgetting about my damaged soles, I hissed as I stood and put weight on my feet to pull the pants all the way up. Now upright, I could definitely feel the effects of the painkillers. The inside of my head felt like fluffy cotton, causing my thoughts to drift occasionally. I grabbed hold of the IV pole which was on wheels. Luckily, a big ol’ black leather biker boot shot out to stop the wheels.

Dagger had his arms wide and braced as if not sure if I was about to topple over or not. “Need to take a leak, kid?”

My bladder squeezed as if to remind me I even had one. “I think so.”

For being off the table and walking to a bathroom, and back across the room, even though it hurt like hell, I was rewarded with little pieces of chicken and different flavored dipping sauces. My taste buds were being zapped with so many flavors it was hard to pick a favorite, but then I thought of my girl.

“Honey?” snarled VP. “Out of all those choices, you pick boring ol’ honey?”

With a genuine smile, I nodded. “Yeah. It’s sweet. Lacey loves sugar kisses.”

Both men grumbled about “up-chucking” their lunch. 

Not me, I kept eating. I ate so much I think I earned respect from the deadly bikers.

When Prez opened a pill bottle, I noticed the label and nodded. “Antibiotics. I must finish the bottle. Know the routine.”

His head jerked back. “You’ve never had pain killers, but you know about these?”

“Yeah, fortunately for Lace and me, our brothers never listened to doctors—never finished their prescriptions. Lace and I knew to stock up on them for when—” I stopped when noticing the heavy stares from Dagger and Lynx. It was shocking to realize I had let down my guard with them. That had me suddenly in the mood to not share more secrets. “Uh, no big deal. We just needed them sometimes.”

“Yeah… Sure,” said Lynx, who was trying not to appear as baffled as he was. “No big deal.” 

Dagger followed suit. “Yeah, we get it. Like I said, shit happens.”

“It sure does.” I peered down to my new flip-flops on the linoleum flooring. Here I was getting shoes, medicine, and food, but had no idea how my girl was being treated. “Do you, uh, think it would be okay if I saved some of this food and,” I blindly gestured to the meds in his hand while keeping my eyes on my new shoes, “for Lace?”

Silence lingered before Lynx blew out an exhale. “You will never move on without her, will you?”

That had my head finally snapping up to see the two men I needed to understand what she meant to me. “It took years of my childhood to learn that my life isn’t normal. That not every boy had—” I swallowed, deep secrets choking me. “She was taken from me once before.” My chin started to tremble. “But I found her again.” I slammed a hand to my wounded chest. “Air. She is the air for my damaged lungs.” 

Lynx faltered back a few steps, shock owning his face while he nodded, patting his chest as if one-hundred-percent understanding my meaning.

“Ah, shit,” mumbled Dagger.

I fought tears. “The only air I will ever want. Please don’t punish me because you think I’m young and don’t know what I want or need. Because… it’s her. It will always be her.”

Still somewhat stumbling, Lynx turned from me and left the room. The back of his leather vest read Steel Stallions with a logo of a horse to match under it. The horse looked strong, his mane blowing in the wind.

“Give him a minute, kid,” said Dagger.

Trying to catch my breath I hadn’t realized I lost, I nodded. “Sorry.”

“Nah. Nah. Nothing to apologize for. That man only has a couple Achilles heels, and you have managed to tap both of them today.” He chuckled. “That may be a saving grace for you. He’s a powerful ally to have on your side. And, kid? He’s on your side. Trust me. I can read that man’s thoughts.”

I was yet to have the capability to understand what a profound statement had just been made. My thoughts were full of one only. “Have you heard any more about Lacey?”

“We’re being told the doc that found her at Serenity is invested. It seems you both have found guardian angels. So, no need to save food or meds for her. She’s covered. But we will need your and Lacey’s full names so we can see if there’re any missing person reports filed.” 

All the food in my stomach suddenly soured. “W-Why? Are you going to send us back? I won’t go back. I won’t take Lacey—”

“Breathe, kid. Breathe. We’re not sending ya back.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Police are involved, kid. That complicates things.”

I swayed on my feet. “Tell me how to uncomplicate it.” 

He grabbed an arm. “Easy, Nine Lives. We’ve already discussed there ain’t no ten.” He pulled me toward the table. “You need to sit before you hit the ground.”

Barely registering that I was sitting again, I asked, “Will the police take her from me?”

“No. It, uh, it’s more like they will keep an eye on her, so… we just have to get creative.”

Just the thought of losing her was making it hard to breathe. “Creative?”

“As Prez said, we don’t exactly follow the laws the Po-Po try to enforce. So, we get creative and work around them.”

 

[image: ]

 

It’s wild to think about it but, my brothers trying to end my life actually gave me a brand new one. On Sunday, when my body should’ve started its decaying process in some woods, it was healing fast and now in a car headed for a rental house.

Lynx wouldn’t tell me how much my “vet” bill was, or the sweatpants and T-shirt I was wearing, but I got him to agree to start a tab that I could pay off once I had a job.

Technically, Lynx and Dagger were strangers to me, but it didn’t feel that way. You could say we clicked. It was nice being around men who didn’t want to hurt me. Being on guard all the time was exhausting. 

Lynx and Dagger kept teasing me for being a Bulldog, but it was truly them who were the dogs ready to attack. In a car driving down the road, they sat in the front, both with scowls, watching our surroundings like hawks.

I was in the backseat staring out the passenger window. “Where the fuck am I?” There were tall mountains off in the distance. I didn’t recognize the terrain one bit. I had lived where everything was flat.

Dagger, from the passenger’s seat, said, “He’s been so worried about Lacey that he’s just now asking.”

Prez turned the steering wheel. “Crazy ass Pup, you’re in Colorado.”

“What? Damn.”

“Where you from?” asked VP.

“Kansas. Hey, can I see the picture again?” 

VP tossed his cellphone over his shoulder. “Sure thing, Nine Lives.”

In his photos, there she was. A Prospect had managed a picture of Lacey sleeping in a hospital bed. My eyes welled seeing her safe. I could see past all the scrapes the dirt road caused her ivory skin. My finger grazed his phone. “My Pretty Girl.”

Stopping at a red light, Lynx told me, “They don’t know who she is. She didn’t have an ID on her.”

“She wouldn’t,” I replied. “Her mama never took her to get her learning permit.”

In dismay, he peered over his shoulder. “She’s got a mama? You told me there was no one to call to help her.”

Since starting to see my own mother in a different light, I couldn’t help but recognize the similarities between the two moms. I never met the woman, but she never took Lacey to the doctor or anything. Shouldn’t she have done more to care for her daughter? Her suspicious injuries? Or was it truly just that her mom was always working her two jobs and was unaware of what was happening under her roof. Either way, her mom missed or ignored some serious signs.

Wishing neither were true, I exhaled. “And I didn’t lie.” I stared out the window again. “I’m all she’s got.”

“Not no more, you hear me?” Lynx was getting fired up again.

I could feel my shoulders caving when they should’ve been straightening. “I hear ya, but be patient with me. The rule ‘too good to be true’ keeps rolling around in my head. Right now, hope feels like a double-edged razor.”

“Fuck, kid,” grumbled Dagger.

 

Pulling into a driveway, I saw a white and blue house that sat high due to the two-car garage underneath it. It was way nicer than the home I grew up in. My home used to look real nice, too, but started falling apart after my dad died. I figured my mom wasn’t able to raise three boys and tend to all the upkeep. The pool turned green and the paint faded. The roof eventually started leaking. My brothers never helped to change the deterioration. They were too busy terrorizing me in their spare time.

“Ugh,” complained Dagger. “Neighbors.”

There were several other houses on the street, but they weren’t on top of each other like where Lace and I grew up.

Lynx hit a button on the car’s visor that opened the garage door. He pulled us in, right next to two beautiful dragons—black Harleys with gleaming chrome. 

Getting out of the car, I paid more attention to not banging my door into the bikes than to all my injuries. “I love the sound of your dragons.”

“Dragons?” asked Lynx while shutting the driver’s door.

We were still in the garage as the large door slid shut. “Yeah, your bikes sounded like angry dragons the other night. It was… comforting, if that makes any sense.”

Dagger beamed. “My HOG is life. You’re making perfect sense to me.”

The shiny bikes were similar, but each had different renditions of painted horses and running wolves. The artwork was outstanding.

“Wait.” While gesturing to the designs, I thought back… “You said I sure ain’t no wolf yet.”

Putting a key into the door of the house, Lynx smiled. “That day will come.”

We walked up two steps and through a small laundry room that Dagger and Lynx barely fit in, then entered a kitchen that opened up into a large living room. “Wow.” I gazed about. “This house is way bigger than mine—I mean, where I used to live, I guess.” I started getting nervous. “I, uh, don’t think Lace and I can afford this house. Can we rent a smaller one?”

Both men blinked. 

Dagger tilted his head. “What? No, this rent ain’t fallin’ on you, kid.”

“Nah, we got you covered.” Lynx tossed keys on the white kitchen counter. “And, once we get your girl, we head home. Our roots are in Austin.”

“Texas?” I was stunned. “Then, why are you here?”

“Some club business, until we came across,” Dagger grinned at me, “a situation.”

I winced out of guilt and aches due to healing stab wounds. “Sorry about that.”

Lynx reached into the fridge. “Dag, the bitches hooked us up. Want a beer?”

He teased, “Did we find Swiss Cheese in the woods?”

“Why, yes, we did.” Lynx tossed him a bottle of a clear liquid that read Sol. He tossed me a bottle of water. 

I didn’t cringe in pain when I caught it. There was no way I was going to puss out like that in front of these guys.

“Swiss Cheese.” After chuckling, Dagger popped the cap then took a healthy swig. “The kid has so many road names already. And the boys haven’t even met him yet.”

“Road names?” I asked, ignoring their crude sense of humor that I truly found funny.

Prez shrugged. “Nine Lives, Pound Pup, Bulldog, Swiss Cheese. Now you’ve added Dragon.” He took a big sip of his beer, then exhaled. “Yum. Mexican beer. I’m missing home even more.”

I asked, “If you don’t live here, who filled your fridge?”

“Trusted wives of a sister chapter. You okay, kid? You’re lookin’ a little pale.”

Trying to ignore pain and a flipping gut, I brushed it off. “All good.”

Dagger eyed me, dipped his chin, then said, “I, for one, want to plop my ass down on that couch.”

Lynx agreed. “Let’s try it out.”

The brown leather couch was huge and in the shape of an L. When I sat, I was instantly so comfortable I wasn’t sure I’d get up again. My eyes slid shut. “Can we take this couch back to Austin?”

I think Dagger answered me, but I didn’t make out the words because I fell asleep in a second flat. 

Hearing familiar sniffles had me walking further into the dark woods. “Lace?” She never outright cried. Her tears were silent. Her only giveaway was the sniffles.

Breaking a line of trees, I found her sitting in a field of short grass. The only light was coming from the stars in the night. Her legs were pulled to her chest as her arms held them tight. 

Lacey didn’t hear me coming up behind her. When I touched her shoulder, she jumped and gasped until she saw me. “Oh, Tate. Is it really you? I’m lost.”

Her voice was so terrified, I instantly felt the need to ground her to me. “Nah, Pretty Girl. You’re right here.” I sat behind her, putting a leg on each side of her so she could feel me close as I held her to my chest. “You’re right here. With me.”

She burrowed into me, hiding her precious face under my chin. “I can’t find you. Don’t give up on me, okay?”

“Never.” I leaned my head to the top of hers after kissing it. “Evermore, remember?”

I could feel the wetness of her tears on my skin that turned cold as ice when she whispered. “No.”
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Hearing Cries

 

It was already nighttime by the time my eyes reopened. I woke in a startled jolt, which was quite normal for me. There had been so many times in the past when I had awoken to find the brothers watching me, waiting, eager to torture… Now, I was lying on the couch with a blanket covering me, the kind gesture so completely foreign. 

In front of me were two sliding glass doors. On the other side of the glass were Lynx and Dagger, sitting on a wooden porch, smoking cigarettes. Seeing them exhale smoke, I exhaled relief. It was sad to realize how much I had truly expected them to dump me somewhere while I slept heavily on painkillers. 

Sitting in front of them at the six-chair patio table was the large man from the woods, Vice. Outside lights glowed against smoke rising from a covered gas grill a few feet away from the men. It took me a minute, but I finally sat up, my stomach growling. It was as if my body knew these men being present meant nourishment. Having pushed away hunger pains for so many years, I had almost forgotten what being hungry actually felt like. In a way, that made Lynx and Dagger as dangerous for my body as they were for my growing hope. If they were to change their minds about helping me, where would I go? How would I get my Lacey back?

The uncertainty had me instantly spooked. It’s tragic, I know, but I almost missed home. At least, there Lacey was only a couple of blocks away, and I knew what I needed to do. I had a routine. It may have been a horrid one at times, but at least that beautiful girl was the highlight I could count on. Now, with her in a hospital somewhere in Colorado, where I’d never been until now, and with the police involved, the only thing I was sure of was that I would die if I didn’t get her back.

Vice noticed me right away. He did a chin lift, causing Lynx and Dagger to peer over their shoulders. Their slightly weathered and tanned faces showed me how much they rode their dragons. Their overall presence spoke to me about how much they loved their lifestyle. Their larger-than-life charisma silently demanded respect. I think they gained mine within the first moments I had met them.

Lynx stood from his chair. His deep voice was faint due to the glass, but I could still hear, “Let’s get some chow, then come up with a plan.”

My heart thundered as more hope bloomed. A plan? That’s good news, right?

A sliding door opened with a well-oiled swoosh. The sliding door back home squeaked and creaked as if screaming to be put out of its misery.

“Nine Lives,” cheered Dagger as he walked into the kitchen. “Is that bottomless pit you call a stomach growling yet?”

It was, of course, but I didn’t want them to know that my body viewed them as a meal ticket, because my heart didn’t. My heart was grateful for any help they were willing to offer. They were my only chance to get Lacey back. I didn’t have one other soul on this earth I could turn to. “Bathroom?”

With those wise grey eyes, Lynx stood next to the kitchen, giving me a quizzical stare, then pointed behind me. “In that hallway. Then you’re to eat until you burst, you hear me?”

How he could so easily read my guilt and read my mind, I didn’t know, but I quickly learned some people lead because they’re really fucking good at it.

Thankful he was insisting I do what my body was begging for, I shyly dipped my chin, turned around, and went to find the bathroom. 

Whoever owned the house really liked the color blue. It wasn’t overdone, just obvious with the dark blue towels in the bathroom and light blue walls throughout the house. There were no pictures of people, showing that it was simply a fully furnished rental, but there were nice hanging pics of nature. The picture of a dirt road through some woods haunted me. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was the path I had run down, chasing Lacey—the road I hoped to never see again.

After a long piss, and then washing my hands, I reentered the living room to find a buffet arrangement on the counter that stood between the living room and kitchen. Next to a stack of paper plates were tubs of store-bought macaroni and potato salads. There were open bags of hotdog and hamburger buns and so many flavors of chips I didn’t know which one to dive into first.

“We already have waters for ya out here,” announced Lynx to me as he opened the sliding door with his elbow because his hands were full. “Load up two plates or don’t bother coming outside.” He was already with a full plate of his own. 

“Yes, sir.” Trying not to look desperate, I went to the kitchen with my mouth watering and proceeded to load two plates.

By the time I got outside, there was a tray of cooked meat in the center of the table.

Gesturing to me as I stared at the plate as if I’d found a pot of gold, Dagger laughed. “Vice, can you imagine how much this kid is gonna eat when not on pain meds?”

Vice, who also had two plates sitting in front of him, teased, “I see I have a title to defend.”

That made me smile. Anything to relate to anyone was comforting at this point in my life. “You like food, too?”

Vice was in his late thirties but had a childlike feel to him. This was surprising since the first—and only other—time I’d ever seen him, he’d been with a drawn gun, ready to use it. 

His longer, unkempt dirty blond hair was being held back by aviator glasses on the top of his head. “Like? Hell no. I love food. It’s my second most favorite thing.”

Taking a seat at the end of the table, I stupidly asked, “What’s your first?”

“Pussy.” 

Vice’s large hands carried a loaded burger to his chortling mouth. He took a mammoth-sized bite, then playfully growled around the food like an animal in need of a female of his kind.

Attempting to talk, he kept playing, “Yep, dis good, bu’ ain’t ‘ussy.” 

Lynx and Dagger busted out laughing, both clinking beers, cheering, “Pussy.”

Putting a burger on my bun, I chuckled to myself. I appreciated their humor, even if I couldn’t relate. Maybe having been too busy surviving, I didn’t have time to daydream about the female gender. Maybe I didn’t because I somehow already knew there was only one for me.

Dagger picked up his hotdog which had so many toppings he looked like an Anaconda unlocking his jaw to get his lips around it. His mouth was so wide it stretched the elastic band attached to his eye patch.

Possibly in disbelief—or disgust—Lynx watched him. “Jesus, Dag. Need a helpin’ hand? Want me to get behind that hotdog and push?”

How these men could make me laugh while my life was an absolute train wreck was a testament to what they were made of. They were survivors. Talk about ‘living in the moment.’ Even though they had acquired a stray with a tragic past and possibly even more tragic future, they still treasured not needing a gun in their hand at the dinner table. And, they made the most of it.

Vice leaned back in his chair to make room as he awkwardly lifted his biker boot into the air. Offering the bottom of the shoe that must have been a size sixteen, he teased, “Dagger, I could help jam that hotdog in there.”

Dagger had a mouthful of hotdog with mustard and dressings dripping down his medium-length greying beard. He flicked off Vice, then shrugged to Lynx. “He’s right. This dog ain’t pussy but still fuckin’ good.” He wasn’t even done swallowing the half-chewed hot dog when he tilted his beer bottle back, filling his mouth to the brim. Since he couldn’t stop smiling, beer leaked to join the mustard.

Lynx was laughing so hard, he could hardly talk, but he managed to throw Dagger a napkin while cursing, “Damnit, pig. Clean yourself!”

At the time, I didn’t realize the rarity I was witnessing; three deadly men letting their guard down. While they ate that night, they let go of the weight all their responsibilities usually forced them to carry. I understood their appreciated moment of freedom because that is how it was when Lacey and I could have a rare moment enjoying a vanilla milkshake. She and I could take a deep breath and relish the simple pleasures life sometimes offered.

 

With empty plates in front of us, I finally had the courage to ask, “Is she okay?”

It was almost sad to watch the youthful side of the three men fade away and be replaced by the formidable men they usually were. Their shoulders broadened, and worry lines on their foreheads deepened. All three sat forward as if getting ready for an approaching attack.

Lynx’s voice deepened. “The doc who found her, he’s pulling strings with a judge ‘friend’ so that he can keep her at the institute until her family is found.”

Three men stared at me.

When I didn’t say anything, Dagger said, “It’s time, kid. We need to know what we’re up against.”

Lynx added, “Hear me out. We ain’t the prying types, but someone tried to kill you, and your girl isn’t in your arms. Feel me?”

I wasn’t familiar with this expression, but it wasn’t Lynx’s first time using it in front of me, so it was easy to understand his meaning. “What do you want to know first?”

“Why her mama, nor yours, is searching.” Lynx regretted telling me the next part. I could see it in his eyes. “Kid, no reports have been filed in Kansas, or anywhere, for you or Lacey.” 

Crow’s words echoed, She won’t search for you...

Pushing my stacked plates away, I rested my chin on top of my folded hands on the table. Folding over slightly helped me feel shielded while learning the only parents Lace and I had didn’t care enough to find us after we’d gone missing. “I guess they are even better liars than I had thought.” Chills created by epic loneliness blew through me. “Maybe they told our moms we ran away together?” A pathetic shrug escaped me. “Maybe that’s why there’re no reports. They’re not worried.”

With much empathy, Lynx sucked on his bottom lip. “Yeah, maybe that’s it, kid.”

Dagger’s one eye squinted, telling me he didn’t believe the lie Lynx was letting me try to fool myself with. “Who are they, kid?”

My stomach started to turn and made my mouth water for a totally different reason than the hunger I had felt earlier. Now I was ill from a past that was presently trying to choke me. 

Moving my arms to wrap around my waist, I laid my forehead where my hands just were. The cool glass of the table touching my flushing skin helped settle my sinking stomach. Through the clear table, I stared at the wood planks under my feet as I begged my closing lungs to let in the fresh evening air that was starting to smell like oncoming rain—

“I lost a girl once.”

Ever so slowly, I lifted my head to see Lynx, shocked by his words.

He nodded through a sadness that screamed he knew of my anguish, all too well. “Yeah… It makes me sick to even think about it.”

I wanted to nod, scream, Yes! That is how I feel right now! but I couldn’t move. 

Lost in thought, Lynx spun his beer bottle in its own condensation. “I still carry guilt for it. Only shitty VPs allow their sister to be taken by the enemy.”

His sister? Ah, man.

“Lynx,” growled Dagger in a fatherly manner that didn’t exactly surprise me. “That wasn’t on you—”

Lynx lifted a hand. “If I’m askin’ Nine Lives to speak the truth, it’s only right I do the same.” Lynx’s eyes met mine. “She doesn’t blame me for the kidnapping, even though she should.”

My mouth fell open. “You got her back? She-She’s safe now?”

As if witnessing me gaining more hope, right in front of him, he gently nodded again. “Yeah. We,” he gestured to Vice and Dagger, “got her back.”

I looked at them as it all sunk in. Lynx was trying to inform me the present men had the power I needed to get my Lacey back. Now I needed to find the courage to give them any intel they were asking for.

Easier said than done. 

My stomach soured again.

Letting my jaw tick away some of the nerves owning my scarred body, I tried to open my mouth, but it refused. So, we all sat there in silence.

With compassion, Dagger finally said, “It’s hard to speak of the Devil and all his power. We understand that, too.”

My eyes welled for a few reasons. One? Fear. I was petrified to speak of what had been drilled into me to never talk about. That was a tough hurdle to jump. Two: reliving any of my past was even tougher. Who wanted to constantly think of such cruelty? Three: I was also suddenly angry. I was angry at the brothers, our mothers, and myself for not being smart enough to see their betrayal.

As tears shook in my eyes, I groaned, “Why are you so willing to help a complete stranger?” My own family had abandoned me. I couldn’t afford any mistakes. The price was far too high.

Lynx replied, “My sister taught me about ‘signs’. She swears they will lead you right if you only take the time to see them and listen to them.”

I blinked in confusion. “What does that have to do with me?”

His eyes slid shut. “When your girl cried out in those woods, she sounded like a heartbroken wolf. Her dreadful howl made my blood run cold.”

The other two men rubbed their arms as if experiencing goosebumps.

“It was like she was calling out to me.” Lynx’s eyes opened to show intimidating protector instincts. “I felt I had to answer.” His jaw tightened, then released. “When we found you… I saw a haunting rendition of a howling wolf in the tree trunk at your head.” As if not sure he believed what he saw, he ran fingers through his longer hair. “Maybe it’s only me who saw the shape in the bark, but my sister would’ve called it a ‘sign’.”

Crackle-pop! Lightning suddenly exploded in the distance but close enough to have us all jump in shock, now staring into the night. The following rumble of thunder echoed in the sky, sounding just like the dragons I heard that fateful night. It was as if God, or whatever you believe in, was confirming Lynx’s message. That he hadn’t imagined shit. He was recognizing a mystical arrow pointing straight at me.

My body trembled at the thought of there being a force in the sky that was actually on my side, trying to help me and Lace escape violence.

Lynx almost smirked, but it was twisted as if linked to pain. “You believe me.”

In a surrender, because it felt wrong to not believe him, I exhaled a shaky breath. “We are worth helping. I swear it. You may not believe me because our moms aren’t even searching for us, but…” I had to swallow. That had hurt so much to say. “Lace and I, even though we’ve experienced so much viciousness, we don’t want to hurt anyone. We’re good people.”

Dagger nodded. “I believe that, one-hundred-percent.”

I stared into the dark distance where other houses sat, lightning lighting up the sky as a storm rolled in, but that’s not what I was truly seeing. I was picturing a future with Lace that we never thought possible. “I’ve already told you guys that I will go to Austin with you. I’m trying to leave all I’ve ever known behind since it is a cruel place,” I whispered tragic truth. “And they don’t want us,” I tried to explain, “but… I’m scared that what I learn from being around you will teach me I could have saved her sooner.” I wiped away a tear that had finally dripped… “What if you teach me that ignorance isn’t bliss?”

Lynx sighed, long and hard. “Lessons can be very painful. But maybe that pain makes you learn them well.” His voice slipped to a whisper. “And you never forget that lesson.”

Infuriated at myself and with my situation, I growled, “Then I hope I hurt like hell as that lesson sinks in.” I had failed Lace. Unacceptable.

Dagger took a sip of his beer, then quietly said, “I think you already are, kid. I think it is possible you don’t know how not to hurt.”

As the reality of that statement seared my heart, I grabbed onto denial and argued, “No, I have Lacey.”

Lynx’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “Was there ever a time you got to hold her without being afraid? Truly?”

As I said, I knew their lessons would hurt.

When I just sat there, mind blown because I couldn’t think of a time I had ever held my girl and not worried for her safety, Dagger quietly added, “Try not to torture yourself.”

Wincing, I sat back in my chair. “She is the kindest person in the world. She never deserved an ounce of their unexplained hatred.”

These men helping me see felt like I had just run face-first into a stone wall of resistance that had been, unknowingly to me, there all along. I wanted to put up my hands and stop the wall from closing in on me, but there’s no stopping a flood once the levee breaks. 

I hadn’t realized I was tugging at the t-shirt I was wearing until Lynx pointed to my nervous hand. “Who’s causing all that pain, kid?”

With me still reluctant to answer, it prompted Vice to explain, “I’m the Enforcer of the Steel Stallions. It is literally my job to watch over you and fight by your side if needed. I’m right here. Let me fight with you.”

Still feeling faint as I sat back in my chair, I tightly grasped the sides of my head, feeling like it was about to implode due to all the pressure my imaginary wall was causing. “Why? Not even my mom is fighting for me. Why do you want to help me if my own brothers never had my back? They only sliced it!”

After hisses, the silence crackled as if more lightning had struck.

Vice finally replied, “Because… you have a new set of brothers now. And we always take care of our own. That’s you, Nine Lives.” He pointed to Lynx and Dagger. “I’ve known them for many years. If they say you are worth the fight, then you are. That’s it. Done. They never get a stray wrong.” He slapped his chest. “They didn’t get me wrong.”

Oh shit. My hands slipped from my head and fell to my lap. “You? They helped you, too?”

“That’s right. Letting them in,” he tapped gently on his chest this time, “here, was the best decision I ever made.”

Timidly, I looked to the two men waiting for me to truly trust them. I wasn’t sure how to explain there had only been one man I ever trusted. He had been gone for many years now. “Talking to me can be… hazardous.”

Lynx grinned in a daring fashion. “I will pay you a thousand bucks if you ever prove that your enemies are deadlier than mine.”

Those are the kinds of words that can make a young man stop in his tracks. The tracks that were being made by him running away. “Okay. I will speak the hard truth, but… I hope you win the bet. I don’t want your money, and I don’t want anyone hurt.”

All three men dipped their chins with acknowledged respect. 

As if afraid of the answer, Dagger said, “You mentioned your brothers slicing your back. That’s not a metaphor, is it?”

Mortified about my reality being so twisted and sick, I shook my head. “No. It isn’t.” 

Lynx asked, “And, ‘they’ are the ones who can lie?”

“Mine,” I swallowed. “And Lacey’s.”

Lynx inhaled sharply. “Lacey is your sister?”

My upper lip lifted. “No.” I touched my chest. “My two brothers,” my hands now pointed to a spot on the table, in front of me to show a separation, “and her two brothers…” I did my best to explain about my brothers and Lacey’s twins. How they aren’t related yet connected in a devious manner. 

Lynx’s head was tilted to the extent it almost looked broken. “You mean to tell me, you and Pretty Girl happen to each have two brothers, who all happen to be demented?”

Saying it like that, I couldn’t help but wonder… “Well, yeah. Is that weird or something?”

His jaw unhinged as he stared at me in disbelief before recovering. “Uh, it is quite the coincidence.”

When you grow up in violence, sometimes it is hard to conceive not everyone is being raised in the same environment as you are. You tend to assume that your normal is everyone’s normal. That perception makes it challenging to assess your situation from any other point of view since one doesn’t exist.

Dagger rubbed his eyebrow not covered by the patch. “I must admit, my mind is spinning, too. Kid, when did they become friends? When did all this begin?”

“I was too young to know when it all began… I just remember pain. Confusion. And my parents always believed it was accidents I had caused myself due to being lefthanded and all my injuries on my right side. See?” I tapped my temple. “They’re smart.” I begged myself to keep sharing details. “I was so young I barely knew how to talk. Therefore, unable to tell, explain. Then there was the punishment for trying.”

“For trying to tell your parents?” asked Vice.

“Yep. Just pointing to my brothers when my dad would ask what happened to me had the pain getting worse when he wasn’t looking.”

After a moment, Lynx asked, “How does Lacey fit into the picture?”

Thinking of her and all her glory, a faint smile crossed my lips. “The only friend I ever had when I was very young was a little girl named Lucey.” My smile grew, knowing I found her again. “At least, that is how I pronounced her name at three or four. One day, at her house, with her own brothers involved, mine helped zip her up inside a duffle bag. Since we were at the top of the stairs, I cried, knowing something bad was going to happen, but none of our brothers cared. In fact, now that I’m older, I realize they fed on our fear.” I wiped a hand down my face. “Down the stairs she went.”

“Jesus H. Christ,” grumbled Lynx, utterly disgusted.

Through my nostrils, I tried to pull in enough air to not vomit and keep talking. “My brothers were so pissed because I didn’t stop crying. During her plummet, Lucey had hit her head and was dazed and injured. When she was finally set free from the bag, I was inconsolable. So, Damien and Crow took me home. Never to return. As time passed, they eventually convinced me Lucey was a made-up friend and didn’t really exist.” Bile rose in my throat. “I fucking believed them.” I swallowed down the regret. “From that night on, she was on her own. From that night on, when they weren’t torturing me, she faced the four of them alone.” My nostrils were no longer big enough to help me breathe. My mouth popped open to help feed my desperate lungs. “My poor Pretty Girl.”

“How many years,” asked Dagger, “before you found her again?”

My tongue felt swollen and misplaced in my mouth as I croaked out, “Eleven.” I quickly stood, unable to handle all the erupting emotions. Having the need to run again, I tried to stay put by grabbing onto the back of my chair, but it didn’t work. I ended up dragging my chair away from the table as I walked backward, wanting away from my horrendous truths. “Once the last brother joined the rest in college, Lace and I were in high school.” Leaning on the back of the chair, my head fell forward. “I saw her from across the campus… The sun was shining down on her golden hair like a beam of light I was to follow.” My head rolled to hang back. I looked to the dark sky, remembering the sight of her. “She was like a living goddess.” My hand gripped the chair tighter with anguish. “A goddess that ended up being Lucey.” Seconds from completely unraveling, I growled, “They had already been raping her by then.” 

Her mom should never have believed their lies…

On that porch, all my restraint vanished. My mind snapped. 

With a roar I couldn’t control, I flung my chair into the air, over the railing, and watched it fall to the ground. 

Then I fell, too, onto my hands and knees… as my wounds began to bleed.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Giving Knowledge

 

My eyes opened to see Lynx sleeping in a chair next to my bed. Through one of the bedroom windows, morning sunbeams floated. I wondered if Lacey was seeing the same beams. That made me think of her beauty. On my back, I lifted my hand, hoping to be able to reach the warmth… but I couldn’t. So, I slid my foot out from under yet another blanket I had been covered with. When my bare toes got to touch the sunlight, my throat tightened. 

Lace, I miss you. 

I prayed that the doctor who was caring for her was a good person and would keep her safe. I also thought of my brothers. I wondered where they were and if they knew Lace and I had lived.

My stitches stretching, and causing discomfort, had me relaxing my straining foot. 

I laid there in the quiet for a while, just trying to adjust to all that had transpired over the last seventy-two hours. It was amazing how much could happen over such a short amount of time.

As the beams of light shifted and drifted, I realized sunbeams had to keep moving because that is a part of life. Knowing that the next morning I would wake to, I would have a chance to feel them again, I thanked whoever or whatever was conducting the signs that led Lynx… to me.

“You alright?” his groggy voice asked me.

A tad embarrassed, I didn’t look at him. “I’m sorry about last night.”

He leaned forward, grabbing my arm and giving it a friendly jostle. “Pup, you’re doing it again. Stop being so hard on yourself.”

Staring at my hands laying on my stomach, I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Ready for some chow?”

Is Lacey being fed so well? 

“I think so.”

“Good.” He rose from his chair with a stretch. “There’s some fresh clothes on your dresser. More will be dropped off today. Sorry you can’t get all your bandages wet in a shower. Maybe in a couple days.” He left my room.

Changed into fresh clothes, I wandered into the private bathroom. My reflection in the mirror jolted me to a stop. I just stood there, dumbfounded. After everything my brothers had ever done to me, I had never looked like this. My face was incredibly swollen, discolored with bruises, and my eyes were puffy and looked exhausted. No wonder Lacey touched this face and cried…

Finding a brand-new toothbrush and tube of toothpaste on the counter, my eyes bugged out. Is this for me? Until now, I’d only had leftover toothbrushes and mostly empty tubes of toothpaste I’d have to squeeze clean to get anything out. As I opened the packages, I appreciated the smell and feel. And I thought about Lynx, knowing he had something to do with this. 

With the most sparkly teeth I had ever had, I walked down a hallway then into the living room. Lynx wasn’t in sight, but I saw his vest hanging on the back of a chair in the dining room to my right, by the front part of the house. On the chairs on each side of his, two more leather vests hung. Seeing the Steel Stallion design and the word Texas on the backs had me hoping for a vest of my own someday. I quickly hushed away the thought, feeling I wasn’t good enough for such an honor.

Standing in the kitchen, making a cup of coffee, Dagger’s eyes lit up when he noticed me. “Nine Lives! My man!”

I wasn’t used to anyone but Lace being excited when I entered a room. Her eyes would beam like glowing stars when I would crawl through her bedroom window. Even if she was in pain… “Hey,” I quietly replied. “Umm, do you know if my mom has filed a report yet?”

He grimaced before catching himself. “No file yet, Pup. I’m really sorry about that. But we’ll keep checking.”

With his back to me, Vice was at the stove. I could smell the bacon he was tending to. I had always wondered what it tasted like. My brothers would cook it often, but I had never been given any. The wonderful smell would seep under my closed bedroom door and make my stomach growl, and I had wished that they liked me enough to share.

Dagger brought the steaming cup of coffee to his mouth while begging, “Java. Heal me.” He made a slurpy sound as he took a sip. Even though the hot liquid was clearly burning his mouth, “Yes,” he hissed in pleasure. “Just like that.”

Vice peered over his broad shoulder and teased him. “You know that ain’t no woman you’re talkin’ to, right?”

“Vice,” he sneered, “damn, son, don’t take away my morning joy by reminding me what I could be waking up next to if I were at the Barn.” 

It was hard to understand the fuss over coffee. Not ever having had any, I realized I wasn’t sure how to fit in with these men. Not only had I never had a cup of coffee, but I’d also never had a drop of alcohol. I didn’t crave other women. I had only one purpose. And she was too far from my reach. “Sorry about last night.”

Dagger tilted his head. “What the fuck for?”

Blink. Blink. “Uh, saying what I said, throwing a chair, and ripping a couple stitches?”

His coffee sloshed in its cup as he and Vice burst out laughing as if my tantrum the night prior was nothing to brag about. That they’d seen far worse.

Dagger set his cup of ‘Java’ down and braced himself up against the counter between him and the living room I was standing in. “Kid, that was you just releasing some steam.”

“Rightfully so,” added Vice as he flipped a strip of bacon. “Hungry, kid?”

My stomach growled in reply, but I answered, “I could eat a little, sure.”

From over his shoulder, he said, “I chopped some potatoes and am fryin’ them up. You like potatoes?”

“Yeah, I used to bake them then sneak some stuff from the refrigerator. If you only take a little, they never notice. Makes the dry potato taste better.”

The silence that lingered after I would say something like that took me a bit to get used to, but the men always tried to recover quickly. I appreciated that. It took the sting out of the awkward moment that I didn’t fully understand. Up until this time, I believed the way I was raised was normal for the youngest sibling. I believed a lot of what I had been told while growing up.

“Well,” Vice coughed to clear something in his throat, “these potatoes won’t be dry.”

Dagger smiled, his eye a bit glossy. “These particular Morning Potatoes are Vice’s specialty. He won’t tell us his seasoning.” He grumbled the next part, “Selfish bastard.”

That piqued my interest. I went to a barstool and sat down, facing Dagger. “Seasonings? Like from the cupboard?” I got excited. “I snuck some of that, too. Garlic was my favorite, besides salt.”

Dagger did his best not to stutter. “Garlic? Shit… you’re in for a treat, kid. Our man Vice here cut up fresh garlic for these potatoes.”

It took all I had to not let my mouth fall open in amazement. If it did, I was positive drool would have dripped. I was so pumped to try this breakfast specialty.

With wet hair dripping on a fresh t-shirt, Lynx came walking up behind me. His bedroom was in the same hallway as mine. “Vice, my brother, smells fucking incredible up in here.” A hand ruffled my shaggy hair before he walked into the kitchen. “Kid, that stomach of yours growling yet? Mine sure the fuck is.”

Resting my elbows on the counter, I nodded, thinking how my dad used to tussle my hair. 

Lynx told Dagger, “He needs a pill after he eats.”

Dagger lifted an orange bottle and shook it. “One step ahead of ya.” He lifted and rattled another one. “And his antibiotics.”

Lynx tried but couldn’t fit between the two men stuffed in the small kitchen. “Shit. Fine.” He gave up and teased, “I’ll suck the dick of the first bastard who gets me a coffee.”

Me lifting a brow—as Dagger and Vice both rushed toward the coffee pot—had Dagger laughing at me. “Sorry for all the sex jokes, kid. None of us have been laid in a bit and we’re getting antsy.”

As Dagger poured a cup, Vice went back to the stove. “You know it’s bad when these frying eggs look like a set of tits in a pan.”

Lynx peeked over his shoulder. “Oh yeah, those are perfect C-cups.”

Dagger handed him a coffee, begging, “Can we please stop talking about luscious breasts? If not, you may end up with ‘special’ milk in this coffee.”

Chuckling, Lynx yanked his cup away. “Now that’s sick, dude. Sugar only.” Suddenly, his eyes rolled to the back of his head and he moaned, “Elle’s sugar.”

“No!” Jokingly, Vice tossed his spatula on the counter next to the stove. “No more fuckin’ talk of fuckin’! I can’t fuckin’ take it!”

Coffee spurted from Dagger’s nostrils.

“Jesus H. Christ.” Lynx tossed him a paper towel. “Really?”

Breathless from laughing so hard, Dagger said, “I couldn’t help it! Him saying the word fuckin’ so many times had me imagining fuckin’!” His hips started gyrating an imaginary woman.

Now all three men were holding their chests and stomachs, bumping into each other in the little kitchen, absolutely dying. Then Vice shoved at the other two men. “Stop rubbin’ up all over me! It’s getting me hard.”

Through the freest laughter I had ever seen, bodies bounced off of cabinets, counters, refrigerators, and the hot stove. “Ouch!” yelled a regretful—yet cheerful—Dagger.

Now I was laughing. It was that contagious. 

The morning continued to be entertaining as I ate the best breakfast in the world. By the way? Bacon fucking rocks!

Eventually, reality found its way back to me. Sitting at the dining room table, staring at empty plates, Lynx finally said, “I hate to push, kid, but we need more answers. Please understand, my reasons are so I know how best to go about getting your girl back.”

My heart pinged at the mention of Lacey. “Of course. I feel you.”

Proud, Vice held up a hand for me to high-five him. “Bring it here, my man.”

Giving him a high-five, I instantly understood his road name. His hands were like a gorilla’s. He had a ‘vice’ grip. I was sure of it.

“Prez,” asked, Dagger, “mind doing this outside? I need to pollute my lungs.”

Lynx stood. “And that is why you’re my right hand. I have a feeling a smoke is what I will need to get me through what Nine Lives may have to say.”

Outside, the morning air was warming up, but it felt great. It was nowhere near as hot as Kansas. With a water bottle in my hand because of the pills I had just taken, I sat at the end of the table. Lighters ignited cigarettes while I waited.

Exhaling smoke, Lynx leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling of the overhang the back porch offered. “Talk to me again about why you believe the brothers’ lies would prevent a mama from searching for her daughter or son.”

God, it sucked to hear that. So disheartening. But I had to hold on to the only hope I had. If not, I had to face a fact I wasn’t ready to see. “The brothers were always able to cover their tracks. It’s hard to explain why it always worked, but it did.” I shrugged. “Our moms believed them. Every time.” I exhaled through another sting of the heart. Now I was wondering why my word or Lacey’s never mattered. It was always the brothers’ explanations of injuries that counted. Maybe that is why Lace and I stopped talking. “The brothers will make something up and blame it on me and Lace. Our moms didn’t know we were together. We hid it from all of them.” I tossed my hands in the air, clueless how long I could keep lying to myself. 

Taking a drag from his cigarette, Lynx stared at the ceiling again. Smoke floated from his lips… “Before I became President of my club, my dad was President.” I watched his throat work a swallow that yelled of him fighting emotions. “The reason I bring it up is to inform you about how much I understand how the man of the house, or club, can influence his men or family.” Lynx’s head slowly lowered so he could face me again. His sharp eyes shot so deep I felt it in my chest. “How old were you when your dad died?”

My mouth gaped. Then, I gulped. “Four, I think.”

When he died, my happy days died with him. My mother became more distant. My brothers became more controlling. The word lonely doesn’t begin to describe what those years were like because that word doesn’t mention all the physical pain. Yes, my spirit had ached for companionship, but it also ached because it didn’t understand the hatred. My young self simply couldn’t fathom why my brothers enjoyed their cruel creativity.

Hesitantly, Lynx licked his upper row of teeth, all the while staring at me. “And hers?”

I could literally feel the blood draining from my face. Lynx was connecting dots with barely knowing what dots stood before him. The connections made no sense to me, but him figuring them out told me I was missing some serious key points.

Nervous, I answered, “She thinks she was six.”

Dagger’s eye widened as his head jerked back in surprise. Then he regarded his Prez as if also connecting dots I was still blind to.

Lynx silently acknowledged him, but asked me, “You view your brothers as more powerful than your mother, right?”

As if that was a dumb question, I shrugged. “They are.”

Not sounding convinced, he asked, “The age difference between you and them?”

“Four and five years.”

A distracted hand pulled at his bottom lip. More to himself, he said, “Too young to have been running the ship. Who is steering their behavior?”

“Damien,” I answered.

Hearing my eldest brother’s name, Lynx’s shoulders lifted, then fell. He nodded but not convincingly. 

“What?” I asked.

Lynx took another deep drag of his cigarette. “You say your mom didn’t know you and Lace were an item.”

“Correct.”

“What did she know about you?”

I wasn’t appreciating him insinuating my mom wasn’t involved in my life. I was preferring my denial. “Plenty.”

“I see.” His tongue pushed against the inside of his cheek. “Is Lacey just as close to her mom, too? The one who isn’t even concerned of her whereabouts after three days?”

Are you toying with me? I glared. 

“I see.” Lynx inhaled smoke. “Does Lacey even feel her mother can protect her?”

Continuing to prod was grating my nerves even more. “Of course not. Her mother can’t. The brothers are too overpowering. That’s why we protected them.”

He blinked. “Who is protecting who?”

Starting to feel inadequate to even be sitting at the table with these intelligent men made me even more annoyed. “The brothers… They told us they would hurt our moms if Lace and I didn’t do what they wanted.”

Vice leaned his chin to his joined hands that were propped up by his elbows on the table. 

“What?” I asked him, really getting perturbed.

He opened his hands in surrender before resuming the lean. “Nothing. You’re all good, kid.”

I glared at each of the men. “They are overpowering. You don’t understand.” 

Lynx shook his head. “Nope. I don’t. Try explaining it to me.”

“I. Was. Scared they would hurt my mom like—” I exhaled.

“Like what?” prompted Lynx, as if already knowing the answer.

My nostrils flared. Yes, I was getting very angry, but I was also completely overwhelmed. I felt like a cornered animal who needed to protect himself.

Lynx pushed back. “Moms are very capable of ruling the roost. They can be deadly protectors. Why. Not. Yours?”

“Because,” I stalled, the trapped feeling intensifying.

Lynx growled, “Because what?”

Feeling as if on the verge of exploding again, I gave my last warning by growling, “Why are you doing this?”

Lynx leaned forward and tapped his thick finger on the table. “Because I need to hear you say it.”

“I took the brothers on! All four of them! Purposely, toward the end to protect Lacey!” I sneered, “I did the best I could.”

Lynx put his cigarette out in a glass ashtray. “No one is accusing you of not protecting your girl. I promise. But your fear of these assholes runs too deep. There’s somethin’ you’re not telling me.”

Propping my elbows on the table, I aggressively rubbed at my forehead with all ten of my agitated fingers. “Why am I getting angry?” My emotions were so erratic; I felt like I was getting into multiple car accidents, one right after another.

Dagger took a turn. “Personally, I think there are two reasons. One? For the very first time since your dad passed, you don’t have to be afraid. Two:” He exhaled, his voice softening, “I think you don’t want to consider that you did all this for a woman who isn’t even searching for her missing child.”

I slammed my hands against my forehead and stayed there as I groaned, “It can’t be true.”

Lynx’s voice resonated with compassion and leadership. “Someone finally has your back again, kid. Now there’s room to get mad. You’re gonna need that anger to get through this. Take advantage of having the chance to see your situation from another point of view.”

Point of view…

One finger lifted from my forehead to point to him. “Your point of view?”

He nodded, as if pleased. “Yeah, kid. Mine.”

Inhaling for strength and courage to allow these men to keep teaching me, I nodded, too, trying to voice that I could handle more, even though I was truly nervous that I couldn’t. 

With an expression that said he respected my willingness, Lynx continued, “You see a woman in need of protection. I, as someone from the outside looking in, can’t help but wonder how a mom—who can’t afford to feed a son—can afford to put her two other sons through college.”

Blink. Blink. 

Well, shit. Due to unwanted sorrow in my heart, I rubbed at my chest.

Knowing he was getting somewhere with me, Lynx nodded while changing his stare to look out into the backyard. “Another example? I’ll bet your brothers each had a car.”

I cringed because, in fact, they did. Newer ones compared to the heap I was eventually given because my mom didn’t have time to drive me to school.

I guess my not answering was the answer. Again, Lynx nodded, his eyes squinting against the sun. “I’m really sorry about my next question.”

Under the table, my knee started to bounce.

“Do you think you had a different dad than them?”

My lips parted and moved, but no words came out. Yet, as if taking advantage of the opportunity to help me see, my mind raced to that scenario. Not only did my brothers detest the man, but there were more obvious traits, such as my light blond hair; theirs was dark brown. My dark blue eyes; theirs were light blue. Me outgrowing their shorter stockier builds. 

Neither brother of mine looked anything like my tall father.

Unexpected loneliness seeped into my spirit. The possibility that Damien and Crow were only my half-brothers and were terrible to me, I wondered if I actually had brothers at all. Were evil ones better than none?

Lynx let a finger toy with his pack of cigarettes. “Your dad was a good man, wasn’t he?”

Fighting down emotions, I nodded repeatedly. “Yes. Always kind.”

“That must be why you are still good, and not rotten like your brothers.”

Was Lynx implying my mother was to blame for their wicked ways? Did that mean I had a chance of becoming cruel, too?

My eyes slid shut. “I only had him for a short amount of time. What if—”

“You look at me. Right now.”

My eyes opened. 

Lynx was with a stern pointed finger. “You. Are. Good. Got it?”

I swallowed. “Got it.”

His nostrils flared. “Would Lacey love anyone who was bad?”

My shoulders folded with relief. “No. She is pure of heart.”

The valiant President of the Steel Stallions simmered down as he sat back in his chair. “Speaking of Pretty Girl, what do you love about her?”

“The easier question to answer would be what do I not love about her.”

“Alright. I’ll bite. What’s the answer?”

I stared him dead in the eyes so he would understand how honest I was being. “Not one damn thing.”

Sadness crept into Lynx’s eyes. “Through anything? Thick and thin kind of love?”

My brows bunched together. “We’ve been over this. Do I really need to answer that? She is my evermore.”

“Evermore?” asked Dagger.

Frustrated, I merely replied, “She knows what it means. That’s all that matters.”

After staring at me for a long minute, Lynx ran a hand down his face, then said words that rocked my world. “Kid… She’s lost all her memories.”

“No,” I said in sudden shock that was overpowering, to say the least.

“I’m sorry.” He meant it. I could feel it. “She don’t remember a damn thing.” He shook his head with such remorse I felt his pain. “Not even you.”

The whole conversation, up to this point, was devastating to my soul. Now this?

There was a chair holding me up, but I couldn’t feel it. That’s how dramatically the world fell out from underneath me. It just disappeared. Leaving me hanging in midair.

As I floated there, in shock, my heart decided to take over and make all my decisions for me. And that decision was… “Then I will make her fall in love with me, all over again.” 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Watching Tate

 

These men were extraordinary. Every morning I would wake with one sleeping in a chair next to my bed. To not wake them, I didn’t stir much. I just snuck my foot out from under the blanket to feel the sun on my toes and tell myself the same sun was touching my girl.

“You okay, kid?” asked a groggy Dagger.

“Yeah. You guys really don’t have to watch over me at night. I’m all good.”

In surprise, Dagger’s lips pursed, as if debating whether or not to say something. Finally, he smiled and said, “Just doing what we think’s best.”

It was hard to ask admirable men to not do their best, so I didn’t.

A few more days had passed, and Lacey’s guardian angel was now legally her guardian in the eyes of the law. Doc’s judge friend hadn’t failed him and gave him custody of Lace. Since medical doctors had cleared her, she was taken from the hospital and given a room at the Serenity Institute. When I was told this, I pictured my poor girl locked in a big room with a bunch of unstable men and women drooling and shit, but Lynx assured me Serenity was a five-star joint. Lacey was in the nicest institute out there.

My arms desperate to hold her, I begged, “Please, let’s just go in there and get her.”

Sitting on the couch with me, Lynx laid a hand on my shoulder. “I feel ya, kid. I swear I do, but… she’s got a bunch of eyes watching her. Snatching her away from them will be tricky enough. Her screaming because she doesn’t remember who you are? Those are complications that will get the Po-Po on our trail.”

I still couldn’t believe she didn’t remember me. Just the mention of it had me feeling like I no longer belonged on this earth. My purpose had faded away. I grabbed the sides of my head. “This is so hard.”

“Lesson time.” Kindly, he pulled my hands down. “Never let pryin’ eyes see ya sweat, kid.”

What? Frantically, I peered about. “Are we being watched?”

He laughed. “Yes, but by friendlies. What I meant was—”

Naturally paranoid due to my brothers, I peered over the back of the couch to see past the dining room table and out the front windows. “What friendlies?”

Lynx casually stated, “The chapter we were, uh, visiting when we came across you. They’ve got a rotation kickin’ to keep an eye on us.”

The only ‘rotation’ who had ever watched over me before meant me harm. I could almost feel my brothers looming, their eyes hungry. “Lynx, why?”

“Because they’d prefer me to be stayin’ at their nearby clubhouse.”

I figured ‘they’ were trying to control him just like my brothers did me. “Why?”

“Settle down. It’s a good thing, Pup. Breathe. It’s just a case of that Prez not liking this one,” he touched his chest, “unprotected on his turf.”

This sounded complicated, so I asked a very intricate question. “Why?”

Lynx smirked. “Because I’m the President of the Original Chapter. I’m the one who has final say over all Steel Stallions.”

Impressed, I leaned to the side to eye this man. Yes, I knew he was a President of some club in Austin, but Lynx hadn’t shown any arrogant signs that he was some top dog of others, too. “How many Stallions we talkin’?”

With pride, his smirk grew. “Enough to handle any shit you have comin’, anywhere in the country.”

“Wow.” I sat there, stunned and rather humbled this man was taking a chance on little ol’ me. But as these three men had shown me, daily, I quickly recovered and teased, “I guess I won’t be winnin’ that thousand bucks, after all.”

Lynx sat back, spreading his arms over the back of the couch, suddenly looking like the king I hadn’t known he was. “I sure the hell hope not, Pup. Because that would make your enemies some of the scariest fuckers ever.”

A realization struck me. “You’re not staying at that clubhouse because of me. Isn’t that right?”

He dipped his chin. “That’s correct. I needed to know what I was dealing with before putting them in harm’s way.”

“But you said—”

“Just because you have the power don’t mean you should use it. Having ‘say’ over all my boys also means I’m responsible for them. Each and every one of those men are my brothers. Sons. Family. I take care of my family.”

“Damn. That’s a lot of weight to carry. You must think my constant worry over Lace is small time.”

“Hell no, kid. That’s a whole other kind of love. That’s beyond the heart. That’s soul shit.” He released a shiver. “Fuck. If Elle were in the shape your girl is… Fuck, I can’t even go there. You functioning at all right now tells me what a survivor you are.” He eyed me. “I know you’d die for her without a second thought.”

Damn straight. “I’d take my own life at this very second if it guaranteed her safety.”

“Jesus H. Christ. Dagger is right. You are a mini-Lynx.” He smiled at me with admiration. “You make vouching for you so easy, you little Life Warrior.”

Honored that such a man as he had my unimpressive back had me quietly saying, “Thank you.” I nodded, insecure about deserving such kindness. “And… thank you for all you’ve done for me. I hope I can make it up to you someday.”

He playfully ruffled my hair. “Don’t get all emotional on me, ya putz.” 

The noble leader of the Steel Stallions got up from the couch and walked away, making me smile. That man was walking away so no one saw him sweat, so no one saw him caring for me. I was okay with that. I didn’t need anyone to see it. Feeling it in my heart was plenty.
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Receiving care, food, and support, it was mind-blowing how fast I healed. Within one week, I was off pain meds and almost done with my antibiotics. Doc visited me and cleared me for showers. He hoped the next time he saw me he could remove my stitches. He said the ones in my mouth had dissolved as they were supposed to.

Warm water from my first shower was one of the best feelings I had ever experienced. I felt like I was literally washing away anxiety. I felt rejuvenated and ready to tackle my next obstacle. I also felt I owed a thank you to Lynx’s woman.

Even though Elle had never met me, she had a shipment of vitamins and natural herbs dropped off right away. It was a little comical to see a big ol’ burly biker pulling up in the driveway and delivering a brown paper bag of ‘herbs’ that were truly organic herbs. 

Lynx had bitched, “What the fuck is Elle doing to my Colorado club? Has them shoppin’ in some health food store? Jesus H. Christ. She trying to kill their image?”

Either way, I was honored and promised to properly thank her myself someday. 

Entering the kitchen, I saw Vice at the stove. I still wasn’t used to it. He was so big he looked out of place. He could barely see under the exhaust fan! But man could he cook. He had a pot of shredded chicken soaking in barbeque sauce. 

I took a whiff. “Vice, damn. That smells incredible.”

Behind me, at the bar, Lynx was sitting on a barstool, talking on his cell. “Fucking miss you, babe. Like, no fucking lie…” The gun sitting next to him no longer shocked me. These guys were always either packing or with weapons in reach.

Lowering my voice, I asked Vice, “He talking to Elle?”

“I sure hope so; otherwise, we have problems because Elle knows how to use a gun.”

Chuckling, I faced Prez, and whispered, “Please tell her thank you for me.” I regarded all the bottles of vitamins on the counter.

Lynx dipped his chin, pride in his eyes, then said, “Babe, I have someone here who wants to talk to you.” He handed me the phone.

Not sure why Lynx was trusting me to talk with his woman, I timidly pulled the phone to my ear and shyly said, “Hello?”

Because she was biker royalty, in every sense of the word, I was expecting the conversation to be extremely awkward, but a sultry female’s voice happily asked, “Is this Nine Lives?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I have heard so much about you I feel like we’re already friends.”

My heart bloomed. From everything Lynx had said about her, she was almost as perfect as Lace. Her considering me a friend was an honor. “Uh, I just wanted to thank you for the vitamins and herb stuff.”

“Aw! You are so welcome, honey. Those different items are for your immune system, liver—due to those horrid pain pollutants—and overall healing herbs. Are you still getting plenty of water? Vice feeding you?”

“Oh, yes. I have some good nurses here.”

Her laugh was so pretty, compared to all the male laughter that I had been hearing. “Now there’s something I never thought I would hear about those three big babies. If one of them gets sick, the whining and constant crying are practically unbearable.”

If Elle felt three deadly bikers were pansies, I was confident she was a complete badass. No wonder Vice was worried for Lynx. “Well, they must have learned something from you because they have been great.”

“So good to hear. Hey, I’m having a treadmill delivered there. Can you do me a solid and do some light walking when it arrives? Try to build your strength back up?”

Humbled, I swallowed and quietly replied, “Yes, ma’am.”

Was she just like Dagger, Vice, and Lynx? Always moving me forward? It’s possible, because then she said, “Tell that big lug sitting in front of you that, since he’s taking such good care of you, he’s getting the best blow job of his life.”

My eyes popped wide, “Er,” totally lacking the balls to talk about Elle and blow jobs to her lethal man with the power of an army behind him.

His brow lifted. “What? What’d she say?”

“Errrrr.”

She giggled. “Tell him!”

I winced. “But I just got off painkillers. I don’t want to have to need them again.”

She howled laughter.

“What?” growled a now impatient biker.

I cleared my throat, but it didn’t help the pathetic croak that had replaced my normal voice as I told him, “She, uh, wants you to know you are, uh, getting the, uh,” cough, “best-blow-job-of-your-life.”

Grey eyes slid shut… 

Vice snickered. “That girl is so bad. I fucking love her.”

I heard what sounded like her opening a refrigerator. “What’s he doing?” insisted Elle.

“Umm,” I watched Lynx proceed to bang his forehead against the bar counter. “Not handling your torture very well.”

Elle, having no pity for me nor her man, was back to laughing. “God, he loves my lips!”

Dagger approached, eyeing his President self-inflicting pain. “I miss somethin’?”

Vice chimed in with one simple word. “Elle.”

Dagger yelled into the phone I was still stuck holding. “Hey, beautiful!”

“Daddy Dagger!” she cheerfully called out.

There are certain things one can live without. And that was one of them. I cringed. “Daddy Dagger? Please tell me that is not a sexual thing and you are, in fact, her dad.”

The kitchen boomed with laughter.

Once Elle caught her breath, she told me, “The gossip vine says that old man has got some serious skills in the sack. Tell Lynx to take some notes.”

My eyes popped wide again. Now I was to tell Lynx he needed to learn a thing or two? “Nope. Not happening.”

“What did she say now?” yelled the dangerous biker.

Nope. Nope. No way in Hell. I handed back his cell.

He happily took it and asked her what she was up to. After hearing her reply, his jaw dropped. “Babe! First with this ‘bikers need to go all organic’ shit, and now you’re tellin’ my boys their Prez needs to up his fuckin’ dick skills?”

Once again, men’s shoulders collided in the small kitchen as they stumbled back and forth in booming laughter.

After more playful banter that had me totally forgetting my problems, Lynx told Elle, “Hey, don’t forget to tell Justice to give me a call on the burner, ‘kay?”

Just like that, laughter ended, and a serious vibe kicked in. I suppose you could say a Prez’s job is never done. And his VP had his back. Dagger gave Lynx a salute and left the kitchen.

As Lynx ended the call with Elle, her promising she would never again doubt his ‘dick’ skills after he finally got a hold of her, Dagger returned and placed another cellphone in front of him. 

To give privacy to what was certainly meant to be a private conversation, I started to leave the kitchen, but Lynx stopped me. “Nah, need you to stay, Pup.” Not sure what to do, I leaned against the counter, crossing my arms over my insecure chest. Probably due to me looking as uncomfortable as I was feeling, Lynx chuckled. “You’re good, Nine Lives. Just need you to answer some questions for my Road Captain. She’s a wizard on the ol’ internet.”

“Justice? Is that a road name?”

Dagger’s smile was full of serious admiration. “Yes, a very deserved and honorable road name.”

Back at the stove, Vice praised, “If she were the marrying type, I’d make her my Old Lady in a snap. That is how great she is and how much she deserves her road name.”

There was no romance in his comment. Only top-notch respect. 

At that moment, I wondered if I would ever have someone think so approvingly of me. I hoped to someday have such a name, one that men—such as the ones in that kitchen—would highly approve of.

The phone on the counter rang. Lynx answered, “Hey,” with an unexpected smile forming, hinting to Justice being more than a Road Captain to him. “How’s my club?” After listening for a few seconds, he chuckled, “Atta girl. Whip that Prospect into shape. Hey, I need you to do somethin’ for your big bro.” 

Bro? Justice is the sister that Lynx got back? Holy shit!

“Yep, some background hunting on the new pup.” He looked at me while answering something. “Yeah, he’ll be a great wolf someday…” He nodded as if his caller could see him, even though she couldn’t. “Kid, what’s your social security number again?”

After I gave him all the information he requested, including my address and other specifics, he told her, “Nah. No rush. I just have a sneakin’ suspicion about his dad, wonderin’ if he’s the father of Tate’s brothers.”

Smirking, as if expecting to be amused, Lynx asked, “What do you mean, have I gone ‘old school’?” He set the phone on the counter and put it on speaker.

“Yeah,” said a woman’s voice that carried humor, yet authority. “Do the eyes fit?”

That being a rather odd question had us all going quiet and shrugging at each other.

She tried, “Eye color? Ya know? Family traits and shit?”

Dagger smacked his forehead. “Why can’t I be as smart as Captain?” 

“I’m confused,” I admitted.

Justice giggled. “Dagger, no one is as smart as me. Don’t beat yourself up over it.” Then she said, “Hey, Nine Lives! What’s up?” In the background, on her end, typing on a keyboard could be heard.

“Hey, nice to meet you, Captain.”

“You, too, Pup.”

Dagger leaned his elbows to the higher part of the counter. “Cap, you just can’t help yourself, can you?”

“Bite me, Daddy Dagger.” She kept typing.

Vice informed me, “She’s already researching you.”

Justice ignored us and went on to explain, “Okay, a quick rundown. There are two different theories that I know of. The ‘where your ancestors lived’ or ‘family genes’. Either way, Lynx and I are one-percenters, through-and-through, says the patch on our cuts and our grey eyes.”

Vice exclaimed, “In the whole world?”

“That’s right! Our ancestors are from northern Europe,” she admired. “Vikings. Hell yeah. So, that does support that theory, but I haven’t met anyone to break the other theory of family genes. Dad’s eyes were such a clear blue. That, supposedly, has to do with our ancestors from long, long ago, living through long winters and not needing as much melanin because they didn’t have as much sun. That is why he got beautiful children such as Lynx and myself.”

“It’s true.” Lynx batted his eyelashes. “We’re gorgeous.”

Dagger and Vice rolled theirs and complained, “Oh, dear lord.” And “Do you hear this?”

After chuckling, Justice asked, “Okay, Tate, what are your parents’ eye colors?”

“Both blue.”

“Hence why you have blue eyes.”

Impressed, I asked, “How’d ya know?”

“Lynx,” she teased, “you said the kid was sharp.”

Vice smacked the back of my head. “She just researched ya, dumbass. Don’t think she’s found your driver’s license by now?”

Way to show your lack of brain cells, Tate.

Justice continued, “Traits, genes go off of what parents offer their children in eye colors. What color are your brothers’ eyes?”

“Both blue.”

“There ya go. Your father could totally be their dad, then.” As if it was challenging to not share information because gathering it was her thing, she mumbled, “Only eight to ten percent of the world have blue eyes, by the way.”

Lacey… “What about hazel?”

Justice answered, “Approximately five percent. What color are Lacey’s parents’ eyes?”

I appreciated Justice already knowing who I was asking about. “Blue and green.”

“Yeah, see? That makes sense, also—Hold on.” She was suddenly talking to someone else as if they were looking for her. “I’m in the Stalls!” I heard a door open and her say, “Need me?”

A man’s voice said, “Sorry, Captain. Some snooty bitch at the garage is complaining about the work we did on her car. Rattler is about to blow. Intervention time. Stat.”

“My work is never done, y’all. I gotta roll. Bro, still no hurry?”

Lynx told his sister, “Nah, we have time. Tate has to make a girl fall in love with him.”

Vice told Justice, “That’s gonna take more than a minute.”

Chuckling, I stuck up for myself. “I’m quite lovable. You just wait and see.”

Justice laughed over the phone. “I see you guys are already teaching Pup some bad ego habits.”

Once Lynx got off the phone, he told me, “She’ll get me some answers.” Lost in thought, he spun the burner cell around with his finger. “Kid, what do you think you would do if ever faced with your brothers again?”

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “After all that has gone down, how would you feel seeing them again? Blood or not, what do you think you would do?”

I hadn’t even considered seeing them again. I figured, since they left me for dead, that was the way it should be left. “Huh. I don’t know.” I eyed him. “What would you do?”

Grey eyes glowed with revenge. “I’d kill ’em.” He studied me. “Would you have a problem with that?”

Standing there, I realized there was a very high probability that whoever had taken his sister was now dead. I grimaced. “God, I swear I wish I could say yes, but…” Suddenly, images of the rape and how familiar with Lacey’s body all the brothers were had my jaw locking. Then I remembered the blade sinking into her sweet, beautiful skin. “No. I don’t have a problem with that. At all.” My skin flared with a sharp and ravenous rage, feeding me the strength to finally say, “I think they murdered my father.”

Ever so slowly, Lynx inhaled as if finally hearing what he had been waiting for. “How?”

“The pool. Drowned.”

As if totally believing me and understanding there was more to be said, he questioned, “Not an accident?”

“He was a certified swimming coach. Had me swimming by three.” I could feel how deadpanned my expression was. I could feel the hatred I had buried while trying to force myself to believe the lie I had been told. “Authorities claim he must have ‘cramped’ since he had no head trauma to speak of.”

Lynx lifted a blond brow as he sarcastically said, “That’s quite a cramp for a certified teacher not being able to reach the side of a pool.”

No longer a fool, I gave one curt yet menacing nod. “I only ask that, if they are to die, I get to do it. All four of them.”

There was no more joking or laughter echoing. 

All that was now present was reverence for my hostile words.
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Vice walking into the kitchen from the garage, with aviator glasses on his head, had my full attention. I was dying to hear anything and everything he had to say. But before he even had a chance to open his mouth with any news, I asked, “How is she?” In the living room, I was on my feet, so nervous I couldn’t hold still.

Dagger and Lynx flanked me, both sturdy as always.

Vice didn’t judge me either. He quickly and confidently answered, “I don’t know her like you do, of course, but from what I can tell, she is doing real good, kid. Real good. They even had her sitting outside in some real nice garden courtyard.”

“Flowers?”

“Oh yeah, a shit load. All different colors.”

For some reason, that was confirmation she was in good hands. “She loves flowers—” My legs gave out. No longer on medication that numbed everything and not distracted by talk of my shitty brothers, I finally could feel the impact of how worried I had truly been for her. It was violent. Almost too much for my body to take.

“Lay him flat,” said Dagger quickly.

Two sets of strong arms quickly grabbed a hold of me and helped me to the floor. Dazed, I laid there, blinking. “S-Sorry. I just—”

Dagger was studying me—my eyes, my coloring—but said, “Stop apologizing. You’ve been so consumed with worry for Lacey you haven’t taken one second to consider all you have been through, physically nor mentally. Here’s a quick recap. Your own flesh and blood tried to make you exit this world while, from what I can tell, absolutely terrorizing your woman. I got a feelin’ that your story is way up top on the list of the shit I’ve seen. Feel me? And I’ve seen some shit.” For some reason, he laid two fingers on the inside of my wrist. “Your young body is doing a stand-up job healing, but it ain’t done. Cut yourself some fucking slack.”

Two men standing over me, all worried, had my eyes leaking. I felt like I had won a lottery. It just wasn’t money I was being gifted. It was something so much better.

When Vice suddenly appeared, smiling ear-to-ear, saying, “You done being a drama queen and ready to hear more about your girl?” I burst into some sort of laughing-crying fit.

Still with fingers on my wrist, Dagger smiled. “Pulse is pickin’ back up.”

From the floor, I told Vice, “Tell me more.”

Vice teased, “First off, you’re right. She’s hot.”

Lynx smacked the back of his head. “Dude! Total jailbait.”

That had me laughing even more, and so proud of my girl. “Isn’t she an angel?”

Vice had his hands braced to his knees to stay bent over. “The way the sun was hitting her, I was shocked wings didn’t appear.”

Now Dagger eyed him. “Wings?” His stare squinted. “Did you get into Pup’s leftover pain meds?”

I laughed even more, my chest loosening and filling with air.

“Nah! I’m serious, Dag!” By the way Vice was talking, I knew he’d seen my girl. “Somethin’ about her, like a fairy sitting in the flowers—Where ya going?”

Lynx and Dagger were headed for the kitchen. Lynx said, “To get a beer.”

Dagger added, “And find your balls.”

Standing up straight, Vice waved a hand while dismissing them, then told me, “Yep. She looked clean, fresh bandages, and calm.” He grinned. “It’s from far away, but I managed to get a pic—” I gasped, dying for a glance of the photo, but Vice suddenly appeared bored, checking out his fingernails. “Not that I know anyone who wants to see it.”

I reached out with a hand, so desperate, you would have thought I was going to finally get to touch the real Lacey.

A cellphone was placed in my palm.

There she was, in a flowered courtyard, just like Vice had described. The morning sun beamed down on her. The same sun I touched again that very morning, just like I had every morning while in that rental. My throat tightened. The picture was, indeed, from far away, and there was tall fencing all around her, but there was no mistaking… “My Pretty Girl,” I moaned, so happy she looked healthy, all considered, yet so sad because I wanted to feel her. Smell her. Kiss her.

As I stared, Dagger and Lynx returned, handing Vice a beer. Vice asked me, “Can ya tilt that phone slightly, kid?” When I did, he pointed to the screen, his tone shifting to some sort of Pro Mode. “That fencing is electric.”

“No shit?” asked Dagger.

“Yeah, I guess they ain’t taking no chances of escapees.”

Behind Lacey, who was sitting in a Victorian iron chair, was a huge old grey castle-like building. According to the barred windows, it looked to be three-stories high.

“Security?” Lynx asked Vice.

“Only a few outside cameras near entrances. We can easily knock them out. No guards. Just a couple of big ol’ orderlies.” He pointed again. “The pic is from me standing in some woods. The same ones she appeared from when they found her.” He further explained, “No neighbors at all. Easy to get in and out with no witnesses, especially at night. They don’t even have a high number of patients. Quite exclusive.” 

“Sounds too easy,” grumbled Dagger as if he was sensing a catch.

Vice nodded while rubbing his fingers together to represent money. “The place is soon going to be locked up tight. Once their new system is in, you’ll need a passcode to get in. We break in, alarms will ring-n-sing. Her room is on the third floor. Not much time to not care about triggering loud alarms. Oh, and no elevator. If she’s not coming willingly, we will have to carry her down the open and exposed stairs. Her cries will be heard throughout that whole damn old ass building, alerting the orderlies.” His finger came into my view. “Sorry, kid. Just give me a sec.” He swiped the picture to another one to show us a grand sweeping staircase made of polished wood. “I looked up pics on their website. This staircase is our only way of reaching her unless we scale the outside of the building.” He swiped his finger to put Lace in front of me again. 

Lynx asked, “She afraid of heights, kid?”

“I-I don’t know. My bedroom was on ground level. Hers was on the second floor, but she never had to use it. Only me.”

After a moment of pondering, Dagger asked, “Vice, will you be able to get us a code to get in, if needed?”

“Already on it, boss. I’ve ordered a motion-activated camera. Plannin’ on hiding it underneath the overhang in front of the door, but I’m hoping I stalled that project.”

“Come again?” comically asked Dagger.

Vice beamed proudly as he pulled a beautiful knife from his leather pouch that hung on his belt. “This doc is a fanatic about the impressive lawn. It just so happens their lawn sprinkler system is having some technical difficulties. It should take a couple weeks to find all the leaks.” He housed his knife again.

Lynx rumbled, “Let me get this straight. As Romeo has to ‘woo’ his girl, and we are hiding on the skirts of this property, there will be lawn men wandering about?”

Vice tapped his temple. “Front yard. This place is massive. I gotchu, Boo.”

Lynx snarled, “Boo?” He shook his head to clear his thoughts. “My VP,” he leaned back to stretch, “how’s our schedule? How long can I hang here?”

From the floor, I peered up at Lynx. “I’ll be fine. If you need to go, I’ll figure something out.” 

My mind raced for solutions. “Uh, uh… A tent! I could stay in a tent in the woods to be near her.”

Observing me flat on my ass, obviously in rough shape, Lynx chuckled. “Oh yeah? And, how do you plan on making her remember ya? Going to invite her to your tent for chicken nuggets and honey or something?”

My eyes raced back to the picture. “Fuck. Third floor. Bars on the windows.”

Vice pfft. “It’s only one more floor than you’re used to climbing for her. Besides, I gotchu, too, Pup.” Vice pointed his beer bottle to the phone. “See that lattice and gutter spout? It just so happens they are right next to her window. Right there.” The bottle tapped the phone. “Some careful climbing and it can be done.” From his back pocket, he pulled out a screwdriver. “For the bars.”

I smiled, until Dagger said, “Those old bars must be rusted on by now—”

Out of his other back pocket, Vice pulled out a can of some sort of spray. “For the rust.”

Laughing, Lynx muttered, “Jesus H. Christ, Vice.” He peaked around him. “You got Elle back there by chance?”

Vice rolled his eyes. “Like you would allow Elle anywhere near my perfect ass—” He stumbled to the side after Lynx punched his shoulder. Laughing, he said, “I’m not getting you another beer for that.”

Dagger lifted a hand. “Can I have one?”
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Needing Sugar

 

A knock rapped on my open bedroom door. From my bed, I peered up to see Vice. “What up, big man?”

He stood in the doorway. “Get ya a good ol’ nap?”

I had woken only minutes before. “Sure did. Everything okay?”

“No, but it will be. Do you believe that?”

I didn’t even have to instruct my body to sit up. It just did. My healed feet touched the carpet as I sat there, worried. “I believe I can get through anything as long as she is okay.”

He dipped his chin as his dark brown eyes softened. “Then you will survive what we need to talk about, because your girl is safe. Prez has a set of Stallion eyes on her at all times. She is literally hidden away in a perfect spot.”

My lungs filled with air… “Then let’s do this.”

I followed Vice through the living room to the dining room. At the end of the table sat Lynx, his broad back with his Stallion symbol staring at me. To his left sat Dagger, who was watching me. No smile present.

I walked around Lynx to sit with my back to the window, where I usually sat. Those two chairs were always available. These men didn’t seem to appreciate their backs being vulnerable. 

Vice slid into the chair next to Dagger. 

Sitting between us all was the burner phone. I stared at it, wondering what had been said that would have these men so solemn.

“Hey, Nine Lives,” quietly echoed from the burner phone.

Elle.

As soon as I heard her voice, I knew I was about to get kicked in the gut. She didn’t sound any better off than the men staring at me. I quickly looked to Vice who had just promised Lacey was safe. 

He nodded. “I swear it.”

Licking my suddenly dry lips, I took a deep breath. “Hey, Elle.” I tried to joke, “The big babies making you be the one to tell me bad news?”

She exhaled, “Yeah, baby. You okay with that?”

Biting the side of my bottom lip, I nervously looked around the table. All three men were with grave stares. Fuck, this is going to hurt. “Yeah, I’m okay with that.”

“Thank you, honey.” She took a deep breath, “I’m sitting here with Justice, who did a little background checking with your social security number.”

I swallowed. “Okay.”

“She even found your birth certificate. Honey, have you ever seen it before?”

I thought for a minute. “Uh, actually, no. My mom handled all my records for school.”

“Well, Justice found you some real good news. Your dad is indeed your dad.”

That didn’t shock me. I knew that man was of my blood. I just knew we were connected on more than one level.

My legs began to shake under the table. “That is good news.”

“Do you think you’re ready for more of what was found on your birth certificate?”

My ears began to heat up with a rush of adrenaline. “I think waiting will make it worse.”

“Yeah, baby, I agree. So, here we go. Your mom is not.”

I could barely hear with all the ringing in my head. “She’s not what?”

Elle, being so kind, like only a woman can be, explained, “Tate, baby… the woman who raised you is not your mama.”

As her words sunk past my ears and into my brain, I could feel twitches in my face. My mind was trying so hard to understand what Elle meant. There had been a woman, whom I shared a home and my whole life with, but I wasn’t her son? 

“I…” My face twitched some more. “But…” My right eye almost quaked shut.

“You’re an idiot. We would never hurt our mom…”

My heart spasmed. I believe it literally shuddered as pain sunk in. 

All at once, every scar on my body came to life, as if the injuries were happening for the first time. I stared at the wicked and distortedly shaped S on the inner part of my right forearm. Once the brothers were old enough and had done some research on the internet, they learned what they were.

Most human beings, discovering they are sadists, would be terrified. At least, that is what I assumed in my rational untwisted mind. But that wasn’t the case for my brothers and their two, just as perverse, friends. They actually celebrated. It was as if finally understanding what they were, they felt they belonged to some elite club.

That is when and why I received the S scar. Just like cattle, I had been branded. 

At the table, no one spoke. They just gave me the needed silence to adjust to my new reality; my mom wasn’t filing any police report because I wasn’t hers.

“Wait,” I blinked. “My brothers?”

Elle sighed. “There is no record of your father having any other children.”

Again, I heard ringing in my ears.

My mom wasn’t real. My brothers weren’t real. I felt like a lost rocket floating in outer space with nowhere to land. No place to call home.

Didn’t someone have to birth me? If so, where was that person?

With such kindness, Elle said, “Her name was Melony.”

My mouth fell open… What a beautiful name— 

Terrified to ask, I barely voiced, “Was?”

“Honey,” Elle’s voice cracked before she sniffled, “I’m so sorry. She passed away when you were just a baby.”

Just like that, I lost two mothers in one short conversation. 

It was simply too much to take. My mind fizzled into a nothing state. No true thought stuck long enough to make any sense. Words and objects faded in and out of my mind, but there was no rhyme or reason. Only confusion.

“… Lacey…” a female voice entered my head with the only word that I would always comprehend. “… will someday get to hold you again…” I blinked as I tried to focus on those words. “…Pretty Girl will smile…” Blink. “…I’m just going to keep talking until you can hear my voice again…”

“M-My L-Lace?”

“Yeah,” Elle softly said, “she’s beautiful. I saw the picture.”

A picture of Lace was now laying in front of me. On the table, on Vice’s cell.

I nodded as my eyes welled and feelings rushed into my worn-out body. “Beautiful.”

Elle sounded as if smiling through tears. “You are a lucky man.”

I nodded, grabbing my chest that hurt so bad. “So lucky.”

“What’s this I hear about ‘sugar’ kisses? I’m so intrigued.”

As I smiled, tears fell. “Vanilla shake. She was sad.” I wasn’t making full sentences, but at least I was managing to talk again. “I told her sugar fixes everything. Vanilla shake. First kiss.” My shoulders shook as I cried. “Said I tasted sweet.” So sad for my life that was one regret after another, I sobbed. “Sugar fixes everything.”

There wasn’t enough sugar in the world to fix me that day.
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Waking on my side, facing my bedroom window, I felt as tired as I did when I had lain down. I had been in bed all day and night. I simply ran out of steam. My heartbreak had sucked me dry.

Lacey, I need you. 

My toes poked out from under the blanket and soaked up the sun. 

An exhale had me realizing Lynx was awake. In the chair next to me, Lynx leaned his elbows to his knees while staring at me. Instantly, I felt panicked. My heart beginning to race was becoming a knee-jerk reaction with all that was happening in my life. 

Lynx said, “If you could chill, that would be awesome. I just wanna talk.”

Not wanting to hear any more bad news, I shook my head, similar to what the reaction a Coke has if opened after being shaken. That trick used to be a fun pastime for my brothers. The only positive for me was when they did it, my tongue would taste the wonderful flavor as the Coke dripped down my face. “Sorry, I—”

“Pup, you’re apologizing again.”

“But you said to chill.”

“Yeah. Your point?”

“Aren’t you mad at me?”

His brows bunched. “Huh? About what?”

Now I was confused. “For being upset.”

“Are you apologizing for how you feel?”

Lynx often saying, Ya feel me? Was suddenly making more sense. It was like he wasn’t just asking if I understood him; it was more as if he was asking if I could feel—connect—with his meaning. If I could, then his meaning would be undeniable. It would resonate on a deep level. And, if that was the case, apologizing for a ‘feeling’ did seem quite absurd.

The mind reader tapped the tip of his nose. “Ah, there it is. I think you got it now.”

His casual, yet sincere attitude had my whole body releasing a sigh.

Lynx added, “Whether or not your feelings are warranted, they’re still yours, Nine Lives. Learn to own them.”

“Okay… I feel like more ‘talk’ about my non-family may kill me.”

“But Justice has found out more about your brothers.”

I raised a hand, pleading. “Is Lace still safe?”

With resolve, he answered, “Yeah, kid, she’s safe.”

“Please don’t be mad at me for waving the white flag. I’m just owning my feelings.”

“Fair enough.” He stared for another few minutes before saying, “My real name is Duke.”

Him revealing such information caught me off guard.

Duke nodded. “Yeah, and I carry my dad’s last name. I am proud to be Duke Bryant.” Sitting upright, he pointed at me. “And you carry your dad’s last name: Tate Young. But most importantly, you carry his blood. He’s inside you, kid. Just like my daddy is.” Lynx tapped his chest. “Even though he no longer walks this earth.”

My eyes widened.

Lynx quietly admitted, “Neither does my mama.”

Ah, shit. Neither of us had parents anymore.

He tapped his chest again. “But they’re here. In my heart that pumps their blood.”

From my pillow, I nodded. “I feel you.”

Duke smirked. “There’s my little Life Warrior.” He got up from the chair. “Now, get the fuck out of bed.”

A smile finally formed. “Yes, sir.”

 

Entering the living room, I saw Dagger, Vice, and Lynx in the kitchen. Lynx was digging through the fridge when Vice bumped into him. “Vice, off my ass, bro.”

Vice was trying to move past Dagger now. “This kitchen is simply too small.”

Again, Dagger lit up when he saw me. “My man! Got you a surprise.” He held up a box that read Eggos. “Let go my Eggo!” As if a gleeful child, he now held up a bottle of syrup. When I didn’t react with the same enthusiasm, he waved both items in the air. “Dude! Fucking waffles!”

That piqued my interest. “Those are waffles?”

His full hands dropped to the counter with a thud. “Do not tease me by saying Daddy Dagger is about to be the very first to introduce you to waffles.”

I couldn’t stop my forming grin as I rushed forward. “Not one bite.”

Lynx placed a tub of butter on the counter in between us and pulled out his cell. “I’m videoing his first bite.”

On the opposite side of the two-foot kitchen, Vice also pulled out his phone. “I’ll get this angle.”

When the toaster popped, I could have sworn Daddy Dagger was now wearing an apron and had been retitled Mama Maggy by the way he happily exclaimed, “I’ll butter them!” 

Sitting on the barstool, I observed the scene resembling the movie Three Men and a Baby. Two men were practically cooing how epic this was going to be while Dagger cut up my breakfast into bite-sized pieces.

When the plate and a glass of milk were finally set in front of me, two men zoomed in on their cameras, and Dagger gleamed as if witnessing his baby make his first smile.

Feeling as if I was lost in a different dimension, with deadly bikers doting on me as if I were a toddler, I slowly brought a loaded fork to my mouth.

As soon as that sweetness touched my tongue, I forgot about being a spectacle and moaned deliriously. “Jesus. H. Christ.”

Howling laughter boomed…

“I totally got that on video.”

“Me too! Look.”

“Aw, look at his smile—”

With my mouth full, I stared at them.

Three sets of shoulders shrugged. “What?”
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Since Lynx wasn’t permitting ‘the baby’ out of the house, except for the back porch, the treadmill ended up being an excellent idea. Elle understood that my body needed to have my blood pumping to promote more healing. Lynx had argued that my ‘blood’ could pump indoors until he was convinced I was safe elsewhere.

Dagger said it was imperative I trust Lynx, that he had a snout that was a bullshit detector. Dagger also said Lynx was picking up a shitty trail that he feared led straight back to my fake family.

The exercise equipment was a tad intimidating at first, due to discomfort with my wounds and a fear of having another set-back, but every day I got a little stronger. With almost every step I took, I thought about Lace and how gaining strength would soon benefit her. Lynx told me he would take me to Serenity as soon as he thought it wise to move me about. Until then, he had others watching over her. We received regular reports that she was still doing well.

Believing in Elle’s recommendations, I swallowed every herb pill I was offered. I even went so far as to drink her horrid hot tea that tasted like freshly cut grass mixed with urine. I lacked the education to understand her methods but was willing to do anything that had a chance of hurrying up this whole healing process. Elle even had me swallowing a tablespoon of some special honey that was from some forest in another country. No problem. Bottoms up!

Then, a monumental day presented itself. My stitches were being removed. 

Doc was fascinated. “I don’t know what miracle drug they’re feeding you, but your body is responding in record time.”

I hadn’t, nor would I ever, forget Elle’s kindness. How she was the one who told me about my mom, then from afar, practically nursed me back to health. I couldn’t wait to meet her in person and hug her with all the gratitude I was feeling toward her.

Now with no stitches, back to the treadmill I went. I knew Lynx would stand by his word and let me see Lacey as soon as I could prove I had the strength. As days passed, my brisk walk turned into a light jog. In that garage, I may have been jogging in place, but in my mind, I was running straight to my girl. I chased that beautiful smile…

Days passed…

Before I knew it, Lynx was hitting the stop button and tossing me a hand-towel. “Enough for tonight.”

Wiping my sweaty face, I smirked while taking the last steps before the machine came to a complete stop. “I’m running now.”

Over his broad shoulder that had been carrying my weight, he sneered, “I have eyes, smart ass.” As he walked into the kitchen, I caught the smile he was trying to hide while he grumbled, “Shower, then dinner.” 

The door shut. 

“Yes, sir,” I replied, even though he couldn’t hear me.

I lifted my arms above my head in celebration. “Yes, sir!” So fucking proud of myself.
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In the rental car, I was being driven to the Serenity Institute. My heart thundered with excitement. I didn’t even care that we had a bit of an escort of a couple bikes tagging along a few cars back. Today was the day I might possibly get my first glance at Lacey. Even though it had been only a couple of weeks, it felt like decades had passed since I’d seen her.

The car was traveling at about forty-five miles an hour, but felt as though it would have lost a race to a snail. My knee bounced with anticipation.

“Easy, kid. No one will take this day from you.”

Lynx was in the backseat with me, while Vice drove, and Dagger sat in the passenger seat.

“Sorr—” I stopped apologizing when sharp grey eyes found me. 

He dipped his chin at my efforts. “Own those feelings, Pup.”

Dagger grumbled, “We’re starting to sound like a goddamn Oprah show.”

Vice burst out laughing. “Ya gotta admit, the bitch knows her shit.”

One blue eye glared at Vice while shaking his head. “Just stop.”

“What?” innocently shrugged the man who could barely fit behind the steering wheel.

Chuckling, Lynx backhanded my thigh. “Talk. Tell me what is happening in that pea brain of yours.”

Not able to take it anymore, I rushed out, “Vice is driving too slow.”

“The fuck?” griped Vice.

Lynx’s blond hair fell in his face as he laughed. “Well, seeing how we are trying to maintain a low profile with the young man who, technically, should be dead, I think following the speed limit is advisable. What else are you feeling?”

“I need a blowjob,” muttered Dagger. 

Lynx reached forward and punched his shoulder. “This Oprah session ain’t about you.”

“Clearly,” mumbled a horny Dagger. “I think I have blisters on my palm.”

It was shocking that a biker was insisting I get in touch with my feelings, but that reckoning was a needed one. That’s how I realized I wasn’t only excited to see Lacey… I was afraid to see Lacey. The last time I had seen her, we were both tragically immersed in a horrendous crime. About to see her again, that vile night was now rushing back to me in full force. I patted on my chest. “I… I… I—” My eyes slammed shut, trying to shut out what my mind kept showing in flashes. 

When I didn’t continue, Lynx told me, “Do you realize you have yet to tell us what actually happened that night we found you?”

He was right. We had talked many times, but I hadn’t actually spoken of the details. Unknowingly, I had avoided that night with all my might. I was making tracks again, running away from one night that made the rest of my torturous life pale in comparison.

“Pup, you don’t even tell us about your nightmares.”

That caught me off guard, where this whole conversation was putting me. “Nightmares?”

He blinked. “You’re not remembering them?”

“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Lynx looked out his window. “Jesus H. Christ. No wonder you never talk about them to us in the morning.”

Is that why I wake up to someone in a chair next to me? “What am I doing in my sleep?”

The mood in the car shifted. The energy became thick. It was as if each man present had strong feelings about whatever was transpiring during my sleep.

Dagger’s voice was very deep when he finally told me, “You keep screaming for her.”

Vice solemnly added, “You beg her to close her eyes.”

I opened my mouth, but no air flowed in. I think it all evaporated. 

Without looking at me, Lynx finally said, “There’s a reason I needed you stronger before taking you to see Lacey.”

“So that I can climb the lattice?”

“No, kid,” he remorsefully replied. “We’re taking you to where we found you.”

My back slammed into the seat as if I were trying to climb out through the trunk—Trunk. My mind showed me Lacey in that trunk again, unconscious, her mouth with a washcloth trying to soak up all the blood… “I-I-uh, not sure I can.”

Tapping the edge of his tightly closed hand to his mouth, Lynx kept staring out the window. “Tate, part of what we—my club—stands for, is the principle of individual freedom. We believe in the right to live our lives as we see fit. As we believe every American has the right to do. We believe in the phrase, Don’t tread on me, that started during the Revolutionary War in the 1770s. In whatever way one chooses to view that flag now, in this day and age, it began as a patriotic symbol of independence when American colonists fought Britain for just that. Independence.”

He smiled with pride I was immediately addicted to. It spoke of what his club stood for. “You get too close to a rattlesnake, it will coil in warning. You choose to ignore the warnin’ and step on us? This motherfucking snake will strike. That motto has been ingrained in many of us Americans for hundreds of years. Our daddies,” he gestured to Vice and Dagger as an example, meaning his whole club, “taught us that everyone, no matter color or race, has that right to strike. That includes you, kid, no matter what your so-called brothers tried to instill in you. The reason I’m telling you all this is to explain why I will never force you to do anything. Nor will I judge you for not wanting to do something. But… I’d sure be proud as fuck if you chose to face your demons.”

Once again, that wise man had this young ignorant one stopping in his tracks. That speech made me realize I had a say where my next tracks were laid. That was empowering. I hoped no one ever tried to take that power from me again. 

Lifting my chin and setting my shoulders back, I told Vice, “Take me to that fucking dirt road.” It was time for fresh footprints.

Was I scared? Fuck yes! But isn’t that what makes my decision even braver? I was willing to face a past that was god-awful. I was willing to look my demons in the eye and say, “Fuck. You.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Facing Paths

 

“Lacey is the only girl I’ve ever kissed,” I said, the only voice to be heard in the car. Lynx, Dagger, and Vice stayed eerily quiet. I don’t even think they moved, so as to not spook me from finally opening up. “The only girl I’ve done anything with.” 

Never having seen mountains before, I stared at the Rockies off in the distance as I continued with, “I’ve heard that a guy’s ‘first’ can make him crazy for that girl. That she can get him to do anything for her.” In the glass, I suddenly caught a reflection of my eyes, eyes Lacey said reminded her of a deep blue river. “That’s not why I love her like I do. I know it’s different. I know this because… no boy would ever do what I’ve done for that girl.”

Speaking of long-time hidden secrets can feel like you’re blindly walking off a high cliff, hoping someone will be below to catch you. “The brothers were at college. We thought we were safe.” My clammy hands squeezed one another. “It was only two weeks ago, yet now I know I was foolish. Now I know that, deep down, I had always known we were never safe.” 

Memories… How is it they have such powers? Physically, the events no longer exist, yet the memories of them have the ability to cut with the authority of God. 

Even though the sun was up, I only saw night. Even though we were still driving through a city, I only saw my bedroom and her naked body. “We were…” I swallowed, suddenly tasting her on my tongue, “making… love.” My voice slipped to a whisper, “Her skin, so soft, so smooth…” Now, having been without her for a little while, I realized how incredibly entrancing she was for me. “She could keep all my thoughts of their terror at bay. Maybe that’s why I was so distracted.” In dismay, I covered my hungry mouth because the cruel brothers were invading my mind.

Full of remorse for such a deadly mistake, tears dripped to my hand still covering my gaping mouth and struggling breaths. “I didn’t hear them until it was too late.” I blew out a shaky breath, knowing it was time to let the truth out. “I couldn’t let them find her with me. Lace and I together would have shown that they had lost some control over us.” 

A sob escaped me. “They were so ruthless and brutal. I had to do all I could to protect her. So, I jumped out of the bed and rushed my girl into the closet.” In the car, I shook my head, squeezing my eyes shut. “Maybe I should have chosen the window and told her to run home. Maybe…” I took a deep breath to regain some composure. There was no point in trying to change what was already done. I lacked the powers my memories had. I wasn’t Godly. I was only a young man, clinging to the one hope he had; the chance at freedom.

“As I yanked on a pair of jeans to prepare to face them, hearing all four of them coming down the hallway, laughing and carrying on as if they were normal, I stared at those closed closet doors and begged them to become fire. Burn anyone who dared try to reach Lacey, who was about to learn what I had been up to. Why her nights hadn’t been full of common terrors for almost three years.”

There had been a ghastly price, but it was so worth it to keep her safe. Just thinking about that price had past experiences of the beatings and torture flowing through my broken soul.

With gratitude and atonement, I admitted, “I was Lacey’s first kiss, too. But… I wasn’t her first of anything else, sexually.” Sniffling and wiping under my nose, I tried to explain my actions, my stupidity that was truly heroic, considering I felt there were only two options; me or her. “That all started before I found her, including after she started getting her monthly cycles… The blood fascinated them. They believed it was like stealing her—” I couldn’t voice how they were the ones who had taken her virginity. “I don’t know for sure when the sexual acts started to escalate, before or after I found her at the beginning of our ninth grade. But once I actually witnessed the devastating aftermath? Everything changed for me after that.”

Deep inhale… “One night, toward the end of our ninth year of high school, I had snuck into her bedroom through the window she kept unlocked just for me. It was dark, but I could still see her puffy eyes and blotchy skin. She was in her bed, where they had left her.” I rubbed the heel of my hand on my chest, which was cracking open all over again. “Curled in a fetal position of pain, she…” Breathe… “That precious little scarred hand of hers,” I held up mine to remind them of the bond, “reached out for me.” I slammed my own scarred palm to my chest so hard I hoped I would break a bone. “Me! She reached for me!” 

Gasping, I cried, bracing my hands on the seat in front of me. “Oh God, there were so many horrid things on her nightstand.” I leaned my head back to get fresh air that I wasn’t sure even existed anymore. Tears dripped back and into my ears. “The enormous cucumber… The yellow squash, now red with blood.” I cried, pleading for someone to change what I couldn’t. “They had violated the place that is sacred—” I banged my head back against my headrest. “I became so angry at them for all the pain they caused her!” 

Dragging my palm down my face, I said, “She wouldn’t let me take her to the hospital, and I finally caved, not forcing her to go. With all the naïve good intentions I had, I went and grabbed all the antibiotics we had collected.” Surrendering to fate, I explained to the men in the car, “I couldn’t let this happen to her again. So, it was then that I decided to be bait. To do anything it took to keep them from hurting her anymore. For the next couple of years, I did all I possibly could to draw their attention from her. I even went as far as to taunt them over the phone while they were at college if I knew they were scheduled to come home over the weekend.” 

In the car, my body shook, remembering all the guts it took to make those calls, knowing I would soon have broken ribs and other grisly injuries. “One weekend, they decided I was far too ‘ballsy’.” That night was hell. “So, they cut into my pair.” 

The three men finally broke their stoic posture, all showing empathy by moving in their seats. 

“Yeah. They thought I was ‘in need’ of a vasectomy.”

“Jesus H. Christ.”

Remembering how hopeless it was back then, I shrugged. “I have no idea if they succeeded, but I can say Lace never became pregnant, and we never used birth control. She and I had no money for that,” a sorry excuse for a smile crossed my lips, “yet couldn’t keep our hands off each other.” My sad attempt at a smile faded. “That connection between us was all that was keeping the two of us from killing ourselves.”

I was surprised when three heads nodded.

As Vice turned onto the dirt road that changed my life forever, my skin broke into a cold sweat. My voice was void. “I don’t know if I have the courage to speak about all the heinous things they did to me, but I will give it a shot. Just, please, try to understand that it was a case of me doing all I could to spare her of their crimes. I chose her.” The car came to a stop as I stared past the front seats and through the windshield. “I will always choose her.”

As I opened the door, my eyes locked on the irrevocable path…

I got out, my shoes crunching the dirt. My heart stammering in my chest.

I closed the door, not able to see anything other than Lace that night, horror on her face. 

“She couldn’t handle me screaming.” I took a step. “The brothers had me tied to a chair in my bathroom and, with plyers, were crudely ripping out my molar.” I took more steps forward. “She came running from her hiding place…” My chest expanded with adoration. “That beautiful, strong, gracious, angelic, and impressive soul pushed all her debilitating fears aside and faced her demons…” I looked to an appalled Lynx, “for me.”

Numb, and facing forward again, I walked on. “They were so stunned she was there, that she was easily able to push them out of the way to get to me. All four of them stood there in shock as she endearingly placed a washcloth in my bleeding mouth.” 

The small rocks on the dirt road, that had damaged my feet, no longer felt as threatening with sneakers on. “But their disbelief only lasted for a short minute. All too soon, they ripped her away from me.” 

Lynx peered down to the still healing rope burns on my wrists as if they were making more sense now. 

I nodded. “I fought so hard to break free… but I failed her.” I gazed back up to the path that was mine to journey. “She, too, lost a molar that night. They tied her to a chair in my bedroom, right in front of the bathroom so I would have a front-row seat to the horrific show.”

Three sets of biker boots followed me, having my back, as I traveled… 

“When she passed out from the sickening pain, they left her and came back to me.” Dirt under my feet, I took a deep breath, carrying on… “They were furious to learn Lacey and I had been seeing each other behind their backs.”

“What?” Her brother was trying to act blasé, but his rage was bubbling through his façade. “You two think you are ‘in love’ or something?”

Lost in memories, I told the bikers, “I couldn’t answer Jarod with the cloth in my mouth.”

Damien angrily paced behind her chair while glaring at me.

Numbly, I tried to explain, “He always scared me the most.”

“Think she’s pretty?” sneered Jake, with such disgust.

“Yes, she is my Pretty Girl.”

With growing rage for the deceit, Damien rushed into the bathroom, grabbed a pair of scissors from my bathroom drawer, then raced to stand behind Lacey’s chair again. Her head hung forward, blood and drool dripping. He grabbed a fistful of her gorgeous hair and held it up in the air. “How about now?”

I told the bikers, “I cried, but those tears were silent because, as he butchered away her perfect golden hair, I was truly grateful that was all he was cutting.”

Whatever reaction Damien was hoping for, the one I was exhibiting wasn’t the one he craved, so he wanted me to hurt. “Hit him! Hard!”

A fist slammed into my face, compounding the excruciating pain of the lost molar.

“When Crow hit me, my vision blurred, but I refused to pass out. I needed to stay awake for Lace. I didn’t dare leave her defenseless, especially while unconscious. So, I took all they had to give while being awake, to watch over her.”

Possibly because Damien was pulling on her hair, Lacey’s eyes opened. I wanted to tell her to close them, not to see the nightmare she just woke to, but that chance wouldn’t come. Damien had been angrier than I had ever seen before. 

“Damien’s control over me had been demented over the years. But him not having control was like being skinned alive while paralyzed, yet able to feel every rip of my flesh.”

“It’s you or her!” Damien had untied Lace from the chair and now had her bent over my bed, her arms so tightly bent behind her back she was wailing in pain. “Pick!” he roared, “Now!”

Through her screams, blood dripped on the blankets that were disheveled due to Lacey and I just making love … 

“It was haunting to know she was now going to be forced to do something she had just been doing willingly, with me, only moments earlier.”

From behind me, Jarod roared! “You or her?”

“Me, or her. I will always spare her.”

I was bent over…

“They each took a turn.”
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Standing on that dirt road, we all stared at the rental car that now had an impressive number of major dents, courtesy of Lynx’s boot. After learning what happened to me, he went berserk. At the very end of the road sat two motorcycles. I appreciated them keeping their distance and giving us privacy. By the look of the car, we clearly needed it.

Dagger, rubbing the back of his neck, stared at the damage. Then he shrugged. “We could say it happened in a Walmart parking lot?”

Vice nodded. “Oh, yeah. That’ll totally work. Shit always happens in Walmart parking lots.”

“Right?” agreed Dagger.

Vice said, “Yep. I recently saw a show where some serial killer was picking his prey from one.”

“See?” practically cheered Dagger, as if that was good news. “Our story to the insurance company can be, uh,” he gazed at the destroyed car with his one eye, “ummm—” He smacked his hands together. “I got it. A tornado—”

“Out of the blue,” added Vice.

“Oh, of course. Out of the blue and, uh—”

“Picked up a row of shopping carts!” Vice had clearly missed out on Storytime as a kid and was loving Dagger’s game.

Dagger pointed at him like he was a genius. “There it is. The tornado threw the carts into the rental car—”

Lynx finally started laughing, “Alright. Alright. I’m calm again.” His shaking hand grabbed the shoulder of my t-shirt and yanked me in for a hug. A man-hug I had never experienced before. Not one man had ever held me, even after my father died. “I fucking love you, kid.” Lynx was squeezing me so tight. “You hear me?” My body was rigid, but Lynx refused to let go. “You feel me, Saint?”

From over Lynx’s shoulder, I saw Dagger and Vice’s jaws positively hang. Without recovering, they looked at each other in complete amazement. Then they both started nodding and smiling. In unison, they both respectfully dipped their chin to me.

Vice spoke, as if so pleased. “Saint. Valiant road name, for sure.”

I wasn’t understanding the monumental moment that was happening—that I had just received a road name, with no vote by the club. Or that the man holding me had decided I was his. That his vouching for me was now concrete. The importance of whatever was happening crashed into my confused heart when Dagger proudly said, “Welcome to the Steel Stallions, Prospect.”

Tears, from emotions I had never experienced before, fell from my grateful eyes. I had been on my own for so painfully long, knowing I was now joining an army of men—and that if they were anything like the three that had been so kind to me—I was the luckiest bastard alive. And it was all because of the man who wouldn’t let me go, even as I stood there like a stiff board, confused about the fatherly embrace that I had never had as a young man.

My own father was never given the chance to hold me past the age of four. Maybe he found a way by sending me Lynx. Maybe he found a way to save his son after all.

That thought had my fists dissolving and willingly accepting the offered gift. 

As my arms began to soften and reach up to hold the man, offering my devotion, Lynx nodded, tightening his hold. “You feel me.” He nodded. “He feels me.”

Dagger wiped under his eye. “Damn, Prez. You’re killing me with this shit.”

“Oh, thank God, it ain’t only me,” laughed Vice while wiping his face. 

Lynx finally pulled back but didn’t release my shoulders. His face was beaming as he gave me a shake. “It’s done. You’re my boy.” He took a deep breath then exhaled, still holding my shoulders. “Now, let’s face the rest of this fucking road so I can meet my girl.”

On that very road, my life almost came to an end.

On that same very road, my life found a new beginning.

“My girl. You have Elle.”

My shoulders were tugged forward as Lynx playfully put me in a headlock and tousled my hair. “Ya spicy little bastard.” Then he gave me a shove, causing me to lightly stumble and stand on my own again. He faced the road—the path I ran, chasing a car, allowing his smile to fade. “Let’s face the rest of that night, together.”

The four of us walked as I started to recount the events that happened to Lace and me that night, and how witnessing what was happening to me sent her into a shock that took all night and the next day to recover from. 

Vice shook his head. “Now your nightmares make total sense.”

I told them, “I can’t be sure whether it is the shock or her head injury that has caused her memory loss.”

Dagger stopped. “Wait. What head injury?”

“Oh, from when they dragged her behind the car.”

The silent shock that melted into fierce anger was intimidating to watch. These men were no fucking joke when their tempers were truly beginning to flair. No longer were they ‘moms’ in a kitchen. They were assassins, hungry for blood.

Lynx growled with a tight jaw. “They dragged that girl behind their fucking car?”

The memory making me ill, I held out my arms. “They were too weak.”

Vice grumbled, “The gun you’ll be getting will even those odds.”

The men followed me as I reenacted carrying Lace to the tree, where Damien insisted I go. The live sound of dragons was a haunting reminder, as the two bikes from the Colorado Stallions pulled up to the damaged rental. I guess the Head Cheese disappearing from sight wasn’t acceptable. The three men I was with didn’t react nor look back to where the bikes were now parking, so I kept explaining what had happened that night. 

I stopped talking when Lynx reached out to the trunk of the tree. In disbelief, he whispered, “It’s gone.”

The wolf—his sign—was no longer there.

Dagger patted my back. “That sign is now a wolf in the making.”

Lynx glanced at me, a little distracted, but then those greys locked on. A deadly smile that I would recognize for years to come, when the occasion called for it, appeared. “Damn straight.”

Under the tree, the men asked lots of questions, looking for details I would have taken for granted. Already having an understanding of how these men ticked, I quickly realized I would someday see Damien, Crow, Jarod, and Jake again. My Stallion brothers weren’t going to let their horrendous acts go unanswered. 

It may seem pathetic to some, but the old Tate would probably have felt a little sorry for his fake brothers, knowing a fury of Hell was about to come down on them. 

But I was Saint now. 

And this Saint was soon going to grow into a hostile motherfucker.
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CHAPTER NINE 

Learning Truths

 

Misconceptions. 

Lies told. 

All things for me to hold.

I didn’t know why those words were echoing in my head as the four of us walked further into the woods, but I knew one thing; I was no longer holding on to the lies that I had been fed all my life. After telling my new brothers about what had happened to me, there was an unexpected weight lifted. Every step felt… lighter. Every breath felt… easier.

Letting your heart speak of pain can free your body of dragging around unneeded and unwanted regrets and sorrows. Now that I had a taste of it, I was beginning to understand what true freedom was.

More lies would be revealed. Not only did I know this—due to obvious reasons—but I sensed it. The thing about lies? They force other lies! To stop the madness of an abundance of slippery slopes, the truth had to come forward. I was on that journey of truth.

Questions. I had so many after learning I had a different mother, but I pushed them aside because, in those woods, I had an unscented trail to follow to find my girl. Not just her physical form but the mind that had lost its way. If her memories were lost for good, I was going to have to build a new path to her heart.

“It’s a bit of a hike,” warned Vice as he stepped over a fallen tree, not realizing his words were matching my thoughts. 

“Shit,” teased Dagger. “This kid is in better shape than us with all that running.”

Again, words were matching my sentiments. Whatever it was going to take to get any part of my Lacey back, I was up for the challenge.

Vice rebutted, “Dagger, don’t act like we haven’t all taken a turn on that walkin’ machine.”

“It’s true.” VP winked at me. “Daddy Dagger can’t get winded with the ladies.”

“Jesus. H. Christ,” mumbled Lynx. “And I’m supposed to ‘take notes’ from this shit? My woman is in for some trouble as soon as I get my hands on her.”

At that moment, I realized Elle was quite brilliant. She had her man so fixated on a joke she knew would get under his skin, that she was always on his mind.

With a more serious tone, Vice told me, “We won’t take this route every time. We just needed answers. Plus, I thought it would help you to know her journey, for her memory loss.”

“Thanks, Vice. I think you’re right.” 

As we stepped out from under a cluster of trees, my head leaned back to welcome the sun and I smiled. With complete honesty, I said, “Thank you for saving my life.”

After several quiet moments, Lynx’s voice replied with a humbling quality, “Do you understand your road name, Pup?”

Full of gratitude, I inhaled fresh air and the hope this man offered me. “No, but I’m okay with it. Feels too good not to like.”

His voice now sounded a little worn and scratchy with emotion. “I have seen so many things through my years. I’ve been a son, a brother, a boyfriend, a lover, a biker, and now a President of a huge organization. I’ve seen anger, rage, and hopeless situations, yet I have never seen such a very young man so full of passion and devotion as I see in you.” 

Dagger snuck, “Then you haven’t looked in a mirror,” under his breath.

I don’t think Lynx heard him because he kept talking. “I saw it.” He stared at the ground as we kept traveling. “I saw you that night, as you laid on that bloodied ground, dying—a completely hopeless situation—yet so determined to stay alive… to save her.”

Dagger nodded adamantly. “Clear as motherfucking day, kid. That’s why I told you to think of her. She was key to keeping your dying-ass from walkin’ through them pearly gates.” 

“But I thought Doc said all my organs were missed by blades.”

Dagger stumbled to a stop while eyeing Lynx. Then he snarled, “You tell him.”

My eyes raced to his, but those greys looked away and stared into the surrounding woods.

Dagger wasn’t angry as he spoke to me, but full of aggressive beliefs. “If our connections here in Colorado didn’t illegally get you bags of blood, Lacey wouldn’t be havin’ you walking toward her right now.”

I grabbed my chest and fell back four steps. “W-What do you mean?”

“Tell him!” suddenly yelled Dagger. “Tell him the biggest reason for his road name!”

Shoulders caving, as if to speak made something all too real, Lynx finally looked at me… “At the vet’s, you died… three times, Saint.”
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Knowing how close I came to exiting this world and only seeing Lace from the sky, I suddenly had a whole new perception to latch onto. I may have just found out I’d died three times, but I had never felt more alive. Oxygen seeped into all my cells, reinvigorating my desire for my Pretty Girl. The guys were practically chasing me as I fast-walked toward her beautiful soul…

 “Saint,” Lynx’s mind was still in the vet’s office, “at Doc’s, you told me ‘they wore condoms’ when I asked you if Pretty Girl could be pregnant.”

These men may have been ‘Stallions’, but there was also another animal tendency to them. Each reminded me of a bear, following and studying a human, before attacking. These bikers were treating knowledge gained as the woods a bear would stalk. They were learning all they could so their attack would be most effective and successful. They asked questions so that they could eventually feed.

They were correct to learn all they could, so I willingly answered all their questions, even as I was truly focused on the smile I envisioned in my mind. 

With honesty but not shame, I replied, “Yes, I said that.” 

I had sacrificed myself—my body—to spare Lacey’s, yet the sadists ended up taking her anyway. So unfair. But already done.

Agitated, Lynx asked, “How are you so calm?”

I suddenly stopped and faced him. “Calm?” In dismay, I shook my head. “Nah. That night, every time I dared to close my eyes while four devils raped my girl, I was stabbed. When my eyes started to shut because death was on my horizon, they started stabbing her to gain my obedience. Calm?” Now it was Saint who had the disturbing chuckle. “I will never be able to describe myself as calm when thinking of that night, but… I can either focus on how God will forgive me for killing them, or,” I faced the direction that was calling to me, “I can focus on my saving grace.”

Lynx came to my side. “That’s what I mean, right there.” His large hands gestured to me. “You’re, you’re a seventeen-year-old pip-squeak that is, almost always, willing to move forward. No matter what boot-to-the-gut you just received.”

I shrugged. “What other option is there?”

Gawking, he blinked. “For starters, you can get really pissed off about what you just described to us and… and—”

“And dwell in that horrible place my soul will never forget?”

As if I was suddenly getting on his nerves with my valid question, he sneered, “Yeah. Soak it in. Let that shit eat you alive. What the fuck you smilin’ at?”

Proudly, I said, “Besides my dad, you have been the best teacher I’ve ever had.” I dipped my chin. “It honors me to return the favor.”

His upper lip lifted. “Huh?”

I smacked his shoulder. “You ready?”

With a raised brow, he peered at the shoulder I just hit, then at me with very daring eyes.

I rolled mine. “See? You’re stuck in the past again! You’re more concerned about what I just did versus the good things that might be coming.”

His nostrils flared, then he pointed to behind me. “You’re just loving this shit, ain’t ya?”

I peered behind me to see a grinning Dagger with his hands in the air. “I ain’t doing shit.” He waved him off. “Get back to learning from Saint.”

Poking fun at Lynx, I wobbled my head as if saying, “See? He gets me.”

Lynx gave me a lecture finger. “I saved your life, punk.”

“We’ve been over this, and I already thanked you.”

Two guffaws of laughter howled behind me, causing Lynx’s whole body to tighten up, seizure-like, which stopped his breathing as he shook.

“Tsk. Tsk,” I warned. “If you kill me, you’ll really never know what I have to say.”

Vice whispered to Dagger, “Prez may blow a gasket.”

Dagger mumbled, “I got a hungry dick he can blow on.”

Lynx burst into laughter, ending his seizure and having him falling forward. “Asshole!”

Dagger laughed, too. “Dude! I need soft lips!”

“Well, they ain’t gonna be mine!” All stress had left his body as he told Vice, “Make a call later. You both head to the clubhouse.” He glared at me from the corner of his eye. “I’ll babysit Pup.”

Bouncing on my toes, I thumbed my nose like a boxer. “Then we’ll have a round two.”

I tried to duck from his reach, but that large man moved surprisingly fast. I was yanked in another headlock. As he tussled my hair, he sneered, “You think you got what it takes?” Before I had a chance to smart off my answer, he shoved me.

Stumbling away, I laughed. “Hell yeah. I don’t have as many miles on me.”

I’d like to say I had the balls to stare Lynx down after that jab but… 

Nah, I ran.

 

That sunny day in the woods, I was following a trail, but I had yet to begin the hunt that would change my life, once again. 

Dagger’s mind had slipped back into high process mode. “Was your mom home during any of the assaults?”

Willing to offer any intel to help our cause, I answered, “Yes, but as I got older, she was barely ever home for any length of time. She was always going to see her boyfriend.”

“What does he look like?” Vice dug for intel.

“Don’t know. Never met him.”

Dagger’s brow bunched against his patch. “He never came over to meet her kids?”

“Uh, no. He didn’t. Is that weird?”

And there was that shocked look from my comrades, informing me I had just said another odd thing.

Vice’s burly way softened as he kindly answered, “If a man is getting into a serious relationship with a woman who has children, yeah, he eventually meets them.”

“Oh, well,” I exhaled, “there’s your answer. I’m not her child. She didn’t introduce me, but Damien and Crow knew him.” Walking past more trees, I shrugged. “He never came over. And I learned long ago not to ask questions.” 

Lynx rubbed the back of his neck. “All your scars… There must have been so many signs… Kid, how did all this get past teachers?”

Learning my situation wasn’t of the norm, I wondered how many other kids suffered as I had. I thought of classrooms and how I behaved while in them. “The quiet students don’t draw much attention compared to the loud ones. Due to learning basic survival tactics at home, like never draw attention to yourself, I was a very quiet student. I tried to tell once,” I still remember that teacher’s expression, “but was too young to articulate my circumstance.” I felt a little weight creep toward my shoulders. “She told me not to watch so much TV, then was distracted by misbehaving students. The rejection. I never tried again. Then, after what happened with my dad…”

I was so incredibly young when he was murdered that I was clueless as to what I was witnessing. I had been lying on a lawn chair, where I was taking a nap, when all the splashing slowly woke me. By the time I rolled over, the four brothers were climbing out of the pool. My dad was floating, facedown, a pink raft next to him, but he never reached out to use it. He never reached for anything again. 

Including me.

At least, not in the traditional sense, but I heard him none-the-less. Heavy boots made fallen leaves crackle as my formidable guardian angel walked by my side.

There were no trails, no hints of which direction to head in order to find Serenity, yet Lacey had found it. The further we went, the more I was amazed she had made it at all. Maybe her dad was here, too. 

As if a confirmation was presenting itself, a tiny clump of blond hair laid in my path. “Oh my God.” I rushed to pick it up. “This is Lacey’s.” 

No one questioned me. The dried blood was a telling sign I was correct.

As if she were still out there, waiting for me, I raced forward. I couldn’t fight the sudden lunacy to find her hiding somewhere as if she were in danger, all over again.

All of a sudden, a small pond appeared about ten feet in front of us. Again, with no rhyme or reason for my actions, I now ran toward the pond. I ran toward the water, almost believing she was drowning in it. It was like my mind had experienced so many shocking events, it was getting confused whether or not I was in the past or present.

Before I knew it, I was splashing in the pond… “Lace! Lace!”

When I noticed three men standing on the muddy shore, watching me with such empathy in their expressions, I stopped.

After a pause, Lynx told me, “You’re almost to her, Saint.”

“Yes, sir.”

As Lynx turned and walked away, he pointed to the ground at his side.

Soaking wet, I walked out of the water. When I peered down to where he had pointed… I fell to my knees. My shaking hand reached out to touch the earth that had been under her perfect little feet. “Lace.” Her petite toe marks showed she had, indeed, walked away safely.

How I had known she had even been in there was still a mystery.

I exhaled. New footprints. I wasn’t the only one searching for a better life.

How many more steps it would take to get to her mattered not. Seeing her face was worth millions of footsteps.

Determined, I rose from my knees. “I’m coming, baby.”
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CHAPTER TEN 

Seeing Fates

 

In the final steps to Serenity, my shoes barely touched the ground. My skin tingled, sensing her so close. My heart prayed for her to remember me. She had to, right? Isn’t that what evermore meant? Never forgetting their true love?

Getting to the edge of the trees, Vice crouched down as he continued forward, informing us of how close we were. The appearance of dark grey walls had me taking a deep breath. I’m here, Lace. 

The establishment was even more notable in real life than what I saw in Vice’s pic. We were only seeing the left side but could easily tell the castle-like home was beyond impressive in size. It was clear that, a very long time ago, an extremely wealthy family lived in this neck of the woods. 

The lawn in between where we were—the line of trees and the building—was immaculate. All shrubbery along the castle walls was incredibly well maintained. Vice giggled as he pointed past a small parking lot that only had two cars, and to the front of the property that was in absolute shambles due to his knife. Little dirt mounds showed how a company had been digging to find mysterious leaks flooding the grass. 

Still hunched over, Vice waved for us to follow him as he walked along the edge of the trees, carefully staying hidden. Vice knew this place best because, out of us four, he was the only one who had been here.

From the woods, as we turned the corner of the back of the building, I immediately recognized the electric fence. Seeing the webbed wires on Vice’s phone was one thing. Seeing it in real life, I instantly became agitated, feeling as though someone was imprisoning my girl.

Quietly, I asked, “Why are they caged?”

“It’s a good thing, kid,” reminded Dagger.

Lynx nodded. “It being hard for us to get to her means the same for others. Capeesh?” 

On the inside of the fencing, there was an array of tall, pretty flowering bushes that would please almost any girl. 

Vice kept sneaking us through trees. “We’ll have a perfect view of the courtyard over here.” 

In the center of the rear of the fence, there was a break in the flowers. Beyond that break was a sight I had so desperately longed to see, that I didn’t stop walking. I even stood straight up, not caring if I were seen. That’s because everything, every goddamn tragic thing in my life faded away so that my destiny could shine as soon as Lacey was in my view. 

Bam! I suddenly flew forward and crashed flat on my stomach.

Forced onto the ground by my friends—who were laughing and quietly cursing—I peered up and whispered, “Isn’t she beautiful?” while trying to break free of their hands.

“He’s a slippery little fucker,” chuckled Vice.

Grabbing my arms because I kept pulling them free, Dagger whispered, “This is because you spoil him, Lynx.”

Lynx, half on top of my back, kept grabbing for my hands that I kept reaching out toward Lacey. “Me?” he angrily whispered, “You’re the one making him waffles!”

“You videotaped it!”

“You watched that video twenty times!”

A pair of strong hands grabbed my ankles and started pulling me back into the woods. “Hey, can Mom and Dad get along while we save Junior from getting busted?”

More muffled chuckling took place as weight shifted on my back. 

Smiling because my angel was in my sights, my fingers pulled at the grass to try to stop my retreat. “But you guys, it’s my Pretty Girl.”

Dagger grumbled, “If he reopens Doc’s fine work, I’m gonna kill a Saint.”

Lynx kept trying to quiet the laughter as he whispered, “Not sure, but I think killing saints is against biblical rules or some shit.”

Back in the safety of the trees, Vice plopped down to his butt but didn’t dare release my ankles. “Kid, this stakeout was almost over before it began.”

I couldn’t stop beaming. Still on the ground—under several heavy bikers—I asked Lynx, “Did you see her? Did you see what I’ve been talking about?”

He had a hold of my shoulder. “No. I was too busy taking down a moron.”

Lacey was sitting on a little decorative black iron chair in front of a matching table. Her long-sleeved arms were crossed over her chest, but she did, indeed, look somewhat relaxed. I couldn’t tell how well she was being fed due to her sweatpants, but her cheeks weren’t sunken, like the time she stopped eating after the brothers…

“Look now,” I begged Lynx. I think I needed someone to confirm I wasn’t dreaming. “I won’t crawl away.”

Smirking, he gazed up. Then his body sighed. “Oh, yeah, I get it, Pup. She’s a little gem.” Then he whispered over his shoulder, “Like for real. She’s tiny.” He asked me, “How old is she, again?”

Across the table from her sat a man with greying hair. He was talking to her, but she was gazing off into the woods. In our direction. Yet her blank stare showed she wasn’t seeing us. I wondered what she was thinking about. If she was asking herself where I was. “She’s seventeen.” She needs me. If only these heavy men would get off me.

There were only a few other people—who looked to be patients—sitting in chairs around more little fancy patio tables. One orderly, in an all-white uniform, stood by the back door watching over them.

From my feet, Vice joked, “So, uh, hang here for a bit?”

Lynx smacked me on the back of the head. “Behaving now?”

Only until I get a chance to run to her. I nodded. “Yeah.”

Letting me go, Lynx sat on his butt. “No apology?”

“I will never apologize for wanting to be right by her side.”

Rolling off me, Dagger coughed, “Lynx Junior.”

Lynx exhaled through a chuckle. “I know. I know.”

Not letting Lace from my sight, I sat up and curled my legs to my chest, so I could try to trick my arms into believing my legs were her. Full of gratitude, my arms wrapped around tightly, warning that they would only act fooled for so long.

I hear ya, but we gotta ditch the old guys before getting the real thing.

When the man at Lacey’s table tried to get her attention again by touching her hand, Vice told me, “His name is Doctor Vincent Landon.”

“Well, he needs to not touch her.”

Dagger was very amused. “Lil’ Saint getting jealous?”

My head snapped to him as I pointed toward Serenity. “She’s mine.”

To Lynx, he sounded like a scorned mother. “Are you really just going to sit there and let him talk to me like that?” His head bobbed with attitude, which was hysterical with his beard and eyepatch.

I muffled laughter. “You make for an ugly woman.”

“Finally.” He rolled his eye. “Some good news.”

Resting my chin on my knees, I sighed. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

Lynx exhaled, too. “We need to come up with a plan so you can start your wooing someday soon.”

Oh, it begins today, my friend. “Yeah, any suggestions?”

While they discussed scenarios, I did what Lacey was doing; blocking out those trying to talk to me. I was more interested in studying how long the patients were allowed to be outside before being guided back in. I suspected Lace’s turn was coming up next. As soon as I had the chance to go talk to her, I had to take it. I just needed the doc to walk away.

I jolted when Dagger backhand-tapped the side of my shoulder. He said, “Oh, sorry, I was just wondering why Lacey keeps pulling at her neck and shoulder?”

Resting my chin back to my knees again, my throat tightened. “She’s not. She thinks she is playing with her hair. It’s a nervous thing she did.”

“Jesus. H. Christ.”

I nodded, fighting tears. That action was telling. “Yeah. It seems she believes she still has those long locks.” As my mind played out the memory of Damien hacking away at her hair, my eyes slammed shut.

When I opened my eyes, I noticed the orderly talking to someone through the now open door. Here we go. I slowly slid a foot under my butt, hoping the smart bikers didn’t read my mind or body language. Fortunately, they didn’t, so I secretly curled my toes up so I could nonchalantly sit on the ball of my foot as I watched the orderly walk to the doc at Lacey’s table. Please call him away. Please call him away. My stomach tightened with anticipation as my body prepared for action. 

After listening to the orderly, the doctor said something to Lace, then got up from the table.

Please let her stay. Please let her stay. Adrenaline slammed through me.

The doc said something, Lace nodded, and then he headed for the door, following the orderly.

No eyes on her, I took off with no warning. My body sprinted like an Olympian.

“Shit!”

Darting across that perfect grass, I heard three bodies hitting the ground as if each of them had dived to recapture me. Sorry, boys. 

Their frustrated cursing had me hoping they wouldn’t be too angry when I returned to them, but I had to do it. I had to get close to her. There was simply no way of not seeing her up close. I needed my air. I needed her in my lungs… 

Noticing me, Lacey’s eyes found mine. 

As she stared, my heart called out to her; Lace… But then those hazel eyes started to show fear. Oh no. No, no, no… There was not one ounce of recognition toward me. 

My feet almost stumbled as the bitter truth punched my heart. 

Pretty Girl doesn’t know her Tate anymore. 

A part of me wanted to turn and run in the opposite direction to avoid seeing the painful reality, but I didn’t. The growing man in me, and the little boy who once loved Lucey, both refused to give up. I had found this beautiful soul twice in my life. My heart told me three’s a charm. So, I kept facing the possibly hopeless challenge and picked up speed. 

We had taken a vow. 

One I would never surrender. 

Even if she was no longer my Lacey. 

Whoever she was now—or would turn out to be—damaged or not—she was still mine, and I wasn’t letting go. 

Ever.

Evermore…

To not alarm her, I smiled as I got closer. She had always loved my dimples. I hoped she still would. 

Once to the fence, which I was careful not to touch, I quickly squatted. Hiding next to a bush, I repeated our first words that I had said long ago… “I couldn’t help but notice how beautiful you are.”

I waited. I prayed…

Finally being near her again, my eyes soaked in all of her beauty as if seeing her magical aura for the very first time. She may not have had her usual glow, due to stress and loss of memory, but she was still entrancing and remarkable. Even her not knowing who she was, her natural essence shined. Everything about her mirrored her endless kindness. Soft ivory skin. Dainty nose. I could practically smell her sweetness as delicate blond eyebrows bunched. But this time her eyes softened, releasing fear. I believe a part of her, subconsciously, recognized me, even as she asked, “Who are you?”

Hope was all I needed. So, in our first conversation in weeks, I would continue to repeat more words from our past. “Willing to find out?”

Lace’s precious hand rested on her chest. I had missed her touch so much I was willing to be zapped by the fence just to feel it, but didn’t dare spook her or alert anyone to me being there. I couldn’t have anyone knowing of the young man who would be back, every day, for as long as it took, to make her love me again.

The angelic smile I had adored for years slowly appeared. “I think I am.” 

My hands opened and closed, wanting to hold her. The need was so intense, but I stayed strong, denying myself anything but words. I fucking love you so much…

Her body sighed. “I’m Vera.”

Wait. Who? V-Vera? Trying to stop my gaping mouth, I stuttered, “I-I I’m Tate.”

She smirked, “Are you sure?”

That made me have to swallow down a laugh, to not be overheard. “Are you mocking me?”

‘Vera’ thought for a few seconds, then said to herself, “Maybe I’m funny.”

She was trying to figure out who she was. That crushed my heart. I wanted to happily scream about all her wonderful qualities, tell her anything she wanted to know about herself, but she was making new footprints. I had to let her walk that path at whatever speed she needed. 

Hating to see her confusion, I asked, “You’re not sure either?” Movement to my right caught my attention. It was three leathered and pissed guys, gesturing for me to get my ass back over to them. They had returned to the trees at the side of the property by the parking lot.

When I quickly looked back at Lacey, her eyes were almost vacant again. She stared at me while playing with hair that didn’t exist. Her tender voice was so timid. “No.”

“Hey, don’t be sad.” I went to touch her—offer comfort—but stopped myself when remembering the electric fence. 

“How do you know I’m sad?”

Because I know you better than anyone. “That incredible smile disappeared.”

She sighed. “I haven’t had much to smile about.”

Jokingly, I pfft. “Now, that is downright shameful. Hmm… Maybe I should visit you again and bring a vanilla shake.”

Her mouth parted. Her little pink tongue touched her lips. 

Is she remembering? 

I teased, “Haven’t you heard? Sugar fixes everything.”

Afraid she would say no—and that Lynx and Dagger were soon going to stroke out—I quickly added, “I could come tomorrow night.” I pointed up and behind her. 

She peered over her shoulder at her bedroom window. “Oh, I don’t think Doctor Landon would approve.”

“Yeah, sure. I understand. I guess I can drink the vanilla shake by myself.”

Lost in thought again, fingertips touched her lips. “Sugar.”

Remember me… “I mean, I’m totally cool with sharing. And, you do have bars on your window, so I couldn’t hurt you or anything.”

Her pointer finger grazed the scar on her left palm. “I think I’ve been hurt before.”

Vice pacing, and Lynx and Dagger losing their parental shit, told me my time was up. Doc was returning. I had no time, so I took a huge chance. I held up my right palm. “Me too.”

After seeing my scar, a little gasp escaped her… Then she nodded. “Tomorrow night.”

The institute’s door opened…

My eyes snapped to Lynx. His hand was up, telling me to wait.

After hearing metal scrape against stone, I heard Lacey say, “Doctor Landon, I have a question…”

Suddenly, Lynx was madly gesturing for me to run to him. So, I did, thinking to myself, Wow, even with no memory, she’s still helping me.

Not slowing down, but ready to drop to the ground if it would help me not be discovered, I surveyed the men I was headed to as they watched my back. 

As soon as I broke the tree line, Lynx grabbed my t-shirt and yanked me to him. Hard. As he held me there in a voracious embrace, his body shook violently. 

Not letting go, he walked us farther from the sight of Serenity—him backward, me forward. Then, his deep voice growled in my ear with such a warning my blood ran cold. “You are new to the world in which we are immersed, so listen very closely. The vow you took with your girl is similar to the one I have given you. You are one of mine. That means I. Will. Kill anyone who means you harm of any sort. Do. You. Understand?

From over the shoulder I was pressed against, I looked at the doctor that I had almost gotten killed. “Yes, sir.”

“You must respect the power behind you now or innocents can die.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You are the youngest I have ever had. That seems to be making me a little extra trigger happy.” His arms were so tight around me, breathing was a bit challenging. “Do. You. Feel. Me?”

What I felt was a man on the verge of going on a murdering spree. “I feel you. It won’t happen again.”

“Thank you.” He kissed the top of my head, then shoved me away.

A bit ashamed, I looked to Dagger and Vice. They were both sighing and wiping sweat from their foreheads as if relieved Lynx didn’t lose complete control. That made me gulp and look back to Lynx as he began walking away.

Up to this point, his mostly casual and playful behavior had hidden how dangerous he truly was. Now, taking the time to study him—his leather, his body that outweighed mine by at least seventy pounds, and his abundance of weapons; guns and a large knife—I realized I had been a fool.

Not only had my dad sent me a guardian angel, but he sent me the deadliest one of them all.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Sharing Memories

 

After rumbles of dragons left the garage and roared into the night, and the door rolled down, Lynx returned to the kitchen. “Just you and me, kid. Wanna call the Old Lady?”

Dagger and Vice were headed to the Colorado clubhouse. Lynx said he was tired of the two horndogs and ordered them to ‘get some ass’. 

As he walked past me, I innocently asked, “Do they have girlfriends there?” I was truly not able to conceive being with anyone other than Lacey.

“Not exactly.” He headed to the living room while pulling his cell from his pocket. Then chuckled, “Not that it matters.”

“Then why didn’t you go with them?”

“First, I have my kid to watch over. Second? Once you’ve had excellence, no other taste can compare. So—”

Nodding, I finished his sentence. “So why bother.”

With a proud smirk, he said, “That’s right, Pup. You feel me, for sure.” He was almost to the couch before remembering… “Shit. Kid, grab me a beer, would ya?” He plopped down with a tired sigh.

In the fridge sat a row of Sol beers. For the first time, my fingers were tempted to grab two of them, but I didn’t dare without asking. “Can I have one?”

He looked up from his phone. “You serious?”

Thinking Lynx was upset because I was far from twenty-one, I cringed. “No?”

His phone on speaker, I heard it begin to ring. “Nah, kid, it’s fine. Just don’t tell Elle—”

“Don’t tell me what?”

Lynx, with sudden wide eyes, fumbled with the cellphone. “Oh, hey, babe.”

I listened as she gave him hell. “Uh. No. Don’t tell me what?” Then proceeded to open the two bottles with a bottle opener I’d seen the men use countless times.

Walking into the living room, I wondered what the drinking protocol was. “Should we cheer or something?” I asked as I sat next to Lynx.

Over the phone, a screech rang out. “Lynx! Are you giving him alcohol?”

Lynx’s eyes bugged out as he stared at me while quietly uttering, “What are you doing?”

Confused, I handed him his beer. “What? I thought you’re the Head Cheese, and whatever you say goes.”

His mouth forming an O and eyes darting as if looking for a safe place to hide had me seriously reconsidering how powerful he actually was when it came to Elle.

“Ooh,” sneered Elle. “Is that so, Mr. Head Cheese?”

Lynx’s face contorted as he lied, “Nooooooo,” while dropping the phone onto the coffee table as if her heated anger was burning his fingers.

Watching him, I took a sip of beer, instantly complaining, “Ugh! This Sol is terrible!”

Lynx’s jaw dropped as he eyed me. “Dude, really?” 

The phone went dead. 

Lynx threw his hands into the air. “Fuck.” 

Both staring at the phone, I asked, “Are you in trouble?”

He sneered, “I wouldn’t be if you’d kept your damn trap shut.” His cell vibrated. “Ah, shit. She’s face-timin’ my ass.” 

As he tapped the phone, I looked away. It felt wrong to invade his time with Elle.

“Woman, it’s just one beer. That’s it. Me and my kid having one beer. Feel me?”

That was twice that he called me his kid. Why did it start that night? I’m not quite sure, but he did it so naturally, I don’t know if he was even aware of the change. That made my heart tighten because, even though I had believed my upbringing was normal, I still had been very aware of not being wanted. Kids aren’t stupid. They can feel when their family isn’t keen on their presence. And, of course, being tortured by my brothers was another blaring clue.

With Lynx now naturally deepening our friendship, I struggled with—well—being wanted. It was foreign. It almost felt like a trap. One that could bust my heart into pieces if it didn’t work out.

“Aw, babe,” Elle quietly said. “I feel you, loud and clear.” I heard her sniffle. “In fact, I’m headed to the kitchen right now to grab me one. The three of us will have his first, together.”

Now, my heart was outright pounding. I looked up to the ceiling, trying to dry my forming tears. It’s like my heart knew it was about to experience something I had never known; a shared moment with parental figures.

Yes, my dad loved me dearly, but that was never reciprocated by my mother. 

At least, at this point in my life, I now knew why. 

Unsure of how to react, I took a big swig of my beer. Before I could even swallow, Lynx lifted his phone so that Elle could see me and I could see her.

I spit the mouthful across the room.

Lynx leaned away from me. “The fuck?”

Elle was so worried. “Oh my God! Is he okay?”

Oh, I was fine, just stunned by her beauty.

Standing in some industrial kitchen I wasn’t expecting at a ‘home’, there was Elle. I gazed at her. Every curve of that flawless face blended with the next, making it impossible to determine where her absolute gorgeousness began or ended. Everywhere, there were simply striking attributes. Her hair was long, from what I could tell, and blond, waving around just like her model-man boyfriend’s.

Wiping my beer-dribbled chin, I quietly apologized to Lynx, “I’m so sorry, but you said she was old.”

“He what?” screeched his ‘Old’ Lady.

Lynx was flabbergasted. “I said, what?”

“You said the ‘old lady’!” I apologized, “Sorry, Prez, but I gotta tell ya. You’re dead wrong.” I gestured to the phone. “That ain’t no grandma. Elle looks like a model right out of a magazine.”

As Elle giggled over the phone, Lynx leaned his head back and let loose a long laugh. Trying to catch his breath, he sighed. “Damn, kid. You kill me. Old Lady is a term. A status. Like Lace will be for you.”

Sheepishly, I winced. “Oh.”

Elle was still chuckling. “Nine Lives, you are the cutest thing. I can’t wait to give you a big ol’ hug, sweet baby.”

Beaming, Lynx tossed his thick arm over my shoulders, “I’ll give ‘im one for ya,” and yanked me in while lifting his bottle. “Babe, got your beer yet? I’m thirsty, and the kid didn’t know to wait.”

“Oh shit.” I looked at my half-empty bottle. “I messed up my first beer?”

“Nah,” he used his bottle to gesture in front of us, “you just sprayed it all over the living room.”

Elle showed us her Sol. “I’m ready!”

I ain’t gonna lie. My eyes welled up again as I held up my first beer and listened to Lynx wanting us to cheer to their ‘kid’ being alive. 

Then Elle compounded my emotions when adding, “Yes, to a very special person entering our lives just when we needed him most.”

They didn’t judge me as I held my beer higher in the air to respond while struggling to talk. Nor did they judge when I decided to not say anything at all because I was simply too overcome to do so. They didn’t make fun of me for drinking my first beer with silent unshed tears. They understood that I was overwhelmed by the simple fact I was being loved. They understood it was hard for me. Because my family… had just tried to kill me. 
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In this family fashion, we moved along… “Oh, my boys. This is great news!” celebrated Elle, after Lynx and I told her about me finally getting to see Lacey.

Insecurely, my head wobbled. “I mean, she didn’t know who I was, but that’s okay.”

“Well,” Elle kindly said, “it’s not okay because it hurts you so much, but my heart says Pretty Girl will remember you again someday.”

I played with the empty bottle in my hand while I coughed to clear my suddenly dry throat. “Yeah, I’m going to take her a vanilla shake tomorrow night.”

“Aww!” After a moment, Elle said, “Did Lynx tell you about our blender here?”

That got my attention. “No. What kind is it?”

“The, uh, big kind?” She giggled. “You can make your girl any kind of milkshake you want when you two get here.”

My mouth fell open. “Come to your house?” 

Up to that point in my life, I’d only been invited to Lacey’s. And that invitation was really just her giving me permission to climb through her window so that no one actually knew I was there. I’d never been allowed friends or any kind of sleepover like I’d heard about in school.

“No.” Elle giggled some more. “Your home.” She twisted so I could see her surroundings—more of the huge kitchen. “Our home. The clubhouse.” Excitedly, she told me, “We are setting up Lacey and your own room as we speak.”

Now, my mouth positively gawked. I looked to Lynx. “That’s what you meant. ‘A place where you can keep her safe’.”

As if realizing this was all finally sinking in, he patiently nodded. “Yeah, kid. My clubhouse. We call it the Barn.” He stated proudly, “Men who will fight to the death. Lots of protection for your girl.”

In my chest bloomed a warm, heavy feeling. “And these men are like you guys? No one to scare Lace?”

Elle chuckled. “They may look scary, but they are suckers for their own. Lacey will most likely be spoiled.” She gestured again to the big ol’ kitchen that now made sense. “Like the milkshakes.”

I explained, “She’s only had vanilla, but wow.”

Elle beamed. “Life can be like a milkshake; you can make it any flavor you want.”

That concept really resonated with me, taking a very special place in my heart and staying there. I knew, someday, I’d say those same words to my Lacey.

Elle added, “My favorite flavor just happens to be of burley men and leather.”

Lynx said, “Babe, have I told you how much I fucking love you?”

Before she could reply, over the phone, I heard a door swing open and saw a young woman dash behind Elle until she saw she was also seen on the phone. The young woman immediately stopped, her turquoise eyes wide as could be. Blue nail-polished fingers covered her mouth as she stared at Lynx. “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!”

This would be the moment I saw my first glimpse of how ‘Prez’ normally conducted himself. It was like a wall was built in front of him in a second flat. His shoulders set back. His chin lifted. His voice lowered and took on a direct tone. “You’re fine, Saph—”

Seeing me, she waved. “Hi! I’m Sapphire!”

Lynx moved the phone so she couldn’t see me. “Saph, I need you to remember the rules and continue with what you were doing.”

Her big eyes got impossibly bigger. “Oh yes, sorry.” Then she darted off. I heard a fridge open, shut, then Sapphire appeared once more. “Sorry.” She held up her arms that were carrying a mammoth footlong sandwich. “Meatball needed a snack.” Then she darted off.

As soon as we were alone again, Lynx relaxed. “Babe, I told you this was a bad idea.”

Elle pleaded, “Lynx,” she glanced to the side where I imagined the kitchen door to be then whispered, “Please don’t make me send her away.”

“Send her— Wait. Has she been staying there, Elle?”

Elle quickly put an earphone in her left ear so no one there could hear the conversation. “Yes, but—”

“I ain’t running an orphanage, Elle.”

She kept whispering, “I know, but she will earn her keep.”

“I have all the employees I need.”

“Lynx, she has nowhere to stay. She needs a place—”

“You talkin’ about her living at the Barn?”

“Babe, this poor girl needs a home.”

Lynx eyed the phone. “Only two types of women can consider the Barn their home.”

She exhaled. “I know that. Old Ladies—”

“And bunnies. That pip-squeak ain’t got the makin’s for an Old Lady.”

I was clueless as to what a bunny was, but Elle replied, “Well, that’s the decision of the man, right?”

“Elle,” warned her man.

“She, uh, watches Brat. He, uh, has noticed her, too. I thought maybe that would be a good match?”

“Brat’s only a Prospect, and he’s a complete mess, Elle.”

“So is she!” Elle whispered loudly. “She works at Hell’s Angels strip club!”

“That ain’t no strip joint. That’s a whorehouse. A shithole of one that would eat that little girl alive.”

Elle shrugged as if her point had now been made.

Lynx sat back. “Jesus. H. Christ.”

Elle added, “Hence being a bunny is a very good option.” She teared up. “Please. She has a good heart. I just know it.”

Lynx eyed me… then closed his eyes and exhaled, leaning back to rest. “I’m not doubting her heart, babe.” His eyes opened. “I’m doubting whether or not she’s a good fit.” He shook his head while sitting back up. “That little girl would get ate up in this lifestyle, too.”

Hearing such words, I wondered why being an Old Lady was so different. Why my Lace would be so safe.

Elle’s eyes drifted closed as if her mind were in a place she didn’t want to be. “I am asking you to do this for me.”

Lynx’s shoulders caved. Then, without Elle knowing it, his finger reached out to touch her, hovering just above the phone. After staring at Elle for a few long seconds, he retracted his hand, then told me, “You watch, I’m gonna regret this someday.”

Elle’s whole body sighed as she grabbed her chest in relief. “I’ll watch over her.”

Reluctantly, he told Elle, “She can bunny for Brat.”

Elle nodded. “Thank you.”

“He’s the only for her. Once he’s voted in, we’ll see where this goes.”

Elle kept nodding with such relief. “That’s all I’m asking. She loves it here, Lynx.”

Lynx still sounded annoyed. “Have Justice re-explain ‘rules’ to that girl. You are too much of a softy. Following rules is how to stay safe.”

Elle was more than willing to agree to anything at this point. The little Saph had clearly made an impression.

Once off the phone, Lynx and I sat there for a quiet moment.

I finally asked, “What’s a bunny?”

He scratched at the permanent label on the bottle. “A way to keep my men safe.” When I stared at him, waiting for more of an explanation, he conceded, “To those looking in, it looks as if I’m whoring out girls. In truth, I’m offering an all-inclusive place to live for those who are willing to share a bed with a man or two.”

I lifted a brow.

He chuckled. “I’m serious. It’s an arrangement. Some women really like sex. A lot of them like to fuck bikers.” He rolled his eyes. “I guess we’re some sort of untamed mystery.”

Not able to argue with that, I shrugged. “You sort of are.”

He pondered. “Yeah, we’re a different breed.” 

Since he was getting lost in thought, I prompted, “Bunny?”

“Oh yeah. So,” he put the bottle between his legs, then exposed a palm, “in one hand, I have these women.” He opened his other palm. “In the other, I have horny bikers.” His head bobbed. “Yes, we have parties where we invite lots of chicks, but we can’t party every day.”

I lifted my other brow. “You drink every day.”

He delivered a dirty grin. “That ain’t partying, Pup.” As I laughed, he continued, “As you can see, my men have daily appetites, hence sending them off before they blow.”

My face scrunched as I thought about Dagger’s ‘special’ crème for Lynx’s coffee. I looked around the living room, thankful there was only my beer.

He burst into laughter. “Nooooo! Jesus, they ain’t gonna spew all over the furniture! I mean their temper!” He sat forward. “Okay, this ‘mysterious’ breed that we are carries a lot of pressure at times. Girls tend to ease that pressure.”

“Ooooooooh.”

“Now you feel me, right? To keep the needed calm, yet protect my boys from certain women who want to use them or trap them so they can be an Old Lady, we have certain women who are bunnies. They spoil my boys. I spoil them in return. Credit cards. Cars. All expenses paid. Capeesh?” I nodded. “But there are rules. Bunnies are only to lay with a chosen one or two. They are not to bring home any VDs. No outside relations. Birth control is a must. And they’re not to ever expect to be an Old Lady.”

“What if a biker falls in love with a bunny?”

Lynx hissed. “It’s happened. And it can be complicated when the other biker isn’t willing to let go.” He sat back. “But, for the most part, it has worked well. Bunnies have somewhat become wives, only without the emotional attachment or rings. They take real good care of their men. Laundry, to-do lists...” He grinned. “Our club girls may not be like other ones. Each club runs their ship as they like. But for us, we treat bunnies right. Like birthdays and Christmas, bunnies get extravagant gifts. The smart ones get a college degree out of it. They leave better off than when they came to us.”

“Are bikers sad to see them… go?”

“If ending on good terms, sure, to a degree, but they’re always very happy for the ‘new’ bunny.”

“Don’t they want a real wife someday?”

Lynx exhaled heavily. “Some just don’t let women get that close anymore. Some stings are just too deep.”

I thought of Lacey and knew she could cut me the deepest.
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

Climbing Walls

 

Picture-perfect naked breasts jiggled as she giggled. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

My knees digging into the mattress, I was in awe. “Lace, I’ve never been so turned on in my life.”

Her silky leg wrapped around my waist and pulled me to her. “Then be with me.”

Her wet core brushed against my painful erection, coaxing me to find my way inside. Found, I shuddered as I slid home. “This will never get old.”

She arched underneath me, her eyes falling shut. “Make me come, Tate.”

Breathless, I stroked in and out of excellence, begging my body not to orgasm until she did. As her moans escalated, my balls coiled up so tight—so ready to burst.

She whimpered, “Yes. There. More. More, Tate.”

As her head began to thrash against the pillow, I pumped and pumped, soon groaning through my own epic relief—

My eyes opened.

My belly was laying on wet sheets. 

I froze. 

Was it morning? Had a Stallion, sitting in a chair, just watched me ejaculate against a mattress? Then I remembered taking a nap since it was possible I would be up late with Lacey that night. In relief, I sunk into the bed, then cursed because my sheets were sticky. 

Rolling out of bed, I stared at my stomach while asking myself, “Shower time?”

Once clean and dressed, I stared at my bed. “How the fuck do I explain this?”

Then I quickly yanked the blanket free and removed the sheets, balling them up and tucking them under my arm, telling myself, “Act cool. They know nothing.”

Walking through the living room, I refused to look at the bikers as I marched toward the kitchen. They were on the back porch, standing there, watching me, smoking cigarettes and grinning. 

Lynx knocked on the glass as I walked past them. “What’s wrong with your sheets, Pup?”

Dagger had apparently delivered such a good time to a club girl the night prior, she came over the next morning and cleaned the house—including the fucking sheets. 

Here I was, after a goddamn nap, rewashing them. “I, uh, spilled a drink.”

The joined laughter was so loud, the sliding glass doors shook. 

Almost at the kitchen door that led to the garage, I mumbled, “Fuckers.”
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In the woods, holding milkshakes, the four of us stared up at the Serenity Institute. There were only a couple of dim outside lights on, so crossing the grass undetected would be easy enough. There weren’t any lights on in the patients’ bedrooms, including Lacey’s.

“Do you think she’s awake?”

“She will be after you wake her,” replied Vice. 

“We didn’t come out here for nothin’, kid,” added Dagger.

Vice clamped his paw on my shoulder and shook it. “Good thing you got the preshow out of the way.”

I shrugged him off. “I said I spilled something.”

Sucking chocolate shake through a straw, Dagger chuckled. “Ya sure did. Out of your cock.”

I grumbled, “Assholes,” as I made sure Lacey’s vanilla shake and two straws were wrapped tight in a plastic bag.

Celebrating me cussing, “Give it here, my man,” said Vice, as he held up a palm for me to smack.

Wincing, Dagger leaned back. “You sure you want to touch that hand that’s been so busy?”

Trying so hard to muffle laughter, and not spill his strawberry shake because Elle ‘tastes’ like that fruit, Lynx fell to the side, right into Vice, who was now retracting his hand and saying, “Uh, ya got a point, VP.”

I angrily whispered, “I spilled a drink!”

Lynx now had himself braced against a tree, holding his stomach and gasping for air. “And we thought we only had to worry about how much he eats!”

Headed for his straw again, Dagger griped, “Not an abundance of laundry soap for all his ‘sheet’ washin’.”

Trying, again, not to fall over, Lynx’s body rolled around to the other side of the tree trunk. His laughter was not successfully muffled.

Staring at my goal, I sneered, “If I get arrested, you guys are going to feel sorry for—”

“The prison’s laundryman?”

“Ass. Holes.” I marched forward toward Serenity, too embarrassed and pissed to be nervous. Wait a minute. 

Suddenly realizing what those incredible men had been up to, I stopped and turned around… 

Three men stood there, watching me, all beaming with pride. 

I had been so anxious when we were going over the many scenarios—all the things that could go wrong. I had never broken laws before. Not that visiting the love of your life was against the law, but trespassing was. When I mentioned I had already trespassed, the first time I saw Lace, Vice shrugged. “Meh, technically, there’re no signs declaring Private Property.”

They explained how I wouldn’t be attempting to dislodge the bars tonight because we were going to take this slow. See how Lacey handled my visit. For all we knew, she could have already forgotten the conversation I had with her the day prior.

If I were to get caught, Dagger had told me the best thing to do would be to start drooling like you got no sense. “Kid, they will think you belong there. Maybe even invite you to stay.” When Lynx and Vice stared at him in dismay, he had shrugged. “What? Him being on the inside will surely help his nightly visits, no?”

Rolling his eyes, Lynx had put a burner cell in my front pocket. “If it vibrates, get to the ground and run your ass off. Capeesh?”

Even after all my nervousness of this night, I was still here, doing it.

As I turned back around to go and see Lacey, I realized how many kids may not know how lucky they are to have support. It sure makes all life’s challenges a little easier to bear.

Then I took off running… to the left of the electric fence, where her window was. Fortunately, only the courtyard was protected. Testing the lattice with one hand, I put the handle of the plastic bag in my mouth. Once my other hand was free, I grabbed onto the downspout. Here goes, Tate! As I started climbing, I felt some tender pulls under my skin, but all-in-all, I managed better than expected after all the injuries my body had experienced. 

By the time I was on the second floor, I was winded and suddenly doubting myself. What if she had truly forgotten I was going to visit her and screamed? How would I ever convince her to talk to me? Or fall in love with me?

Every breath I exhaled, as I climbed higher, became more labored. The mere thought of her never allowing me to hold her again had me almost gasping in anguish—

A hand touched my face.

Scared I was imagining the touch, I slowly peered up.

Lacey, gripping a bar with one hand, was nervously reaching out—stretching her arm as far as she could—through the slits in the metal. She whispered, “You’re real.” Her expression of stress mixed with elation had me suddenly realizing how lonely she had been. Lacey may not have remembered me, but her heart did. And mine bled for her.

Balancing with one foot on the lattice and the other on a cornice of the ornate castle, my left hand gripped tight while my other took the bag from my mouth so my face could nuzzle in her hand. “I am. I’m real.”

Tears burst from her as her fingers fought to grip under my chin and lift. “I was so scared I imagined you and I was truly alone.”

Gutted. Her pain gutted me.

With much haste, I stuck the handle of the bag back in my mouth and raced up to her. She didn’t stop touching me. Her eyes stayed locked on me. 

Once next to her window, I hung there from the side of the wall, leaning toward her, grabbing onto a bar.

Even with tears clinging to her precious face, she was stunning. A boy’s true dream come true. So, I smiled. I guess, since I had a bag hanging from my mouth, I looked ridiculous doing so. 

She finally giggled, still touching my face. “Has anyone ever told you you’re adorable?”

You have. I nodded, the bagged milkshake now swaying into my neck.

Her thumb gently touched one of my dimples. “These are so cute I could kiss them.”

I’m so okay with that. My smile grew.

She stared at me adoringly. “Have you ever met someone… and could swear you already know them?”

The day I found you across a courtyard at school, my little Lucey.

Her hands finally released my face, taking the bag from my mouth. “By the way I’m talking, you must think that I belong here.” She kept the bag on the outside of the bars, resting it on the concrete sill.

“Not one bit. If you’re what some consider crazy, I want to be crazy, too.”

Shoulders softened with relief. “Thank you. That means more than you may know. I, uh, don’t remember who I am.”

“Damn. That sounds tough.”

Her finger tightened on the bag as she quietly admitted, “It is. I don’t even know my name.”

It’s Lacey.

“Doctor Landon gave me the name Vera… until I remember.”

“Vera, eh? Hmmm.”

“What? Not a good name?”

I smirked. “Doesn’t fit you.”

“Oh yeah?” she challenged, “What would you call me then?”

The love of my life. “Pretty Girl.”

She gasped, then her eyes drifted as if slipping into deep thought.

Remember me, baby.

After a moment of silence, she tapped the bag. “Is this for me?”

I teased, “Nope. That vanilla shake is for me.”

She grinned. “Will you at least share?” I went to open my mouth to tell her no, but she read my mind and teased, “I’ll call security.”

“I think I could share.”

She giggled, quickly catching herself as if laughing was a bad thing.

“Did you just laugh? I see the sugar is working before you’ve even had a sip.”

Incredible hazel eyes met mine… “Tate, thank you for coming.”

Anytime. Anywhere. Forever. “No problem. In fact, I’m hoping you like the shake so much, you’ll invite me back tomorrow.”

As if an angel behind bars, she softly and slowly nodded. “Please come back.”

I tried to tease her some more. “What if the shake sucks?” But it wasn’t easy. Lacey and I were feeling the connection that not even amnesia had severed.

With determination, she told me, “Then don’t bring another one.”

I swallowed, no longer able to be playful either. “I will be here.”

She inhaled… then exhaled… “Then let’s test out this shake.” Opening the bag, she suddenly froze. With a growing smile, she gazed at me. “You brought two straws.”

“Busted!” I whispered loudly.

Giddily, she rushed to open the straws and insert them. Since my hands were busy holding me to the wall, she offered me a sip. 

I shook my head. “No way. You first.”

Studying me, she pulled a straw between the bars and leaned forward. Sweet little lips pursed… I watched the white ice-cream rise in the straw to find the mouth I was dying to taste again. As soon as it hit her tongue, her body relaxed forward against the cold iron between us. “Oh, Tate.” She took another sip. “This is divine.”

No. That would be you.

Offering me the other straw, Lace stared at my mouth as I took a sip. I was barely able to swallow as I watched her free hand rise, placing fingertips to her lips.

Yes. Sugar kisses, Pretty Girl.

It took strength to stay perched on the side of the wall, but it took even more not to lean forward and silently beg for a kiss.

Still lost in thought, her head tilted. “Tate, do you believe… if something could be so sweet,” her finger tapped the white Styrofoam cup, “then… something could be equally as bad?”

My chest rose… then fell. “Yes.” I swallowed. “But, sometimes, that bad you are speaking of can be kept away.” I found us a new home.

Her distant stare changed when she noticed me again. “Are you okay? You’re starting to sweat.”

I was. My whole body was trembling. It took much exertion to be perched there. And now that I was thinking of the brothers… my body was announcing it had reached its limit. 

With regret I hoped she could hear, I admitted, “My legs are getting tired.”

“Then-Then come in.” She suddenly pulled on the bars as if finally realizing they were a hindrance for us.

“If it is okay with you, I will remove them tomorrow.”

Alarm grazed her eyes. “Do it now. D-Don’t go.”

Witnessing her panic and knowing there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it, my throat tightened. “I’m so sorry.” 

I looked behind me to see my friends, see if they could help me remove the bars tonight, even though I knew they wouldn’t. Right before the visit, Vice had told me to stick to the plan. 

Of course, that prompted Dagger to say, “Unless the ‘plan’ goes to shit.”

This night hadn’t gone to shit. It had gone far better than I’d hoped. So, I looked deep into those hazel eyes. “Pretty Girl—”

She nodded as if my next words were all she had and was praying they would be what she wanted to hear.

I blew out air because I didn’t want to push her too much—tell her more than she possibly could handle, but I needed her to believe me, to believe that I would be back. “I was once told, by a very special person, that I make the best promises.”

“Really?” she was scared and breathless, yet enchanting, all at the same time. “Why?”

“Because I keep them.” I waited, quietly, hoping she heard my sincerity.

Her sweet little fingers feverishly gripped the bars separating two yearning hearts. “Then… promise me. Promise you will come back.”

I leaned forward, resting my forehead against her soft fingers. “I, Tate,” will love you, evermore, “promise to come back, tomorrow night, and every night after,” until eternity ends.

Her fingers lifted from the bars, and she caressed my face with the back of her hand. “I wish I knew you before all this.”

You did, baby.

“I wish I could have known you in a way a girl knows a boy.

I fought to not tell her the truth. “Me too.”

Her mouth parted. “Do you think, if I ever get out of here… we could be… friends?”

I wanted to rip the bars from the wall and hold my broken-hearted girl. Instead, I whispered, “It would be an honor to be your… friend.”

Nervously sucking on her bottom lip, she finally nodded. “Tomorrow then.”

“Tomorrow.” 

Never had anything been so sad for me as having to climb down, leaving my girl behind. 

She reached for me… until I was too far away.

Lacey, the beautiful soul who owned my world, stayed at that window and watched me run across the lawn. 

At the edge of the trees, I waved.

She waved, then rested her fingertips to her lips.

Yes, sugar kisses.

Fighting tears and a crying heart, I begged, “Pease don’t make me leave her here.”

His deep voice was so sturdy, I think it was the only thing keeping me on my wobbly feet. “Like how your dad’s blood is in your veins, that girl is your heart. She is with you, son.”

Staring at Lace, her staring at me, I took a step back and disappeared into the shadows. 
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As Vice drove us home in the beat-up rental car, the streetlamps glowed against my face, faded away, then lit up my paling skin, over and over. My head leaned against the back passenger window. I felt drained. Seeing her had me over the moon, but leaving her behind had zapped me of all energy. “Lynx?”

Sitting in the back with me, he answered, “Yeah, kid?”

“If you are so certain she’s safe, why are there two bikers watching her from the woods?”

He exhaled… “Gut is telling me it’s needed.”

I exhaled, too. “Because of my brothers?”

I could almost hear his jaw lock. “Those bastards aren’t your brothers.”

His anger no longer shocked or stumped me. Lynx, through actions and words, made it clear I was very important to him. Not that I understood why, but I was grateful. 

“Lynx?”

“Yeah, kid?”

“I’m ready to hear what I didn’t want to hear.”

He stared out his passenger window. “I need to know every bit of identifying information you know about them, because… so far, they don’t exist.”

My head lifted to look at him. “What? What about school records—”

He shook his head. “No records of a Crow or Damien. Plus, your records state you ain’t got any siblings. Did you ever go to school with them?”

Blinking in shock, I thought back. “Well… no. Our age differences kept us in different schools.”

The hands in Lynx’s lap fisted. “What college are they at?”

My mouth fell open. “Uh… I have no idea.”

His nostrils flared as he kept staring out the window. “Don’t that seem a little odd, Pup?”

I rubbed my forehead that was starting to ache. “I’m sorry I’m so dumb—”

Grey eyes snapped to me. “If I ever hear you say that shit again, I’m beating your ass.”

Not doubting him for a second, I nodded. “Okay.”

He glared at me. “You are one of the smartest kids I’ve ever known. Hear me? You don’t know much because those assholes didn’t want you to. Now we need to know why.”

“Why?”

“Yeah. Why the fuck didn’t they just put you to ground? Am I supposed to believe they kept you around just to use you as their pin cushion?” He snarled as he looked back out his window. “Nah. Ain’t going for it. Their actions toward you showed hatred.” He made fists again in his lap. “And I’m gonna find out why.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Helping Hearts

 

“You did it!” Lacey whispered loudly while practically hanging out the window with a time-stopping smile that had me almost losing my footing. 

Climbing up the lattice, plastic bag hanging from my mouth, I smiled at her, even though I hadn’t been the one to remove the bars. Lynx had it done while she slept last night. I think he worried that separating metal from concrete would be too much for my still-healing body. Fortunately, he wouldn’t admit to it, saving my ego a kick to the balls. He told me it was a ‘surprise’ and to stop being a pain in his dick.

To be honest, I was in no shape to pry the bars free. I would’ve done it to get to my girl, but most likely would’ve been in need of Doc afterward. Reclimbing the lattice was already having my body asking, “Really? Another wall-crawl? Have you forgotten you were stabbed, oh, I don’t know—almost three weeks ago?” 

That is why, when Lacey reached down and over to offer a hand, I accepted. I gave her the bag, then proceeded to enter her room on my own.

Now hanging half in and half out of the window, my feet kicking and unable to gain traction on the wall, I heard a set of heavy boots pounding the ground behind me. They stopped when Lacey grabbed the back of my jeans and tugged. She giggled, yanking and pulling, trying to drag me inside.

With my ass shamefully in the air, I told her, “I’m here to rescue you.”

She laughed, still trying to get me inside, while whispering, “You’re so heavy!”

“I have friends feeding me enough food for a village—”

I finally slipped into Lacey’s room, landing right on top of her. 

Stomach to stomach, chest to chest, we laid there, panting from the struggle, staring at each other. It felt like so many moments passed by….

Staring at my mouth, she whispered, “I wrote about you today.”

“Really?” I blinked out of our trance and finally rolled off of her. 

Getting to our feet, she tried to fix her hair. “Yeah, Doctor Landon said I should write in a journal to help me with my memory.”

I tried to rearrange my now disheveled shirt. “Wow… Is it helping?”

“I don’t think so.” Shyly, she tucked hair behind her ears. “Do you want to read it?”

My eyes went wide. “Me?” She nodded. I was honored. “Hell yeah.”

Watching me bashfully, questions clearly rushing through her delicate mind, she went to her little nightstand at the right of her small bed. 

The room was quite bare. A bed. A lamp. A desk and one chair. Nothing on the walls. Personally, I felt it was depressing, but maybe it was just me finding the whole situation depressing.

Still observing me, Lacey approached with a book in her hand. When she handed it to me, I asked, “You got something on your mind, Pretty Girl?”

She looked up at me with a forming smile. She liked when I called her that.

Lacey nodded.

I smirked. “Err. Gonna tell me?”

After sucking on her bottom lip, she lifted her arms as if trying to explain they were confusing her. “They keep wanting to move… toward you.” Embarrassed eyes peered up to me before she quietly asked, “Can I hug you?”

Melt my motherfucking heart.

Stunned, having not expected such a huge leap, I sighed. “I would actually love that.”

Not sure how to go about it, she tentatively took a step closer to me. Her hands pulled at her sweatpants and sweatshirt, then timidly reached out.

I waited. I wasn’t going to screw this up and rush her, but my heart thundered for her touch. 

At first, it seemed as if she was going to put her arms around my neck, which surprised me since she had always preferred to rest her head at my chest, but then she changed her mind and slowly tucked her arms around my waist.

It felt like a miracle. Maybe a small one, but it was epic to my soul.

Praying for the strength to not wrap her up lightning-fast and squeeze the ever-loving shit out of her from missing her so fucking bad, I stared up at the ceiling. 

Elle’s voice rang in my head; you can make life any flavor you want.

I slowly let my arms, which were holding her book, rise to wrap around my Lacey. As soon as I did, she melted into me, admitting, “I knew you would feel good.”

Laying my head on the top of hers, my eyes sliding shut in delirium, I teased, “You’ve been thinking about me, Pretty Girl?”

Not letting me go, she nodded. “I even dreamt of you.” She giggled. “On a rusty merry-go-round. Isn’t that silly?”

I bit the side of my cheek to not tell her that merry-go-round was where we had our first vanilla shake together. “No. I don’t think that is silly at all.”

“Why do I feel I know you when I know that’s impossible?”

Not having a clue how the mind works—having no degree with such knowledge—Lynx had advised me not to say too much and to let the doc do his job. Now that she was actually hugging me, I bent the rules, thinking he was wrong. I couldn’t answer her questions truthfully, due to my Prez’s order, but Tate always finds a way.

“Maybe we knew each other in another life.”

It wasn’t a lie. We did. And now I was trying to lead us to a new one.

She gasped. “Wouldn’t that make for a beautiful story, Tate?”

I fought my heart from bursting. I fought memories. “It would be one of the best.”

“Oh!” She loudly whispered while releasing me. “Another ‘life’ reminds me of another poem I wrote!” She stepped back to lift my hands, quickly opening and flipping pages while I held her book. On a certain page, she pointed. “See?”

Parallel lives, side by side

Not knowing why, I want to hide. 

Murky shadows, distant memories

Will they ever become one?

My legs tried to buckle. “Do you see shadows, L—uh, Pretty Girl?”

Suddenly losing her smile, she blew out air. Then… held up four fingers.

Four? I grabbed my chest and stumbled back. Oh no!

She rushed to me. “Are you okay?”

“W-Where do you see these shadows? Here? Are they here?”

“Well,” she winced before tapping her temple, “here, I think.” She explained, “I mean, that’s where Doctor Landon thinks they are because they stand behind him.”

Shutting the book, I spun around. “Where, baby? Where do they stand behind him?” I studied the whole room, still circling, scanning for the threat. “In here?” When seeing no ‘shadows’, I rushed to look out the window. “In the courtyard?”

When she didn’t answer, I spun around, positive the brothers had her.

They did.

Maybe not in a physical sense, but mentally? She was all theirs. 

Writhing on the floor beside the window, in the corner of her room, terrified hands pulled at her clothing. Eyes slammed shut, her whole body was so incredibly tense, almost seizure-like, yet she didn’t stop moving.

It was at that very moment I knew Lynx was right. I had to respect her condition. I had to be as gentle as possible while having this girl in my care. I had to be so careful not to trigger any memories for which she wasn’t ready. It wasn’t time for her mind to remember. By the way she suffered in that corner, I doubted it would ever be.

I thought of Elle and how she kept calmly talking to me when my mind went on the fritz after learning about my biological mother’s death. Elle had distracted me with Lacey’s name and qualities. Since I couldn’t speak to who I truly was, a young man who adored her, I grabbed the second-best thing. 

Putting her journal on the floor, I snatched the bag by the window and begged myself to sound as calm as possible. “Vanilla shake, here we come.” Sitting in front of her, I tried to ignore all her little tears dripping down her clenched face, and I inserted straws. “Nice and cold, smooth ice-cream.”

Her writhing slowed… 

Trembling, I took a sip. “Oh yeah, this tastes so good. It’s a damn good thing I have two straws so I can share.”

Her breathing changed—calmed…

“Vanilla sugar treats. I bet this dessert could make for sweet sugar kisses.”

Her eyes opened…

She exhaled… Then looked around, somewhat confused. “Did I fall?”

I forced down sinking emotions as more vanilla shake slid down my throat. “No.” My voice wobbled even though I was smiling. “You just sat down to get ready for some of this.” I handed her another small miracle.

 

[image: ]

 

Having heavy conversations inside the rental home was understandable due to the subject matter and needing to keep details private, but it didn’t make me stop desiring fresh air instead of the stifling words being shared. It was late at night, but these bikers didn’t seem to be on normal schedules. If it was time for a community phone call, then that is what time it was—no matter what the actual ‘time’ was.

At the dining room table, which I was starting to suspect symbolized something they had back at home, we sat in our regular seats and listened to Justice over the burner’s speaker phone. “Due to being short on leads, I researched the last owner of Saint’s childhood home…”

Her calling me by my road name caught me off guard, yet also announced how much Lynx was in touch with his Austin club. He kept his officers up to date. Always. Had claimed it could be a safety issue if he didn’t.

“It was indeed owned by Saint’s father.”

Lynx’s brows rose. “Was?”

“Yes, sir. Now, it is owned by Tate Young.”

I choked. “Me?”

Needless to say, that was the absolute last name I expected. The present Stallions must have felt the same; all three men around the table went bug-eyed.

As if Justice was such a badass she could see us from states away, she replied, “Exactly. Not what I saw coming, either. So, this Road Captain dug deeper. The papers were filed by a lawyer.” She exhaled. “Tate, I’m so sorry. The lawyer’s name was David T. Young.”

My lips moved but made no sounds. And why was she sorry? Wasn’t there a chance I had blood family out there?

Lynx grabbed his chest. “David Tate Young. Am I right?”

“You are correct, Prez.” 

Still trying to catch up, I was surprised by how sad Justice sounded. “David Tate Young… who has recently passed.”

Every time I learned more about my past, I learned more about a family that was already gone. Slipping into a numb state was becoming a regular event for me. 

I barely remember asking, “Is Elle there?”

“No,” replied Justice, with a sympathy I appreciated. “The shit’s getting too thick to involve her this round. Make sense, kid?”

It didn’t. At all. But I let trust in these people lead the way. “I understand.”

“Prez,” advised Justice, “get him some fresh air. I can call back.”

Lynx sat there, too, his mouth covered and eyes staring at me.

All I could manage was a shrug in response. 

He wiped the hand down his chin, neck, then rested it on his chest, tapping his fingers there. Somewhat lost in thought, he agreed, “Yeah, air and a beer.”
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After standing on the back porch for a few, and after grabbing some beers, we all sat back down at the table. Numbly, I held up my bottle and said, “To an uncle who I hope was a good man.”

Three bottles clicked with mine.

Then, Lynx tapped the phone. 

It barely rang before Justice answered. “Hey. Alright, this ride gets a little bumpy. We all buckled in?”

All eyes fell to me.

Nodding, I took a swig of beer. What else could be said? What was done was done, and I needed to get on with more shitty news.

Justice continued with, “Apparently, Tate’s father had his brother draw up a Will. It plainly states—”

“States?” Lynx asked, “How the fuck do you have a copy of the Will?”

“Because I rock at my fucking job, you dimwit. Questions?”

Smirking, he took another sip of beer.

She continued, “The Will reads that if anything were to happen to Saint’s father, the house was to go into a Trust—overseen by Mr. Young, of course, then be put in Tate’s name when he came of age.”

My stomach twisted. I could feel bad news coming like a slow-rolling collection of poisonous clouds were closing in on me.

“Justice.” Lynx leaned into his hands on the tabletop to get closer to the phone. “His birthday isn’t for another two months.”

“Correct.”

It’s pitiful, but I was almost shocked my birthdate actually hadn’t been a lie. Nothing else was what it had once seemed.

With a little anger, Dagger asked, “Then how does an underage young man own a home?”

“Well, the answer is a doozy but might actually make your boy smile.” She inhaled. “Kansas state law permits underage citizens to own property by the age of sixteen if married.”

Blink. Blink.

Justice sounded somewhat pleased. “Tate, you are legally married to Pretty Girl.”

It wasn’t a manly moment, but I literally gasped, my back hitting the back of the chair. “B-But, we never—”

The phone pinged.

Lynx tapped the screen.

Sure enough, there was a snapshot of a marriage certificate. After studying it, I proclaimed, “Those signatures aren’t ours.”

“Tate,” said Justice, “those signatures were possibly forged because you have, or had, some guardian angels working behind the scenes—”

Not sounding pleased, Vice grumbled, “Scared ones.”

Lynx sat back, clasping his hands behind his head to stare at the ceiling. “Yes, but afraid of what or whom?”

Justice said, “He was a lawyer. He knew how to have the law protect him and his kin.”

Dagger rubbed the back of his neck. “Lynx, that fucking snout of yours gives me chills.”

“What?” I asked.

Dagger asked me, “Well, if you’re afraid, who do you call?”

I shrugged. “No one. Just survive.”

He winced. “Jesus, kid.” Then he shook his head to clear it of dark thoughts. “Okay, most people call the cops.”

“Oh, yeah, them. Sorry—” 

Without moving, Lynx eyed me.

I quickly corrected, “Not sorry.”

Dagger chuckled. “Damn straight, Stallion Prospect. You are only sorry if we tell you you’re sorry.”

It was odd, but I actually smiled, appreciating them reconfirming their claim on me—making sure I knew I belonged somewhere. That was needed. My world was shifting so fast it felt like I was constantly experiencing earthquakes, not sure of where to step or who to run to.

Lynx sat forward again. “So, maybe this lawyer knew police couldn’t help him, so he finagled this house into his nephew’s name. But why?... Any more info on this house explaining its importance?”

“So far? No. Not even the dollar amount makes all the hassle worth it. From what I can tell, Tate can only get about a hundred and forty Gs for it. But hey, a little money in this young couple’s pocket is better than none, I suppose.”

A hundred and forty grand being ‘a little money’ was a telltale sign of what they considered ‘big’ money.

Lynx tapped his forehead, mumbling, “Think, motherfucker. Think—” He went still. “Justice, if Tate were to die before his eighteenth birthday, where would the house go?”

“Probably in a mess of probate and then to… Ah, shit. Next of kin.”

Lynx slammed his hand to the table. “His uncle was trying to keep Tate alive.”

Dagger’s mouth fell open. “And if Tate were to die, the house goes to his wife.”

“My uncle knew of Lace?” I was so confused by all that everyone was comprehending. I didn’t even have a chance to adjust to Lacey being my lawful wife. 

Vice nodded. “Somethin’s in that house, boys.”

“Yep,” agreed Justice. “But what and where is it hidden?”

“Holes.”

Everyone looked at me.

I shrugged. “As a little boy, I remember there were a bunch of holes in the backyard, all around the pool.”

Lynx delivered that evil grin that always gave me chills. “I got a suspicion it’s in plain sight. Feel me?”

Dagger grinned, too. “Right under a nose, where no one is looking.”

“Umm,” I raised a hand, “why didn’t my uncle come and get me?” No one answered, so I turned to the one I knew wouldn’t fail me. “Lynx?”

Lynx’s mischievous grin faded. “The only reason I would sacrifice one of my family members is to save the majority.” He looked back at the phone. “Justice?”

I could hear fingers typing away as she said, “On it.” Click. Click. Click… “Ooh, there was a recent divorce. Wife, two kids, all back to wife’s home country of Switzerland.”

“How recent?”

“Only months before Tate and Lacey’s marriage and Mr. Young got the house into Tate’s name.”

“Jesus,” sighed Lynx. “He even shipped his family out of the country? Who was he afraid of?”

Justice sneered, “Whoever it was, the fact that he died only days before you found Tate is way too coincidental.”

Lynx’s eyes slid shut. “They found out.”

“Wait!” I asked, my nerves suddenly on fire. “How did he die?”

“Home burglary gone wrong, according to this report.” 

Dagger, paling as if already knowing the implications, said, “We don’t believe it’s an accident.”

“What?” I asked. “Are you saying that an uncle I just found out I even had, has not only passed, but he was murdered because of me? And after all his sacrifices, I almost died anyway?” 

The room suddenly got hot and humid. Every set of eyes looked everywhere but at me. Maybe the truth was too morbid to speak out loud, so they kept in their thoughts that, by the expressions of disgust, were making them ill.

“Fine. All this may explain why my brothers had been so determined to end my life, and possibly Lacey’s since they knew she was next to get the house, but then why were her own brothers ready to take her down, too? This all feels so… meaningless—” Devious brown eyes from gruesome memories suddenly had my skin crawling.

Lynx’s voice lowered, “What is it, kid?” 

I fought my souring stomach. “Jarod and Jake,” I swallowed bile, “both have brown eyes.” It was one thing to put me through Hell, but a whole other to involve my Lace.

“Who?” asked Justice. She hadn’t been asked to research Lace yet.

I fought to not vomit. “Lace’s brothers. Their eyes don’t match your gene theory. Brown. Her mother’s; hazel. Her dad’s; blue.”

As Lynx stared at me, a weighted silence hung in the air. It was finally broken when he slammed the bottom of a fist to the table. “There! There is the connection. I don’t know what it is, but it’s there. Justice?”

“You got it, bro. Just need some of the info on Lacey.”

My heart picked up pace. “Uh, she never had a driver’s permit or license. Her brothers convinced her mom she didn’t need one. I can tell you her address and birthdate and anything else I know.”

“Got it. Okay, I will dig up what I can. Before I go, anything else you want to discuss about the house? Like selling it out from underneath those assholes?”

“The question is,” Dagger said, “do we rattle that cage?”

Again, I was confused, but Lynx added, “That’s what I was thinking. I prefer to let things lay where they are until I know what we’re up against. My gut says there is more to learn.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Telling Lies

 

The next day, I tried to sleep in but heard male voices talking. Since the topic was me, I felt it was only right to get up and do anything I could to help this growing debacle. Vice’s back was to me as he sat on a stool, facing the kitchen, asking Lynx and Dagger a question when I walked into the living room. “Doesn’t that marriage certificate make it legal for him to claim his wife? Get her out of Serenity?”

Sipping his coffee, Lynx noticed me. Swallowing, he lifted his cup. “Mornin’, Pup.”

I took a stool next to Vice. “Good morning. Is he right? Could I get her out?”

Dagger handed me two refrigerated probiotic capsules Elle had me taking every morning. She had claimed all the antibiotics I had recently been on killed some ‘good’ bacteria in my stomach. Since all her care had been working impressively, I asked no questions and did another bottoms up. She instructed me to down them with water, but since I had been denied certain indulgences during my life, Dagger always gave me a full glass of orange juice for the pills.

Lynx seeped in air through the corners of his lips as he pondered. “Technically, yes.” I opened my mouth, but he stopped me. “Hear me out. First of all, you know as well as I do that Pretty Girl needs professional help. We’re lucky she’s getting it where she is.” My shoulders caved as I thought of her writhing in the corner. “Two, in order to use the marriage certificate in your favor, it’s very likely you would have to face the judge that gave temporary custody to the doc.”

I sat up straight. Even if Lace needed to stay at Serenity, at least now I could visit her without whispering the whole time. Maybe Doc could help her remember me. “Point the way.”

Vice and Dagger chuckled at my willingness, but Lynx asked me, “How do you explain why you didn’t come to retrieve your wife sooner?”

“Uh, I had to get stitched up at a vet’s office, then recover here with you guys.”

The surround sound of hisses informed me I was already giving wrong answers. Then Dagger and Vice gave Lynx ‘looks’ as if to say, You really need to have a chat with your boy.

Maybe that’s why Lynx took another approach, pretending to be the judge. “Is that so, Mr. Young? Could you please tell me why you needed stitches?”

“Uh,” clueless of what to say, I reverted to the truth, “my brothers tried to kill me?”

“What?” Lynx pretended to be appalled. “Have your brothers been arrested?”

“Uhhhhh…”

When I was lost to the proper response, Dagger pretended to be me. “No, your honor.” He faked nibling on his fingers. “I never told the police.”

I snarled, “I don’t bite my fingers—”

Lynx ignored me and kept on. “Why on earth not, Mr. Young?”

Dagger shrugged. “I’m afraid they will try again?”

Lynx set down his coffee and pretended to pick up a pen, ready to write. “What are their names?”

Dagger delivered an exaggerated bobblehead. “I don’t think I know their true names.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure I could answer better than that—”

Lynx continued the role-play. “You don’t know your brother’s names?” The pretend judge shook his head in dismay. “Mr. Young, do you know how your wife received injuries?”

My chest took a ghost hit of how she was gravely hurt.

Dagger nodded. “Yes, sir. Her brothers and mine.”

The pretend judge blinked. “Hold on. Are you saying two sets of brothers tried to kill you both?”

My head fell forward as Dagger answered the judge. “Yes, sir.”

“I take it no report has been filed against them, either?”

“Correct. Well, we don’t know who their parents are.”

“Mr. Young, please do explain your meaning here.”

As I listened to them banter, my stomach turned and twisted.

Dagger added, “Well, technically, my brothers don’t exist.”

 “Mr. Young, are you trying to convey that your siblings are not legal citizens of this country?”

“Yes, sir,” Dagger whispered. “Your Honor, can you please keep this on the down-low because we suspect there are some dangerous people who I prefer to not know I’m alive due to them killing my uncle.”

The asshole pretend-judge gasped. “Where are your brothers now?”

I could almost hear Dagger proudly lift his chin as he continued being me. “In my house.”

“Mr. Young, are you telling me your alleged murderers are living in your house?”

Not daring to peer up, I raised a hand in mercy, waving an imaginary white flag. “Okay. Okay. Your point has been made. Please stop. My life is shit. I get it.”

Lynx sounded remorseful. “Shit. Sorry, kid—” 

“Noooo,” warned Dagger as he grabbed a bowl from a cabinet. “There ain’t nothin’ wrong with some tough love.” After placing the bowl on the counter, he filled it with some oat and grain cereal Elle wanted me to have. Then I could hear the organic ‘unprocessed’ milk pouring into the bowl. 

That sound had my mind wandering to when that milk had been delivered, by a biker, in a jar, because it came from a special holistic farm. Lynx had bitched, of course, but when he told the biker to keep bringing it, my chest filled with warmth—

“Kid, chin up.” I did as Dagger asked. “It’s all good, just need you to remember the rules of the club.” He tossed a spoon in the bowl and pushed it to me.

Lynx nodded. “He’s right, Pup. Living on the other side of the law means you can’t use the law at a whim. You appearing now would be okay because no one, except guilty parties, knows you’ve even been missing. But, Pretty Girl, on the other hand, she’s now in the system.”

Dagger squinted his one eye. “Technically, she isn’t. They don’t know who they have, right?”

Lynx agreed, “True, but all her injuries are recorded. Memory loss, too. A mess we can’t explain without getting knee-deep in the messiest pile of shit, ever.”

I took a heaping bite of my cereal. “Doc named her Vera.”

All men leaned back, cringing. Vice complained, “Vera? For that young girl?”

Shoveling in more breakfast, I shrugged. “I refuse to call her by it. She’s my Pretty Girl.”

After cringing at the milk dripping down my chin, Lynx tossed me a napkin. “So, do we agree on never revealing her true identity? You’re her husband. That’s huge. You’re the only man in the room who can say that.”

Not using the napkin, I crunched on cereal. “W-What? You’re not married to Elle?”

“Nope. I stay to my side of the law. No piece of paper is gonna tell me who my woman is.”

Maybe, because I had yet to taste the freedom Lynx nobly owned, I wanted paper, balloons, neon lights screaming Lacey was mine.

Lynx explained, “So, your call, since Lacey is in no condition to make it herself, but we,” he gestured to his fellow bikers, “can’t be a part of the Po-Po. I told you from the beginning, that’s not my scene. That’s not their scene.”

“Lynx,” I sighed, pushing away my empty bowl, “all I want is my girl. I don’t give two shits how it’s done.” 

Dagger stared at my bowl in shock. “That is actually fucking impressive.” 

I showed Lynx my unoccupied arms and hands. “I just need her here. In these. Feel me?”

As Dagger refilled my bowl, Lynx dipped his chin, seeming pleased I was willing to stay on the wrong side of the law. “I feel ya, kid, but let me ask you this. Even if new identities are needed?”

My jaw fell… “You mean… Lace not being Lace?”

“Correct. What if I had to make her, uh, er… a Jamie.”

Vice casually nodded. “Oh, that’s a perfect name for that little wee thing.”

Dagger pushed the bowl back to me. “That is a good name for her.”

How they could be so relaxed about changing something as monumental as the identity you were born with blew my mind. Blink. Blink. “But—” I emptied my spoon into my mouth.

Lynx dared, “Does her name really matter if she’s back in them empty arms and safe? From any and all threats?”

Past the cereal in my mouth, I could taste that damn dream again, the one only Lynx could offer me. I admitted, “No. It wouldn’t matter. And I can convince her the same.” Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

“Then alright,” said Lynx. “Now we know where we stand if any of this is needed.”

Setting down my spoon, I put out my hand. “Agreed.”

Lynx smirked but shook my hand. “Done.”

I filled my spoon with cereal. Almost to my mouth, a burner phone vibrated on the kitchen counter. Motionless, we all stared at it, knowing every time Justice called, she brought more bad news. Would this time be any different? 

Leaving the cell on the counter, Lynx tapped the screen. “Talk ta’ me.”

Justice sounded as if yawning. “Sorry. Been up all night.” She heavily exhaled. “Alrighty, boys and girls,” The bikers jokingly peered about looking for any females, “have you tightened your seatbelts again?”

Staring at the last bite of my cereal, sitting in the suspended spoon, I felt my stomach twist once more. Slowly, I set the full spoon back into the bowl and pushed it toward Dagger. “Thank you. That was very good.”

As if having pity for me, he nodded and placed it in the sink.

My eyes found the phone, and I sat there, wishing I could run and hide—or run to my Lacey. Anywhere but here, where more bad news was to be told…

“Lacey’s brothers do not exist either.”

“Jesus. H. Christ!” Lynx began to pace next to the kitchen. “How are all these babies being born with no records?”

Sounding as dumbfounded, she answered, “I don’t have those answers yet, but I do have some good news.” My chest filled with hopeful air. “Lacey’s parents existed. Both on record of having Lacey on her actual birthdate.”

My head fell forward and hung there. There was definitely a relief in knowing an iota of detail in our lives was true—made sense—or at least were what we believed them to be.

“But,” added Justice until I shook my head, begging for no more fucking ‘buts’. She asked, “You with me, kid?”

I couldn’t answer as the orange juice and cereal in my gut violently rolled.

“Hey,” growled the voice I needed to hear. 

I dared to glance up at Lynx.

“You’re mine. You belong somewhere. With me.” He hit his chest.

Sad, tired, and fearful, I nodded, glad to have him. “Thank you.”

Justice was a woman, and she was kind, but she lacked the softness that Elle effortlessly exuded. Justice had empathy, but she was very straightforward, quickly continuing, as if time wasted was time lost. Neither was acceptable in her world. “According to my findings, Lacey’s father passed when she was six.” 

Sensing what was coming, I looked back to the phone. I could feel an expression of horror splash across my face. “No.”

“I’m sorry, Tate.” In Justice style, she took a hold of that band-aid and ripped it off. “Her mama ‘reared’ off the road and hit a telephone pole. According to the police report, and suspicious tire tracks, she was murdered. A week ago.”

Vertigo? Forgetting how to breathe? I don’t know which one had my body screaming for release, but I was suddenly running to my bathroom. I vomited up the orange juice I treasured, and the cereal Elle sent me.

Had I been wrong? Had Lacey’s mom actually cared? Had she been punished for trying to find her daughter? Who killed her? After everything we had learned, I knew Justice was right. There was no doubt in my mind it wasn’t an accident.

Whoever we were up against, they clearly had no issues with taking lives. Lacey…

After rinsing out my mouth and wetting my clammy face, I stared in the mirror. “Breathe. She’s hidden away, being watched by killers in leather.”

Heading back into the living room, I heard Lynx ask Justice, “That was smart, girl. Who owned the home before Lacey’s mom?”

“Edward Scoal.”

“Who?” I asked, never having heard the name before.

Hearing me, Justice reluctantly answered, “Well, I would say he was a made-up name, but that is not the case.”

Lynx regarded me. “You don’t recognize that name at all?”

“Not one bit.” I plopped back onto a barstool, dumbfounded.

Lynx placed his palms on the counter and leaned his weight forward. “Justice, did you find out anything on this mystery man?”

“Yeah, hence this next part. I need my Prez’s permission to use a connection into the Kansas Penitentiary.”

Lynx’s nostrils flared as he grumbled, “Why?”

“Because that’s where this man has been for the last eighteen years. United States Penitentiary in Leavenworth.”

Dagger crossed his arms. “That’s a Federal Prison.”

“Yes, sir,” replied his Road Captain. “It appears this man was in prison for being in possession of firearms that are on a big no-no list. But here’s the kicker. No, and I mean no previous record. He’s an unemployed nerdy scientist. That’s all I have on him. That’s a big first-time offense. Need inside info to learn more about him.”

Lynx crossed his arms, agreeing, “Who he’s rolling with in there. I got cha.”

Dagger contemplated, “Maybe it could lead to who is truly behind all this.”

Arms still somewhat crossed, Lynx tapped his lip. “But once we start asking questions, you know what that does.”

Vice agreed. “Has others askin’ why we askin’.”

Lynx paced some more, then stopped to stare out the sliding glass door. “Justice, can you and my boys make a trip up here?”

“We could get away for a couple of days, but then head back home. The shop is booked tight. And that shipment end of next week.”

Justice not mentioning what the shipment involved told me it wasn’t any of my business.

“Lynx,” said Dagger. “Ain’t needed.”

Lynx turned to him. “They haven’t even met him.”

Dagger dipped his chin. “They trust you. They don’t have to meet the pup.”

At the time, I wasn’t sure of Lynx’s concerns, but that man sure put his club, and those he was responsible for, first. In thought, he faced the window again. “Justice, where’s my Sergeant at Arms?”

“Standby,” I heard her say. “Hey, can you come to the Stalls? Thanks.”

Within a couple of minutes, I heard a door open, then… “You good, Cap?”

Justice answered, “Always. Just got Prez on the line for ya.”

“Who?” said the man’s voice with playful sarcasm. “Is he even still alive?”

Lynx finally laughed, turning from the window. “Fucker, you love being in charge down there. Don’t fake it.”

“Hey, having me in charge makes this ship glide smoothly through the water—” 

Knock! Knock! “Sorry. It’s Brat. I think the water heater is going out.” 

‘Smooth’ Sailor griped, “Alright! I’ll be out in a minute,” and threw all pretense out the window. “Jesus. Lynx, when the fuck you comin’ home?”

Lynx was still smiling. “And leave my vacation behind? Fuck off.” After some surrounding laughter, he said, “I’m actually wanting my officers to come here and meet my boy before I possibly stir a hornet’s nest.”

The Sergeant at Arms said, “Hey, brother, I hear ya, and we will come. But for real, Justice has been keeping us informed, and we all totally have your back. You vouched for the kid. That’s good as gold to us. Hear me? I’m sure my VP totally agrees.”

Dagger smirked. “I just got through telling him, Torque.”

Torque yelled, “Other motherfucker! Miss you asshole!”

Vice complained, “I want some Torque love.”

“Vice, I’m on a morning potato withdrawal, dude. Get your ass home.” He chuckled. “Do me a favor and talk some sense into Prez’s thick skull. I’m neck-deep in—”

Knock! Knock! Knock! “Yo, Torquey baby! It’s Rattler. I’ve got some pissed bunnies claiming there’s no hot water. These damn bitches are making my ears bleed—” 

Then he hollered to someone else, “I’m on it! I’m telling the man now. Back off, little girl…” The voice faded as Rattler left the door.

Understanding Torque had his hands full, Prez waved his hand through the air in surrender. “Alright. Stay put. Justice, proceed with caution. Let’s see what we can find out without tradin’ favors. Feel me?”

“I got an Old Lady in mind who can get in there, staying low key. Just give me time for her to set up the visit.”

“That’ll work. Torque, be sure to speak with Kansas to keep them updated.” 
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In case the orderly who was sleeping in the hallway decided to wake and do his job, I sat on the floor in between Lacey’s nightstand and bed. With one leg stretched out in a casual manner, I enjoyed the quiet while watching Pretty Girl. She was laying on her belly, her arm hanging over the edge of the bed. Her delicate fingers fiddled with a loose string on the knee of my jeans as she asked, “I wonder if I have a mom worrying about me.”

She didn’t. Not anymore, so I stayed quiet.

After more silence, she asked, “Where does your mom live?”

I swallowed. “She doesn’t. She passed when I was a baby.”

Lacey and I were officially parentless by the tender age of seventeen.

“Aww.” Her cool hand touched my face. “I’m sorry.”

My face leaned into her touch. It had been a tough day that I couldn’t share with her.

“Your hair is soft.”

I inhaled her. She smelled like a perfect flower that had yet to be discovered. “Is it?” Internally, I moaned as she ran her fingers through my waves, making my eyes slide shut. 

“I hope this doesn’t embarrass you, but I think you are very handsome.”

If there were any doubts that Lacey and I were only together because of our horrid past, they faded away. She knew nothing of all we had experienced together, yet was still so attracted to me.

My eyes opened to stare into hers. “I think you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen or will ever see.”

Her little lips parted… “Tate, someday, can I kiss you?”

“Only if you want me to fall madly in love with you.”

Sweet cheeks blushed. “Okay. Deal.” 

Her smile told me someday, I would get that kiss.

Someday, I was going to get to kiss my wife again.
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Every night, I visited that beautiful girl. That’s why, after a week had flown by, I had easily fallen asleep at the dining room table one late morning. Slam! I jerked up in my chair, clueless to what was happening. Vice was sitting to my right, at the end of the table. Lynx was at the other end to my left, glaring at Dagger.

Dagger was standing in front of me on the other side of the table and had smacked it to wake me. “Time you learn to drink coffee.”

“Let him sleep,” grumbled Lynx.

I rubbed my eyes. “What time is it?”

Dagger tilted his head. “Have you not been washing your ears in those long ‘I’m not whacking off’ showers? I just told you. It is time you learn to drink coffee.” He set a cup in front of me. “And can you please clean up your drool?” He gestured to a puddle in front of me.

Lynx’s voice was low and edgy as he warned, “Leave him alone.”

“No!” snapped Dagger. He pointed at our Prez. “I know you have mad love for this kid. Trust me, I do, too. But I also have mad love for you, ya dumb shit.” Now, he pointed to me while telling him, “He’s joining an illegal club. Not some fuckin’ rump-a-room playground. What? You and Elle gonna stick him in a crib when he gets home?”

Lynx was on his feet so fast I barely registered movement. “I will fucking punch you—”

Vice jumped to his feet.

Stunned, I stood. “Wait—”

“Good!” replied VP, who didn’t appear scared in the slightest. “Maybe then the kid will learn somethin’ to protect himself with. Either how to throw a punch or take one and not fall to the ground—” 

Clueless to Dagger’s meaning, I grabbed the coffee. “I’ll drink it. I’ll drink it.”

“Because that’s where he’s gonna end up if you don’t get to training him.”

I took a sip of the hot beverage—then gagged, coffee dripping from my mouth, joining the slobber already on the table. “Damn, you guys drink some horrid shit.”

Three men stared at me…

Then they burst into laughter.

Relieved I had done something to break the tension that felt like colliding dump trucks, I grinned and rubbed my long sleeve across the table to clean my mess. “So, we good?”

Dagger’s smile fell as his shoulders softened. “Lynx, ya gotta at least stop the coddling if you ain’t gonna teach the pup some skills.”

“He’s exhausted,” Lynx protested. “And I’m not the only guilty party here.”

Dagger raised his hands. “I am guilty as charged.” He chuckled. “I can’t say I ain’t gonna make him more waffles, but…” He peered over his shoulder and did a chin lift to Vice.

As if totally knowing what was coming, Vice pulled his large knife from its holder and laid it on the table in front of me. Instantly, cold sweats broke out over my whole body as I leaned back. I even felt lightheaded, my vision changing.

When Lynx took a step toward me, Dagger reverted to a slam on the table. “No, Lynx!” I jolted. “Kid, look at me!” My blurry eyes found him. He pointed to the blade. “This metal has never cut you and never will. Repeat.”

Lynx rubbed a palm down his face as I stood there, staring. 

The last time I had touched a knife was when I almost used it to cut Lacey’s throat. Knives had been nothing but a symbol of horrid times for me. 

That is why Dagger needed me to now see them differently.

Standing there, I suddenly remembered seeing this very same knife on the rental’s kitchen counter and turning away from it. I had also seen it on the coffee table and walked away from it. The guns were fine, but every time I saw a knife lying about, I avoided it at all costs. 

Had Dagger noticed?

“Repeat!” demanded my VP.

I stuttered, “T-This metal has never cut you—m-me and never will.”

He angrily insisted, “It wasn’t the blade that betrayed you. It was the wielder. It’s not the weapon that is deadly. It’s who is holding it. A gun don’t fire unless someone pulls the trigger.” He gestured to the knife that I wanted to run from. “How about it, kid? You willin’?” 

My heart was pounding, so many memories flooding me. “I…” I couldn’t seem to force my hand to move and pick it up.

Dagger challenged, “What if they come for her?”

No names were needed. I understood Dagger’s meaning.

My hand twitched. My fingers contracted.

“What if they are headed to her right now?”

The blade was in my hand. 

Eye locked to mine, Dagger slowly nodded. “Let your fingers tighten on that handle. Make that handle feel your heat.”

My fingers tightened and relaxed as I transferred my heat in a claiming manner.

“Let it become your heat. That fire that drives you.”

I lifted the knife to linger in front of me.

Now smirking, Dagger slowly nodded again. “Feel the weight. Feel the power you have just been given.”

Power given… My head tilted as that power dawned on me.

“That’s right, Pup. That power is yours now. What ‘cha wanna to do with it?”

My shoulders eased. My heart settled. 

My ache for revenge replaced my fear. “I want to know how to use it.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Creating Gains

 

Sun beat down on my shoulders as I stood in the backyard, listening to Vice instruct me about how to use a knife properly. And when I say properly, I mean how to efficiently kill someone. 

In a slow-motion example, he lifted my left arm with his, then swung in his right, to act as if he was going to stab me in the ribs a little under my armpit. Luckily, there was no knife in his hand because he said, “If your blade hits here, there is a high chance you will hit the heart. Fight over. Or, at least, at the tail end.”

When we had been at the dining room table, I told them I wanted to learn how to use a blade, but actually, in the process, I now felt I was reliving a vortex of nightmares. 

Trying not to wince because I know how it feels to have steel sink into your flesh, I stared into his dark eyes that I sensed had seen much blood in their time. “How many lives?”

Grabbing his aviator glasses from the front of his t-shirt, he dropped my arm and turned away to go back to his starting point for our pretend combat. “Better them than me.” Facing me again, his glasses were in place as he squatted, his unkept dirty blond hair sticking to the sweat on his forehead. “Ready?”

Even though I said, “No,” I squatted as previously instructed and thought about how it was crucial I learn every way possible to protect Lacey, seeing how every family member I knew of, except my murderers, were dead. Knowing that as soon as the brothers found out she was alive, she would again be in danger, previously desired revenge dissipated. Now, surviving was back at the top of my list—

“Stop overthinking this and focus, Pup. When facing hand-to-hand combat, your mind must not drift. Be focused or die.”

“I’m just—”

“Not right now. Not in a fight you need to live through. Right now, you are Saint; a Steel Stallion that’s calling on his steel heart to live through this battle so he can safely get back to his Pretty Girl.”

Lacey… Nothing in the world could focus me like that girl. 

I exhaled. I am Saint…

Heeding Vice’s advice, I did my best to push away all other thoughts.

Fortunately, I had a teacher who was patient and wise. “That’s right. Just you and me.”

I studied his stance. The way his gigantic biker boots adjusted his heavy weight. I studied his primed body. The aggression. The tension. How his hand gripped the wooden spoon that now looked deadly. His arms were spread and ready to capture his prey… 

Better him than me… My mind cleared and was completely present. 

Vice saw the moment I was ready and gestured to the wooden spoon in my grasp, taunting, “Show me what you got, kid.”

As I lurched forward to attack, Vice moved to meet me halfway. As soon as he was close, I used his weight to my advantage and spun and snuck around his side, ending up behind him. I pretended to ram the spoon in his back. Tap!

The six-foot-four man began to slowly turn around to face me. Me thinking I had made him mad, I took a cautious step back, but stopped when I saw a smirk shining from under his glasses. He asked, “How did you do that so fast?”

Feeling somewhat proud of myself, I set my shoulders back. “Learned to move fast when attacked by four all the time.” 

Like Dagger would whenever I answered too honestly, he winced, “Damn, son.”

My shoulders caved. “But I did good?”

Deep in thought, he lightly smacked his wooden spoon against his monstrous, jeaned thigh. “Yeah, their cruelty may be your gain, kid.” His head tilted for a minute, then he mumbled to himself, “Don’t force a lesson if discovering a hidden talent.”

“Huh?”

Still a little distracted, he explained, “Something good ol’ Torque taught me.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “Being the Enforcer, my job is to protect. There is more than one way to do that. Not just by my fists. I need to make you stronger.”

Completely missing his point, I asked, “Is that how you got your road name? Your big fists?”

“No, by fists, I mean—” He took a stance, fist raised in front of him. Even with one fist holding a spoon, the way his upper body was expertly hunched, I didn’t need to be a boxing fanatic to instantly recognize this man was once a pro, or, at least, well on his way to being one. 

After letting his fists fall in a manner that said there were some serious emotions attached to his once being a boxer, he repeated my question, “How did I get the name Vice?” He grinned. “That’s a whole other story.” He abandoned his boxer stance and widened his feet, then he tossed his spoon. “Let’s test Torque’s theory. Keep your weapon—” He chuckled when I held up my sorry excuse for a weapon. “Smart ass.” He pulled up on the material around his legs, then squatted again. “I’m going to try to get my hands on you. Don’t let me. Got it? Focus.”

“Focus,” I repeated as if my new mantra. “Focus. I am Saint.” Preparing to give him all I had, I felt it important to be as loose as possible, so I let a shake ripple throughout my whole body. I even had each of my legs wobble after up in the air, in front of and beside me.

Abandoning his attack, Vice suddenly stood up straight, his brows crunching. “What the hell are you doing?”

Letting another tremor flow through me, I grinned, trying to appear badass-ish. “Getting ready to take the big guy down.”

Apparently, I was far from a scary sight. The fucker grabbed his chest and stumbled backward, laughing his ass off.

“What?”

Just then, the sliding glass door opened. Lynx and Dagger waltzed out onto the porch, putting their boots almost eye level to Vice and me on the ground. 

Lynx asked Vice, “What has Pup done now?”

Pfft! “What does that mean?”

Vice laughed his way back to me, wrapping a very heavy arm around my shoulders. “My brothers, you have got to see his, er,” he gazed down at me, “warm-up?”

Baffled to the hilarity of my actions, I replied, “Yes, me preparing for battle.” Then I grumbled, “It’s supposed to be intimidating.” 

After a bahahahahahaha burst from Vice, I shoved at him, which had me falling to the side because the laughing brick house didn’t budge. 

Amazed at his size, I asked, “Really, what the fuck are you made of?”

Backing away from me, he proudly tapped his expansive chest. “Not that shit milk Elle has you on.” Which, of course, got the fucking peanut gallery involved.

Lynx and Dagger both leaned elbows to the railing as VP suggested, “We should take Pup to that farm so he can suck straight from the source, that cow’s titty that’s not ‘pasteurized’.”

I didn’t even know what ‘pasteurized’ meant but didn’t dare ask because Lynx was too busy laughing at that image in his head. “Oh God, stop. I’m picturing it!”

Insulted, I peered up to them, curling my arms to impress the bystanders. “Oh yeah? Get a load of what that milk is doing for this strapping lad—” I snarled as they all started laughing harder. “Assholes.”

When Vice reached out to tap me on the top of my head as if I were merely a child, I quickly smacked his elbow with my spoon. Tap!

As my ‘instructor’ howled in pain, cursing about a ‘funny bone not being fucking funny’, the other two men stood up straight, taking notice of something. I didn’t have the time to figure it out, though. I was too busy now running from a King Kong who was out for revenge. Every time his huge hand tried to grab me, I spun, ducked, sprinted, but always ended up behind him. Tap! I was sure to let him know I just pretend-stabbed him in the back of his ribs again.

Even if Vice managed to get a hold of me, I would twist so fast that he would lose his grip. “Shit!” he griped.

Tap!

“Little fucker!”

Tap!

My gloating ended quickly when seeing Dagger and Lynx coming down the set of wooden stairs, eyes locked to me, no longer wearing their cuts like Vice wasn’t.

Alliances were made. And I wasn’t included.

Three large bikers closing in on me was, to say the least, a bit intimidating. They were taller, wider, heavier, and definitely meaner. It took focus not to piss myself.

I am Saint…

No words needed to be spoken. These men had egos that liked to play ‘Who is the baddest of us all’? I could see the challenge in their eyes. These men wanted to see what I had in me. 

What I had was almost four years of avoiding being captured. It infuriated the brothers the faster I got, but that fury kept them focused on me. Not my Lacey.

Focus… Okay. Let’s do this. Blowing out air, I did a body shake to get ready.

Then I just stood there, watching these assholes fall all over each other as totally uncalled-for laughter overtook them. 

Lynx was choking… “What was that?”

Vice was fighting for air. “His ‘warm-up’!”

Dagger wiped laughter tears from under his watering eye. “Now I have seen everything.”

I crossed my arms. “Are ya done?”

They weren’t.

I had to stand there, tapping my foot on the ground for another five minutes, all the while listening to their bouts of laughter and rude comments. “Did he have a seizure?”

That’s okay. Revenge would soon be mine.

Yes, that day in the backyard, I was to learn how to properly use a knife but ended up schooling old men about being flexible, young, practically toxin-free—thanks to Elle—and impressively fast. 

The four of us in the backyard looked like three giants trying to catch a scurrying mouse—who happened to have a wooden spoon. Tap!

“That little fucker.”

“Doesn’t that shit just piss you off?”

Even if I fell to the ground to avoid all the thick arms trying to wrap me up, I would rapidly revert to an awkward crab-crawl to escape, then get far enough away to get back on my feet safely.

Dagger grumbled, “If I could use my gun, this would be over by now.”

My eyes widened. “But we’re sticking to spoons, right?”

If these men weren’t pissed or truly ready to kill, out maneuvering them wasn’t impossible. That is until Lynx tired of me and caught me with a brutal clothesline grip to the neck, throwing me to the ground. On my back, I coughed out, “Ouch.”

The ‘schooling’ had been reversed on me, and I laid there in awe of his brute strength, not even knowing that my Prez had totally held back his full power.

Removing his hand from my fucking throat, Lynx chuckled as he pulled me up from the ground. “Pup, I must say, I’m impressed.”

I rubbed at my throat. “Yeah, me too.”

He yanked me in for a little noogie, ruffling my hair while walking us toward the stairs. “Oh, stop your bitching. That was a little love tap.”

“For real, kid,” said Dagger. “I hate how you learned to be so elusive, but sure believe that is a weapon on its own. I may be strong enough to kick your skinny ass to the moon, but that don’t mean shit if I can’t catch it first.” He grumbled, “Or shoot it.”

Still in Lynx’s stronghold, I felt like the runt of the litter, being dragged along by the alpha of the group. So, why was I smiling? That’s because this particular litter wanted every pup to grow into a powerful wolf.
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As soon as I was through Lacey’s window and had set our milkshake on the floor, insecure little arms flew around my neck in a ferocious hug. I quickly reciprocated, wrapping my embrace around her waist and holding tight. “What’s wrong?”

On her tippy toes, her angelic face nuzzled into my neck as she whispered, “I can’t shake this feeling that you may not come back. Like, I may never see you again. It-It… feels like I’ve had to say goodbye to you before—” She broke into a little sob before catching herself, “and it broke my heart.”

Her words screamed of past memories that were fighting their way to her conscious state. Her words slain me. Yet, once again, there was nothing I could say without it being a lie, so I said nothing and just tried to bring her comfort with my silent hug.

After a moment, she finally leaned back to see me but refused to let me go. “Do you think it happened? In our parallel life?”

I thought back to her poem and fought to swallow down the truth. Not being permitted to say much didn’t stop me from trying to put her fragile mind at ease. “If it did happen, I can swear to you that I will do everything in my power to never let it happen again. Not one more goodbye between us.”

Her breaths were choppy with fear. “But we have goodbyes every night.”

I forced a smile. “That is only because I have to rest my eyes after staring at your beauty.” I playfully tightened my hold while teasing, “You’re simply too much to stare at for hours at a time.”

That was a lie. Never would I tire of staring at her. 

She knew I was lying, too. But the real reason for me having to leave her every night was far too sad for either of us to discuss without feeling pain. So, we both stood there, staring, holding each other, allowing lies while knowing our hearts were shouting the truth. 

And when two hearts hear each other…

Crying, she nodded. “I’m ready.”

Confused, I asked, “For what?”

“For you to fall madly in love with me.”

There it was. The day I would finally get to kiss my wife.

As my lips slowly descended to hers, I wondered how many married couples take these moments for granted. How many would have sorely missed such a tender touch as much as I had? That night, even before our lips caressed, I promised myself to truly appreciate every single kiss she would ever give me again. Whether I got a thousand more, or only this one, I would treat each one as the gift it was. 

Love. 

As soon as I felt her familiar softness on my mouth, warmth exploded throughout my whole body. I think even my soul felt that kiss. She was that magical to me. She was that heavenly.

As our lips stayed attached with such determination and compassion for one another, Lacey melted to me as if her spirit was sighing out loud. 

With her eyes still closed, as if treasuring the connection we had just made, she whispered, “You’re not the only one who just fell.”

Beautiful words… Lacey was mine again. 

Her lips were parted as she stayed in my arms in some sort of dream state. Then her head rested on my shoulder. “I’m so relaxed.” 

I was too, but her weight suddenly increasing had me asking, “You okay?”

She replied, “Mmhmm,” but her legs were barely holding her up. “I’m so happy now I can’t fight it off.” She leaned into me, no longer supporting herself.

Concerned, I scooped her up. “Fight what off?”

She burrowed into my chest. “The pill.”

My chest began to pant. “What pill, baby?”

“Doctor Landon said I looked tired.”

“He drugged you?”

“Mmhmm…” Her words sounded lazy as the drug took over. 

Feeling cheated because our night was going to be short-lived, I rested my head to hers, wanting as much of her as I could get before she passed out. “I guess I’ve been keeping you up late every night.”

“Mmhmm… Need rest for tomorrow.”

My body tensed. “What’s happening tomorrow?”

“Going under.”

Such suspicious words had me paranoid. I could barely swallow. Slowly, I turned to the window I had just crawled through and stared at the opening, ready to leap with her in my arms, even if it meant broken bones. “Under where?”

Lazily, she lifted her hand and slightly waved it back and forth. “Watch my finger. Listen to my voice…”

“Hypnosis?” Is he doing this to restore her memory?

“Tate, do you think,” as if suddenly afraid again, she whispered, “the shadows are real?”

I do. “What does your doctor say?”

“That they can’t hurt him. For me not to be afraid.”

Fucking fool. “Do you ever see them when you’re not with Doc?”

Her head became heavier on my shoulder. “No, but I… feel them. Does that make sense?”

I rocked her in my arms, soaking up the sensation of holding her so close. “It does. It does.”

She let out a sweet little moan. “You make me feel safe. I’m always so afraid, but not when you’re here.”

My lips pressed hard to her forehead. I love you, Lacey Young.

Before she fell to sleep, she whispered, “I wish you could be with me tomorrow—” Her mouth stopped moving, and heavy breaths passed her perfect lips.

I can’t say how long I stood there, holding that angel, but I didn’t let go until my arms began to tremble with exhaustion. Not willing to risk dropping her, I finally laid her in her bed.

After covering her up, I noticed her journal, open. Handwritten words cried out for me to read them…

Will I ever find peace? Or forever be on my knees?

There is no rhyme, no reason, for all this unknown treason

Memories must be found

Or I shall never be sound

Touching her silky hair, I whispered, “You will be sound again.” I grazed the scar on the left side of her neck that matched mine on my right. “Memories will be found.” My fingers caressed her forehead. “This will find me again because,” my fingers touched her chest, “this heart of yours already has.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Making Footprints

 

As I approached the men waiting for me in the woods, Lynx’s grey eyes were inquisitive. “What’s wrong?”

Hands that ached to still be holding Lace were opening and closing. My jaw felt restrained. “Her doc is hypnotizing her tomorrow.” I rolled my neck, fighting agitation. “He drugged her tonight.”

Blowing out air, Dagger crossed his arms, his expression full of empathetic frustration. “I hate that fuckin’ with your head shit. If her mind don’t want to remember, it has good reasons.”

With his words voicing my growing anger, I nodded. “I think that is exactly how I feel. It just don’t feel right.” 

I looked back at Lynx to see a feral expression. His nostrils were wide. Eyes burning for a place to set fire. “That little girl don’t need no one fucking with her coconut.”

It was safe to say my Prez and VP had limits to their faith in doctors. It was one thing to have a professional help her through a process. It was a whole other thing for the pro to be prying.

I growled, “Feels like an invasion.”

Prez and VP nodded, totally having my back. Their support felt liberating. I had an opinion and confirmation it was justified. 

Vice stared at the dark Serenity establishment. “Unless you prefer to bust her out tonight, I got an idea.”
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In the dining room, I paced anxiously, wanting my Lace away from Serenity Institute. 

Over the speaker phone in the middle of the dining room table, Justice tried again to convince us. “Top. Notch. I swear it. This doctor has written many papers—has immense respect from peers. Saint, I hear your protective side in high gear, but from everything I’ve read—and research is my thing—this doc is digging deeper because he feels it’s necessary. He’s trying to help her. In fact, he has a published article about unnecessary treatments. His job is his life. After he lost his daughter—Vera—to…” 

Her voice faded as my ears rang. “Vera?”

Justice’s talking stopped. “Yeah. Mean somethin’ to ya?”

“Ah, shit.” Dagger shook his head in dismay. “It’s what he has named Lacey.”

Vice cringed. “And we made fun of it. That makes us assholes, right?”

“A little, yeah.” Justice sighed. “See what I mean? He clearly cares for Lacey. My vote is to let him do his job. Your call, Speedy Gonzalez.”

All eyes fell to me. I guess they told her about our training.

I stopped and stared at them while grasping the hair on the top of my head. Frustrated, I yanked, hard. “Ugh… Justice, I don’t know you, but if these guys trust you… Fuck, I will, too.” I looked to Vice. “Hook me up?”

Vice looked to Prez, who nodded. “Make it happen.”

Our Enforcer got up from the table and retrieved a duffle bag from the couch. With a clunk, he set it on the table, then started rifling through it. Items were set on the table that included so many gadgets I didn’t even know existed. Plus, there were wires and crazy small cameras... From out of a little box, he held up a tiny item that looked like a watch battery. “There’s what I’m looking for.” He stuck it in his pocket and then went into the kitchen and grabbed keys. “I’ll be back.”

As his dragon roared to life in the garage, probably waking the neighborhood, Justice chuckled. “That man loves his toys.”

 

Later that night, it took me a long time to fall asleep. I was thankful no one slept in a chair next to me anymore. That way I didn’t have to hear any comments as I tossed and turned, worried for Lace. She was already so broken. What if the doc made a crack in her mind that I couldn’t pull her back from? 

Giving up on sleep, I got out of bed and walked to the window. I placed my worried palms on the glass and stared up at the night sky. Quietly, so as not to wake anyone, I said, “I asked your angels to help me some weeks back.” I nodded. “I think they did.” I nibbled on the inside of my cheek. “They brought me the Stallions.” I swallowed, “So, thanks for that—letting them help me.” I blew out a stressed breath that was choking me. “I’m trying to be strong.” My fingers gripped the glass. “I swear it. But…” my head hung forward, “I sense tomorrow will be really bad.” A dark chuckle escaped me. “You know that means for a real shitshow—” My eyes snapped back up to the sky. “Oh, sorry for cursing.” I chewed on my bottom lip. “God, do you think you could,” my voice cracked as I begged, “help keep her safe? I know you’re really busy and all, but…” I wiped a tear before it fell, “but… I need her real bad.” I wiped under my nose. “Like, real bad.” Another tear dropped. “I guess you probably know that.” I licked my drying lips. “Maybe someday you can explain why Lace and I had to go through all this. Not that I’m judging your plans or anything, but… it’s kind of sucked so far.”

I backed away from the window. 

“But it’s cool. I’ll get through.”

My tired legs bent so I could sit on my bed.

“If I have her, I can get through anything.”

I laid down.

“If I have her.”

My eyes closed.

If I have her…
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“Eat,” demanded Dagger as I sat at the kitchen bar, not able to pick up my fork. “Lynx ain’t no chump when it comes to his biscuits and gravy.”

Lynx was no longer cooking. He was studying me as if I were a puzzle that needed solving.

My stomach turned as I picked up my utensil. “Thank you for cooking.”

Ignoring my plate, he snarled, “Why the fuck you so pale?”

I took a deep breath, hoping to gain color and not worry him. “Am I?”

Sitting in his normal seat at the dining table, Vice was in front of a laptop. Headphones on, he was listening to the eavesdropping device he’d stuck in the doc’s office after breaking in.

Without looking at his cell, Lynx pulled it to his ear. “Make it quick.” His expression softened. “Hey, babe… No. Not so much… Not eating… Dunno… Yeah. Hold on.” He handed me the phone.

Shyly, I said, “Hello?”

“You okay?”

There was something so soothing about her voice. My tense shoulders relaxed a hair. “My stomach feels all twisty.”

“Aww. Okay, well, don’t put food on an upset stomach.” I stared down at the heaping plate. “Can you drink some of that hot tea I sent you?”

I took a gander at the two overbearing bikers staring at me, not sure how to explain it was ‘teatime’. “Uh, yeah, sure—”

“Yo!” Vice knocked on the dining table. “He’s bringing her in.”

“I gotta go!” I didn’t even say goodbye to Elle. I just handed over the phone to Lynx while leaping off the stool, needing to be with Lace any way I could.

By the time I got to the dining table, Vice was removing the earphones. Dagger and Lynx were following me as Lynx told Elle ‘club business’ had just come up and he’d call her back.

After Vice tapped on his laptop keyboard, I heard a man’s voice, “Good morning, Vera. Did you get any rest last night?” 

Taking a seat at the dining table, I thought about how I had almost expected Doctor Landon to sound old and creepy, but his voice was actually very stable with no hint of hidden agendas, unlike how I had imagined. That brought me relief and made me wonder why I had been so apprehensive about this hypnosis session.

The relief was short-lived.

Up to this point, I had only heard Lacey how she sounded with me. That is why I was almost appalled to hear a timid side of her as she barely whispered, “Yes.” 

She sounded so petrified I imagined her arms holding her upper body, nervously playing with long hair that no longer existed.

Doctor Landon sounded compassionate. “Vera, don’t forget, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. You can have a seat and we can just talk. Nothing more.”

She was barely audible. “The couch?”

“Of course!” His elation at the suggestion was questionable until I heard a creak and him lightly chuckling. “You love that chair.”

It sounded as if she was curling up in the chair as she explained, ever so quietly, “The arms. I like arms around me.”

Remembering how she melted to me the night before as I held her, my eyes slid shut. My poor Pretty Girl.

Doctor Landon asked, “Do you think that maybe you miss being held?”

Silence had my eyes reopening. Did she ever speak of me?

Faintly, she replied, “No.”

Three sets of shoulders drooped as if they had worried about Lace telling the doc about me.

“Vera, does it make you sad to be missing out on such an act as being held?”

“No,” her voice came through the laptop speaker.

“Why is there a slight smile on your face, Vera?”

Lynx, Dagger, and Vice smirked at me, knowing my girl was thinking of me as she sweetly answered, “Pretty Girl dreams, that’s all.”

“I am pleased to hear you are having nice dreams.”

“Me too,” she whispered.

“Do you have any questions about what we planned on trying today?”

“Yes… Why now? Why didn’t you try this when I first came here?”

“I felt it best to try other avenues first.”

Dagger and Lynx nodded, pleased with what they were hearing.

Lacey asked, “Will this avenue help with my memories? So that I can leave?”

“Vera, I can’t make any promises of what you will remember, and I refuse to force you to remember what your mind is rejecting.”

Dagger and Lynx nodded again.

“But I can tell you that I might learn some things to help your treatment, so that, yes, someday you can leave.”

After a moment, her gentle voice said, “Okay. I would like to try then.”

My heart started to pound again. A part of me had hoped she would refuse this treatment.

It is simply amazing how the mind works…and what mine saw coming.

 

 Lacey was swiftly under Doctor Landon’s command. His hypnosis taking hold, he kept reassuring her, “You are calm. You are safe…”

I wanted to crash into that office and demand he stop, but that was clearly not an option.

“What is your name?” he asked.

Entranced, Pretty Girl sounded so tranquil. “It is Lacey.”

“What is your last name?”

Four sets of jaws dropped. 

Dagger asked us gawking ones, “Are we fucking morons?”

As Lacey revealed her childhood name, Lynx smacked his forehead. “I was so worried about that fragile brain of hers that I didn’t stop to think he would ask the obvious. Jesus. H. Christ!”

Vice shook his head. “Damnit. He’s going to notify authorities.”

That safety net of Serenity was about to crumble.

By the time we listened again, Doctor Landon was regressing Lacey. “… Now you are twelve… Ten…” 

The only reason I can think of why he wasn’t asking her questions about her at her present age is that he assumed it was too traumatic. Maybe he thought her younger years would be a safe time to begin as he requested her to go back further and further into her childhood. “You are now six years old. Look around and tell me what you see.”

Was he expecting fond memories of loving parents? A safe environment most wish all children have?

Lacey still sounded like the seventeen-year-old she was, but her words were pronounced with an eerie young way of speaking. “I am in my daddy’s garwage.”

My body broke into chills. She had told me about what happened in that garage.

“Brothers hurting me.” She was in a surreal state, speaking as if she wasn’t affected by the brother’s torture. 

I was nothing of the sort. In my chair, I found myself slightly rocking while Doctor Landon said, “Very good, Lacey. They can’t hurt you. You are safe.”

“Mmhmm. My daddy is yelling at them…”

It was hard to breathe as I listened to the little girl version of my wife tell the terrifying tale of her father’s death. How the brothers murdered him coldly and callously in that garage. Only boys themselves, they were already working so efficiently together.

Weighted exhales told me Doctor Landon was a bit shaken but attempting to hide it for his patient’s sake. “Lacey, you are now seven. Can you explain what you are seeing?”

My wife numbly replied, “I am in a cage with my friend.”

“You have a friend? What is her name?”

“He’s a boy. Tate.”

On its own accord, my spine stiffened, having me sitting up board straight.

“The fuck?” mumbled Dagger.

All eyes locked on me again. I was clueless as to why she was mentioning me.

Through the speaker, Lacey warned, “He says I need to be quiet.”

Under the heavy stares, I shook my head. “I-I’ve never been in a cage.”

Composedly, Doc’s voice echoed from the laptop, “Why do you need to be quiet, Lacey?”

The first crack in her numb demeanor presented itself in a whisper. “So, they won’t chase us.”

My chest tightened as my heart raced. “This never happened. I don’t understand.”

Doctor asked, “Who are they? More friends?”

“No.” Her whisper was now shaky. “Bad men.”

Doctor Landon’s voice lost a tad of its steadiness. There was a hair more urgency. “Lacey, can you see these bad men right now?”

“Mmhmm.” 

“Are there four of them?” Knowing of the four shadows, I understood why he would assume this.

She sniffled before her next whisper, “No. More, and they are coming for us.”

My hands slammed to the table as I tried to support myself, trying to not fall from my chair. I kept repeating, “This never happened,” but my sudden gasps for air were telling a different story. Fear, as if a physical being—or many of them—was running up behind me, trying to capture me. “T-This never happened…”

Lacey’s little whispers dared me to remember. “He’s holding me, telling me to run when they let us out.”

“When the bad men let you and Tate out of the cage?”

“Mmhmm. All of us. So many keys.”

“Keys? Lacey? Is there more than one cage?”

She hiccupped a cry. “Mmhmm.”

Doctor Landon was sounding winded. “With children?”

“Mmhmm.”

The doctor’s voice was now beginning to wobble. “How many cages do you see?”

She started to softly cry. “I can’t count that high. I can only count to ten.” 

My eyes slammed shut. “This never happened—”

Lacey’s breathing heightened, prompting the doctor to ask, “What is happening now, Lacey?”

She sounded even more scared. “We’re all running.”

“Lacey, you are safe. They can’t hurt you—”

Her whisper was gone, her voice now louder. “Tate says they can! He’s telling me, ‘Run! Lucey, Run!”

My whole body jolted as I thought of the night being in the trunk. I had yelled the exact same thing to her. Except, as a man, I could say Lacey with no issues. “No, no, no…” I started seeing images of dark trees, like from the night in the trunk, but these trees were different. They weren’t from Colorado. They were from somewhere else! And from under these trees, I could now hear an exasperated breath behind me as I dragged— “…Oh my God,” –a little girl.

Lacey told Doctor Landon, “Tate is holding my hand. Helping me.”

She was right. I was seeing it in my head, clear as day. So clear that it was hard to comprehend I was still sitting at a dining room table.

 I was running, pulling the little girl behind me through the woods I had been in before— “Oh no.” I looked to Lynx. “I think I’m remembering.”

His eyes wide with horror, he snapped at Vice, “Headphone up! We need to know if their stories match.” He looked back at me and swallowed. “Tell me.”

It was so dark, I struggled to safely pull her through the woods without tripping over fallen limbs on the ground. Our hands stayed connected, even when I fell, hauling her to the ground with me. I was already bigger than her, her tiny hand so soft in mine.

Not even bothering to wipe either of us off, I’d yanked the little girl back up to her red sneakered feet. I had seen what happened to the other kids when they were captured. It was horrendous. This was Lucey’s first time there. I couldn’t let it happen to her.

A couple of kids followed us, possibly too scared to think for themselves. I couldn’t see their faces in the dark, but I wanted to save them all.

I tried. I swear I did—

A firm hand grabbed the back of my neck and jostled. Lynx told me, “You not trying to save them never crossed my mind. Feel me?” 

We were now on the couch. I didn’t even remember getting there. On a chair on the other side of the coffee table, sat Dagger. Somewhat pale, as if affected by every word I was speaking.

Lynx’s nostrils flared. “Okay, you were running in the woods.”

“Yes…” I fell again. There had been a slight drop-off that it was too dark to see. I ended up dragging Lucey with me as I slid down dirt and dead leaves. I could hear the two kids slipping down after us, all squealing and crying in fear.

Lucey’s hand never let me go. In fact, her other one now also clutched my one as I tried to guide our fall to protect us from injuries, slamming into tree trunks and debris.

When I saw a dark shadow at the bottom, I knew debris was the least of our worries. A robed man was waiting for us. I wasn’t the first child to make this grave mistake.

As soon as we neared the bottom, the man reached over my head and easily grasped the little girl I was valiantly trying to save. He had her in the air by her hair. I was seven and didn’t stand a chance against him, but the two other tumbling kids did. They slammed into me, then the three of us crashed into him, not by choice, and took him down as he tripped backward over a fallen tree trunk behind him. 

The hood over his head slipped back, and he let out a groan before his hand accidentally released Lucey. Next to him, on the ground, she looked petrified.

Scrambling to get up, I yelled, “Run! Lucey, run!”

She did, making the man very angry. He grabbed my ankle as I tried to run past him, forcing me to crash back down to the ground. As he pulled on my leg, I kicked and kicked, managing to land my sneaker in his face. Crunch went his nose.

Instantly, he freed me, grabbing his face while howling in pain.

Wasting no time, I got to my feet and tried to warn the other two kids to also run, but froze when seeing who they were.

“Damien and Crow.”

I don’t think Lynx breathed as his mind raced… His eyes slid shut. “And there it is. They were taught, by once being the prey.”

I ran in the direction Lucey had darted. I couldn’t find her but soon came across a clump of her blond hair, probably from the man’s cruel grip. So, I picked it up and kept running—

“You did this—” said Dagger, in amazement, “—on the way to Serenity—in the woods. Her hair, kid.” 

My mouth fell open. He was right. Now, actions that were so random made perfect sense. I had already been touching on a memory…

Within a few moments, I heard a choking and splashing! “Luce! Luce!” I charged toward the torturous sounds.

There she was, in the shallow part of a big round lake, too short to reach. Due to the darkness, she must’ve run right into the water by mistake. By the time she realized her error, it was too late. Her struggles took her out further into the water.

Seeing that my Lucey couldn’t swim, I sprinted toward the water that my father had once taught me was safe. That all changed after seeing how water could kill. I had never gone back in the pool after that. Now, I either surrendered to the fear or let that liquid take Lucey, too.

Into the water, I went…

Dagger slammed his ringed hands over his face. “I can’t believe this is happening. It’s like you relived it, right in front of us.”

Also in disbelief, I nodded, remembering that water on the way to Serenity.

Because of my father’s expertise, I was swimming as a baby and able to support another body by three. That is why I swam around her and wrapped my arm over her chest from behind, then started kicking us back to shore.

She was panicked, but Luce—as her older self continues to do—had full trust in me. Her gasping body let me lead the way. Her little red shoes floated up to the surface as her cold hands held on to my arm around her chest.

Again, I was taking us straight into another trap. The cloaked man was on the shore, holding his bleeding nose, waiting for me to bring her in.

Instantly, I switched directions, swimming away from him. That’s when I saw more cloaked men appearing on different sides of the lake. There were at least four more men. 

The original one I had helped Luce escape from yelled, “He has mine!”

The men entering the water, to stand in the shallow parts, all tried to encourage me to swim to them. There was no way I was giving them this little girl, so I swam to the center of the lake, pulling her along. She was crying but didn’t protest my actions. It was a huge risk, but what choice did I have? Anywhere I swam us to, they would have beat me on foot and captured her.

“Get back here, you little bastard!”

“How did you not tire in the middle of the lake like that?” asked Dagger.

My hands were trembling. “Crash course in floating.”

Lynx shook his head in awe. “She trusted you and listened.”

I treaded water, keeping Luce’s floating body right next to me. She was breathing hard, understandably so, but on her back, staring at the sky. 

It ended up my efforts were in vain. Two men in a rowboat came paddling toward us.

Even though outswimming the boat was never going to happen, especially at the age of seven while dragging a body, I tried anyway, dragging Luce’s floating body wherever I went.

Wham! A paddle hit me on the top of the head… “And everything went black.”

Lynx sunk back against the couch. “I… Jesus. Who the fuck are these men?”

Dagger squinted his eye. “The embankment. Where Lynx showed you Lacey’s footmarks. What’s the connection there—in your memory?”

I swallowed. “It was still dark when I finally woke up, half in and out of the water, tied to the boat. Next to me, in the mud, were her little shoe prints, leaving the lake behind.”

“She got away?” Lynx practically yelled, desperate for a happy ending.

“No.” My eyes filled with water. “Large prints were next to her little ones.” I took a deep breath, trying to gain the courage to handle these recovered memories. “On the way to Serenity, I saw her adult bare-toed markings.” Overwhelmed, I shrugged. “Pretty Girl was making new footprints.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Surrendering Hearts

 

Still sitting on the couch, anxiety slowly drifted away like a storm simply passing by. There may have been some destruction left about, but it was over. That’s what I learned that day. Every storm will pass. Now, it was time to pick up the pieces. I had many to collect.

Mine and my wife’s.

Next to me, I stared at Lynx and spoke with peaceful exhaustion. “I am so sorry that I have turned out to be so challenging. You tried to help a young man who is now revealing a lot of baggage. If you need to back away, Lynx, for your sanity and the sake of this club, I swear I will understand.”

It was weak, and as peacefully worn as me, but Lynx slightly smirked. “I bet you would, Saint.”

Sitting across from me in a chair, Dagger rested his elbows on his thighs. “Baggage? Pup, we found you in a pool of blood. We had a clue you would be a ‘challenge’.”

I dipped my chin. “Point taken.” 

“Good.” Then Dagger asked, “Could you find your way back to where this happened?”

Thumbing over my shoulder to Vice, in headphones, I stared at the man who was one of the best I’d ever know. “I take it you don’t need to compare my story to hers?”

Observing me intently, he shook his head slowly. “Kid, we are bullshit detectors and gut followers. I’d bet my life what you’re spillin’ is real.”

In some sort of surrender or deep understanding, I calmly nodded. “Yeah, it happened.”

Lynx asked me, “Do you know what the chase was about? What happened to the kids once caught?”

Again, I serenely nodded. “Yeah. I do.”

Just then, Vice’s chair abruptly skidded backward. I didn’t even have to look over my shoulder to see him leap out of his chair. In the reflection of the sliding glass door, I saw him rip off his earphones, throw them to the table, then back away from the laptop until his back was plastered against a wall, almost on the balls of his feet like a scared cat.

Dagger sunk his face into his palms. “God help us.”

Muscles in Lynx’s jaw twitched as he stared at his brave and formidable Enforcer, now spooked and positively horrified. Then Lynx swallowed before letting out a very long breath of sorrow. He quietly said to Vice, “Tell me that’s being recorded.”

Eyeing the laptop like it were a newfound enemy, Vice sneered, “It is, but I ain’t ever listening to it again. And you can’t fucking make me.”

When these men first learned of incidents that had happened to me by the brothers, it was Lynx who lost control, damaging the rental car. Now, it was Vice’s turn to wave the flag of mercy.

In the reflection of the glass, I watched him approach me from behind the couch. This huge and burly man grabbed my face and held it firmly as he leaned his forehead to the top of my hair. 

I held his wrists. “She’ll be okay, Vice. She’ll be okay.”

Holding tight, he jostled my head. “And you?”

Now that I was remembering all the revulsion that had him so disturbed, it was amazing how calm I was. But there was peace in finally knowing my past. It was made of maddening nightmares, but at least there were no more secrets. There were things to learn and endure, but my past was all mine now. What I chose to do with it, how I chose to handle it, was completely up to me.

That was empowering.

Those sick men, my fake brothers, my pretend mom, may have all taken from me, but they lacked the power to prevent me from giving to myself. I was going to own my healing process. When I chose to be strong, I would be. If I chose to have a bad day, well, that was my fucking choice.

I kept a hold of Vice’s wrists. “I can honestly say that I’m okay. It’s not going to always be easy, but I believe I can do this.”

Not lifting his head from mine, Vice nodded. He held us there for a few moments before saying, “I don’t have pity for you. I have admiration for your strength.” I was just about to comment on the unexpected soft side he was exposing, but then he exhaled. “It will be an honor to be by your side when we kill these fuckers.”

Maybe it is twisted to find comfort in a plan to murder, but his wanting to be there meant so much to me that I couldn’t speak. 

Yeah, I guess Lynx was right when saying bikers are a different breed.

As if my silence was totally readable, Vice nodded his head against mine. “Good.” Then he added, “I feel the need to go watch over your wife.”

Those words felt like God was empowering me even more. This time, through another deadly biker. I was grateful for the blessing, so I whispered, “Then I know she will be safe.”

Affectionately, he knocked his forehead to the top of my head and left.

In the garage, his dragon roared to life… and faded away.

Dagger leaned back in his chair. “I have never seen that man like that.”

Lynx eyed the laptop behind me. “We’ve seen wicked shit, kid. We’ve dealt with some of the vilest of men.” He exhaled, long and hard. “Men like I’m describing had my sister.” He peered to the ground. “They had children, too.” His eyes slid shut. “Chained… Doghouses…” His grey eyes opened, haunted from memories I couldn’t see but could sure feel and sympathize with. “But… those twisted fucks were driven by money. Did they rape their victims?” He nodded. “Yeah, but… pleasure in the ‘hunt’ of their victims?” He bit his bottom lip. “Nah. The drive behind what you’re describing is making my skin crawl.”

He didn’t push for answers, but I knew this Prez wanted them. It was in his nature to know and study what he was up against. So, I told him, “My past in those woods now feels like I’ve finally finished rereading a whole book. But please understand, the first time I read it I was terribly young.”

His chest expanded then relaxed. “And now? Seeing those pages with older eyes?”

My throat tightened. “I know I’m lucky to be alive.” My breathing became strained. “I’m lucky she is alive.” My choice. How I react is my choice. I took a deep breath to calm myself again. “My older eyes can now comprehend those men were worshiping a source most don’t want to tangle with.”

Dagger grimaced. “Devil shit?”

I thought about the blankets sprawled around a huge fire pit that had a metal pole in the flames. On top of the tall rod rested a large horned animal skull that had dried blood on it from the ‘offerings’. “Most of the kids died. It was part of their rituals.”

As if my next words were going to physically wound him, Lynx leaned away from me and carefully asked, “The kids were sacrifices?”

On every blanket was a drug-dazed child. Naked. Near them were empty cups and empty wine glasses, half-eaten chunks of bread, and slightly intoxicated robed men on their knees. “They were sacrificed, but not in the way you may be thinking. It was more as if they were being used for their young essence. The things that were said and done tell me these men believed that we—the children—were vessels for acquiring certain levels of energy.”

Dagger’s head twisted so that his unpatched eye could barely see me as he glared. “Why is the hair on my arms standing?”

“Probably because all this went beyond what pedophiles do. In fact, the sex wasn’t truly about sex. It was men trying to celebrate their godly status. They believed they were worthy of connecting with a power that churches despise.”

Lynx growled, “What the fuck do the kids have to do with that bullshit?”

“That’s just it. They didn’t see kids. They saw vessels. They saw youth that had power they wished to harness and use for their own benefit. The chase—the possession of the vessel—was a claim, in a sense. After that came the connection to the vessel.”

Dagger shook his head. “I don’t want to know, but…” He waved for me to continue.

“Even with being drugged by the bread, their fluid,” my stomach soured, remembering the warm liquid, “was… still terrible. They would chant about a part of them now being in us as they forced us to drink their urine.”

“The. Fuck?”

“It was preparation to properly use the vessel and tap into the dark source they wanted contact with.”

Sensing what was coming, both men hissed.

As if back at that fire, I saw drugged expressions of fear on little faces. “Then it progressed. The next stage of the ritual was even more traumatic.” I heard all the men chanting in a language that didn’t sound human-like. “During sexual acts, the closer we were to death, the closer the men felt they were to tapping into the source.” In memory, I could feel myself choking for air… “Asphyxiation. We were suffocated then resuscitated, over and over, while our bodies were being used.” My heart ached. “Most of the kids finally succumbed.” I wish I had been older so I could’ve helped them.

I didn’t even know I had said that last part out loud until Lynx assured me, “You’re older now. You’re not powerless anymore.”

In dismay, Dagger asked, “What happened to the poor dead kids?”

“They buried them.”

His shoulders sagged. “Oh, thank God. It was over.”

That wasn’t the case, so I didn’t lead him astray with the sweet notion.

Noting my silence, he gulped. “Or maybe not.”

Starting to feel extremely drained, I explained, “They were buried, but… after a short amount of time, they were dug back up.”

Both men leaned away again, mumbling things like, “No,” and “Please don’t say what I think you’re going to say.”

Feeling dead inside, I said, “Fresh corpses gave the strongest energy. So, they repeated the rapes—”

Two sets of hands were raised, begging me to stop.

I was ready to shut down the memories, too, so I went quiet and spared them the gruesome details of the closing acts to the ritual’s end.

Grabbing his pack of cigarettes from the coffee table, Lynx stood. “Fresh air, anyone?”

In need of movement, I stood, gesturing to his hand. “Don’t those defeat the whole point of fresh air?”

He walked toward the sliding door. “Fuck off, Pup.”

Dagger followed him. “Yeah, I second that.” Then, while walking outside, he mumbled, “Layin’ that shit on me and thinkin’ nicotine won’t be needed?”

Sliding the door shut behind me, I heard Lynx’s lighter strike fire. After a hefty pull of smoke, he said, “VP, talk to me. How do I shut down that doc from chattin’ with the Po-Po?”

I joined the men at the end of the porch and rested my elbows on the railings.

Dagger leaned his head back and let smoke float upward. “I guess killing him would be rude after all he’s done to try and help.”

Lynx chuckled, bringing his cigarette back to his mouth. “Yeah, a plan B may be in order.”

I shrugged. “Maybe he is a bullshit detector, too.”
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After the cigarette break, Lynx finally put the earphones on. He listened to the live feed for a while. I witnessed his resolve. Once he removed the earphones, he stood, then pulled something from his pocket before handing it to me.

I unfolded the piece of paper. It was a copy of my marriage certificate. I stood there, staring at it, wondering if my uncle and Lacey’s mom knew each other. Was this certificate a death sentence?

“Kid, you have to stop him from going to the police station to speak with the detective on Jane Doe’s case.”

Jane Doe… People kept trying to rename my girl. “And if he won’t listen to me?”

“Then we take her tonight.”

Having her with me would’ve been a fulfilled dream for me, but it was also one she simply wasn’t ready to have come true. Especially with what we had learned that day. That’s why, with that paper in hand, I now stared nervously at the Serenity Institute’s door. We needed this plan to work.

Lynx and I were in the woods near Serenity’s small parking lot. The sun was shining down on Doc’s fancy white Saab, and we knew he would soon be coming out. Vice was still in the back section of the woods, watching over Lacey’s window. After her session, Doc had sent her back to her room to rest. 

“She doesn’t remember any of it?” I asked, thinking of us locked in a cage together.

Lynx watched the closed door intently. “No. Those memories are still hidden.”

Even though it was bright out, I wanted to climb that wall outside her window and hold her, but that would have to wait. Protecting her, in more ways than one, took priority over my selfish need to touch her.

As soon as the Serenity door opened, and I was sure who was coming out, I looked to Lynx. He smiled. “Go work your charm, kid.”

I started jogging across the plush green grass. “My charm?”

Lynx waved me on. “Trust me. He’ll see what we see.” 

I was clueless to Lynx’s meaning but carried on because there was immense pressure on my shoulders. Dagger was, well, elsewhere. Waiting. If I failed to convince Doc to abandon talking to the police, Dagger was going to do his best to not reactivate Plan A, but wasn’t going to let Doc succeed.

Gulp.

As soon as I got closer to the parking lot, Doctor Landon finally noticed me. He watched me while he unlocked his car with his remote 

Not stopping, I lifted my hand. “I’m friendly. Swear it. Just need to talk to you for a minute about Lacey.”

After what he had learned about Lacey, it didn’t shock me to see his eyes bug from his head and for him to take a cautious step back.

“Wait. Please.” I stopped jogging, trying to prove I was no threat. “It’s crucial you hear me out.”

The man, in a finely ironed suit, had greying hair and a glare that was studying me head to toe. I was in jeans, a t-shirt, a ball cap on my head, and Vice’s aviators to hamper my identity.

Doc opened his car door and stood next to the dark leather seat, keeping the door between us. “How do you know her?”

I held up the piece of paper. “It’s all right here.”

After a pause, his curiosity got the best of him and he waved me forward.

Keeping my distance to not spook him, I stepped onto the asphalt, holding out the paper. He reached over his door and took my offering. As soon as his eyes scanned the certificate, they raced back to me. His mouth parted. “Tate? The little boy—how do you know him?” 

I touched my chest. “I am him, sir.”

“But—” His lips froze as if his mind was simply too overwhelmed to properly operate and give his mouth orders.

“It’s me. I swear it.”

After a moment of him in complete shock, he quickly said, “Take off your glasses.” I peered over my shoulder to check with Lynx, but Doc added, “She told me the little boy had river blue eyes.”

My blue eyes weren’t light like so many others. They were darker. A royal blue.

Hoping I was doing the right thing, I took off my glasses, instantly squinting from the bright sunlight. 

He gasped. “Oh shit.”

My head tilted. “Are doctors allowed to curse?”

I wasn’t sure why his head was now tilted, but he studied me for a bit as if seeing so much more than a young man standing there. Soon, his shoulders softened and he almost chuckled, “After the day I’ve had? You bet.”

Totally hearing what he was saying, I smiled. “Yeah, it’s been a doozy.”

Still staring at me, he shook his head. “The river blue-eyed boy with dimples when he smiled; the boy the ‘bad men’ got rid of because he was trying to save the children. You are the last person I would have expected to see, ever.” He scanned the paper again. “After all these years… Oh my God.” The hand holding his keys covered his mouth. “You’re married to Vera?”

I had to fight a hiss I learned from Lynx, instead grumbling, “Lacey.” Since the certificate was an epically complicated story, I exhaled my own disbelief. “Yes, sir.”

He rested his arm on the roof of his fancy car. “You’ve known she was here this whole time, haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry. Just couldn’t chance moving her until she remembered me.”

In bewilderment, he asked, “Her memory loss… Is that why you brought her here?”

“I didn’t bring her here.

“Then-Then how did she end up here? She—”

“Found her way.” 

He almost yelled, “She was in grave shape! How—”

I lifted my shirt to expose my fresh scars.

He jolted and paled. 

I explained, “We’re still in danger. Sir, you can’t report her.” I pointed to my stomach. “The people who did this to me and her, they think we’re dead. That can’t change.”

“Mother of God, what is happening? Wait. How did you know I was headed to the police?” He peered over his shoulder to see his office window. “My office is bugged?”

Lowering my shirt, I winced, confident Lynx didn’t want that little detail shared. “Err, only as of last night. We had to know what she was going to tell you under hypnosis.”

“How did you know—” His eyes drifted shut. “You’re the ‘why’ of her recent smiles.”

Bashfully, I nodded. “I’m sorry for breaking your visiting rules, but,” I grabbed my chest, “I had to see her.” 

He sighed. “Young love at its best. Remarkable.” Then he stood up straight as if ready for more. “Well, I have so many questions. Maybe you could fill in all the blanks—”

I lifted my scarred palm. “The more you know, the more danger you are in.”

His eyes locked to the scar. “She has one just like—” Those locked eyes filled with dread as they looked back to me. 

I nodded. “If they find her, she’s dead.”

He blew out a shaky breath. “Okay, Tate. No police.” He observed the building behind him. “Am I putting others in danger?”

Him asking said so much. He was like Lynx. That made him a good man in my book.

I replied, “Not as of yet. But stop digging—”

“She’s special. Her wellbeing is very important to me.”

Oh yeah? I lifted my shirt again. “Would you take this for her?”

His eyes drifted shut. “No… I have a wife I need to protect.”

I growled, “So do I.”

His eyes opened. “But—”

“No disrespect, but fuck off.”

His head leaned back. “Huh, where’s that sweet little boy now?”

I thought of the three men that were fighting for me, in so many ways. Then, as if Lynx were a part of my soul, I let his evil grin appear. “Morphing into whatever kind of man it will take to protect his Pretty Girl.”

His tongue pushed against his inner cheek. “Ahh, ‘Pretty Girl dreams.’ That is making more sense now.” He thought for a moment, then said, “Let me ask you this. How are you supposed to handle all—whatever that encompasses—all on your own? Are you like her?”

Thinking of Dagger, who was somewhere down the road, literally waiting to kill him, my grin stayed strong. “Who says I’m alone?”

Doc’s brows lifted in surprise. “Are they law enforcement?”

That had me stifling a disturbed laugh. “Not at liberty to say.”

Doc’s body language no longer being relaxed told me I had changed right in front of his eyes. His words confirmed it. “It is clear that you have good reasons to be a bit hostile, considering all you’ve been through, but I’m not the enemy.”

I exhaled, trying to relax. “No, you’re not. Please forgive me. I just need her safe.”

“Tate, she…” He stopped, clearly changing his mind on what he wanted to tell me, but then said, “It is possible she won’t ever remember you again.”

My nostrils flared, not liking the direction I sensed he was about to take this conversation.

“Maybe she should stay here, protected. I do have a court order.”

My head fell back as a demented laugh escaped me and I stared at the sky. The blueness was now being invaded by a collection of dark rain clouds. One of the clouds resembled a wolf. Like me, that wolf looked angry as he howled his warning. 

Slowly, I let my gaze fall back to the doctor, who needed to check his ball status. “Let’s see how that piece of paper stands up against what will pour down on you if you try to interfere with me and my fucking wife.” I started backing away. “Feel me?”

Raindrops began to fall from the sky.

The doc wiped one from his cheek, looked at it, then me.

Standing in the grass, I lifted my chin. “I believe you do.”

Not feeling an ounce of fear, I turned my back to him and walked away.

Once passing the line of trees and to Lynx, who was waiting for me with quite the pleased expression, I said, “I want a gun.”

He licked his teeth. “I can make that happen, Saint.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Perceiving Goals

 

In the backseat of the rental car, I dipped a chicken nugget in honey. It was now dark outside, and raindrops were slipping down the passenger window I was staring out of. Parked in a spot next to us, there was an expensive sports car with four male high school students, all laughing and carrying on as if completely free of any worries. Their pricey phones were taking pictures of their pranks on each other. 

In the midst of wondering if they knew how blessed they were, an image of Lacey, smiling, suddenly formed in my mind. My tongue licked some leftover honey from my bottom lip, wishing it was Lacey’s kiss I was tasting.

“Do you miss that?” asked Lynx from the driver’s seat, gesturing his half-eaten Big Mac past Dagger in the passenger seat and toward the car of teenagers.

I dipped another nugget. “You can’t miss something you’ve never had.”

“Preach on, Pup.” He took another bite of his burger.

“Here, here,” echoed Dagger.

The kids piled out of the car, preparing to run inside the food joint, but jolted to a stop when the driver said, “Check out this car! It’s fucked!” Now, they were all joining together to take a gander at our dented-up rental.

“VP,” grumbled Lynx, “my trigger finger is feelin’ twitchy. Handle this.”

As soon as one of the kids lifted his phone for a photoshoot, I made sure my hoody was properly shielding my face while watching Dagger’s window lower so he could properly glare. “Take that picture and you will have finally stumbled into a situation your rich mommy or daddy can’t buy your way out of.”

Phones lowered and all four kids took a step back.

The driver tried to save-face by saying, “No problem, old man.”

Ooooh fuck. 

Dagger’s voice went gravelly. “Oh, there’s a problem. And it’s called I’m a teenage dumb-fuck who can’t see my motherfucking life is in danger.”

I had to force down a laugh when the driver’s three buddies took a step away from him as if announcing they didn’t want to be a part of the ‘problem’.

Water dripped from the driver’s wet hair as he contemplated his next move.

Walk away, dude. These men don’t know how to bluff. Walk away. 

Fortunately, the driver was pro-life. Without another word, he and his buddies jogged through the rain and into the food joint.

Taking another bite of sweet chicken, I sighed, “Do you think they know how lucky they are?”

“That I didn’t get out of the car?” teased Dagger.

I chuckled. “Well, that, too, but do you think they appreciate that silver platter?”

“Nah.” Lynx took a sip of his Coke. “Too young and dumb to know the wicked ways of the world.” He eyed over his shoulder. “Do you know how lucky you are?”

I relished the honey in my mouth and grinned. “That is something I do know, Prez.”

Chuckling, Dagger choked on a sip of his beverage. “Fucking love this kid. His past would make those spoiled chumps shit themselves and die, yet he still understands he’s the lucky one.”

Lynx beamed. “Fucking Life Warrior, he is.”

Dagger proudly stated, “A wolf in the making.”

Grabbing my Coke from a drink holder, I asked, “When will this wolf-thing make sense to me?”

Dagger replied, “When you meet my brother, Diesel, the President of the Redemption Ryders.”

Dagger and Lynx lightly howled to the ceiling of the car. 

I smirked. “There’s another Daddy Dagger in the world? I’m scared.”

Daddy D tried to punch me but was too big in the little car to maneuver like that. “There is only one Daddy Dagger, thank you very much.”

“Not welcome,” I provoked.

Coke sprayed out Lynx’s nostrils.

For once, Dagger got to hand out the napkin. “Damn, dude, clean yourself and that drenched steering wheel.”

Laughing hard, Lynx wiped his nose while trying to answer his ringing cellphone. “Yo.” Dabbing the steering wheel, he kept laughing. “What’s so funny? The fucking pup is becoming a smartass, Stallion style.” He wadded the napkin and threw it at me while telling the caller, “I was going to call you in a bit… Oh yeah? Wait—” He set the phone on the center console, then tapped the screen. “Okay, you’re on speaker.” Then, he put the car in reverse and watched for passing cars.

Somehow already knowing who was on the phone, Dagger lowered his voice. “Captaaaaain.”

“Daggeeeeeeer,” she tried to imitate, lacking the lower register.

“Hey, Cap.” I sat forward to lean between the front seats.

“What up, kid? Glad to hear you’re harassing the old men.”

“The fuck?”

“Sis, have my back!”

“Oh, don’t go and get your arthritis all inflamed. Okay, I have an update from our prison contact. Her husband told her that Mr. Edward Scoal is pretty much a loner. Only hangs around a man named Ted.”

“Ted and Ed? How cute.” Dagger shoved fries in his mouth.

Justice giggled, “Hey, who are we to judge? Love is love, am I right? Anyways, both are very quiet and unprotected.”

“No shit?” To have his hands free, Lynx put the last bit of his burger in his mouth and tried to talk. “Mayb’ he’s a dea’ en’.”

As the car backed up, Captain said, “Dead-end is exactly what I was thinking, but I like to cross my Ts, so—” When Dagger and Lynx started chuckling, she snarled, “Hey, it pays to pay attention, fuckers. Anyways, I did a little more digging on the house.” I heard a slapping of wood before Justice giggled again. “That was my drum roll to get you ready. Guess who was a previous owner of Saint’s house.”

“Noooo.” Dagger stared out the windshield.

“Yep. Ted Slatter. Co-winky-dink? I-think-not.”

As Lynx drove us out of the parking lot, he struggled to swallow his huge bite. “Justice, does he have—”

“Children? Just a single geneticist. So, we have four young men with no identities, no biological fathers, and two houses owned by the same men that happen to be prison buds, only a couple blocks from each other. Then, two stepdads… I mean, do the math. Two plus two, know what I’m sayin’?”

Dagger grumbled, “This is fishy as fuck.”

Justice agreed. “Yeperonni.”

The Prez and VP did a doubletake, then stared at the phone.

Lynx stopped at a red light while questioning, “Co-winky-dink and Yeperonni?”

Dagger asked, “Justice, did you get possessed by a teenage girl or something?”

Lynx drove through a now green light as Justice replied, “Oh, dude. This new bunny, Sapphire, is getting words like that stuck in my fucking head. If Elle didn’t find her so adorable, she’d be in the ground by now.”

When my eyes popped wide, thinking that was a little harsh, Dagger chuckled. “Kid, she’s just kidding.”

“Not in the slightest,” chimed an annoyed Captain. “Brat’s been locking his door at night so I can’t sneak in and strangle her in her sleep. I bet she farts unicorn dust or some shit.”

All three of us burst into a laughing fit.

Justice didn’t. She complained, “I’m serious. She doesn’t even walk right. She fucking skips. Like a little pain-in-the-ass fairy on a mission to spread joy.” Hurl! “Gag me.” 

We laughed even harder.

 

After we parked in the woods on the right side of Serenity Institute, a wet Vice got in the backseat with me. Eyeing his bag of food, he took off a clear plastic hooded poncho. “I’m gonna fuck that bag up. Did you remember my diet Coke?”

Dagger rolled his eye. “There’s ten pounds of grease in that bag, but your dumbass is worried about some sugar?”

Vice didn’t answer VP, but he acknowledged my stare that was hungry for intel, not food. No longer joking around, he said, “As the sun went down, she waited by the window.” When I continued to glare, he nodded. “Yeah, kept leaning into it. Lookin’ tired.”

After the sun went down, Lynx wouldn’t permit me to climb the wall until a certain amount of time went by. He said chances for witnesses needed to be as low as possible since we didn’t know how Doc was going to react after I somewhat threatened him.

Frustrated, I complained, “He drugged her.”

Vice nodded. “Looks like it, but he hasn’t replaced the bars yet. Light is still on but no more movement.”

Sure to have a vanilla shake in a plastic bag, I grabbed the door handle. “Thank you for watching over her. I appreciate it.” To them all, I said, “If Doc is setting me up, thank you for all you’ve done. Don’t get involved.”

Two men grumbled from the front seats, but I ignored them. They had already gone above and beyond. I didn’t want them breaking rules for me, but before I could open the door, Vice confessed, “I, uh, may have been, uh, having the nighttime orderly drugged, for a while now.”

Blink. Blink…

I gazed at the front seats of the car housing two laughing bikers. Dagger tried to talk, but it sounded more like wheezing. “Tell ‘em, Enforcer, how you took your job to a whole new level.” By this point, Lynx was having laughing convulsions in his seat. His arms were curled to his chest and his eyes could no longer open.

Kind of worried about the extent Vice would go, I asked, “What did you do?”

He shrugged. “What had to get done.”

The car shook as the convulsions worsened. Lynx practically cried out, “Get ‘er done!”

Simply unable to breathe due to laughing hysterics, Dagger was now smacking the dashboard. This poor rental would never be the same.

“Vice,” I gawked, “who’d you do?”

Digging in his dinner bag, he casually said, “I was at a diner a bit back and was shocked to see the Serenity Institute orderly come in. Apparently, that’s where he coffees up before his all-night shift.”

I cringed. “You had sex with the orderly?”

“What?” yelled Vice as the other two bikers absolutely lost their shit. “No! I did the waitress!”

I sagged against the back of my seat. “You had me worried, and with a debt I wasn’t sure how to repay.”

In front of me, Dagger’s seat literally creaked as he jerked his body backward, over and over, as if begging his body to breathe through all his out-of-control laughing. 

Lynx laugh-cried to the ceiling. “It hurts! I can’t take anymore!”
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On her nightstand, her open journal read:

Fears turn into tears

Goodbyes into memories

Regret into sorrow

Hope for tomorrow

Inside Lacey’s room, I stood there, dripping wet, watching her sleep as I wondered how long she had suffered at the hands of Satan worshipers. With all I had learned that day, reading her written words haunted me.

Fears turn into tears

Goodbyes into memories

Pain burst throughout my whole body, picturing her locked in that cage without me. Oh God, why didn’t you send me back there to hold her? I dropped to my knees next to her bed and whispered, “I’m so sorry I once again failed you.” 

Was there a part of me that had been jealous of the teenage boys at the drive-thru? Yeah, because they were clueless to such feelings of regret. Even though we were the same age, chances were they’d never had to look at an angel, knowing she had been so brutally violated.

And having it be their fault.

I whispered again, “I’m so sorry,” imagining her child-body on one of those blankets. Her drugged and being—

On the brink of despair, I begged for God to help me.

Elle’s words floated through my heart. You can make life any flavor you want.

The only flavor I wanted was Lacey. 

If that meant I had to walk, run, or fight through Hell before having my perfect flavor, then I would be a willing participant in life. I was willing to surrender anything. I was willing to never give up and keep trying for the safety of the prettiest girl in the whole world.

I thought of Lynx, claiming I was a Life Warrior. Maybe he was right. Maybe I was gifted enough to see the cost was worth the prize. No matter how many times I would have to pay.

Gently brushing hair from Lacey’s forehead, I thought about how, in high school, she was ignored by rich kids like the ones from tonight. Those boys wanted perfection in appearance. I wanted perfection in the heart. Lacey’s scars—her ‘imperfections’—made her perfect to me.

Tucked under a blanket, her body seized for a few seconds before her tears began. She made struggling noises in her nightmare. That fucking doctor was drugging her, trapping her with the enemy because she wasn’t able to wake and see she was now safe.

Without hesitation, I whispered, “I’m with you. I’m here. They won’t hurt you anymore.”

Against her pillow, her brows pursed.

Even though her eyes were closed, I nodded. “I’m here, Pretty Girl.”

My heart sighed when her hand grabbed mine. “Tate,” she whispered in fear, “they’re here. Hide.”

I laid my cheek to hers. “No. Only me. Let your mind have them fade away. They’re not here. Just see me.”

Her body released some tension as she whispered, “Just you.”

Affectionately, I rubbed my cheek to hers. “Just me.”

Her sudden gasp brushed my cheek. 

Slowly, I lifted my head to see her eyes open. 

“Tate.”

“You’re awake.”

Her sweet eyes creased as she smiled. “For you.” She spoke the words from her poem. “Hope for tomorrow.”

She had been writing of me. 

Our connection grew… 

I asked, “And, ‘regret into sorrow’?”

“Regret,” she licked her beautiful lips, “for not getting another kiss.”

I almost begged, Yes, please take one more of those, but instead, my voice cracked to say, “I brought you a shake.” 

Yes, I was speaking of a dessert, but by the way she stared at me, I knew she understood what I was saying: I brought you my heart, my soul, my spirit, my hopes, which will always and forever be yours.

I knew this because she breathed, “evermore,” as she lifted her head from the pillow and kissed me.

How a kiss could make me ache and beg for more, all at the same time, was such a compliment to her ability to own me. My eyes slid shut when her mouth opened for more. A silky tongue reached for a swipe. 

So. Fucking. Hungry to devour her sweetness, my hands fisted her blankets and mattress.

A little moan echoed from her mouth to mine as I let her taste me.

Other than my chest panting, I held still while she deepened our kiss and moved to get closer to me. Sitting up, she slipped a leg under each of my tense arms, still gripping the bed. Now taller than me, soft inner thighs rested at my sides. Graceful fingers tangled in my hair, pulling my mouth impossibly closer to hers.

She giggled after her bed scooted closer to me. “Tate, you just moved my bed.”

My eyes were still closed and my mouth searching. “Did I?”

Her lips joined mine again before saying, “Would your hands prefer to touch me than the mattress?”

I kissed under her chin, her neck, the side of her mouth. “I don’t trust them.”

Giggle. Her lips pressed to mine. “I trust them.” Kiss. “I hope they are the only ones to ever touch me again.”

My fists loosened…

My hands lifted…

They touched her back…

I held my Pretty Girl…

The rest of the world dissolved as she wholly possessed me.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Being Understood

 

On the way back from the institute, I had fallen asleep until I heard, “No fucking way.” I opened my eyes to see we were in the neighborhood of the rental house. Lynx was practically leaning over the steering wheel, pointing to something or someone as we got closer. “No fucking way!”

In the front yard of the house were seven dragons I had never seen before. In the driveway were all the drivers, smoking cigarettes and joints as if the surrounding houses didn’t even exist or matter.

Dagger exhaled. “That ugly bastard is quite the sight for this tired man.”

Next to me, Vice had his window down, howling with the biggest smile. 

Call of the wild? I guess that’s what you could call it because the leathered men in the driveway faced the car and started laughing and howling to the night sky.

Not bothering to open the garage door, Lynx barely had the car in park before exiting with a huge smile on his face. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

A tattooed man the size of Dagger gave him an aggressive man hug. “Had a drop-off in New Mexico, but stopped by Austin first to,” he released Lynx and peered over his impressive shoulder, “make a ‘pick-up’.” Disapprovingly, he glared at a guy who looked more my age.

This guy had a dragon but wore normal street clothes. As I got out of the car, I noticed he had no cut nor a slew of tattoos that I could see. 

When he looked away from the two men acknowledging him, the one who had hugged Lynx growled, “You better get your el ass-o the fuck over here.” The man smirked at Lynx. “He’s still a little butt-hurt over yet another rejection from you know who.”

With very little sympathy, Lynx chuckled, “Art, man-up and stop fucking poutin’.” Then he teased the other man, “Diesel, maybe your sister shouldn’t have named him Artist. I think it has made him a pansy.”

Diesel rolled his eyes. “I told her the name was gay, but she told me that I wasn’t ‘politically’ correct or some shit like that.”

Lynx arched back due to a burst of laughter. “And I bet your pansy ass didn’t argue with her.”

“Fuuuuck no. That little girl got teeth and jaws like a goddamn Pitbull.” He opened his arms and grabbed onto Dagger. “Mother. Fucker. Missed your half-blind ass.”

Now that they were embracing, there was no mistaking their likeness. This man was Dagger’s brother. This was the President of the Redemption Ryders.

Soon, they broke apart and more hugs commenced between the two clubs.

Gazing about, taking in all the interaction of hugs and words of missing each other, I witnessed a true brotherhood between all the bikers. Even though they were from different clubs, the unity was undeniable. One set had a horse on the back of their vests, and the others had a howling wolf. I was still confused about the connection between them but had run out of time to ponder. My shoulder was suddenly grasped before I was yanked away from the car I was standing by.

Lynx jostled me, standing me slightly in front of him, having me face the Redemption’s Prez. “This is my boy, Saint.”

If I wasn’t already accustomed to the intimidating appearance of some of these men, Diesel would have had me wanting more space between us. His piercing deep-set blue eyes were scanning me like a hawk searching his opponent as he lifted his chin. “Saint. I’m Diesel.”

Gulp. I reached out my hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

Shaking my hand, he studied. “The wolf in training.”

“No disrespect, sir, but I prefer to be a Stallion.”

Silence…

Then… laughter erupted!

Vice, still laughing, came to us with his arm around the neck of some wild looking man with red hair named Scorch. He was introduced as Redemption Ryder’s Enforcer. The two Enforcers were clearly two scary peas in a very large pod.

Vice told Lynx, “Prez, let’s roll over to the local clubhouse. They’re having a party and I could use—”

“Didn’t you just tap that waitress?” Lynx stood there with a daring smirk.

‘Scorch’ instantly started wrestling his match. “Oh, I see how it is!”

As surrounding men casually moved out of the way for the bulls to properly tussle, Diesel kept chuckling while watching them. “Overgrown fucking kids.” He asked Lynx, “How about it? Club bound?”

Not in a convincing, nonchalant manner, Lynx shook his head. “Nah, the kid was sleeping on the way home. Gotta get him to bed.”

As if Lynx had just spoken in a foreign language, Diesel blinked. “The fuck?” Then he stared at my VP. “Can you explain the el word-oes he just spewed?”

Arms crossed, Dagger tapped his chin. “How do I explain this? Hmmm… My Prez is suffering from a rare—and very confusing—condition called ‘I’ve misplaced my balls and have grown tits’.”

“Ah, shit,” grumbled his blood brother—Diesel. “I’ve heard of this disease. I’ve been told, if not treated, it develops into ‘I once was a badass but now need tampons’.”

As if practically hopeless, Dagger shrugged. “Beware, I’ve heard it’s contagious.”

I smiled as most of the other bikers suddenly ran to their dragons.

Laughing, Lynx yelled at them, “Fine! Go get your dicks wet! But I’m not cooking any of you breakfast in the morning.”

Their reply?

Engines roared to life, rattling neighboring windows.

As the bikes tore down the street, I said, “I guess it’s just two Prezes, a VP, and a Saint.”

“Fuck it.” The new Prez in my life threw his heavy arm over my shoulders and walked us toward the garage. “I ain’t el scared-o. I drink too much Tequila to catch shit.”
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“Sell Saint’s houses out from underneath the bastards,” eagerly recommended Diesel as he took a bite of our delivered pizza. I couldn’t help but notice a tattoo on his right hand that read Will find you. Observing the powerful man, I knew I’d put my money, once I had some, on him finding who he was looking for.

The Redemption Ryder’s Prez had made it sound like hopping over from New Mexico was no big deal, even though it was hours out of their way to head back home to Georgia. Starting to realize how many hours were spent on their dragons, it was becoming easier to understand why these guys did a lot of standing. As if there were no couches or dining room chairs to rest in, the three bikers stood in the kitchen, eating pizza without plates, and had empty shot glasses in front of them on the kitchen counter.

I was on the barstool, which was safest, considering I had already downed three horrid shots of Tequila and was now basically drunk. I didn’t deny the shots because the howls they let out each time I threw one back made me smile every time.

Lynx refilled their empties while saying, “I didn’t want to draw attention until I knew what I was up against.” He grumbled, “Which I’m still trying to figure out.”

Diesel lifted his shot glass. “Sounds like you need to ride to Kansas and do some investigating.” He threw his head back to down his Tequila.

Lynx hissed, shaking his head. “That’s not safe for Pup right now.” He drank his shot, then took another bite of pizza.

The Prez of the Ryders wiped his mouth with the back of his hand while suspiciously observing Lynx. “When exactly will it be safe for him?”

I was surprised to notice Dagger not saying a word. He just ate pizza and accepted shots quietly. Maybe it was a Prez-to-Prez conversation, but my gut suspected it was more of an intervention. I was missing a very strong detail about my Stallion Prez. And it was about to be revealed…

Lynx wouldn’t meet Diesel in the eyes but said, “After, uh, more intel is uncovered.”

“Look at me.”

Lynx refused, refilling shot glasses.

“Brother,” said Diesel, “there was nothing you could have done.”

Lynx kept shaking his head, still refusing to look at the other Prez in the kitchen.

To my VP, I head-gestured, silently asking if I should leave the room. With appreciation in his eye, he hand-gestured for me to stay put. So, I did, and kept eating.

Diesel stepped closer to Lynx. “That shit was meant to be—”

Lynx suddenly sneered, “It sure was. I lost my son because of what happened to yours.”

Holy shit.

Diesel’s mouth fell open, empathy registering on his face. “Not even fucking close, Lynx. God don’t work like that.”

Grabbing a pack of cigarettes, he turned away. “How do you know? You don’t even believe in God.”

Diesel warned, “I was angry when I said that. My parents had fallen out of the sky. Be fair, fucker. But God gave me Viola, and he gave me my boy back.” 

I wondered if any of this had to do with his Will Find You tattoo.

Still facing the sliding door, Lynx’s shoulders caved. “Then I lost him for you.” He walked outside. 

Diesel, hot on his trail, shut the door behind them both so they could talk on the porch.

Stunned, and very confused, I looked to Dagger.

He closed a pizza box and refilled his glass. “You’re all good, Pup—” He chuckled when I slid my shot glass next to his for more. 

Holding his shot up for mine, he waited. As I clicked mine to his, he told me, “I just let you hear some real personal shit, feel me?”

I nodded. “Won’t repeat nothing.”

“‘Preciate it.” He downed his drink.

I followed suit.

He stared outside to the porch and watched over two of the closest men he would ever have in his life. “I let you hear all that because it’s possible no brother would understand a dark past more than you. And, because I believe it is important you know how much that man out there needs to face some demons or he’s never going to let you grow into a man.”

“Have I done something to cause this?”

He smirked, but it lacked humor. “Besides being a gift from up above?”

My head tilted.

Dagger exhaled. “Lynx and Elle lost a child recently.” When my eyes widened, Dagger solemnly nodded. “Yeah, some real tough shit. And, it doesn’t seem more children will be possible.” He wiped a palm down his tired face. “Of course, Elle blames herself, hence this health food kick. Prez thinks it’s all his fault. As you heard, he thinks God is punishing him for what happened to his brother’s kid.” His jaw ticked. “Art was taken along with Justice.”

My mind was blown. “The guy I just met in the driveway?”

“Yeah, the one who doesn’t know his dad is the President of the Ryders.” He stared at me, waiting for my expression to change as realization sunk in.

“Oh shit. But… why doesn’t he know?”

“More dark pasts, Pup. Ones I ain’t going into, but I can say he was taken once someone learned the truth of who he was. Two kids of Presidents were taken for retribution.”

“Wow, so Art is now being protected.” I thought of him not wearing a cut. “Wait, is he a Ryder?”

Dagger actually chuckled. “Oh, the irony. My brother is lecturing Lynx yet won’t even allow his kid to become a Prospect. Ain’t that some shit?”

Staring at the counter, I exhaled… “Dagger, I was so young when my dad died, I barely remember missing him until Lynx began treating me the way he does.” I peered up, hoping to see Dagger was understanding where I was coming from.

“Kid, you ain’t no replacement. Prez and Elle are far too stable to be pulling that, trust me. You’re not naïve to trust them. The mad love they already have for you is sincere and won’t fade. This couple… they are the real deal. Whether you like it or not, Pup, you’ve been adopted.”

Like finding dependable concrete to stand on, my chest eased as I relished in the fact that I had parental figures. A father figure again—Father. I suddenly remembered Lynx telling me that his own had passed. “What happened to Lynx’s dad?”

Dagger instantly was fighting some pain of the heart. “Jesus… One of the best Presidents of all time. He’s gone, kid.” 

I wanted to ask more questions, but the sliding door opened. As it did, I had an epiphany.

Before I came to meet the Stallions, moments passed by differently. They were dull and terrifying, creating a blurry time where years simply and tragically passed by. With the Stallions, every moment was crisp. Alive. Brighter than the last, as if I was constantly having awakenings.

One of the rare times I was permitted to watch TV, I learned about a type of fish that would only grow according to the space of his environment. If you didn’t give him a bigger fish tank when needed, he would cease to grow. Out in the wild? He grew to impressive sizes.

I think that is what had happened to me in my prior life. I became stifled, so focused on surviving the next moment that I ceased to grow. I had no opportunities to open my gills and inhale fresh water. Except for some fleeting moments with Lace, I had no substance of a life to cling to. 

When Diesel and Lynx came back inside, and Lynx still looked so sad, I learned he wasn’t the only one who had something at stake if under a threat. I had done much to protect my mom, but it wasn’t out of love. It was out of the hopes of being loved. I could see that now, staring at Lynx, because he was actually offering me love. No matter the why of it—the loss of a child or the kidnapping of two others—his feelings for me were true. That man and I had a connection. Possibly an unexplainable one, due to the depth of it, but it was there. And seeing him worry—hurt—felt almost as terrible as seeing Lacey in pain. So, I jumped off of my stool. “Lynx?”

He stopped. “Yeah, kid?”

I pulled up my sleeves and exposed my stomach. “I can survive anything.”  My brows pinched in thought. “Well, no, not losing Lace, but you already know that.” I refocused. “The rest?” I lifted my chin. “Indestructible.” I tried to smile. “But, truth? Even if I died tomorrow, while having the chance to keep living like a free man, well, then it was all worth it. Do you understand?” Letting my shirt fall back down, I pointed at him. “You gave me that. You. No one has ever given me such a gift. A gift no dollar amount can ever buy. So, no matter what happens, know, rest your heart in knowing that,” my throat tightened, “these past few weeks have been my best.” I shrugged. “Besides crippling regret for leaving my Lacey behind, I could die tomorrow a happy man because of the freedom you have honored me with.” 

Silence…

“The fuck?”

Dagger started laughing through the emotions he was fighting. “Yeah, Pup is a little intense.”

Diesel peered about. “No wonder you two have become all domesticated!” He teased, “Hey, kid, you sure you don’t want to become one of my wolves?”

Lynx burst into laughter while yanking me to him. “Fuck off, Ryder. This boy is mine.”

As Lynx was hugging me, Diesel patted my back—rather roughly. “That means we got some el shit-o to celebrate!” He went into the garage.

“Little fucker,” Lynx kissed my hair then shoved me away, “I’ all up in my heart and shit.” 

Even with Tequila in my veins, his caring made me stand a little taller.

Within a minute, Diesel was coming back inside with a black something rolled up in his hand. He handed it to Lynx. “This is being delivered with the full blessings of your club.”

Accepting the offering, Lynx appeared to be in shock. “Is this why you’re here?”

Diesel shrugged. “I thought they were nuts, but,” he eyed me, “now I get it.”

Lynx smirked at his VP. “You in on this shit?”

“I plead the fifth.”

“Jesus H. Christ. My club is turning into a bunch of mushy old bastards.” After staring at the item in his hand, Lynx grinned at me. “Wanna see how your cut fits?”
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Absolutely hammered on Tequila, and with three laughing bikers in my doorway, I did my best to relocate a chair in my bedroom so I could properly hang my vest. Yet, I didn’t want the leather treasure out of my sight.

Diesel slurred, “Whut’s with da wooden spoon ov’r therrrr?”

“Oh,” answered his brother, “dat’s fur his training.”

“Trainin’? To mek cupcakes?”

Laughter… Laughter…

Staring at the Stallion emblem, I stumbled backward until the back of my legs touched my bed with drunk bikers laughing at me. I didn’t take my eyes off my cut as I awkwardly crawled in bed. Hiccup! “Erm I biiiiiker now?” Hiccup!

Diesel informed me, “Kinda need a bike to be eh biker.”

Laughter… Laughter…

Bam! Dagger complained, “Did yur just fall inta’ me?”

Lynx asked, “Which one of yer? I s-seeee two.”

Laughter… Laughter…

My head hit the pillow and my eyes slid shut. “I can’t wait to hev a dragon.”

 “The fffuck?”

Laughter… Laughter…

Walls rattled as the drunk bikers tried to make their way back down the hallway.

“Get orff me!”

Laughter… Laughter…

“Then stop I’ in ma way!”

Laughter… Laughter…

“Did we jus’ tuck a biiiiker nighty-night?”

Laughter… Laughter…

“Hey! No jurdging. At est we let him sweep alone now.”

“The fuuuck?”

Laughter… Laughter…

“Bunch o’ cupcake cookin’ pussies.”

Laughter… Laughter…

With a smile plastered to my face, I fell asleep—passed out.

Having a safe place to rest—being in the rental home with deadly bikers and feeling protected—made me vulnerable. That’s why, sometime later, when I heard someone come into my room, I didn’t even bother to open my eyes. Men checking on me was nothing new. But when a strong, unfamiliar hand gripped my shoulder, I knew I was in trouble.
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

Evading Poison

 

“Stallion for—” attempted the man grabbing my shoulder, but avoiding capture was second nature to me. Even on Tequila. In fact, the alcohol intensified my instinct to evade predators. Hence why I rolled away so fast and got my feet on the carpet. The same male voice whispered, “Hey!” as he shined a penlight in my eyes. “Stallion—”

“That’s right, I’m a Stallion.” Slightly blinded by the light, I still found my way to my dresser and grabbed my spoon. “And I’m trained.”

Another man suddenly whispered, “He’s got a weapon.”

The first guy explained, “It’s a spoon.”

The other man whispered, “You’re to get him—”

If they knew where I was, did they know where Lacey was? And what about my new family? The thought of them hurt, somewhere in their bedrooms, created instant rage and had me charging forward, full force. I was going to try as hard as I could to get to Lynx and my newfound brothers. After that, I was racing to the institute to save Lacey.

“No!” whisper-yelled my assailants once they saw my attack in progress.

Them still bothering to be so quiet, even though I was awake, told me Lynx, Dagger, and Diesel were possibly still alive—sleeping. That had me considering a whole different scenario. Was I to be taken without them knowing? Just when I had found a home—a group to belong to—I was to be kidnapped?

Refusing that fate, I yelled, “Lynx!” while I fought intrusive arms that were trying to get a hold of me. My spoon taps were now hard whacks!

“Kid?” called out a groggy Lynx from down the hall. Then, “Who the fuck—” 

Then I heard a gravelly whisper say to him, “Stallion for life.”

Is that some sort of sick thing to say before taking out my Prez? “No!” Completely confused and in the dark as to how many enemies were present, I spun and dodged all the hands trying to contain me. Whack! Whack! “Lynx!”

The number of whispers and grunts was growing, and so was the number of hands trying to get a hold of me. Whack! I squatted and evaded… Whack! What I was sure of was I had to help Lynx.

A man cursed a whisper, “Need a fucking light to grab him!”

I said, “Fuck you!” Whack!

The white penlight was suddenly on my back as I struggled to make my way toward Lynx’s bedroom. Whack! The glow of the light was just enough to show me the hallway was jammed full of sizable bodies. 

As they all kept maneuvering, colliding into each other to grab me, I skirted—Whack!—and darted—Whack!—making it past them and to Lynx’s bedroom. A huge man, with a gun, was standing next to Lynx. Clearly, he was forcing my Prez to get dressed.

The thought of anyone daring to force Lynx to do anything had my vision blurring. Lynx was barely done pulling up his jeans when I plowed him out of the way—so that he wouldn’t get shot as I rescued him—then charged, shoving my shoulder into the other man’s gut and knocking him back into Lynx’s unmade bed.

I had barely landed when I heard, “Saint!” A female heavily whispered, “This is your Road Captain! Stand the fuck down!”

In my Tequila state, I froze. Justice?

From behind me, a cellphone was being held near my head. Apparently, my assailants were friendlies. This particular ‘friendly’ was not looking too, well, friendly. Possibly due to the little trickle of blood dripping down his forehead that had been caused by a, perhaps, wooden spoon? 

Ah, shit. I gazed down at the man on the bed.

It was Vice. Nostrils flared. He angrily whispered, “It helps to fight with your eyes open!”

Oops? 

As I got off the bed, I noticed there were also men peeking out of both of Lynx’s bedroom windows. One was holding the back of his head. 

My spoon skills may not be a good way to make new friends.

Shirtless, Lynx was grabbing guns from his nightstand while his in-charge whisper echoed, “Anything?”

Both men at the windows shook their heads no. One said, “Only our own.”

While tucking a gun in the back of his jeans, Lynx’s whisper was wanting answers. “Dag and Diesel?”

A man—holding his elbow, due to yours truly—stood in the bedroom doorway, quietly informing, “Entering the living room now.”

With another gun palmed and a cellphone balanced between his shoulder and ear, Lynx grabbed me by the back of my neck and guided me past men with more guns—and glares for me and my spoon—out into the living room, where there were even more men with drawn guns, luckily not pointed at me. Whew!

Dagger and Diesel were like Lynx, only in jeans but weaponed up. I could practically smell bullets and metal, there were so many weapons present.

In only boxer shorts, I stood behind the couch with the Prez and the VP. There were men at our backs, guns pointed to the dining room windows. To our front were more men, guns pointed to the backyard.

Into the phone, Lynx demanded, “Talk to me.”

Still in his firm grip, and right in front of him, I easily overheard Torque reply, “A Stallion in a coma. Possible poisoning.” His words were short and informative as if time was of the essence. “No club officers answering phones—or moving in beds. Justice is concerned about pizza delivery possibly being poisoned. Called in cavalry.”

Lynx replied, “Smart. Did she see any intruders in here?”

Those words had me suddenly connecting some dots. The men, whenever on the phone with Justice, would nod as if she could see them. With a firm grip still on the back of my neck, I peered up to finally notice little cameras in the ceiling corners. 

My eyes raced to the wall my room was behind. Did they see my sheet ‘mishap’? Is that why those fuckers were laughing? 

Torque answered Lynx, “Only saw a shadow outside. Could be a false alarm. Took no chances.”

Through the sliding glass doors, I could see dark moving bodies outside, but the way they maneuvered around each other, guns drawn, I knew they were either Stallions or Ryders.

Torque added, “Friendly entering kitchen,” but he hadn’t spoken in time.

Many guns pointed at the noise.

A biker stood with his hands in the air, eyes wide.

Guns came down with low sighs, knowing that could’ve ended badly.

The biker in the kitchen, who had possibly just pissed himself, shared, “Outside is clear.”

A bunch of shoulders eased, but Dagger eyed the surrounding bikers who had been sent to retrieve Lynx and me. His upper lip curled. “Why are you guys injured?”

One biker grumbled, “Ask the spoon bandit.”

I thought this a good time to look anywhere—and everywhere—other than at Dagger. But Lynx jostled me through his hold. “My boy here went rogue.”

Another biker, rubbing his now bruised knuckles, complained, “He’s a hostile little fucker.”

Another biker griped, “It would help if he knew the safe phrase.”

As Dagger glared at me, I shrugged. “Tequila?”

Laughter rumbled around me as Dagger said, “No, little bulldog, it’s ‘Stallions for life’.”

My mouth made an O shape as I recalled the poor biker who kept trying to tell me that.

Lynx’s hand finally loosened on my neck as he exhaled. “Okay, Torque, Justice did right. But why did she assume this had anything to do with us? What Stallion has possibly been poisoned?”

“Lynx,” Torque spoke as if shocked he didn’t know. “Brother, the Stallion is the one from the Kansas penitentiary. Ted and Ed are dead.” 

His hand gripped my neck again, tightly. He must have known what was coming next.

I took a step toward the door, only remembering Lynx’s hold as I stumbled back toward him. “Please, Lynx. What if they know where she is?”

“Somebody fucking talk to me,” demanded the Steel Stallions leader.

“Three sets of eyes,” confirmed Vice as he lifted his phone to his ear. “They got three of ours on their way to her.”

Just then, Lynx said, “Torque, Eagle is callin’ through,” then I heard, “Brother… Yeah… Okay. Solid. Thank you.” He shook my neck. “Safe and sound in bed.”

My head fell forward. “Thank you. Thank you.”

Lynx released me while going on to speak into his phone, “That’s what I’m trying to decide now.” He asked Dagger, “Stay or go?”

Dagger squinted his eye and peered about while pursing his lips. “I’ve become fond of our little getaway, but…” Every sliding glass door, every window, now felt like a way for someone to reach us. It was eerie. “… I don’t see how we can stay.”

Diesel nodded. “They attempted to take down a Stallion. Club is in it now.”

 

Not only did Stallions respect their leader, but they valued him. Club officers didn’t feel he should stay in the rental that night, not even while belongings were gathered. It was as if his safety was put above others. I found that ironic since he was constantly putting others’ safety above his own. But, with so much unknown lingering, he was immediately prepared for an escort to the Colorado clubhouse. 

We were only given minutes to get dressed. That’s all I needed to make sure I grabbed my very own cut.

In the garage, Vice was tying down his black duffle bag of cameras and gadgets, I guess he wasn’t trusting them to anyone else, when he said, “Rental car is a trail, brother. Gotta go.” 

Solemnly, Lynx nodded, then handed a set of keys to a Colorado Stallion. “Drop that off for me.”

The biker nodded. “Consider it done.” He went back inside the home.

Dagger, while closing saddlebags on his bike, was on the phone, saying things like, “Capt, we’re I’ ready to move him out… Yep, that is the route we’re taking…”

Standing near Lynx, I observed his mood. “You good?”

He tied back his long blond hair. “Still got Tequila in my veins, kid. That’s all.”

I knew he was lying but didn’t push for more. Life wasn’t letting us hide away anymore. He had to face the loss he and Elle had experienced, and I had to face my past. The rental house and dented rental car, which had been a part of my beginning with these men, had to be left behind.

Lynx handed me a helmet. “You’re with me.”

I held and stared at the black item. “Off to a new chapter of life.”

He stopped prepping his bike and studied me. A grin finally broke free of his gloomy state. “Yeah, I guess so, Pup.”

After slipping the helmet on, I buckled it under my chin. “I’m ready for it, wherever it leads.”

Was it late at night or very early in the morning, I don’t know, but we both watched the garage door open as the roar of waiting dragons seeped inside.

Lynx’s engine kicked on, answering the call. Putting on his own helmet, he quietly observed all the bikes waiting in the road. At the end of the driveway, there was an open spot, in between the row of bikes, as if a planned convoy.

I chuckled over all the noise bouncing off the garage walls and surrounding houses. “Think the neighbors will miss us?”

His head flew back as he laughed freely before getting on his Harley.

There were a few other bikes, but they were in the yard, unattended. They belonged to the men collecting our stuff that we hadn’t been given enough time to grab. I had been nervous they would forget a precious item of mine, so when getting dressed, I quickly snatched my new toothbrush and stuck it in my back pocket. 

As I got on the back of Lynx’s bike, Dagger teased, “You sure are a funny-looking Elle.”

Again, Lynx laughed. “Feel honored, kid. That’s her spot.”

With my hands in the air, I asked, “Umm, I’m presuming you don’t want these where she would put them?”

All the laughter in the garage competed with the engines.

Holding on to some bar behind me, Lynx’s bike rolled forward. “Kid, be sure to not fight my leans when we turn corners and such. Just go with me. You’ll be fine.”

In such awe to finally be on a dragon, all I could do was reply, “Got it,” while taking it all in. It was like I could sense this dragon wanting to take flight. The power was liberating. And I don’t think I was hiding it well. 

At the back of the line of bikes waited the Redemption Ryders. Diesel pointed at me. Then his men all laughed as if recognizing I had just been bit by the Harley love-bug.

They were right. I was instantly addicted. 

As if these men had some sort of simultaneous telepathy connection, the front of the dragon line started pulling away before we even made it to the end of the driveway. By the time we got there, the bikes that would be right in front of us in the line were already moving. Lynx, with Vice and Dagger in tow, simply drove into the now moving line like they had rehearsed this a million times. Then the bikes behind us followed.

No one was out there with a flag directing traffic. They just all moved as one, like a school of fish, anticipating each other’s movements before they were even made.

This brotherhood on wheels was nothing if not absolutely impressive. 

The sky was dark, the air brisk, but my leather vest was warm.

Life was such an unknown road, but on a dragon, there was no road I wasn’t willing to travel. I thought to myself, Someday I will have Lacey on the back of one of these, and we can ride, together.

 

The Colorado Stallion clubhouse was tucked away, a little outside of the city. No surrounding homes or businesses were near this massive-sized two-story log cabin. There was no fencing around the compound, but lights in the ground, on poles, and in trees lit up as we drove down the widest driveway I had ever seen. It was dark asphalt, for what felt like half a mile of us triggering more lights. I had a feeling there was nowhere on the property anyone could approach without being lit up, announcing their arrival, invited or not. 

And, if that wasn’t enough of a deterrent, the slew of waiting Doberman Pinchers certainly was. There were five of them, all paced at some sort of invisible barrier as if their collars didn’t permit them to wander too far from the inner property they were to protect.

There were lights on inside the beautiful clubhouse. I just couldn’t believe it belonged to tough bikers. And I couldn’t believe Lynx had preferred our modest little rental!

As if reading my mind, Lynx hollered over his shoulder. “Badass, right? Their Prez took advantage of a foreclosure and renovated it to his specifications.”

Whoever used to own the home must have also once owned a very large plane. Off to the right was a huge hangar.

I peered over my shoulder. That hadn’t been a driveway. It was a landing strip.

As the front of the line of dragons got closer to the hangar, two massive sliding doors separated to welcome the bikes into a brightly lit warehouse. 

Not pausing or minding the dogs, each bike drove inside, and one by one veered off into designated parking areas that each looked personalized. There were couches, chairs, mini-fridges, dartboards, posters—anything the biker seemed to favor and crave in his little domain.

As soon as brake lights lit near the designated areas, engines were cut. I assumed it was for exhaust reasons, seeing the ventilation units along the ceiling.

At the far end of the hangar was a vast bar area. Liquor bottles galore. Pool tables, tall tables, normal four-tops, and more couches. Massive TVs. Small monitors. More dartboards. An area that had axes hanging on the wall, as if while consuming alcohol, throwing axes was wise.

Lynx soon cut his engine and let momentum carry us into a parking spot that, on the wall in front of us read, Lynx, the Stallion of us all.

Vice and Dagger pulled up behind us. 

All of us unloading, a man approached. “I’m glad you’re finally here, where you belong when in my state.”

Like Dagger and Diesel, this man was also older than Lynx. He had a long grey beard and was covered in tattoos. He was wearing a backward ball cap and a sincere smile.

Smiling, Lynx hugged him and said, “Eagle,” loudly patting his back, showing he thought highly of this man. “You’re right. Just had some shit to work out. Thank you for your help through all this. Much appreciated.”

A lick to my hand caught my attention. “Hey, buddy.” I started petting the curious dog, his nub of a tail wagging a million times a second.

While hugging Dagger and Vice, Eagle replied, “Not doing a damn thing you wouldn’t do for any Stallion yourself.” He saw me petting the dog. “Hey! Charlie likes ya! He don’t like many. His nickname is actually Dickhead.”

I smiled at all the licks as I played with his ears. “Nice to meet you, Charlie.” I told the man, “I’ve never had a dog before. You’re really lucky to have five. Wow.”

He paused… then held out his hand. “I’m Eagle. I see everything I’ve heard about you is true, Saint.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing but shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, sir. Thank you so much for having some of your men watch over my Lacey.”

Eagle dipped a chin. “Old Ladies are sacred and treated as such.”

Lynx chuckled. “Mine is probably cursing my name due to all the eyes on her right now.” He widened his stance. “Okay, talk ta’ me, Eagle. What do we know?”

“Not enough.” Eagle rubbed down his grey beard after crossing his arms. “Kansas chapter is on high alert.” Lynx nodded as if very aware of what that meant and kept listening. “The Stallion has yet to wake but is said to survive. Oz is trying to get more intel on the inside, but with two deaths and a poisoning, the prison is on lockdown.”

Dagger quietly explained to me, “Oz is that chapter’s Prez.”

I nodded as Lynx asked Eagle, “So, no idea how the Stallion was tagged?”

Eagle shook his head. “Oz says his Stallion was not to approach this Ted and Ed scientist duo.”

Dagger was concerned. “There’re eyes in there. Someone saw or heard the Stallion do something that grabbed their attention.”

Lynx paused for a moment, then spoke as if lost in thought. “Both dead… Not protected… Being watched—” He gazed at Eagle. “They were sent there. My money is on them being set up. Neither had any prior record, no registered guns, then all of a sudden playin’ with big ones?” He shook his head. “Nah, they were being silenced. Stowed away.”

Eagle agreed, “Wouldn’t be the first time we’ve seen that shit.”

“But who put them there?” asked Dagger.

Lynx eyed me while answering, “Gotta be something with that satanic shit.”

Eagle shivered a whole-body roll. “Torque filled me in on that. Jesus.” 

Slightly uncomfortable, I petted Charlie while thinking of the cameras in the rental. Torque must have heard everything I had said. I told myself what Lynx had told me once; intel must be shared to keep fellow brothers safe.

Thankfully, Eagle turned away, gesturing over his shoulder. “Let’s get you guys settled. You must be ready to drop.”

Charlie trotted next to me as I followed. Through a side door off to the left, we exited the most impressive ‘garage’ ever and ended up in the backyard of the cabin, amounting more to acres of land. 

Eagle asked, “Need any food?”

“Nah,” replied my Prez, “Just a pillow.”

Charlie took off running, then returned with a lime green ball in his mouth. Eagle warned, “Hey, be careful—” as I reached out for the ball. “He tends to bite—” Charlie dropped it in my hand. “Or not.”

I threw it.

Charlie took off running.

Smiling, because that was super cool, I stopped when noticing the men all staring at me. “What?”

Eagle stared at Lynx, who just shrugged at him. “You feel me now?”

The Colorado Prez shook his head. “And to think I doubted you.” He started walking again. “You’re just like your father. Damn.”

Passing an outdoor kitchen made of light tan bricks, Charlie caught back up to me with his ball. I looked around for the rest of the dogs, but they were nowhere in sight. I did see a child’s sandbox and swing set. There was also a crude hole-in-the-ground firepit that looked so out of place compared to everything else that screamed wealth. Around the pit were a bunch of chairs that had seen better days. I smirked. Even though this clubhouse could be in a magazine, these bikers were still keeping it real.

Eagle said, “We’ll talk in a few hours, after some shut-eye,” as he led us through a back door. We entered a laundry room the size of the rental’s living room. There were stacked washers and dryers, and a couple of deep laundry sinks. A bunch of laundry baskets and rows of detergent were on shelves.

“Uh, Eagle, is Charlie allowed inside?” I asked because he was right next to me.

Eagle chuckled. “Yeah, they have doggy doors to have full range over the property. They’re supposed to bite.” He laughed. “Not become pussified and domestic.”

Next, we entered an enormous kitchen that was part of a colossal living room surrounded by many windows. There was a titanic-sized island between the kitchen and living room that must have had thirty barstools on the living room side. 

A blond-haired, middle-aged woman in flannel pajamas approached. “Hey there.”

Eagle introduced her. “This is Georgia, the one who runs this kitchen and household. If you need anything, she can make it happen. Just ask.”

Lynx didn’t hesitate. “Georgia, I could use some Advil and water.”

Dagger and Vice raised their hands.

She giggled. “I’ll bring them up to your rooms.”

We then followed Eagle up an impressive staircase to the second floor. The stairs continuing up told me this beast of a home was three stories.

Eagle took us down an open hallway and to the left. Tapping his hand on a door to the right, he announced, “Dag and Vice, get you some rest in here.” The next door, he rattled his knuckles, “Lynx and Saint, have sweet dreams.” He gave us a salute. “I’m back to hitting the sack myself.” He went in the opposite direction as we went into our rooms. 

Lynx smirked as Charlie shoved his way into our room. “I guess he’s with us tonight?”

It was hard not to keep petting him. He was so friendly. “Looks like it.”

“I’ll leave the door cracked so he can go do whatever dogs do.”

On each side of the bedroom, there was a twin bed tucked in the corner. Lynx took the one to the right. He rapped on the wall next to his bed. Within seconds, a rap answered.

When I lifted a brow, Lynx explained, “During stressful times, Enforcers tend to get a little restless. If he knows where I am, he’ll sleep better.” 

“Would you rather I go sleep in Dagger’s room, so he can be in here?”

“No, because then I’ll be restless.”

It didn’t get old. Hearing him care just didn’t get old.

Not bothering to fold down the covers, Lynx let his body fall into the bed. “Fuck, I’m tired.”

Charlie clearly had the same idea. “Hey!” I stood there, shocked when he jumped in my bed, laying down, then stared at me as if it were my turn.

Before Lynx’s eyes slid shut, he laughed. “Good luck with that.” His breathing went heavy in a second flat.

After kicking off my shoes, I was removing my shirt when I heard a gasp. It was Georgia, staring at my stomach I was now trying to cover. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “The door being open usually means not to knock and wake them.” She gestured to an already sleeping Lynx.

I whispered, “No problem.” I shooed at the dog so I would have room when ready, but only succeeded to move him to the foot of the bed.

She giggled. “Charlie, behave.”

I admitted, “I’ve never had a dog in my bed before.”

She placed water bottles and Advil on our nightstands. “Need me to kick him out?”

“Nah. I have a feeling I might like it.” 

I did. 

Saying goodnight, Georgia left the room, so I removed my jeans and slipped under the blanket, sure to leave room for Charlie. My eyes drifted shut as soon as my head hit the pillow. The warmth at my feet took away any loneliness I may have felt by being in another new place, unsure of what was to come.

What was to come was a road trip… back to where it all began.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

Offering Dreams

 

The screams were chilling. Even as a young child, I knew a female was in grave pain. Since her screams were so desperate, I couldn’t determine her age. All I could do was listen to the calls of agony as they bounced down all the hallways in this facility.

Standing at a bedroom door, my heart thundered. I wasn’t alone. Many of us—all different ages—were outside our rooms, all staring at each other, trying to figure out who wasn’t accounted for. It was Missy. The pregnant teenage girl.

It was nighttime, the best time to try to escape, but the ones who had tried before were only brought back by the police. No one believed them when they tried to tell them what was happening here— 

Tiny breaths beat against my back. She was now awake and terrified, hiding against my dirty t-shirt.

Reaching behind me, I grabbed Lucey’s hand and whispered, “It’s okay. It’s okay.” Then I backed us both up into her room and shut her door.

Returning her to her bed, I ended up laying down with her because she wouldn’t release my hand. “Tate, I’m scared.”

We held on to each other. “Me, too.”

Grrrrrr… growled Charlie, still at my feet in the bed, waking me from the nightmare.

“Watch it furry fucker,” grumbled Vice. “I lead this protection duty.”

The dog went quiet.

My sandpaper eyes were slow to open. 

Vice had no pity. “Do you want Dagger to come in here and give you a coffee enema?”

My body sat up. “Nope. I’m up.” Charlie army crawled across the mattress to me to offer some licks. “Hey, pup. Hey! You’re a pup, too!” Scratching behind his ears, I peered over to notice Lynx’s bed was already empty. 

Vice was leaning in the partially opened door. He pointed to a dresser near the end of my bed. “There’s your clothes and shit. There’s also a new toothbrush. They couldn’t find yours.” He went to duck out of the room until he caught my guilty look. “What did you do?”

I reached to my jeans on the floor and retrieved my toothbrush. Holding it up, I shrugged apologetically.

Vice sighed, then came into the room, flipping Charlie off when he growled. He sat across from me on Lynx’s bed. “Hey… I know what it’s like to have to fight for the little things. Maybe not to your extent, but I get it.” He rested his hands on his knees. “It may take a while for you to get accustomed to having what you want or need, and that’s okay. Just try and catch yourself if doubting you deserve things like a new toothbrush. You can have forty if you want.” My face lit up, causing Vice to smile. “And three hundred tubes of toothpaste. Who are we to judge?”

Trying to be brave about something so simple, I set the toothbrush on the nightstand, telling myself I could have a hundred if I wanted them. It’s bewildering what we can treasure after such abuse. “Vice, I think I just dreamt of a place I have been before.”

He sucked on his lips as he stared at me. “Just now?”

I nodded.

“No wonder that fucker was growling.” He eyed Charlie.

“What do you mean?”

“Dogs can be very aware of things. Sensed your nightmare and possibly my nervousness with what the boys and I just heard.”

“Heard?”

He exhaled. “Yeah. Doc had Lacey under again this morning.” He shook his head as if he knew I was going to blow his mind. “Tell me what you dreamt of.”

“There was a hallway, with many rooms. Kids of all ages. And one girl that I didn’t see anywhere, but she was screaming. I think she was a pregnant girl they called Missy.”

Vice watched Charlie lay his head in my lap. “Recognize where you were by chance?”

“No. Sorry.”

Vice seemed to age right in front of me. “Lacey, uh, spoke of a place with hallways. Lots of kids. And,” he looked to the wooden floors, “screams.” He ran a palm down his face. “Said that, before getting there, she had been in a car for a ‘real’ long time.”

I nodded, petting Charlie. “That feels true.”

“She said the place started with an M.”

I jolted, suddenly seeing a green sign on a side of a road… “Missouri.”

He blinked. “Of course. We kept rattling our brains, and there it was, right next to Kansas.”

“I wish I had more intel for you.”

“That’s okay. Maybe more memories will come.”

“Am I a coward to not want more nightmares?”

“Kid, if yes, then I am a downright pussy. Your memories scare the shit out of me.”

I smiled. “Point taken.”

Vice stood. “Alright. Scrub your butt then come get some chow. I’ll let them know about all this.”

 

Following Charlie down the open stairs, the big windows showed a picturesque view of the vast lands in front of the lavish home. But, more importantly, I smelled food. Once to the bottom floor, Charlie took off to the left and ran out a swinging doggy door. I followed my nose.

To my right was the open kitchen. There were four women putting away food and doing dishes. One waved when she saw me. “Are you Saint?”

“Yeah. How’s it going?”

“Hey!” said a very pretty brunette with big green eyes. She was the one Dagger had been with. The one who had cleaned my sheets.

“Hey, Jewel, nice to see you again.” I was sure my cheeks were on fire, thinking of what I did to those sheets.

“Hungry?” she asked, “Georgia saved a plate for you.”

“Starving. Thanks.”

I headed around the island and into the kitchen, but Jewel demanded, “Go. Sit. Relax. We love taking care of you guys.”

“Oh. Okay.” As I sat on a stool, I tried to think back to the last time my mom had taken the time to make me a meal. Since I couldn’t recall, I thought of the scruffy bikers, standing in the rental’s kitchen, and instantly knew I would always miss that place. 

As Jewel uncovered a plate housing a gigantic hoagie, she set it in front of me. “Here ya go. Sorry, you missed breakfast.”

“I did? Damn, how long did I sleep?”

She looked at her watch. “It’s two.” She pointed to my plate. “Is a sandwich okay? Need me to make you something else?”

I was already grabbing half of it. “Hell no. This is perfect. Thank you so much.”

Another girl came to my other side and laid a napkin and silverware next to me. “You are the cutest thing! I’m not used to manners around here.” Afterward, she laid a hand on my shoulder and proceeded to move that hand on my back. I tried not to cringe, to not hurt her feelings, but I think I still did. It simply felt awkward to be touched by those I didn’t know.

Georgia came from the laundry room, quickly eyeing the girl next to me while saying, “Afternoon, Saint.”

“Hey. Afternoon. I guess I slept in a little bit.” 

“Not a problem. You got in super late.”

Jewel set a couple of bottles in front of me. “Here’s your herbs.”

The girl touching me purred, “Need me to get you some water?”

Her hand lingering on me was now making me even more uncomfortable. I was sure she was just trying to be nice, but I wanted her to stop.

Jewel suddenly clipped, “Benz, the water is in the fridge. Not under his clothing.”

My jaw dropped, clueless to her meaning. Why would she want under my clothing?

Georgia gave Jewel a look-over, then smirked.

Benz? Her upper lip curled in a displeased manner. “Who put you in charge of the new meat?”

New meat? I lifted the upper piece of bread on my sandwich to examine the meat, thankful to not find it old.

“I did,” barked Georgia. “Now, scram and do some laundry before I kick your twirkin’ ass to the curb.”

After a huff, Benz left my side and went to the laundry room behind the kitchen.

“Sorry,” whispered Jewel to Georgia. “He clearly doesn’t want her—” Jewel gazed at me and said, “—attentions.”

Georgia claimed, “You clearly have a brain. Watch over him when the boys aren’t around.” She walked toward the laundry room. “I have some ‘clothes’ to ‘iron’ out.”

Another girl, who I had forgotten was even in the kitchen, set a glass of water in front of me. “Do you know if Lynx has an Old Lady? He’s gorgeous.” 

I was starting to suspect I had misunderstood the meaning of ‘meat’ by the way this girl was practically drooling on the kitchen island. 

“Uh,” I started to answer, only to be interrupted by Jewel.

She told the girl, “Do your job and stop hunting for a man.” 

The girl snarled. “Damn. You do one VP and now you’re in charge?” She stomped off.

Jewel took a deep breath… then smiled at me. “Would you like anything else to drink? Coffee?”

I did my best not to gag. Coffee was terrible. “Uh, have any orange juice?”

The fourth girl, a little blonde that made me think of Lacey, giggled. “You’re so adorable. I would have guessed you’re a chocolate milk kind of man.”

My eyes widened. “You have chocolate milk?”

She winked. “Want some?”

“Wow. Yeah. That would be awesome.”

From a commercial-sized refrigerator, she pulled out Hershey syrup. My mouth started to instantly water until she said, “Don’t worry, I won’t try to rape you in exchange.”

I jerked and blinked, trying to get rid of sudden images of Lacey on the ground, in the woods, Damien on top of her—

“Hey. Hey.” Male hands had a hold of my shoulders. “Look at me.” I blinked, then sagged when seeing Lynx. “I got you, feel me?”

I exhaled deep relief. “Yes, sir—” I froze when realizing there were many eyes on me; Eagle, Vice, and a couple of other bikers that I had yet to meet.

Sadness crept over me as I started to realize why Lynx didn’t want me at this clubhouse, or other places. I was… different. Man, that felt instantly isolating. Something I knew well. At school, I had always sat by myself in the cafeteria. In the classrooms, I barely spoke. 

When with Lacey, none of that mattered. All the loneliness melted away. 

The same with Lynx, Dagger, and Vice. So far, they had made me feel normal.

Now, on that stool, I was starting to feel awkward as fuck until… Clink! Clink! Clink! 

I looked to Jewel. 

She was stirring a spoon in a glass of milk. “Tell me you like it extra chocolaty.”

With surprise in his grey eyes, Lynx smiled at Jewel, then released me. Ruffling my hair, he chuckled, “Extra chocolaty? That wouldn’t shock me.”

Distracted from what I had been thinking about, I admitted, “I, uh, don’t think I have ever had extra syrup before. Not unless they put it in the chocolate milk bottles at gas stations. I had one once. It was a good trade, not putting that gallon of gas in my car.” As everyone stared at me again, I quietly added, “I mean, I did put four gallons in my car.”

Clink! Clink! Clink! Jewel didn’t miss a step. She pfft then said, “No gas station’s got shit on me. Saint, get ready for a sugar overdose.” She lifted the Hershey bottle and poured more syrup, then went back to stirring.

I sat on that stool, amazed at the luck that kept coming my way.

Even Lynx was happy as Hell for me to get more chocolate. He pointed to Jewel and stated, “You’re a badass bitch.” He looked to Eagle. “Hear me?”

“Loud and clear,” proudly replied Eagle.

The word bitch seemed a bit harsh to me, but Jewel beamed over the compliment and kept stirring.

As Vice had said, ‘Who are we to judge?’ I chose not to, either. Instead, I picked up the sandwich—that I must have dropped to my plate—and took a huge bite.

Dagger entered the room, quickly assessing me. “Pup, what the fuck are you doing?”

My mouth was full as I tried to smile. “Ge’ing cho’clate mulk.”

He grumbled, “You’re in here I’ spoiled when there’s work to be done,” but nonchalantly pulled out his phone and pretended he wasn’t taking a picture of my first chocolate milk as a prospect.

I appreciated him wanting to capture moments that were more innocent. It was as if he knew they would soon disappear. That the life ahead of me would steal them all away and keep offering me different points of view.

Including the one after having a loaded gun placed in my hand.

After I ate and was in the hangar with those permitted to overhear club business, it was explained to me that I needed to tell Lacey I would be gone for a few days. The thought of not seeing her was enough to make my full stomach turn, but it’s what was needed in order to make this world a safer place for her.

That’s why, when at a shooting range on Stallion property, I focused on every bit of instruction I was being given. How to hold the gun. What kind it was. How to reload it. How to aim. To remember it is hot after firing… The first time I fired it, I was flabbergasted. The loud boom echoed through my arms, my chest, my whole body. It was exhilarating and terrifying. 

It was deadly. 

It was lifesaving.

It was what I would conquer for my Lacey…
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Thankfully, Doc had heeded my warning, and he had yet to replace the bars on Lacey’s windows. And, on this night, she wasn’t even drugged. 

As I crawled through the window, she was full of smiles. “Hi.” She shyly waved.

Once to my feet, I stood there staring at every ounce of her perfection, yet scared shitless.

Was I petrified to soon be a state away from her? Maybe. But I couldn’t shake the dream state I felt I was in while in her room. I just couldn’t move. Still staring at her, I hoped it wasn’t the last time.

“Are you okay?” Her smile faded as she approached me. She reached up and touched above my upper lip. “You’re sweating.”

Barely audible, I told her, “I never want to be away from you.”

Her head tilted. “That sounds wonderful.” She took two steps back. “So, why do you seem anything but?”

The milkshake bag hung from my sweaty hand. “They say I have to go.”

She grabbed her chest. “W-What? W-Where? W-When?”

I stared… “I have to go home.” 

Maybe going home is what had me so frightened. Maybe it was both. 

“Y-You’re scaring me, Tate.”

“I… I don’t want to go.”

She swallowed. “Will you be back?”

“For you? Always.”

Timidly nodding and nervous, she stepped toward me. “Who says you have to go?”

“My friends.”

She peered up at me. “Are they good friends?”

Even as if everything suddenly felt hopeless, I whispered the only truth I knew, “The best.”

Her arms gently came around my waist. “Then trust them.” She whispered, “Then come back to me.”

Needing her touch, her essence, I held her. My eyes slid shut, and I almost moaned from the comfort she was offering me. Here she was in a mental institution, doing her best to make me feel better.

After kissing my chest, she took hold of my hand and led me to her bed. She placed the plastic bag on her nightstand, then made me lay down. Lacey crawled into bed with me, reminding me of my nightmare as she snuggled to me. I squeezed my wife tight, so grateful for her to be in my arms.

Then, as only an angel could, she began to hum a song I somehow recognized. “Pretty Girl, what song is that?”

Her voice was so soft and tender. “I don’t know. But, during a nap today, I dreamt of a woman humming it to me while she rocked me. Doctor Landon feels it is a memory.”

I sighed. Lacey was getting memories. Pretty Girl was slowly coming back to me. “That is great.” I inhaled her scent of the unknown flowers—Wait. “Who was the woman?”

“I’m not sure. But she has a beautiful name.”

My heart started to pound. “Tell me the name.”

She sighed… “Melony.”

Her saying my biological mother’s name, stole my breath. If Melony was humming to my wife when she was a child, that means it is impossible for her to have died when I was a baby.

Jesus. H. Christ.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Howling Pain

 

Running into the woods, I told Lynx, Dagger, and Vice, “She’s remembering my mother.” Walking deeper into the woods, I was breathing heavily. “Isn’t that nuts? My mom is dead! How can this be—” The men following me, not exuding any shock after hearing my words, had me stopping in my tracks. “I mean, this can’t be true, right?” Dagger and Vice looked to the ground, so I now stared at Lynx. “Right?”

His jaw ticked. “Certain things… that were said during Lacey’s hypnotism make it sound like,” he looked away then back to me before talking really fast, “she is possibly still alive—or at least was.”

“W-What?” My mind was exploding. Absolutely overflowing with what this information meant. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He rubbed the back of his neck as he, too, now stared at the ground. “I didn’t want to get your hopes up. This was a long time ago. Your mom—”

“That’s right!” A sudden surge of rage had me roaring. “My fucking mom!”

Grey eyes snapped to mine.

“Lynx!” Luckily far enough into the woods that the Serenity employees wouldn’t hear me, I continued with a slight madness of my own. “I’m in this fight more than you are! Be real with me! You can still walk away from all this! From me!”

He shook his head. “I will never abandon you—”

I didn’t care about his words at this point because fact was fact. “I can’t!” I pointed at the institute. “I’m in a motherfucking fight for my life, goddamnit! Anything that has to do with her is something I need to fucking know!”

“You’re right. I was only trying—”

“To save me more pain? Newsflash, I’m drowning in it!” Not respecting me as the young man I was had to end here and now. “Stop trying to pull me from the water and teach me how to handle the turbulent waves instead.” Fed up with all the restraints others were constantly demanding, I walked away. I fought for control over my anger, stomping through fallen leaves and past fallen branches in the woods. It was dark, but I managed. Walking through life blind is something I was becoming an expert at, but I couldn’t handle feeling lied to. It stung. Deep.

“Kid.” I heard him running, his heavy boots trying to catch up to me. “I should’ve told you.” He was the only one. 

Dagger and Vice gave us space. They had warned Lynx to be honest with me. Now, it was something he would have to deal with.

I didn’t slow down. “I know you have the best of intentions, but it can be lonely being me. I’ve lived in this world my whole life, yet feel I’ve never participated in it. I don’t know the rules. I don’t know how to lie. I don’t know how to be deceitful. All I know is pain, cruelty, the love I think I remember from my dad. The love from Lacey,” I stopped and faced him, “and you.” I hit my chest. “You’re not supposed to make me hurt here.” I hit my chest again. “Something is screaming that to me.” 

I sounded like a child, I know that, but I had yet to fully learn how to sound like a man. It made me vulnerable, yet that vulnerability was all I had to express myself.

Lynx swallowed and his voice cracked. “Whoever or whatever is screaming that to you is right. I swear it, son. I made a mistake, but I have not betrayed you.”

My hands formed into angry fists as I yelled, “I’m mad!”

As if that wickedly intelligent man understood my rage was not all toward him, he eerily and calmly nodded. “You have every right to be.”

I leaned my head back and yelled into the dark branches above me. “So fucking mad!”

“I don’t blame you, son.”

“My wife is institutionalized and doesn’t even know who I am!”

“Deep down, she does. Deep down.”

“My brothers hurt her!”

“They did. I’m so sorry.”

“They hurt me!”

“They did. But they won’t again.”

I just kept screaming, needing someone to hear—comprehend my pent-up and over-the-top frustration. “I’m just so fucking mad, Lynx!”

“You should be.”

“They killed my dad!”

“I believe they did.”

“Do I have a mother?”

“I don’t know, son.”

“Has she been hurt?” I yelled.

Unwilling to lie, he shook his head. “I don’t know, but… it is possible.”

I screamed, “Who allowed these people to rule my life?”

“I don’t know, but we’ll find out.”

Due to my heart simply being unable to handle one more beat without revenge—an end to the agony strangers were shoving into my world—I started to express some sort of roar, straight to the heavens. I didn’t recognize the sound until I heard similar ones in the distance.

Howls.

I was howling in pain. 

And my brothers were answering me.

Dagger and Vice slowly appeared from beyond some trees, moonlight showing me their sad faces. I was in pain. And they hurt with me.

That is exactly what I needed at that very moment. Sympathy. Empathy. Not pity.

Breathless and mentally refusing any more anguish forced into my life, I looked to Lynx. I was hoping he could promise me that all the violence was over. But that would be him pulling me from the water. I had asked him to teach me to ride the waves…

So, he showed me vulnerability wasn’t a weakness.

That President of a deadly club, and many other chapters, stood there, exposed, shedding a tear, for me.
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Back at the Colorado chapter, Charlie followed me as I entered my temporary bedroom, where I found Jewel packing a bag on my bed. She peered up and smiled. “Hey, Prospect. I have you and Lynx ready to roll.” 

On Lynx’s bed sat a duffle bag, zipped and ready.

She showed me a smaller black bag. “I took the liberty to stock you up. This is now your travel bathroom bag. Toothbrush, paste, everything you may need.” She put it inside the bigger bag. “I got you a couple more pairs of jeans and stuff. Hope that’s okay.”

Charlie jumped up onto my bed and sniffed the bag while I stuttered, “Uh, wow. Thank you so much.”

She declared, “The only items missing are your weapons, but I am not permitted to ever touch those unless it is a life-or-death situation.”

“I understand.” I went to the nightstand in between Lynx’s and my bed and grabbed my gun and knife. Even though I was tempted to grab my spoon, I left it behind. Then I stuck the two items in my bag because Lynx said I wasn’t to travel with them on me since I was yet to have a carry permit. He told me this was a cautionary measure in case we got pulled over for some reason. He didn’t want a ‘dead man’ in jail. 

Once I was done, Jewel zipped it up then handed it to me, along with Lynx’s. “Safe travels, Saint.”

Downstairs, Lynx was speaking with Eagle. “Yeah, Diesel and they are already on their way to Kansas, grabbing us some rooms…”

Waiting for him to finish, I studied the wall that had framed pictures of a young man that I could’ve sworn looked just like Eagle. Just a much younger version. In one of the pictures, there was a gorgeous young woman sitting behind him on a motorcycle, both smiling away.

I didn’t even realize Lynx and Eagle had stopped talking until Eagle suddenly appeared next to me. “That was my son.”

I didn’t mean to take such a sharp intake of air, but the word ‘was’ was spoken with such sadness it almost choked me. “He’s gone.”

Never even having met the young man, I could almost feel I had by the way Eagle mourned him. “Yeah. Life can be so fucking cruel sometimes.” He exhaled and actually smiled while touching the female’s face through the glass. “And so fucking sweet it brings me to my knees, where some of us need to spend more time.” 

Wow. There’s a heavy story there.

He gazed at me. “But I’m not telling you nothing you don’t already know, am I?”

Lacey… “No, sir.”

He dipped his chin. “Then power up to go face the cruel side, so you can hurry back to the sweetness.”

Barely any words. I had barely shared any words with Eagle, yet already knew he was a mean sonofabitch that was full of heart. It seemed all these bikers were that way. Totally not the scary persona that had been placed on them. 

Fuck with them? You go down. 

Befriend them? Have them for life.

Eagle threw his arm around Lynx as he started walking us toward the front door. “Elle breathing? Missin’ the hell out of ya?”

Lynx’s eyes drifted half-mast. “Good God, please don’t bring up her name or I may drive straight to Austin.” 

“Don’t want her near this mess?”

Lynx sighed. “Nah. Gut says to keep the distance. I got a feelin’ we have more to discover.”

Eagle nodded in thought. “Yeah. This all smells more than a pile of Charlie’s shit.”

Charlie sniffed the bags I was carrying.

Lynx said, “I’ll conference call chapters involved on a secure line once I get some intel. Colorado, Kansas, and Austin are in this.”

“Hopefully, we won’t need more, but they’ll be there if we do.”

Outside, Vice was loading a couple of bags into the back of an SUV that had a falsely registered tag so that it wouldn’t be traced back to any Stallions. Grabbing the bags from me, he asked me, “How you hangin’ in there?”

I was scared. I was about to walk back into a cave that I knew was dark and full of hungry beasts. The only reason I could breathe through such a thought was that, this time, I wouldn’t be alone.

When I didn’t answer, Vice nodded. “I get it, kid.” He watched a blurred movement. “Hey!”

Dagger laughed as he approached with a small, loaded cooler. “What the fuck does Charlie think he’s doing?”

The dog was now inside the back of the SUV, his butt planted on my duffle bag.

Vice tried to pull him out, but Charlie growled. Vice warned, “I have a gun, fucker.”

Eagle was suddenly next to me, chuckling. “See? There’s the dickhead we know and love.” He clapped me on the back. “Looks like he’s your problem now.” He went to the dog and took off a collar that had a little box on it. “Now he can leave without getting zapped.”

Vice started griping immediately. “No, no, no. Please tell me we’re not traveling with this mutt.”

Eagle handed me a leash while replying to Vice, “Mutt? Not according to the full-bred fucking price tag I paid for him.”

I stared at the leash in my hand, dumbfounded, then dared to look to Lynx, who was smirking. “Better take care of him.”

My throat was tight as fuck. “I have a dog?”

Passing me, Lynx shrugged. “Looks like Charlie ain’t givin’ me a damn choice.”

His words didn’t match a prepacked medium-sized Tupperware box being held in front of me by a smiling Georgia. “Here are some of Charlie’s supplies.” I accepted the box. “Remember, two cups of food in the morning and two at night. I’d say he’s not to have human food, but he’s lived with bikers who drink too much and don’t listen to me for shit.” 

Male laughter erupted all over the driveway as men gathered around us. All smiling, too, as if this gift had all been previously planned. 

Georgia ignored them. “That being said, Charlie’s stomach can handle whiskey to fast food. I’ll gather his shot records and other stuff for when you come back.”

Staring at the box, I coughed, “Thank you.”

From behind, Eagle grabbed my shoulders and shook. “And I will make sure your girl is watched over while you’re gone.”

I nodded, simply grateful that I was found by these people before I died in the woods only weeks ago. “Thank you.”

Setting the Tupperware box with our bags, Vice bitched, “No! I don’t want to be in the back!” as Lynx and Dagger were taking the front seats. “This damn dog may drool on my shoulder.”

Grrrrr, went Charlie.

“Fuck you, dickhead,” went my Enforcer before shutting the SUV’s back hatch.

Once I got in the vehicle and shut my door, I received a lick to the face. He was resting his head on the back of my seat. “Hey, Charlie. I can’t believe you’re my dog." 

The engine started. Again, the wheels under me began to turn…

Dagger was driving us down the runway and toward Kansas. My stomach turning, I found myself reaching to the head hanging over the seat next to mine. As the dog’s affection settled my nerves, I realized Lynx was even smarter than I first suspected.

And, the wheels turned…

Besides Colorado, and now learning of Missouri, I had never been anywhere else, so I took in many sights as we crossed county lines. All the different signs, cities, towns, fast roads, slow roads, trees… There was a whole world out there that I knew nothing about. I wondered what other countries looked like while Dagger drove us to a place that was no longer a home for me, even though I technically owned it.

When we finally crossed the state line, and I was officially back in the state where I thought my life had begun, I started shaking. I don’t know how an invisible line could cause such havoc in my body, but it did. I could almost hear past torturers laughing, ghost-like, while my skin set fire, feeling the sharpness of their blades. I could almost feel my bruises reappearing. I could almost smell my own blood, like so many times in this state.

Charlie whimpered. 

Vice, no longer seeming bothered by the dog, actually invited him to sit with us. Charlie happily obliged, jumping over the back of the seat and squishing between us. His upper body pressed against my chest.

I nuzzled to him. “Hey, buddy.” I even hugged him, thankful for his affections.

Every now and then, Lynx’s phone would talk like a robot, telling more directions on how to get to the hotel where Diesel had already rented us rooms.

Calmer now, I quietly asked, “What is it like to have a phone? Do you think I can buy one someday, so I can always be in touch with Lacey?”

Lynx reached into the glove compartment right above his knees and retrieved a wrapped flat box with a bow on it. Casually, he handed it to me from over his shoulder. “The bow and paper were Jewel’s idea, so don’t think we’ve gone all soft or anything.”

Slowly taking the box, my chest tightened. “A present?” My heart raced. “What’s this for?”

Lynx teased, “Why stop spoiling you now? There’s a dog in the car. Damage is done.”

When I didn’t move because I just couldn’t, Vice suspiciously eyed me, then finally mumbled, “Ah, fuck.”

I held the box like it was a treasure, staring at it, astonished.

Practically pouting, Vice looked out the passenger window. “This kid has turned me into a goddamn Lifetime Special.”

Clueless about what a Lifetime Special was, I smiled, honored to be holding something so special, even though I was clueless as to what it actually was.

Lynx looked confused for a moment, but then said, “You’ve never had a gift before?”

I head-gestured to the dog, who was now partially sleeping in my lap.

Lynx shook his head. “No.” He pointed to my hands. “Like that.”

I slightly shrugged. “Maybe I unwrapped one with my dad, but I have no memories of it.”

Without a word, Dagger handed Lynx his phone.

Lynx swallowed then held up Dagger’s phone to film me. “Well, here’s to filling your new memory bank.”

Heart bursting with so many emotions, I quickly ripped through the paper. When I didn’t recognize the box, or what would be inside, I lifted the lid. Inside was a brand-new iPhone. “Holy shit! I get to take my own pictures now?” I wanted to make my first call. “Lynx, can I have your number so I can call you?”

Lynx kept filming me. “Show him, Enforcer.”

Tapping on my phone, Vice showed me how all their numbers were already stored. 

Laughing, Lynx answered his phone, “Who the fuck is calling me?” when I called him, even though he was sitting in the front seat.

Then Vice showed me where to type, so the internet could show me anything I wanted to see. It was a whole new freedom. I didn’t think this gift could get any better, but that wasn’t true. Vice then tapped on my phone, on some sort of ‘app’, and showed me a precious miracle. It was a live feed of Lacey, sitting in her bed, writing in her journal.

I burst into fucking tears. I mean burst-ed.

There she was.

Safe.

And for me to see, any time she was in her room.

Wiping under his eyes, Vice yelled at me, “Can you please stop turning me into a pussy?”

Dagger howled laughter. “I swear I’m learning to appreciate the little things. Pup, you have reminded me there are little miracles everywhere. You just have to open your eyes and take ‘em in.”

Charlie licked my tears as I bawled, “She—She is a miracle, too.”

Lynx nodded his head. “And she’s all yours, kid.”

I peered out the window, suddenly feeling more confident about having to face a past that demanding to be deal with. That confidence was needed because everything was about to change.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

Demanding Faith

 

It was somewhat wild to sleep in a rundown hotel with Redemption Ryders in the surrounding rooms since I didn’t know them well yet. So many actions were being taken to not affiliate Steel Stallions. No Stallion cuts were permitted. Had I not already lived with Lynx, Dagger, and Vice, I would have sworn they were missing a limb, seeing them without their worn patched vests. Those cuts were a part of their essence. Although they were packed away, in spirit, they were on worthy shoulders.

I had never slept in a hotel room before. This particular dump was a rough one to start with, because of all the drug deals and late-night hooker calls. Since rough nights were something I was sorely accustomed to, my skin crawled with fear. That is until a heated Charlie burrowed closer to me. Sleep easily found me again after that.

After a shower that first night, I had asked Lynx, “Why did you guys pick this place?”

He smirked. “Did Eagle’s palace spoil you?”

I put food in Charlie’s bowl. “Can’t lie. That place was out of a magazine.”

“You and your magazine examples.”

Carrying Charlie’s empty water bowl to the bathroom sink—that was not in the bathroom but a part of our room, I said, “My mom—uh, that woman—would throw hers away. I stole them out of the trash and practiced reading.” 

Lynx was digging through his duffle bag on his bed. Instead of pity, he complimented, “Smart little fucker. Life Warrior to the max.”

Careful not to spill water, I walked back to a waiting Charlie. “Won’t the drug dealers mess with Diesel’s bikes out there?”

Lynx huffed. “Drug dealers live on our side of the law and know they can’t call cops for help when we start gutting them if they fuck with our rides.”

I watched Charlie slurp some water. “What about the SUV then?”

He held a dirty t-shirt in front of him to examine. “I got bikes on each side. The message is clear.” He held the shirt higher. “Hey, dirty ones, roll them inside out so the girls know they are dirty.” He laid it on the bed, folded it in half, and did a tight roll. “Like this. Capeesh?”

“Capeesh. What about jeans?”

He grabbed a pair. “Those we wear for a few days unless we get blood on them.”

“Oh.”

“But, if no blood or obvious dirt, you roll them from the top.” After he gave me an example, he said, “What is seen is the bottom hem of your pants. That indicates they’re dirty.” He pointed to my duffle bag. “Test how well Georgia is training the girls. How did Jewel roll your jeans?”

Sure enough, I pulled out a pair of jeans that the top was exposed.

Lynx winked. “The details, Pup. Always in the details.”

Just then, my cellphone rang. My eyes went wide. A picture of Elle had appeared! “Hello?”

“Hi! How are you?”

“Elle! I have a phone!”

She giggled. “I know, baby!”

Grabbing his chest with laughter, Lynx stumbled back a couple of steps. “Fucking stealing my heart and shit, kid! Jesus. H. Christ.”
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In the morning, I woke to the sound of Lynx brushing his teeth. While checking on Lacey, only to see her sleeping soundly in her Serenity bed, I found myself asking Lynx, “How do you wake so early? I never hear an alarm for you.”

He spit in the sink. “Habit. Mind is always running in high gear. Plus, I sleep for shit without my woman.”

“Is she mad at you for being away so long?” By this point, I had been with him for about six weeks.

After rinsing his mouth, he wiped it dry with a questionable towel that made him cringe, then threw it in a corner. “Not an option for her, kid. A woman getting with a motorcycle man learns that first.”

After setting my phone down, I nervously tugged at the corner of my pillowcase. “I want to follow every rule the club has—”

“When did Lacey get with you?”

I sighed as it all made sense. “Before I became a Prospect.”

He grabbed a fresh T-shirt. “That is very unusual, but definitely an exception to the rules.” Pulling the shirt over his head, he added, “Plus, her circumstance, and yours for that matter, has everyone prepared to give you both time to adjust. And if Lacey can’t handle you being gone for long, then you won’t be.” He grabbed his jeans, which were laying over a chair with a wobbly leg. “You wouldn’t be worth shit if you were with me yet worrying about her.”

The loyal part of me that was Lynx’s couldn’t compete with my loyalty to Lacey, so I didn’t even try to argue with his valid point.

“Pup, be sure to put all your shit in your bag and leave nothing behind. Never know when you’re not coming back.”

“Yes, sir.” I jumped out of bed and was ready in a flash. Then I packed Charlie’s box back up. When I grabbed his leash to take him for a potty walk, Lynx said, “Text Vice. You are not to be out there without him.”

I had so many things to learn that this command was understandable, so I asked no questions and pulled my cell from my jeans pocket.

Within minutes, there was a knock-knock pause knock at the door, announcing a Stallion. With a gun held behind him, Lynx opened the door, then relaxed. “Mornin’ boys.” He stepped back to make room for Vice and Dagger, who were both holding their duffels.

Vice teased, “Good morning, Charlie.”

Grrrrr…

“Dick. Head.”

Laughing, Lynx said, “Two alphas fighting for the top spot.”

Vice sneered, “This wolf will win. You can count on that.”

 

After Charlie’s ‘impressive shit’, according to his alpha competitor, we loaded him back into the SUV, along with our belongings. Then it was off to a drive-thru for some ‘grub’. Of course, I shared mine with Charlie.

The closer we got to my old neighborhood, the more an ominous feeling loomed. Rain dripped onto the SUV, attempting to wash away the blackness we were approaching but failing. Driving down Lacey’s street, I was grateful to have on a hoody so I could feel hidden. I kept fearing I would suddenly see the fake-brothers and be in instant danger, even with weaponed bikers only inches from me.

Barely making a sound, I pointed. “That’s Lacey’s house.”

The dilapidated two-story home had always felt desolate. Now, knowing all that I did, it was downright depressing. The faded light green outer walls practically dripped with sad tales.

It was dark inside the house. No cars in the driveway. No one was home. Now that her mother was dead, I wondered who lived there, or if anyone lived there at all. The mailbox was overflowing with mail, and there were newspapers scattered all over the front stoop.

Vice pulled over but kept the engine running as I gestured up. “That was her window I crawled through so many nights.”

I envisioned Lacey’s long hair and knowing smile, remembering when I crawled through. Our lips would mash together as our bodies fought to be closer and closer…

From the back of the SUV, a lick swiped my cheek. I leaned my head toward this special dog. “You will love her, Charlie,” I whispered as I stared at the window, imagining the bed where we held each other, found comfort in each other…

Sitting next to me, Lynx said, “Son, you ready to go see your other home?”

I understood Lynx was attempting to confirm I owned these homes, to offer any glimpse of this power that was mine, but the coldness surrounding me made it impossible for his wisdom to reach me. That house wasn’t mine. In my heart, it never would be.

Nodding, I said, “Two blocks over.”

The neighborhood was barren since many were at work. Not many witnesses, but I still stayed in my hoody, wanting to be unseen. After the robot on Lynx’s phone announced something, Vice pulled over again.

Along with the hoody, the SUV’s darkly tinted windows kept me shielded as I stared at my childhood home. We were parked across the street, all staring at the spot where my life had been a true living hell. I held my cellphone tightly, glancing down to see Lacey sitting at her desk when I felt anxiety building.

“She’s safe,” Lynx kept reminding me.

Exhaling against the glass, I nodded, simply unable to speak.

It was almost like an out-of-body experience to study the house from a different view.

Different view…

Perception. 

A fickle beast? Or a powerful gift.

The driveway was empty. My loud car that always made Lacey laugh was gone.

No lights were on inside the one-story block home with grey chipping paint. Two of the decorative shutters were half-hanging off the side of the house, and I couldn’t remember if they had always been like that. I was looking through eyes that could now see. Until now, I was always in survival mode, only paying attention to the necessities. 

The browning grass was tall. I hadn’t been there to be yelled at and told to mow, so I guess no one was tending to it. Like at Lacey’s, the mailbox was overflowing with mail, and the front door was blocked by a collection of newspapers.

“Abandoned,” quietly mentioned Vice.

Dagger nodded. “Both homes. Where has everyone gone?”

Vice grumbled, “We were hoping to follow them to the location Lacey spoke about.”

Lynx’s voice sounded deep and deadly. “I know how to get those bastards back here.”

Dagger smirked over his shoulder. “For Sale signs.”

“That’s right. Get on the phone and get me a realtor who don’t mind cash sales.”

“Aw fuck, Prez,” chuckled Vice. “You going dark means it’s almost time to play.”

When he readjusted in his seat, Dagger eyed him. “Tell me you’re not getting a chub.”

Vice stared at my childhood home, his voice going deep. “Oh, it’s happenin’. I’ve been craving this revenge.”

I stared at the dark house, the one that housed my nightmares, and thought to myself… Maybe this time, the nightmares created won’t be mine. They will be… theirs.

“Pup, how close was your household to the neighbors?” asked Vice.

“Never shared a word with them.”

Dagger peered at Lynx. “Change of plans? Take advantage of no one here?”

Leaning into me to see better, Prez studied the house. “I do like to take advantage of perfect circumstances.”

 

Due to a hide-a-key, I had us inside with no delay, except for my stuttering heart. It was beating so hard, so fast, I was sure it was missing beats. The house smelled musty and felt haunted. The front living room looked as if it hadn’t seen a duster in years. Had it always looked like this? I was unaware of the home’s former condition because I was usually rushing through to get to my room without being noticed.

Through the living room window, I saw Charlie staring at the house through the SUV window. He was still being quiet like I had told him to be.

The three men with me were studying everything, slowly moving from the living room to the small dining room that was part of the eat-in kitchen. The round table had four chairs that weren’t properly pushed in, so we stepped around them. There was an odor coming from a trashcan that had never been emptied. Dirty dishes were piled in the sink. The dishwasher was open, half-full of clean dishes that no one had bothered to put away. Another duty that had been mine.

In the back living room, which had once been used as a den, a TV hung on the wall covered in dust. The couches had an array of items sprawled about as if no one ever bothered to clean up after themselves. There was even an open bag of chips on the coffee table. I hissed as a roach ran from the bag looking for cover. I hated roaches. I sometimes had woken with one on me in my bed. At the time, I thought I deserved the nasty bugs. Now, I was realizing my fake-family had been disgusting pigs.

Lynx, Dagger, and Vice kept moving about, touching things like the lampshades and picture frames on the walls. 

Dagger reached into the fireplace and up into the shaft, then quietly said, “Nothin’.”

Lynx asked, “Kid, where was your room?”

To the left of the back living room was a hallway that led to bedrooms. The hallway sat behind the kitchen, which was toward the side of the house and continued all the way back to the front living room. My bedroom was the one at the back of the house. 

On the floor in the corner of the room sat my mattress. I had one dingy pillow and two sheets, a minimal amount of folded clothes in my closet, and some hanging—

“Where the fuck is your furniture?” growled a highly agitated Lynx.

I pointed to my lamp next to my mattress.

While leaving us in the room, Lynx lit a cigarette.

Hostility in his grey eyes, I wasn’t about to mention there was to be no smoking in the house.

Vice’s eyes were locked on my toothbrush, next to my lamp. The bristles were all bent and worn. I could see he was now understanding my issue with such a simple item. But he had been kind and taught me my new reality.

“Hey,” I told him, “now I can have a hundred new ones, right?”

His jaw dislocated as he looked at me. 

Smiling, Dagger shook his head while leaving the room. “They just don’t make them like you no more, Saint.”

In my brother’s rooms, there was an abundance of everything a teenage boy would want. Flat-screen TVs on the walls. Clothes not being taken care of, all over the floor.

My fake mom’s room was the same. Many pillows adorned her fancy bed. Wall to wall furniture. Purses, shoes… littered about.

Lynx lit another cigarette as he left her room.

In the living room, he slowly turned in a circle, puffing his smoke. “In plain sight. Talk to me, boys.”

Arms crossed over his chest, Vice asked me, “Where was your dad the most, that you can remember?”

“Pool and garage.”

The three men faced the back window and stared at the backyard I had told them had, years ago, been full of holes. That area had been thoroughly searched. 

Then they looked at each other. Dagger shrugged. “A man’s domain is his castle.”

After Lynx put out his cigarette, sticking the bud in his pocket along with the other one, we headed to the garage. 

I stayed in the doorway, staring, as Dagger and Vice started searching toolboxes and shelves. Again, the Prez circled in place. “In plain sight. Plain sight.”

Plain sight. Plain sight. Had I missed something? Was it right under my nose—

I suddenly remembered being so small, in the garage with my dad. He tapped my nose. “Always look up to see the light. It will lead the way.”

Still in the doorway, I peered up to the ceiling. In the center, hung a shop light from small chains on each end. 

Noticing me, Lynx leaned his head back to look straight up. “Pup, you said he was tall, right?”

My jaw felt like Jell-O. “Like you.”

Moving slightly to his left, he then faced me and stared at me as he got on his tippy toes and reached high, over the light. Then he froze. “In fucking plain sight.” Coming down flat on his feet again, he held a small journal and a VHS tape.

Of their own accord, my feet stepped forward and my hands reached out. I wanted to hold something that, besides Lynx, my father touched last. I wanted to open the little book because I was hoping my father’s handwriting would be in there. Suddenly, knowing what his penmanship looked like was dire to my heart. Was there a note in there for me? Would my dad speak from his grave?

“Uh, Prez?” uttered Vice, causing my feet to falter.

It seemed there was something else I was to hold first.

“Ah, shit,” mumbled Dagger.

As if already knowing what I was about to see would cause utter shock to quake my heart, I slowly and timidly looked at what Vice was holding.

It was an urn. With my father’s name engraved on it.

Everything went so quiet I could hear the blood rushing through my veins. Veins that my father had created. Veins that were the only ones left to carry on the Young blood. My father’s blood no longer existed. Everything his body once was, was now ashes.

Lynx growled, “They fucking stored that in the garage?”

As if handing me a dirty urn was disrespectful, Dagger found a rag and properly wiped it down, taking a gentle hold of the green marbled jar with a lid. With much care, he brought it to me. “Tate Young,” he handed me the urn, “it would be an honor if you would bring your pops home with us.”

No longer in control of my upper limbs, my broken heart took over and I held my dad… to my chest.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

Weaving Full Circles

 

In the garage, I stood there, holding what was left of my father. I couldn’t swallow. I could barely breathe. It was spooky to be cradling the large, formidable man I had idolized, now contained in an impossibly small jar. 

Trying not to slip into shock, I looked up at Lynx. He stared at me while pulling his vibrating cellphone to his ear. “Talk.” After listening for a few seconds, his jaw locked. “Repeat.” More silence hung before his nostrils flared. Lynx seemed to be fighting to rein in a building rage. “Yeah, we’ll be there soon.” Slipping his cell in his pocket, he told Dagger, “Text your brother. We need an escort to the local chapter.” His jaw ticked. “The Stallion is dead. Poisoning confirmed.”

Dagger was already typing. “Fuck. He was supposed to make it.”

Vice growled, “Someone fucking got to him in the hospital.”

Lynx gave a nod. “Shit’s getting deep, boys.”

Blood rushed through my veins, all of it carrying adrenaline and guilt. This was my fault. I entered these people’s lives. Now, one was dead. I looked around the garage, expecting to see the fake-brothers. 

Vice’s voice broke through my thoughts. “Prez, I’d like to move you out now.” He peered out one of the windows on the garage door. “Not wait for Diesel. I’m not liking the sitting duck sensation.”

I didn’t even see Dagger retrieve his gun, but he was palming it. “I second that. The people who killed him most likely know of these houses.”

My new family, in danger, because of me. 

Being told I was nothing better than a pile of shit my whole life, I definitely didn’t feel worthy of all the sacrifices that were presently being made because of me. “Lynx, maybe if you leave me here—”

That man wasn’t interested in me being willing to sacrifice myself to save them and Lacey. With tense arms, he had a gun pointed toward the ground and the other pushing my shoulder to spin me around. Then, his firm grip took hold of the back of my neck. 

Guiding me through the door and back into the house, he snarled, “This is no longer only about you and Lacey.” Vice was ahead of us, Dagger behind, both on high alert as we crossed the front living room. “These fuckers just made a huge mistake. They may worship the devil, but what they don’t know is, the devil bows down to me.”

At the front door, Vice held the doorknob while scanning the yard and street. “Prez, you’re giving me another chub.”

“Kid, let go of any guilt you got kickin’.” In military style, Dagger positioned himself at the front window, inspecting our surroundings. “The stampede that’s about to take place ain’t on you.” He nodded to Vice. “Clear.”

Vice opened the door.

Refusing to let me go, Lynx guided me forward. Guns were held by their thighs to be not quite so noticeable as we crossed the front yard. It was no longer raining, but the ground sloshed under my shoes as Lynx spoke near my ear. “Fuck with one Stallion, you fuck with the herd. Remember how you heard dragons?”

Holding the urn tight, I nodded.

“Well, dragons breathe fucking fire. Time for our new enemies to burn.”

I guess Lynx was already breathing fire because the heat from his rage was radiating like my back was too close to the sun.

I guess Charlie could feel the heat coming toward him, too, because he started to bark. Not wanting to gain attention from any neighbors that may have been home, I held a finger to my lips. Shockingly, that smart dog stopped barking. He was anxious; I could tell by his body language and the way he was moving his head left to right, wanting out of the vehicle and by my side, but he took my order without vocal complaints.

Still walking briskly, Lynx quietly said from behind me, “Get in and slide over.”

Crossing the street, I pointed to Charlie, then motioned for him to jump into the back.

Without delay, he hopped over the back of the seat, only to speedily turn and put me in his line of sight again. 

As soon as I was to the SUV, I quickly opened the door and slid across the seat. Lynx followed me in and shut his door. Two other doors shut right after his. Vice had the engine running and the vehicle moving in no time. 

Dagger calmly, but very focused, said, “Diesel isn’t far from us.”

Diesel must have been waiting somewhere close by. It had barely been a minute.

When I went to look behind us, to make sure no one was following, Lynx backhanded the side of my thigh. “Never let them see you sweat.”

That’s when I finally noticed Vice heavily using his rearview and side mirrors. Dagger was studying his side mirror but also scanning all that lay in front of us. Lynx’s head wasn’t moving much, but his eyes were traveling about swiftly as we raced down roads.

I couldn’t help it. I tapped on my phone to see Lacey in her room, still at her desk.

Turning onto a four-lane highway, Dagger looked to his phone. “Huh, Diesel said he found some friends.”

“Motherfuckers,” rumbled Vice as he stared into his rearview mirror. His words may have been aggressive, but his huge smile and body showed nothing of the sort.

Also glancing at the rearview mirror, Lynx smirked. “Speaking of the herd.”

That’s when I finally heard dragons roaring. Getting louder and louder…

Lynx never looked over his shoulder. He just sat there, grinning.

Dagger beamed as he gazed over at Lynx. “She has a snout as strong as yours. I swear it.”

Lynx exhaled, looking out his passenger window, saying, “Thank fuck,” as bikes started catching up. One of the leading ones on our left had jet black hair blowing in the wind. 

A black leather glove held up a peace sign to Lynx as the bike rolled past us. 

He held up a peace sign in return, even though the biker was no longer there, and quietly said, “Hey, sis.”

No way! I quickly moved to read the backs of the leather vests that were riding by on my side. There they were—bold letters around the Stallion logo; Steel Stallions. TEXAS.

“I wonder what she figured out. What made her think by your side was where she belonged?” Dagger watched them get in front of us.

Their presence was making a powerful statement: Do not approach. This SUV is under heavy guard.

Tightly gripping the steering wheel, Vice groaned, “Damn, they’ve never looked so good.”

With Texas Stallions in front of us and Redemption Ryders behind us, there was a camaraderie that was so thick I could feel it. It blanketed us, filling the whole SUV. Even Charlie settled behind me. Lynx’s own chapter being added to this assembly melted away any anxiousness that may have been lingering. 

I had thought Lynx was intimidating. 

Now, seeing him surrounded by all his closest, he was godly.

An eerie calm came over me as I stared at him, my head leaning back against the headrest.

Maybe he felt me staring because he looked at me. Then his brows bunched. “You good, kid?”

My eyes felt droopy. “Suddenly tired.”

A proud smirk appeared. “You felt that, too, huh?” He ruffled my hair. “Being able to let your guard down is a magical thing. Get some shut-eye. We got a little ride ahead of us. I’m sure that growing body of yours is probably still trying to fix that swiss cheese shit you had kickin’ and would appreciate a nap.”

He was right. Every single day, it felt like there was something major happening. The physical stress of it all had my body in constant overdrive. The mental stress? That was beyond exhausting. No wonder I hit walls every now and then when in desperate need of some rest. On top of it all, I was still a growing boy and trying to take full advantage of all the food I was fed every day, something my body had never been accustomed to until meeting these fine people.

My tired fingers tapped the urn I refused to let go. “Don’t let me drop him, ‘kay?”

“Never.” 

Confident I was in the absolute best hands possible, I let the wonderful safety net of the baddest motherfuckers ever wash over me as my eyes slid shut.

 

My ears started taking in noises before my body began to wake. My brain was sluggish and my eyelids still heavy, but I slowly started computing voices around me. They were somewhat muted, as if not in the same room with me.

Where am I?

I opened my eyes to find myself still in the SUV. It was now dark outside, and my face was up against the window. Right next to my door was Lynx, wearing his cut, quietly talking to a woman. She was quite a bit smaller than him, but her messy ponytail, shaved sides, leather vest, gun on hip, and a knife strapped to her leathered thigh, screamed, Do not fuck with this because I skip the bark and go straight to the bite. 

I was still tired as hell, but in an instant, I knew she was Justice.

About twenty feet from the SUV, Dagger and Vice were also in their cuts, talking with gathered Stallions, hugging and speaking of a fallen Stallion who would be missed. 

Charlie was trotting around, sniffing everything and everyone—and hiking a leg here and there.

Still right next to me, Justice was quietly telling Lynx, “I know you hate it, but that doesn’t change facts. I smell Weasel Stench.”

Lynx closed his eyes and shook his head. “There’s got to be something else we’re missin’.”

She put a hand, no longer gloved, on her hip. “Thank God, I came. You’re too tired to see what’s right in front of your face. It’s called Rat-on-a-Platter.”

Lynx ran two palms down his face. “Maybe the prison visit phone was tapped.”

“Bro, this is me you’re talking to. I ain’t no fucking rookie.” 

“They had face-to-face visits, huh?”

“Yep. Plus, that Stallion had no info to give us because he followed orders. Asked no questions.” She leaned in and poked his chest. “You need to listen the fuck up, Prez, because if you don’t, you’re putting our new pup in danger.”

Lynx’s spine stiffened.

Captain smirked. “That’s right. Use that wicked brain dad gave each of us. None of the chapters involved have had any new Prospects or patch-ins. Only before all this shit has started. Which means—”

“Jesus. H. Christ.”

“Ding! Ding! Ding!” she heavily whispered. “My guess? Kansas Chap was already getting close to something that someone doesn’t want them involved with here. Hence ‘the rat’. Oz needs a heads up, but if my gut is right, we need to handle all this shit with care. We have no idea who is dirty. And no one is fucking with the pup or his Pretty Girl.” Her nostrils flared, just like her older brother’s when he’s agitated. She glared about as if any bystander could be her enemy. “Not on my watch.”

During a pause, Lynx grinned, and his eyes adored. “I have fucking missed you, ya little terror on heels.”

Her head snapped back to him, and she sneered, “I don’t wear fucking heels, you asshole—”

He yanked her into an embrace. “God, I love you.”

She swatted at his side but finally surrendered and melted to him, saying, “Love you, too.” That’s when her immense grey eyes met mine, even with the darker tinted windows. 

Still leaning against her brother, she rested a finger to the glass between us. 

It was wild but felt very natural to lift my hand and do the same. Uncanny, to say the least, but there was an instant connection. We may have talked a few times on speakerphone, and she may have watched my every move in the rental house, but face-to-face is when we truly saw each other. One damaged soul silently speaking to another. 

As our fingertips lingered, a deep voice said, “Sis, meet my kid, Saint.”

When her red lips finally smiled, I saw beyond her tough as nails exterior. “Hi, Saint.” When I smiled in return, a little gasp escaped her. “He’s just a baby.”

Lynx beamed at me. “Another wolf in the making.”

My eyes shifted, alerting them both to someone approaching. They instantly parted and faced what was coming. 

A large man had a saddened face but open arms. “Brother, I’m glad you’re here.”

Lynx hugged him. “Oz, I’m so sorry for the loss…”

As they talked, Justice opened my door. I was sure to hold my Dad’s urn so it wouldn’t fall out. She leaned in and whispered, “I take it you heard some of that conversation?”

I nodded. 

She looked regretful but whispered, “I need you to stay with one of your Austin officers or Diesel at all times. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. I’m going to do my best to keep you at my side, but officers will be having a meeting. I have to be in there. You,” she shook her head, as if not wanting to follow a club law for the very first time, “are not allowed in there.” Her hand rested on my knee. “But I trust Diesel as much as my own brother.”

I nodded, totally believing her, and understood why she felt that way.

“Be sure to put on your cut and keep it on unless told by one of your officers. You are to keep your weapons on you at all times. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“If anyone tries to get you alone, stay with an officer. If anyone tries to pump you for info without an officer monitoring the conversation, do not talk—” 

Charlie tried to push past her to see me, but she snarled, “Dog. Sit.”

Charlie sat.

As if Justice was very accustomed to being obeyed, she now ignored the dog and laid a hand on my dad’s urn. “I am sorry for all that keeps getting thrown at you, but one day soon, we will be home and able to chill the fuck out.” In Justice’s ‘rip-the-Band-Aid-off’ style, she added, “Just not today.” She stood. “Let’s go.”

Stepping out of the SUV, I was surprised that Charlie didn’t move. He waited, watching Justice until she gestured that he could come to me, which he did with his nubby tail wagging a million times a second.

The man who was talking to Lynx saw me and stared. Then he looked to my urn and back at my face. “Lynx, you said kid but… damnit. He’s just a kid.”

Lynx put his arm around my shoulders and said, “Pup, this is Oz, the President of this chapter.”

My eyes went wide. “I am very sorry about your Stallion. His wife must be heartbroken. If you could, sir, please tell her I never wanted anyone hurt. And if he has children, well,” I gazed down to the urn in my arms, “I feel their pain and wish it wasn’t happening to them.” I lifted my chin and stood tall. “I will do my best to honor—Oh,” my shoulders hunched, “I’m sorry, I’ve never been told his name.” I started over, standing tall again. “I will do my very best to honor your Stallion by growing into a good man so he did not die in vain.”

Blink. Blink. After a pause, Oz said, “His name was Cross. Thank you for your condolences, son, but I don’t hold you responsible at all. That guilt lays with the fuckers who dared to touch my club.” His voice lowered, “And they will pay.”

Many voices rumbled in agreement. That’s when I realized we had gained a crowd.

I guess everyone wanted to see the ‘kid’ who was taking them to war.
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This chapter’s clubhouse was located on a flat piece of land that was typical for this part of Kansas. The home was an old, white, very large, two-story farmhouse with a wraparound porch. After my Stallion officers had gone into a meeting, I sat on that porch a lot, holding my dad’s urn, Charlie sitting between my legs. It was like Diesel wanted something at his back. In Diesel fashion, he chose a motherfucking house. His men lingered, but the vibe brewing told me and other bikers they weren’t interested in conversation, or me being disturbed. 

It seemed all the Stallions who truly understood the dynamics of another club on their turf were also in the meeting. The newer members were baffled and only permitted the intruders because they were ordered to. Maybe they were also baffled because Ryders were the ones heavily guarding a Stallion.

When my officers resurfaced a couple of hours later, they came out the front swinging doors like a charged lightning storm. Charlie stood, focused like he was reading the gathered energy. It was Lynx fuming. And he wasn’t the only one. Many Stallion officers scanned the property as if out for blood. 

Diesel also stood, blocking my view, but I could still see tense huge shoulders. Then Dagger’s eye patch. His one blue eye found me, and I swear he exhaled relief. 

Vice met the eyes of the redheaded Ryder Enforcer he loved to tussle with. That man stood by my chair, giving Vice a chin-dip in some sort of silent communication.

The waiting Stallions, outside in the yard, all stared at the porch, trying to assess what was about to happen. They didn’t have to wait long. One of the men standing with them took off running into the night.

All of a sudden, a whistle blew out, and Charlie took off running. 

Scared for my dog I was responsible for and already treasured, I stood. “Wait—” but a command had been given. 

That sweet dog now looked predatory as his claws dug into the wooden porch before he leaped, skipping the stairs altogether. His muscular legs and back propelled him into the night… until there was a male scream. 

My jaw fell. I desperately wanted to ask what was happening, but Justice had told me to stay quiet. So, like Charlie, I followed orders.

Dagger told his brother, “To their room.”

Without question, Diesel had my arm and headed us in the opposite direction. Flanked by his men, we made our way around the house and off the wraparound porch. That’s when I saw, off to the side of the property, another building called the guest paddocks. It was also white and definitely newer. Looking more like a motel, there were separate entries to each room. 

I was ushered into one of the rooms with Diesel. His men, staying outside, shut the door behind us. Diesel locked it. There is where we stayed for another few hours.

Sitting at the edge of the queen bed farthest from the door, I asked him, “Do you think that man who screamed is alright?”

Diesel sat at a small table in front of the window, by the door. The drapes were closed tight. “Far from it.”

All I could assume was it truly sucked being a rat when it came to being involved with one-percenters. “Do you think Charlie is okay?”

“I do. I also think he’s doing his job. Protecting his owner. They have him sniffing the property.”

“Can you tell me what he’s sniffing for?”

“No, sir-o.”

After a while, I asked, “Will I get to see the video?” My dad’s urn was safely on my nightstand, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what could possibly be on the VHS tape.

Checking his phone periodically, he told me, “If it’s something you need to know, yes.” 

There were leftover burger wrappings on the table. A ‘bunny’ had brought us food, but Diesel said we weren’t hungry. It was a lie. I was starving. But the Redemption Prez wasn’t trusting anyone, apparently, and sent one of his own out for food.

“Do you think they’re watching my dad’s tape? Reading—talking about the journal?”

 “Good God, you ask a lot of questions.”

That pissed me off. “Sorry to annoy you, el sir-o, but I’m just a tad bit curious as to why my life is in fucking shambles.”

A brow lifted as he licked his teeth. “So, there is a little spark in the pup, after all. I was starting to think my men made up the whole spoon attack.”

I grumbled, “I have a gun now.”

“Did it replace your binky?”

“My what?”

He sat forward, leaning his elbows on his knees like I’d seen his brother do. “Listen up, Pup.” He exhaled, “I’m going to answer all your questions with this; I believe your officers are doing whatever it takes to keep you safe, so be patient. And forgiving. No matter what you see, try and remember we have our own way of handling things.”

When I just sat there, staring at him, trying to control my imagination that had just been set ablaze, he snarled, “El comprend-o?”

The Stallion knock I was learning well rattled the door. Diesel unlocked it to let Lynx, Justice, and Dagger inside. As Charlie rushed past them, I quickly noticed the VCR in Dagger’s hand, and something else.

Charlie jumped up on the bed and sat with me while I observed my friends. They all appeared quite calm, but Lynx and Dagger had bloody knuckles and Justice had a speck of blood on her face. 

Diesel eyed me as if reminding me of the words he’d just spoken.

Petting Charlie, I swallowed, then asked my officers, “Are you okay?”

Not answering, Justice took a seat at the table with Diesel while Dagger went to the TV on the dresser and started hooking up the player. 

Lynx sat on the other bed and faced me. Looking at his red knuckles, I asked, “Were you in a fight?”

He stared at them. “You could say that.”

I was figuring out the truth, so it bothered me that details were still being hidden. I grumbled, “What is with all the vague answers lately?”

Leaning behind the TV with a cord in his hand, Dagger warned, “Pup, knock it off.”

I crossed my arms in a scowling manner. 

Lynx smirked. “I sure like seeing that fire, kid.”

Everyone in the room was smiling, so I asked, “What?”

Lynx shrugged. “No matter how many kicks to the gut, you still keep showing glimpses of fight in ya.” He dipped his chin. “We respect that.” His smile faded. “Especially knowing we have another kick to deliver.”

“Oh, God.” I stopped touching Charlie and grabbed my cell. “Lace?”

Charlie whimpered.

“Kid! Calm the fuck down,” demanded Lynx. “She’s fine.”

I pointed to his hands. “Then, what happened?” 

He shook his head. “Club business. But what I can tell you is we found the rat.” He looked to the dark grey carpet. “It seems your shitty brothers know you’re alive, and that’s why they bailed. Which may mean—Damn, I’m sorry, kid.”

Scared shitless, I madly tapped on my phone. “No! She was sleeping!”

Dagger turned and leaned against the dresser. “Lynx! You’re gonna give this kid a heart attack!” He told me, “For Lacey’s safety, we’re gonna have to proceed with the false identities.”

Oh. I exhaled. “Is that it?” I looked to Lynx. “But, she’s okay?”

Dagger pointed to my phone. “Yes, but check. That’s what it’s for.”

In her bed, snuggled under a blanket, my girl was sound asleep.

I eyed Lynx. “Just the identities? That’s it?”

Justice pulled out the VHS tape and held it up for me to view. “There is also a personal thing.” She stood and reached over Lynx’s bed to hand me what I had been craving to see.

Then she and Diesel left the room.

Dagger turned on the TV, then headed for the closed door.

“You’re leaving?”

He stopped, then slowly faced me. “I, uh, thought you might want some privacy.”

I could feel my innards trembling as I shook my head no.

I looked to Lynx. “Will you guys stay with me?”

 

Having expected to see a satanic ritual, or something criminal, I covered my mouth when my dad suddenly appeared on the TV. He was just as I had remembered him, but now being older, I noticed how young he actually had been. I would have guessed no more than twenty-two, even though he already had stress lines. 

Sitting on a stool, with a solemn expression, he nodded to someone off-screen then began to talk into the camera. “This video is for my son, Tate Young. If you’re not him, but are someone with a good heart,” he swallowed, “I beg you not to watch this private message.”

Dagger pushed pause on the old VCR. “We stopped watching at this point. This is for you. So…” He tried to leave again.

More inner trembles shook me. “Please stay.”

Charlie laid his head in my lap.

Reluctantly, Dagger came back. “I guess if the dog has the balls,” he pushed play, then sat on my bed, “I need to.”

On the TV, my dad blew out a shaky breath. “If you are Tate…” He choked out, “I’m so sorry.” He gave a slight shrug as his dark blue eyes watered. “You may be too young to understand, but if you’re watching this, it means I failed you.” He wiped a large hand down his reddening face. “It means I am missing out on watching you grow into,” he whispered the next part as if saying the words out loud was causing him grave pain, “a man.” 

He was barely old enough to be one himself yet carried evident maturity.

My dad blew out more air then stared at the ceiling. “You watching this means bad people found out I was searching for your mother.”

I swayed on the edge of my bed. 

Now looking to the floor at his feet, my dad shook his head. “You watching this video means I made a horrible mistake, and,” his shoulders shook as he began to cry, “I left my son all alone, to face them.”

Even though I was holding back, with all my power, tears dripped from my trembling chin.

Also trying to stop crying, my dad held up his hand to someone approaching him. “No. I don’t want anyone to see you if this falls in the wrong hands.” It sounded like a female sniffling from behind the camera, right before my dad coughed, attempting to collect himself. 

He readjusted on the stool then set his shoulders back, lifting his chin. “Maybe, just maybe I will be a better father from above.” His jaw locked. “If I’m gone,” he pointed up, “there, I will do everything in my power to send someone to watch over you.”

Not able to hold it in anymore, I grabbed the t-shirt at my chest and howled to the ceiling.

Dagger quickly paused the tape as Lynx yanked me from the bed and held me so tight. “He did, son. Fuck. I’m here. I swear it.”

We stood there, both shaking.

Dagger tried to soothe Charlie while Lynx tried to do the same for me. I cried so hard, nodding, practically choking on tears as he kept repeating, “I’m here. I’m here…”

My dad was gone. And he had known he was going.

Lynx held me as I cried… 

He held me… I cried… until my tears were spent.

 

Once I finally calmed down, I sat back down on the edge of the bed again. Charlie quickly came to me as Lynx handed me a bottle of water. “Try to drink that.”

I took a long pull before Dagger hit play. 

The video continued. “Tate, my little boy, there was, uh, a place that housed many children, of all ages. Kids were sent there for different reasons, but the people who were supposed to take care of them were… uh, not kind…” 

My dad was talking as if not sure how old I would be when seeing this and feared to say too much. That’s when I understood that the journal kept the gruesome details.

He said, “I know of this place because, as a child… I lived there.” 

My heart thundered. Did they hurt him? Like they did me?

My dad almost whispered the next part, “It is where I met your mother.” He smiled as he spoke of her. “The most beautiful girl in the world; Melony.” Quickly getting lost in thought, and losing his joy of the thought of her, he added, “With help, we were the only ones who managed to escape one night. Scared, we ran away.” He rubbed nervous hands along his jeaned thighs. “The bad people who hurt kids got scared and shut down their facility.” He shrugged as if it pained him to remember. “I was so young. Only seventeen.”

Just like me.

“I thought they were gone… Well, they were for a while. It was after we had you,” he tried to smile, but it didn’t last, “they found your mom, and they took her back.”

Staring at the ceiling, he patted his chest as if begging his heart to keep beating. “If you are watching this video, know we did everything—made terrible sacrifices—to find her again.”

It was like watching a slightly older version of me, speaking of failing Lacey.

Chills ran up my spine. Lacey… 

Then, my father looked through the camera and straight into my soul. “I love you, son.”

The video ended, freezing on my father’s face.

Time stood still. That was it. No more words would ever be shared from him.

Slowly, I peered to the urn. I love you, too, Dad.

I looked back at the TV. There was something my friends needed to know. 

As if my father was giving me strength from above, I managed to speak without breaking down. “That wall.” I pointed to the screen. “That wall behind him.” I swallowed. “That’s Lacey’s kitchen wall.”

Dagger leaned toward the TV. “How the fuck you pick up on that, kid?”

“The details.” I looked to Lynx and tried to smile. “It’s always in the details.”

Dagger grumbled, “Fucking Mini Lynx.”

Lynx’s mouth parted in disbelief before he finally said, “Of course. This makes so much more sense now.” Pulling the journal from his back pocket, he held it up. “That must be the third person who they ran away with. He never mentions her name.”

I sighed, somehow relieved with the revelation, even if it only spurred more questions. “Lacey’s mom tried to help mine.” 

Why did she let her daughter suffer?

I may never know that answer. The ‘bad men’ my dad spoke of had already murdered her before I was ever able to ask. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

Building Alliances

 

At first, the words Lynx shared from the journal sounded like a love story. One about a girl, a boy, and their best friend, the three of them up against the world. After running from a living hell, they tried to rebuild a life together in Texas. According to my father’s journal, I was actually born there. 

Mind-blowing. 

Here I was, with the Stallions, on a path to get back to that state.

The why of my mother’s abduction, at this point, was still unknown to me. I could only assume it was a control tactic to keep my father from sharing their many secrets. Since that action only spurred my father to fight, it seems these people now only kept secrets hidden by burying them. So many dead—sacrificed—so that their true agenda remained a secret.

That true agenda is where Lynx started holding back on me. That true agenda is where the ‘club’ was getting involved. Before I entered the picture, Oz had caught wind of disturbing allegations in his state and was digging for intel. He wanted to know facts before raising an alarm to Lynx. 

It seems fate felt we needed to fast-track and had the men smashing together, both with major dilemmas, both oddly connected.

Three deeply involved chapters put all the other Stallions on standby.

While Charlie slept at my side in the dark, Lynx in his own bed, I stared at the ceiling, acknowledging certainties about myself and Lacey. She and I did not know we could run from our situation, but we had the passion to stay together while we endured it. 

My father, for reasons unknown, had been placed in a reform school in South Carolina, a state where faith-based reform schools were exempt from state oversight. The other state that also had no license requirements for religious boarding schools was Missouri, where Lacey and I had been taken. 

It was unclear how long each of my parents was in the facility, and how they became so attached to Lacey’s mom, but it was evident that their connection led me to what I had become and what I was growing into, a Life Warrior.

Glancing at Lynx’s knuckles, I saw fresh wounds atop of older scars. Was this the way of my future, or were those scars a metaphor for my future? Would I have one battle after another? Like Lynx, would I become that man who would always be swinging his fists, refusing to give up? These one-percenters may have had cruel ways of dealing with those who wrong them, but at least they weren’t seeking out the weak—terrorizing them simply for the pleasure of it or using innocence to gain unattainable power.

If there is a devil, he will only lend you his power to use you at his will.

That’s a fact.

Still staring at Lynx’s scarred knuckles, I realized he wasn’t causing that man—the rat— pain just to gain power. He was now a snake that had struck. Don’t tread on me.

Lynx didn’t go searching for trouble. 

It found him.

Now, he was preparing to snuff it the fuck out.

These men—these bikers—were able to handle me because they were just like the man who brought me into this volatile world. They were damaged, yet disciplined. They were fearful, yet brave. They were wise, yet willing to learn. They were bold, yet humble. 

In them, I saw fighters and lovers. 

Teachers and students. 

Fathers… and sons. 

Daughters and mothers. 

Humans, willing to make mistakes, and keep trying again.

Lying there in the dark, I decided these bikers were full of the qualities I wanted to possess. Not only did I want to make my father and Lynx proud, and honor the Stallion who had died, but I wanted to be my best for Lacey. I would do anything for Lacey—Ah, shit!

Charlie perked his head up as I sat up. “Lynx.”

He was suddenly on his feet. A gun pointed at the door. “Yeah?”

Staring at the huge Stallion ink tattooed on his back, I uttered, “Damn, you’re fast.”

His shoulders eased and his arms came down. 

Turning, he plopped back down on the bed, sprawled out on his back, and returned his gun to the nightstand. “Please, tell me you have a good reason for waking me, Pup. I’m fucking beat. No joke.”

I clicked on the lamp on the nightstand between us. “I would do anything for Lacey.”

He rolled away. “This is something I already know, Pup.”

“Wouldn’t a good mother?”

Lynx’s body jerked.

“Lynx, that’s how they controlled her—Lacey’s mother.”

He rolled to face me again.

“Think about it. I was never taken back to the facility, but Lace was. A good mother would have done anything to stop it. Her mother must’ve worked a trade—something to keep her daughter out of the facility. She claimed to be working all the time. But, now, I seriously doubt it.”

He sat straight up. “Jesus. H. Christ. No, I believe she was working, alright, but that ‘trade’ scenario answers some questions. The female signature on your marriage license.” He swung his legs over the side of the mattress to face me. “She must’ve learned of your uncle.”

Dejected, I shook my head in dismay. “I still don’t understand why he didn’t come to get me if he knew about me.”

Lynx jumped to his feet. “That’s it! He didn’t know about you!” He rushed to his jeans and pulled out my dad’s journal. Flipping through the pages, he mumbled, “No mention of the will or brother.” He looked up from the book. “Maybe he didn’t even realize he had one.” 

He started pacing as I disagreed. “He had to. The will was done when I was young, before my dad died.”

Lynx seemed excited to be figuring out some of our unanswered questions. “Think about it! That will only has a certain date because someone put it there to make it legal—binding. If Lacey’s mom was the one who forged her daughter’s signature on the marriage license, what’s to say, after finding your dad’s brother, she didn’t forge your dad’s, too?”

Blink. Blink. “You either have a wild imagination, or you’re brilliant.”

Pleased with himself, he lightly rolled his eyes. “My vote is toward the brilliant spectrum.”

“Wait.” I shook my head again. “My name. Tate. Same as my uncle’s.”

Deflated, Lynx sat back down. “Well, shit…” He held up a finger. “Maybe your dad remembered the name like you remembered Lucey’s. A faded memory that he didn’t understand.”

Petting Charlie’s head, I admitted, “This all would explain a lot.”

He sighed. “It would also explain why they killed Lacey’s mom—”

Grrrrrrrr…

Lynx and I looked to the door, where Charlie was growling, then Lynx whispered, “Light.”

I quickly turned off the lamp as Lynx, grabbing his gun, rolled over the bed. In no time, he was to his feet, rushing to hide next to the window. Peeking out the curtain, he suddenly yelled, “No!” but it was too late. The door came crashing in.

Charlie was on his paws, madly barking as Vice came bursting inside the room.

Vice froze when he saw me sitting on the bed, staring at him. 

Lynx slapped a palm to his forehead. “You, goon!”

Eyeing the door now on the floor, I chuckled. “It didn’t dawn on you to knock, Vice?”

The big guy slightly pouted. “Prez raised his voice.”

Charlie huffed as he laid down, totally unimpressed with Vice’s tactics.

The big man grumbled, “Dick. Head.”
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Searching for my mother, my dad followed clues all the way to Kansas. Again, Lynx could only tell me so much, due to club rules, but there was no denying my dad’s commitment and feeling of guilt. 

Still sitting on my bed next to Charlie, I shared, “I think my dad loved my mom like I love Lace.”

Across from me, Lynx nodded, “Oh yeah, he loved hard, just like you and I do.”

Staring at the door, now propped against the frame it once hung from, I couldn’t help but wonder… “If there is only one entrance into this room, and Vice is watching it, why did he think someone was in here?”

Lynx tried to blow it off. “He’s running on too little sleep.” But I sensed a lie.

My head tilted. “What are you not telling me?” 

“Huh?” Again, he tried to evade my questioning. “Sounds like you’re paranoid, too.”

I’d been with this man every second of every day for over six weeks. I was starting to read him, anticipating his words as if I had written them myself. 

His lying scared me because lying wasn’t part of his nature. He’d tell you to fuck off, but he never lied. What had him uncharacteristically unable to tell me to mind my own business?

He couldn’t because it was my business.

Since his hands were tied by club rules, I had to find the missing clue that he had figured out. With him lying twice, I knew it had to be a doozy. 

Like a hound, my mind raced through all the details I had learned so far. There was my dad, my mom, the kidnapping—

“Lynx, why do you think the facility wanted my mother back but not Lacey’s?”

Lynx’s eyes widened with alarm before he tried to disguise it. “Huh? Not sure.”

Huh was clearly Lynx’s word to buy him time to think of another lie. 

I was onto something. “Lynx, you appreciate me because I’m not stupid, right?”

He smirked. “And other reasons, but yeah, you’re right. I happen to think you’re very intelligent.”

“Thank you.” I dipped my chin. “Being somewhat intelligent, I can’t help but wonder why these people—who murder others without a second thought—bothered to kidnap my mom at all, and not just kill her.”

“Huh?”

Getting bored with his time buying bullshit, I flat out asked, “Why did my mom’s kidnappers bother to hide that she was still alive, able to hold my wife as a child and hum to her when she was supposed to be dead? They’re the ones who created my mom’s death certificate, right?”

My Prez sucked on his teeth.

My nostrils flared. “At least you stopped lying.”

“Watch it, Pup.”

Okay, so I now knew my mom had value, but why? She had been a kid at that school, but now was an adult—a mother. Why did they still want her? For that matter, hadn’t my dad and Lace’s mom been at that facility? Why did those two hold no value? What detail had I not given much thought to…Wait. “The men who owned the homes before Lace and I did.” As if someone had unlocked certain compartments in my mind, I was suddenly seeing things I had never considered. “Ed and Ted. The scientists.”

Lynx’s eyes widened again, then squinted as if I was now pissing him off.

I must be super close now.

Suddenly wanting distance from the truth I was starting to unravel, I leaned back. “W-What the hell would scientists have to do with satanic fanatics?”

As grey eyes bore into me, a muscle in his jaw ticks.

“Jesus, Lynx, what are you saying?”

“Not a damn thing.”

This can’t be! “W-What, they experimented on the kids or something?”

Now, his nostrils flared, reminding me where I got it from.

I leaned back further, picturing a kid strapped to a table in a cold white surgical room, while mad scientists poked and prodded—

Unexpectedly, I remembered Doctor Landon’s hypnosis on Lacey, how she had spoken of enduring something eerily similar when a child. Our brothers had Lacey on a table in the garage, forcibly restraining her, right before her father found them torturing her. 

“No.” I cringed, somehow finding ‘experiments’ worse than all the horror that had already happened to my Pretty Girl, because, if I was right, then there was a possibility that the brothers had been mimicking things they had witnessed. “You’re wrong, Lynx.” There had been rape, asphyxiation, cuts, burns, stabbings… “You have to be wrong.”

Lynx’s eyes slid shut as if begging for mercy, for my sake, his, and poor Lacey’s.

Wishing there wasn’t yet another fucking grim element to my wife’s life, my head lolled over my shoulders, losing its strength. “You lied to me earlier. Please, do it again, right now.”

With the courage I needed him to exude, Lynx slowly shook his head. 

With a voice low and full of sorrow, Lynx promised me, “This changes nothing between you and me. You’re mine. That’s still a fact, something I will vow with blood if you need me to.”

What? Vow with blood? My head quickly found its proper perch on my shoulders that were now stiff as a rock. “Why would you say that?”

“Huh?”

“Oh, fuck.” Fear raced through me. “What am I missing now?”

“Pup, I need you to chill the fuck out.”

“What kind of experiments did they do on her? And why would it change how you see me—”

Ah, no, no, no…

“Kid,” warned my Prez, “we don’t know if those scientists ever touched you.”

“Well, then, why are you even mentioning—” Like a glass of ice water had been thrown in my face, I understood. “My mother.”

Lynx didn’t answer, but his glare told me I was on point.

My jaw dropped as more awareness hovered. “Before she got pregnant with me, they experimented on her.”

He bit on the inside of his cheek.

I looked back to the damaged door. “Vice wasn’t worried that someone had broken in.” I looked back to Lynx as I started to shake. “He was worried about me. With you.”

Whatever they knew about my mom, they were worried how it had been passed down to her offspring.

As Charlie whimpered at my growing dread, Lynx’s jaw locked. “Vice and I will have words for him ever doubting you.”

“No. Don’t you dare punish him for protecting you.”

He looked away.

“Lynx, I need you to promise me, right fucking now! If he ever failed to watch over you, I’d hate his guts.”

He looked back at me… then gave me a curt nod.

“Okay.” I peered around nervously. “Okay.” I blew out a shaky breath. Then my voice wobbled, “Did they experiment on my dad?”

Staring at me, Lynx shook his head.

That’s why they didn’t kidnap him, too.

On the verge of complete panic, I asked, “Lacey’s mom?”

He hesitated, then slowly shook his head again.

Patting my chest, I begged, “Please. Tell me something. This is my life. Not club rules.”

After a pause, he said, “Lacey’s mom was part of the experiments, but not as a victim, son.” He exhaled… “She was a nurse. An assistant.”

I could feel my shoulders cave to the point my upper body was almost in my lap. “W-What?” I had envisioned her as a part of my parents’ love story, not an evil villain. “But she ran with them.”

“She did, but because… she had helped them escape.”

My vision blurred as I thought of my dad on the video, “…two of us…”

“Hang in there, kid. I believe she was trying to right a wrong, couldn’t handle kids being tortured anymore.”

Blink. Blink. “So, she was older than them?”

He nodded.

“But… then, how did they end up in the scientists’ homes? Did she end up tricking my dad after all that?”

Finally surrendering what I had a right to know, he sighed. “I don’t think so, kid. Your dad’s notes are random. They were to help remind him of things, not be a road map for others in case something happened to him, so… we’re struggling with the facts. But it seems the sacrifices your dad spoke of in the video were the nurse and him going undercover, so-to-speak—tricking the next employees, to live in the scientist’s houses. I think the scientists, for whatever reason, had gone to prison by then.” He exhaled again. “See, those homes were originally owned by someone who your dad refers to as Sail.”

“Sail?”

“Yeah. The organization that owns these facilities that house children and…” His head bobbed as if he was unwilling to repeat all the gore.

With a palm on each side of my head, I tried to keep it from exploding. “Okay. Let’s back up. Who are the employees that came to live in the scientists’ houses?”

“That would be Lacey’s dad and—”

The writing on the wall was getting me so angry. “My fake mom.”

“I’m sorry, kid.”

“How—Why on earth did my dad marry her?” 

Lynx was remorseful as he added, “Honestly, I have more questions than answers, but we think your dad and Lacey’s mom tricked the employees into relationships to gain intel.”

My ears rang and my heart thundered. This all sounded insane but somehow made perfect sense. It was dark, twisted, unthinkable… It was my reality.

“And her kids? The fuckers that terrorized me and Lace?”

“And here come more unknown pieces of this growing puzzle. They’re not her kids. Nor were Lacey’s brothers her dad’s. They have no birth certificates because they are the results of experiments.”

“That fucking word makes me irate!” The word ‘experiment’ felt like I was some sort of unsuccessful science project. “So, who are their parents?” 

“Have no idea.”

All the years of that bitch favoring them and treating me like shit, when they weren’t even hers, had me needing to move on before I exploded. “What does all this have to do with the satanic rituals?”

In dismay, he admitted, “It seems I owe you a thousand bucks.”

The bet… “My enemy is scarier than yours?”

His lips made a pop sound before he admitted, “I think so. They’ve got some Hitler shit kickin’. Cookin’ up viruses to take down weaker people.” He shivered. “All in the name of the ‘force’ guiding them to alter humans into a new, modified race.” 

“M—Modified how?”

“I just don’t know. Lacey’s mom was told it was to strengthen our species, but for reasons unknown, she stopped believing in who she worked for. Maybe she caught wind of the rituals.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Not all the kids… running in the woods… were your ordinary children.” 

My memory of the dark woods appeared. Me trying to save Lace in the lake. How I easily managed to swim with her. Her trusting me, so faithfully, floating on her back, no questions asked, made me wonder about our connection… “Did they experiment on Lace?”

“Your dad… I think he passed before any word of Lace could be written.”

Praying that she had not been subjected to the horrors, I suddenly thought of her doc… My eyes slid shut. “Doctor Landon, in the parking lot, he said, ‘She’s special’. He also asked, ‘Are you like her?’ but I was too angry to understand what he meant.”

Lynx’s eyes widened. “Blood work. The hospital. Sewing her up. Fuck.”

Rapidly, an unwelcomed thought entered my mind as her little body floated in the lake... Are our ‘modifications’ why Lace and I are so connected? Is it not… love? 

I thought about how the brothers, as they got a little older, worked as a unit—like they were connected. “Do you know anything else about the brothers?”

After running a palm down his stressed face, Lynx told me, “Not clear, but your dad made note of their ‘delivery’ when they arrived. How they were explained to be nephews that needed a home. Knowing that was a lie, your dad wrote about how different they seemed compared to you.” 

I looked to the door again. “Do you know what’s wrong with me?”

“Not a goddamn thing.”

“Lynx—”

“We don’t know shit yet. Feel me?”

I felt him. I felt he was scared. Not of me but… for me. 

He added, “You healed in record speed, who cares?”

Precipitously, my heart raced to new levels again as so many things suddenly became clear. “I-I thought it was Elle’s herbs.”

“Huh? It was.”

Lynx lying again had me swiftly becoming irritated. “Lynx, you yourself called me Swiss Cheese.”

“Doesn’t prove shit.”

I remembered… “You said I died!”

He growled, “You’re sittin’ here, ain’tcha?”

His denial was rapidly grating my exposed nerves. “I died three times!”

“But you made it!”

I abruptly stood and sarcastically asked, “Why? Was the vet a miracle worker?”

He looked away.

I sneered, “I’m not a saint. I’m a fucking freak.”

Before I knew what was happening, Lynx was roaring in my face, “You’re my fucking boy! You’re my fucking Saint!” 

Charlie was on his paws, growling.

Lynx turned on him. “You. Lay. The. Fuck. Down.”

Charlie followed the demand.

Lynx poked my chest. “This heart is what led me to this very moment. It. Is. Pure.”

“But the brothers!” I was terrified I’d change and be like them. “So mean!”

He gritted his teeth. “Kid, I swear you are nothing like them. Even the fucking dog knows it. You have to trust my gut on this. I told you we needed to find out why those torturing bastards hated you so much. I think this is it. I believe those demented fucks know you and Lace are better than them, altered or not.”

When I didn’t say anything, he continued, “Think about it. According to what you’ve said, and what your dad has written, they started showing signs at such a young age. Plus, so many of your injuries are exactly like what Lacey’s mom claimed was happening to the kids.” He grabbed my scarred palm and pointed. “This is how your mom wasn’t found. Lacey’s mom burned her hand to destroy some tracking device. Those so-called brothers of yours must’ve witnessed things. It’s like they were doing their own experiments, using you and Lace as their own goddamn guinea pigs.” 

As I had begun to suspect, there it was.

The brothers had been mimicking the deranged scientists. 

They had been mimicking rape, as they had seen and experienced. Asphyxiation during the rituals… they had tortured Lace with it before I intervened. 

Lynx sounded sick to his stomach when he said, “The torture you suffered, Pup,” he gestured down, “I think they were imitating—Jesus. H. Christ. Your father’s notes claimed Sail controlled reproduction.”

Instantly, I remembered them slicing my testicles, and wanted to shiver at the memory, but my heart cracked as I realized I wasn’t the only one…

I had crawled through Lace’s window to find bloody vegetables on her nightstand. Oh my God. The brothers probably lacked the instruments this Sail person had, so they got inventive.

Lynx grabbed my shoulder. “And that’s where his notes end.”

My father couldn’t write more notes because… the brothers had murdered him, something else they had witnessed.

I thought of Lacey’s dad and how shocked he must have been when he found the boys in the garage, torturing his daughter. I wonder if he recognized her being held to that table, experimented on, something he probably saw—or participated in at the facility. I wonder if he finally saw the error of his ways as he became part of the experiment himself, as the brothers connected, killed him.

Lynx shook me. “You’re human. You’re full of heart.” Amused, he grinned. “You’re just a tad modified.”

Only a fucking biker could find my ‘modifications’ entertaining. 

Bruised and scarred knuckles… Lynx was still fighting for me. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

Burning Deaths

 

After barely two hours of sleep, Lynx was already out of the shower, dressed, and putting on his cut. He was preparing for a meeting I couldn’t attend due to my low ranking in the club, so I stayed in bed, staring at my phone, watching Lacey slowly wake up. 

“Pup, I know she’s a needed sight for your tired eyes, but make sure you get some rest. I’m positive the vote will favor making a move on these assholes tonight.”

A life full of abuse was coming down to this night. It was beyond mind-blowing. It was soul-shaking. It felt like all the different parts of me—the abused, the angry, the scared, the sad… were finally going to have the chance to unite—were becoming one so that my new life could begin. I was blessedly going to be given the opportunity to move forward, leaving so many tragic memories behind. 

And I was scared shitless.

Not wanting Lynx to know how nervous I was, I teased, “From what you told me last night, it sounds like you’re the one who needs rest. I’m ‘modified’.” Lying in my bed, I continued to pet a sleeping Charlie while smiling, giving Lynx a challenging look. “Maybe I could even take the Head Cheese down?”

That only won me a laugh and… “I’ll be earning my thousand bucks back if you ever try. I can promise you that, Spoon Bandit. You might recover from my beatdown faster, but there ain’t no way you can physically out-best me.”

I kept smiling because I was positive that, even on my best day, taking Lynx down was never going to be an option. “Maybe when you’re wheelchair-bound, I’ll give it a go.”

He chuckled. “Better make it a good one ‘cause I’ll still be packin’.”

I needed that laugh. We both did.

“Lynx?”

He loaded guns into a holster that was strapped to him. “Yeah, kid?”

“With all that we are learning, knowing what my fake-brothers have gone through… is it weak of me to feel bad that they will be dead soon?”

He faced me, not looking surprised at all with my question. “Nah, Pup. That’s why your name suits you. Revenge doesn’t drive you. As I’ve said, your heart is true. Fortunately, so is your mind.” With an unexpected kindness, he said, “No matter what transpired to make those four boys sadistic, it is what they are now. You know as well as I do, they’ve gotta go to ground.” Distracted by his vibrating cellphone, he read it, typed, then added, “Let me ask you this: Do you really believe you and Lace have been their only victims?”

My eyes widened. I had totally assumed Lace and I were the only ones. 

Even though it was a horrible topic, Lynx shrugged as if accepting it for what it was. “Think about it.” He lifted the damaged door and propped it against a wall, causing Charlie to sit up. “There’s a much bigger picture here, kid.” He left the room.

I was shocked Lynx was actually leaving me unattended, letting me fend for myself… until Diesel walked in, “Mornin’, Spoon Bandit.”

Nope. Still their pup. “Hey, Prez.”

Charlie stood and did a whole-body stretch, then hopped off the bed. After he got some attention from Diesel, he happily trotted out the door.

Diesel plopped down into a chair near the window and door. “Ready for tonight?”

“You think it will get voted in?”

His expression showed my doubt to be ludicrous. “No question. They have to. A Stallion went down. It’s a respect thing. The herd will now demand it. Plus,” he snickered, “the only one who has the power to sway the vote wants these fuckers dead more than any of us.”

Never got old… especially after learning I may be a little ‘modified’. “Where’s Artist?”

“Sent his dumb ass el home-o.” He started laughing. “That sure didn’t come out right. Homo? Not the way he’s chasing—” Not finishing that sentence, he leaned back in his chair. “He’s headed back to my little ol’ town in Georgia. This ain’t for him. This club bus—”

“Business. I know.” I rolled my eyes.

He smirked. “Damn, does that attitude come with all teenagers?”

My brows bunched—and I may have had an upper lip snarling. “What attitude?”

He pointed to my face. “That one.”

 

[image: ]

 

By late morning, the vote had passed and everyone was preparing. Not even the sun could warm the chill that suddenly possessed my body as I watched men loading guns with bullets and magazines, and double-checking knives strapped to their belts. They all seemed incredibly focused, ready for blood and revenge.

Our SUV, cars, and trucks were all being loaded with supplies, which included many backpacks filled with more ammo, water, and medical items, in anticipation of injuries. 

Walking toward our vehicle, to load our duffle bags and Charlie’s box, I asked Lynx, “You think we need all this ammunition?”

“Hoping not, but ‘hope’ don’t do shit if your gun is empty and you’re still in the fight.”

Hard logic to argue with, I agreed, “Point made.”

On the hood of our SUV was a laptop that Justice was pointing to while saying, “See here? I think that’s where we can get onto the property undetected, according to Tennessee’s Sargent at Arms. He says he sees no cameras.”

More clubs joining the cause.

Oz snarled, “I guess the filthy molesters don’t want proof about them out there.”

Dagger stated, “Either that or they’re cocky as fuck.”

A Stallion I knew was an officer of mine, but I had yet to be introduced to, stood next to them with crossed arms. “A cocky enemy makes for an easier takedown.” 

He was well built but had a different vibe to him. There was no ‘I just rolled out of bed and don’t care’ appearance. It was more like every part of him, including his hair, was in place. His light brown but brassy hair was closely cut. Even his short beard looked as if professionally groomed.

At the SUV, Lynx bent down and took off Charlie’s collar. Handing it to me, he said, “When getting ready for a fight, never have your dog with a restraint that can be used against him.”

This was becoming more real every minute that passed by. “Yes, sir.”

Free of his collar, Charlie ran off to sniff and urinate on wheels.

“Somethin’ from the meeting I need to fill you in on, Pup. Your dad’s notes on Sail, well, Justice remembered info she ran across a while back while searching the darker webs, about some sick ass group that calls themself SAIL; it’s a group, not a person. So, what we’re walking into ain’t just one head honcho, but a whole group of sick fucks.” He gripped my shoulder at the not-so-shocked look on my face. “We already knew there was a group of them in robes from your stories, but now we know what they are, and it answers more questions from your dad’s notes. Officer business, so I’m only tellin’ ya because you suffered at their hands.” 

My face stoic, I just nodded. “Thank you for telling me. I won’t tell anyone I know.”

 

After loading our belongings into the SUV, we headed to the front of the vehicle where men were still talking with Justice. We stopped when a barely dressed girl rushed toward Lynx with a cup of coffee and juice bottle. She was full of smiles for him. “Hey, Lynx, I made this for you.”

“Thanks, darlin’.” Taking the Styrofoam cup, he walked away, much to the girl’s disappointment.

Not even giving me a glance, she side-handed me apple juice. “Here ya go.” Studying Lynx joining his crew, she said, “I’ll be back with food for you two.”

“Uh, thanks?”

She finally looked at me and seemed sad. “Sorry. I keep hoping for him to notice me again. Just one more time. Look.” She peered down. “I got these shorts just for him.”

The ‘shorts’ resembled a barely productive diaper. “Oh. Er—

 “But nope.” Ignoring me again, she sneered, “Fucking Elle.” She walked away, mumbling, “Why does one woman get all that man?”

With a brow raised, I opened my juice and went to catch up with all that man.

Once I stood next to him, I drank my juice while trying to understand the female’s infatuation with Lynx.

He chuckled while tying his hair back. “Are you checking me out?”

I wiped spilled juice from my mouth. “I’m starting to think you’re considered ‘hot’.”

Now all the deadly bikers were quiet, staring at me. Wishing I had magic powers to vanish into thin air, I quietly added, “Not that I agree.”

Laughter boomed.

Justice was smirking but rolled her eyes and got back to work. “Okay, it looks heavily wooded, and we’ll be on foot…”

After the logistics of infiltration were agreed upon and people were moving on, Lynx tapped my shoulder. “Kid, have you met your Sargent at Arms yet?”

“Oh! Torque! Not officially.” I held out my hand, which he quickly accepted. “Hello, sir, I’m Ta—”

My hand suddenly experienced an impressive squeeze as the man shook his head no. “What is your name, Prospect?”

“Saint, sir.”

The firm grip eased. “Nice to officially meet you, Saint.”

It was weird to finally see the bronze eyes that had been watching me from afar for weeks. 

Lynx told me, “You’ll meet your other two officers, Meatball and Crow, when we get home. They’re watching the home front.”

My stomach sunk. “Crow?”

Sorrowfully, he nodded. “Yep, that one will be a challenge, since it’s one of those asshole’s names, but he’s a hell of a man.”

I sighed. “It might take Lace some time.”

There was a pause, then Lynx quietly said, “I’m gonna need you to stop saying her real name in public, son.”

One fucking challenge after another. Jesus. H. Christ. “Yes, sir.”

Torque was kind, too. “It’s to keep her safe.”

“I understand. It’s just…” that’s my wife’s name. “I guess I happen to think that her name is perfect for her. She is as gentle and beautiful as lace itself.”

Torque stared at me, unreadable, then plainly stated, “It is much easier listening to your words than feeling them in person.”

Lynx agreed, “Fucking punches you in a soft spot ya didn’t even know ya had, right?”

Torque pointed at me. “Don’t you turn me into a pussy like you did Vice.” And he walked away.

Cringing, I asked Lynx, “Why do I keep hearing this?”

Laughing, he put his arm around my shoulders and walked with me. “Come on. You need to shoot a round and stab some shit before we get on the road.”

“You know that isn’t a normal thing to say, right?”

He laughed some more. “It is in my world, kid. Which is your world, too, now.”

 

After eating an early dinner, I was outside under a big tree with Texas Stallions and Ryders. They were having a smoke break when Lynx suddenly had second thoughts. “The kid shouldn’t go.” He wasn’t backing out; he was stating his worries out loud. Maybe he was hoping someone would agree and not load me into the SUV so that Lynx could fight my battles for me.

Because it was true, I said, “Tate wants you to not make him go… Saint wants you to set him free.”

The men and Justice, who weren’t used to the dynamics between me and Lynx, stayed quiet.

Lynx knew, possibly better than I did, if I was ever going to truly be a Stallion, or a proud wolf, I had to face my demons. I had to stare them down… and kill them. He just wished it wasn’t the case.

Dagger eyed his Prez. “Good?”

Prez gave a curt nod. “Yup.” But he didn’t sound nor look convincing.

Vice came to me while telling Dagger, “I got the remedy.” He attached a tiny camera to my vest, then told Lynx, “That’s for that app I downloaded on your cell this morning.”

Lynx pulled out his phone. “You smart fuck, you didn’t.”

Vice smirked. “And it’s a tracker. Better?”

Lynx took a deep breath. “Much.” Then grumbled, “One mark on him and Elle will kill me.”

Diesel couldn’t stop himself. “Just worried about Elle, huh?”

Lynx snarled, “Don’t make me punch you.”

He snarled even more as laughter broke out.

Approaching us, Oz asked Lynx, “Prez, you about ready to pull out?”

Lynx’s softer side melted away. “Yeah. Feeling fucking twitchy.”

Oz looked pleased. “That’s just how I like ya before a battle.” He let out a sharp whistle. “Hey, Stallions, listen up.” Men from all over the property gathered around, and all their talking stopped.” Oz said, “As you know, no women and children.” His voice went deep. “But you are free to take down any and all men. I haven’t heard or found a shred of evidence that any man within this organization has one reason to live. Reminders: Keep an eye out for any security cameras. I’d prefer we get close and unnoticed this time.” He eyed one of his men.

The guy shrugged. “I didn’t see the tripwire! How many times can I apologize?”

As men chuckled, Oz sneered, “Not enough times, apparently.” He addressed everyone again. “More reminders: The building is our goal. Rear entrance. If at all possible, after searching for enemies, instruct children to stay in their rooms and tell them help is coming. When we’re done raising hell, coordinates will be sent to authorities and these children will be cared for.” He took a step back. “Lynx, they’re all yours.” 

Lynx took a step forward. “I may not have been as close to Cross as I am with some of you, but by how you men are honoring his death, I know he was a damn good man.” As men adjusted their feet and let out low rumbling sounds, Lynx nodded and got much louder. “He will not go down without a blaze of fire, reminding others why you do not fuck with Stallions!”

Men cheered.

Lynx yelled, “After we take down every guilty prick tonight, we will bury our brother, knowing he can rest in peace because the ones who took him from us are burning in Hell!”

Men roared!
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Even though we were crossing state lines, the drive felt far too short. It may have been hours, but I wanted more. The sun was gone, and a chill in my heart was present as we drove down another desolate dirt road to get to the far side of a heavily wooded area. This was strategically planned so that our enemy wouldn’t hear the dragons coming.

I was thinking of Lacey and wishing someone could have done this years ago to save her. I wondered how many children were in the building. I wondered if my mom was still alive, possibly even in this building we were about to invade. I wondered if my dad was watching me…

Dagger was parking the SUV while Lynx tapped on his phone. As more vehicles and bikes pulled in around us, he held up his phone for me to see. It was a live feed of the back of Dagger’s head and seat since that is who I was sitting behind. 

I guess my dad was watching me.

Outside the SUV, Vice opened the hatch, and out came Charlie. The dog wasn’t jolly. He sensed what mode he was to be in. It was amazing how smart he was. 

Shaking my head in disbelief, I told Lynx, “He’s not just to be a companion, is he?”

Lynx finagled a backpack on me. “Eagle reads dogs and knew this one was meant for you.” He turned me to face him. As he tightened straps, he said, “Just because Charlie is deadly and wants to watch your back, it doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you. Feel me?”

My throat tightened as I realized Lynx wasn’t just speaking of the dog. “I feel you.”

Lynx quickly kissed my hair. “Stay alive or I will kill you.” Then he shoved me away.

As the man—the rock for me to cling to—walked away, I whispered, “Yes, sir.”

I understood him having to join the other Prez of the group. Lynx had always been about leading first, being selfish last. Even though I knew he wanted me right by his side, possibly even with his grip on the back of my neck, he gave me the next best thing.

Diesel and his men came to me. “Are we the scariest el babysitter-os you’ve ever seen-o?”

Fuck me if I didn’t sigh at the big bastard. “Apparently, I’ve got connections.”

He grabbed my shoulders and shook, laughing. “Jesus, Pup. You brave little motherfucker. Still finding the balls to joke around before using your gun!” He yelled over his shoulder, “Hey, Brat! You need to take some notes.”

Brat? I knew that name! He was the Stallion Prospect that was with the bunny, Sapphire. Thinking another Prospect would be a welcoming sight, I quickly scanned the men moving about to find a young man glaring at me. It was clear we wouldn’t be fast friends. 

Diesel shook his head. “He has connections, too, but also the sense of humor of a boiled egg.” 

Baffled by the horrible example, I looked at Diesel with a perplexed expression.

Diesel nodded. “Exactly.”

What? 

Right before Lynx and Oz did hand gestures, preparing their men, I took one more look at my Lacey, sleeping in her bed. I touched the screen of my phone. I love you. This was it. Judgment day was headed for my abusers’ doorstep.

I could feel them nearby. 

I could also feel my true brothers. My new biker family. Their hunger… all ready to honor the Stallions who needed them.

In mere seconds, this organized group of men who ride together, live together, and love together, were now walking together… into the woods, to find retribution.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

Wanting Retribution 

 

There were no streetlamps or beaming stars to light the way. Not even the new moon offered light. This was to be a dark journey, in every way. Some Stallions had flashlights, but they were kept to the ground as we walked and walked, quietly making our way through trees. I ignored the fact that I knew I didn’t need a flashlight to see. It was as if my tortured soul knew the way with no guidance.

As time passed with no conversation due to the group needing to be as quiet as possible, I wondered if I would recognize the building in which I was once held captive. I prayed there would be no haunting screams echoing in the hallways… 

Instead of letting those memories spook me, I focused on Charlie, right in front of me. I focused on the twigs and leaves that cracked and crunched under my leather biker boots. I focused on telling myself not to be afraid to kill someone who deserved it. Yet, no matter how many times I repeated it in my head, I couldn’t shake the belief that I had no right to take a life. 

That is until I heard a sound I recognized so deep inside that my soul started to pulse. My spirit vibrated and my heart roared. My blood boiled and my mind focused on all that my ears were feeding it. 

The sounds were faint. In fact, I think only Charlie and I could hear them. That’s why I whispered to Diesel, “You don’t hear them, do you?”

“Talk to me, kid.”

“The men.”

“The fuck?” But then he looked to Charlie, who was tilting his head as if trying to understand the unfamiliar sound. 

But I knew. 

I knew those sounds were men chanting, in the midst of a ritual. 

We weren’t going to make it to the building. 

These bikers were about to come across one of the goriest sights they would ever see in this life, or the next.

Staring at Diesel, I silently begged him to warn Lynx.

He studied me… then gave me a nod before aiming his flashlight’s beam down the row of men until it hit the side of Lynx’s face.

Lynx quickly put a fist in the air.

Within seconds, the entirety of weaponed men came to a stop.

Grey eyes raced down the line to see who was trying to get his attention. I stepped forward from the line. As soon as he saw me, I tapped my ear, then pointed to where we were headed. For more clarity, I put my hands at the top of my head, lingering, then had them make a shape of a hood down the sides of my face. I also tilted my head down to help him understand this impromptu charade; robed men were beyond the trees.

When I looked back up, Lynx’s veins pulsed against the skin of his neck and forehead. The idea that he and his men were about to catch sick men exploiting children had him borderline manic. Barely able to contain his instant rage, Lynx whispered to Oz, then to Dagger. 

Whispers were shared from one man to the next. 

When Justice was informed, although she was still beautiful, she transformed to positively frightening as I watched her unsheathe her blade.

As the dark message traveled to more men, backpacks were taken from shoulders in preparation for battle. Inside each of the bikers, a fury lit bright, but the flashlights went black. Weapons were retrieved. No bikes were present, but these men still reacted with the fluidity of a wicked school of piranha, reading each other’s movements and responding perfectly as we prowled silently forward.

Blending in with their connection, my skin burned as silent rage grew amongst these men of worth. Abusers off in the distance were unaware of the shadowy wall of preying muscle. Skilled killers were on the hunt, with no intention of taking prisoners.

Once close enough that everyone had begun to hear the chanting and moans of their vile acts, backpacks were set on the ground and up against trees, so they could be easily found when needed. The glow of the huge fire started sparkling through the trees as if leading us toward our place of domination. 

Once to the rim of the last layer of trees, before the opening, Hell presented itself.

It took my Stallion brothers a few seconds to comprehend the horrific sight. But not me. I had been one of the children. Cages were empty. The chase was already complete. Each child had already been drugged…

Facing the huge firepit, with the burning stake and a bloodied skull impaled on top, I viewed more men than I remembered from when I had been a victim of their crimes. All were robed, on their knees, praising a Lord who they believed offered them rich gifts in the shapes of innocent bodies.

As if trapped in a bubble and unable to move, I watched as one warrior blazed forward.

She was magnificent.

Her black hair blew in the wind, whipping behind her as if she was actually on her dragon. Her spinning wheels were now black leather boots, racing for her first revenge kill of the night. Like a fearless Viking, she stood behind the man closest to the woods with her blade in the air. She slammed it down on the crown of his spine with such aversion, I knew she was not only punishing this man, but the men she could only reach by killing another violator. 

Justice had been served…

Justice leaned her head back and howled her pain, her victory, her desire for more blood, and a call to the wildest of the wild.

As each despicable man pulled back his hood to see where the cry was coming from, our wall of vengeful men charged forward, roaring of the death about to be delivered.

It wasn’t shocking that guns weren’t being used. Every avenger present wanted to feel the warmth of spilled blood as their blades cut through the flesh of evil. They wanted every ounce of satisfaction they could muster. A Stallion had fallen, and children were being sacrificed. There wasn’t enough retribution to be found at this point.

Especially when I saw one familiar face. Then another. And another…

As the robed men screamed, fought, and begged for their lives, four sets of eyes that I would never forget stared at me. By their evident shock, they never thought they would see me again.

Because of these four young men, this place, and the men being brutalized at my back, I had screamed in the night while I slept. I screamed for Lacey to run…

I was not sleeping now, nor was I lost in a nightmare.

I was found. I was empowered.

Lynx was correct. Lacey and I were not their only victims.

I looked at the dazed expressions on the children’s little faces. In a calm that made no sense at the time, I quietly said to the children, “Close your eyes.” 

They did, curling into themselves, on their sides. Compassion ran through me. I, too, had once wanted to be small so that I would be forgotten and saved from more harm.

No longer did I want to be small. Now, I wanted to be a giant. 

In a way, I was. I was Saint. My heart was huge. And my heart was… pissed.

I told the four terrors of my youth… “Ruuun.”

When none of them moved, not comprehending the insane state I was in, I, without delay or regret, rammed my blade into Jarod’s neck, right under his ear.

Why him first? He was within stabbing reach of me. And he wasn’t Damien. That brother was going to suffer the most.

Slowly, I pulled my knife from Jarod, relishing the feel of his flesh oozing and vertebrae crunching. “That is for Lacey.” I leaned down and whispered, “She hopes Hell is as cruel to you as you were to her. May her beautiful smile haunt you as you burn.” Even with his hands grabbing at his throat, blood squirted from the fatal wound. 

It seemed my aggression was permission for Charlie to exhibit some himself. As Jarod struggled to breathe, now that his jugular had been compromised, my dog latched on to the back of his neck and shook with all his might. 

With one hand, Jarod reached out for the other three, but none of them were like me. None of them would do anything for their friends or family. They just stared as if they had never seen this day coming. 

I gave a light whistle, to call off Charlie, then grabbed the pathetic arm asking for help and held it still. With the tip of my knife, I sliced the front of his robe. Then, I carved a Y into the now-exposed skin of his chest. “That’s for my dad. He wants to see you off to Hell, too.”

Now that my point had been made—that I had no issue with causing injury or death—I faced the other three and calmly repeated, “Ruuun.”

I could feel an evil grin cross my face as three sets of robes took off running into the woods, to the left of the fire. I exhaled satisfaction as I took my first steps. I inhaled as I started to jog in chase. Even though catching these three was going to be a challenge, I welcomed the hunt. I knew I would find a way to have credit for all four deaths.

Like deciding to pull out my gun and sending a few bullets toward Damien’s leg. He fell to the ground, holding his hip, screaming in pain. 

I pointed in the direction I saw Jake run. “Go get him, Charlie.”

My dog took off.

In no time, I was standing over Damien, studying his wound. “Oh, good, you won’t bleed out before I get back. I’m saving you for last.”

Writhing in pain, he screamed, “You said run!”

Putting my gun back in its holster, I shrugged. “Your point?”

“You fucking shot me!”

“Yep. It appears so.”

“You fucking asshole—”

The bottom of my boot mashed his bleeding hole. “Nope. No name calling.” I bent over and wiped his forehead. Holding up my wet fingers, I winked. “You should never let them see you sweat.” I wiped the wetness on his robe. “I’ll be back. I must kill Crow first.”

Damien roared my name as I took off running to hunt down his brother. Flying around trees, I kept smiling. Your fear is my fuel.

I slowed when I heard Charlie growling and not chewing. Coming around a cluster of trees, I saw Jake with a big stick, swinging it at my dog. Charlie managed to charge around a strike and lunged at Jake’s chest, taking him to the ground. The hard landing had the stick flying in the air. Jake resorted to swinging his fists with one landing on my dog’s ribs and me diving through the air, my knife ready.

As I hit the ground, flat-bodied, I was close enough to sink my blade into Jake’s thigh.

“Ahhhh!” he screamed in pain.

I crawled up his body and sat on his stomach. Charlie sat next to us, panting and satisfied. Jake’s squirming was annoying, so I stabbed my knife through his shoulder, pinning him to the ground. “Hold still, please.” 

Perched on Jake’s midsection, I pet my dog. “We make quite the team, Pup.” 

He barked.

“Want some more?”

Bark!

“Good boy. Go find the other asshole.”

Charlie took off, making me so proud.

Exhaling glee, I peered down. “Ready to die?”

Jake tried to punch me with his free fist, but I was faster. The knife that was in his shoulder now pierced his swinging hand.

“Ahhhh!” he screamed again, his good hand with the bad shoulder now holding the bloody one.

“Don’t you wish you hadn’t raped my wife?”

Shaking in agony, he sneered, “I loved fucking her—Ahhh!” 

I stared at the Y I had just carved into his chest, right through his dark robe. “Mrs. Young doesn’t appreciate your tone.”

Pain had him wincing and breathless. “Wh-What happened t-to you?”

A grizzly chuckle erupted from my uncarved chest. “Is it not clear?” After climbing further up his body, to now sit on his chest and hold his arms down with my bent legs, I sliced my new initials in his forehead: HS. “You made this saint hostile.” 

“W-What?”

I sat up straight, hearing my dog in a fight. “Ah! The next one is ready!” I shrugged down at the boy about to die. “It is time for me to go, which means—”

“No!” yelled Jake, right before I sliced his throat, blood splattering to my face.

War paint.

Back on my feet, I did my body roll warm-up, preparing for a gruesome kill. Then, feeling completely off-kilter, I skipped toward screams. “I’m coming, Charlie Boy.”

With teeth rips in his robe, I found Crow up a tree, trying to shoo my dog away by throwing little broken branches at him. Of course, it didn’t work. 

With a sharp, bloody blade in my grip, I crossed my arms and peered up. “Crow, how’s it going? Ready for torture?”

Screaming, “Fuck you!” spit and fear flew through the air.

I smiled up at him. “I think I am going to gut you.” I nodded. “Yes, that sounds very entertaining.” Glancing at my dog, I asked, “What do you think, Charlie? Oh no,” I wiped under his snout, “you have some of Jarod’s skin sticking to your chin.”

The pitifully hopeless cry from up in the tree lent freedom to my tainted spirit.

I sang out, “Crow, come on down.”

“No! You’re fucking insane—”

Bang went my gun. I looked at the hole now in the tree. “Oh, darn, I am very new at this gun thing.” I aimed farther up. “Let’s try again.”

Crow was a trapped animal, trying to climb higher. “Stop it!”

I closed one eye, hoping it would help my aim. “Now, why would I do that?” Bang!

“Fuck!”

I perked up. “I got ya?” I aimed again. “How about that! Closing one eye actually helps.” Bang!

A body fell from the tree with a delicious thud… I didn’t even know where I’d hit him, nor did I care. He was still alive; therefore, I was able to get to gutting.

With a foot on each side of his paralyzed body, I stated, “Huh, Karma is truly a bitch, ain’t she? You’re in shock, unable to move, unable to defend yourself, just like my Pretty Girl.” I squatted over him and whispered, “Just like I was when you raped her.”

Having sudden memories of him sliding in and out of my wife, with her blond hair moving in the dirt as he moved… true anger finally found me.

With hideous slowness, I slid my knife down his brown cloak, exposing his chest and stomach. 

Tears slid from his eyes…

“She cried, too.” My blade filleted his stomach open. “So many tears caused by you.”

Deep groans, coming from his heaving chest, told me he was in extreme pain.

“Her tears are acid drops on my heart. Burning away empathy. Burning away any sympathy I should have… for you. Now, you must pay for every drop you made her spill.”

As I cut through muscle and pulled out his organs, I laid them on his chest so he could watch himself die.

In horror, he stared at the innards now on his chest, while I whispered, “See her beautiful face as you descend into the darkness you prayed to. Know she will still be here, alive and thriving. Know my father’s death was not in vain. You, and all who made you, are going down.”

As Crow choked on fright, blood, and the mistakes he had made against me, I walked away, counting his final breaths.



[image: ]






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 

Balancing Vengeance 

 

Ying and yang; dark and light, finding mystic harmony. 

Whether or not I was becoming a sinister man or a one-percenter was still to be revealed. The one who once rallied so many assaults now lay waiting for his reaper. What would his reaper reap? 

“Oh, Daaaaaamien,” I sang out in a manner that announced I was still siding with the black heart that had been awakened in me.

How far would I go?

All the way, for Lacey.

Prowling back toward where I had left Damien, I wasn’t completely surprised to see Diesel waiting for me. I asked, “Have you been around to watch the show?”

Not frightened by my recent actions, he was leaning against a tree, smoking a cigarette. “You still with us, Pup?”

Blood and innards dripped from my fingers and knife as I stalked past him. “Has yet to be determined. I’ll let you know after one more kill.”

Petting Charlie, Diesel mentioned, “I got a grey-eyed bastard who’s a little concerned with what he just saw.”

The camera… Now walking backward, I pulled it from my vest and tossed it to Diesel. “Here. Now he don’t have to watch.”

Picking flesh off the little item, he grumbled, “Fucking teenagers.” 

Turning back around without stopping my stride, I said, “The teenager in me is long gone, Prez.”

“That’s what I’m a little worried about.” He and Charlie followed me. “This, uh, ‘new you’ is a bit, er, unsettling.”

I admired the blood on his clothing and challenged, “You didn’t take a life tonight?”

Still walking, he peered over his shoulder to see the aftermath, even though we were already too far away. “I didn’t treat his guts like Play-Doh, kid.”

Searching for Damien, I sneered, “I take it Lynx is worried my modifications are showing their ugly side?”

“He’s not the only one, Pup. You’ve gone from ‘Sweet Saint’ to ‘Holy Fuck, Batman’ in about three minutes flat.”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘bat man’ but—” I finally spotted a pool of blood, which made my mind splinter with more desire for revenge clashing with gruesome memories. “But I can tell you I’m very angry right now.”

He mumbled, “No shit.”

After examining the puddle, I followed the red trail Damien had left behind, attempting to drag himself away. “They hurt me, hurt my wife.”

Diesel, the twisted sonofabitch himself, actually had the balls to chuckle. “Something they are presently regretting, I assure you.”

“They murdered my father.” 

“Hey, I ain’t pro-life with these fucks, trust me, but I am a wee bit concerned with your, er, technique.”

I leaned down and swiped at the trail I was following, like a hound dog. Holding up four red fingers, I asked, “Did you know, these four terrorists found my wife’s menstrual cycle to be like taking her virginity all over again?” 

Diesel cringed, trying to avoid looking at my hand. “The fuck?”

“Exactly.” I stalked the trail. “Not only did she suffer from normal cramps, but they raped her during that time, every fucking month—Ah! There you are, you soon-to-be-dead motherfucker.” 

Damien started to army crawl with every bit of the waning energy he had left.

Easily catching up to him, I slammed my boot down on his back, so he would stop pathetically slithering for an escape that was never fucking going to happen. As his chest slammed to the ground, I casually told Diesel, “And this one,” I dug my heel in his back, making it hard for him to breathe with the pain, “was the very first of them to rip her open with his cock.” Daring Diesel to argue with me, I stared at him. “I believe she was twelve when it first happened. Surely, that doesn’t take any DNA modifying to make me find that fucking repulsive? Or be hungry for his blood?”

In full surrender, Diesel shook his head. “You win.” He saluted Damien. “Nice not knowin’ ya. Good luck with this one-way ticket to ‘You’re Fucked Land’.” 

As Diesel backed away, wincing from knowing what was coming—and preferring to not have this front row seat—I added, “Want to hear about how all four of the rapists started taking her on a regular basis? Not giving her poor body a chance to recover before the next one climbed on top?”

Diesel kept retreating. “Not one bit, kid. Hack off his dick.” Then, he faded into more darkness of trees.

“Want to hear about the eggplant?”

“The fuck?” He disappeared, his voice echoing, “Make him scream, Pup.” 

I knew then that the few examples of the torture we suffered at these monsters’ hands were enough for Diesel to understand how this dark side of me was well deserved and necessary to truly avenge my Pretty Girl and keep them from hurting anyone else, ever. 

“T-Tate,” cried a shaky voice from below. “L-Listen to me.”

I squatted next to my number one enemy. “Did you listen to her as she screamed for you to stop?”

He peered up, fear and tears in his eyes. “I-I should’ve. You’re right.”

So disappointed, I exhaled. “I truly expected more of a fight from you, hence leaving you for last. But it seems that without your demented pals, you’re a useless fucking coward.”

Tears dripping to the ground, he begged, “P-Please. I d-don’t want to die.”

I tapped his nose. “Good to know. That’s gonna make all this even better. Ringleader.” 

Waves of rage seared my conscience into chard coals as more memories floated to the surface, all wanting to share in this piece of much-deserved revenge.

Hatred had my hand trembling as I grabbed the top of his blondish hair. “I was tied to a chair as I watched you butcher her perfect hair.”

Damien screamed, his arms flailing around his head, desperately trying to stop my knife from sawing off chunks of his hair. Far too close to his scalp, I could feel his skin give under the force of my sharp blade.

After tossing bloody clumps of hair aside, his arms wrapped around his bleeding head. “Tate!”

Enjoying his torment more than any sane man should, I explained, “I had to watch you drag my sweet girl behind a fucking car until she finally passed out.” I suddenly roared, “YOU SICK FUCK!”

Slipping deeper into dark corners most don’t want to admit exist in their mind, I madly stabbed at his wrists, feeling his skull stop my knife with every strike.

Damien whaled out his agony. “Stop! Stop!”

Losing any shred of control I had left, I sneered, “That is something I begged for as I was forced to watch you rape her.” Damien arched and screamed as I viciously carved a Y through his cloak and into his back. “You marked her as if she weren’t a living being.” 

I rolled him over and screamed in his face. “You electrocuted her–as a child! You sliced her!” I held up my scarred palm that was drenched in blood. “You burned her!” Dropping my knife, I covered his mouth and nose with my palms and exuded all the pressure I could. “You suffocated her to the point of passing out while you raped her!” 

Damien writhed as I smothered him. 

“Over and over again! All in one sitting!”

He choked, gasping for air after I released his face.

I smiled. “Can’t have you dying yet. So much more fun to have.”

“I-I’m sorry! Sorry!”

My fists beat on my chest as if I were an enraged gorilla. “Yes! You are!”

I yelled in his face, “So! Fucking! Sorry!” while I retrieved my blade. 

My right eye twitched as I stared at it. “A great man taught me I had power with this. That I could have power over you.” The muscle in my cheek shook with my craze. “Let’s see if he was right.”

Damien’s blood flew everywhere as his hands, unable to work properly from me stabbing his wrists, tried to push my knife away as it sunk into his side. 

The way it penetrated, so deep, told me organs had been hit, which made my eyes roll back into my head. So, I repeated his words I had heard so many times before, “You’re right, brother, this does feel soooo good.”

Damien was howling, but he didn’t sound like the formidable wolves I’d come to admire and love. He sounded like a squealing, dying hyena.

 “Know this, Damien,” I pulled out the knife while whispering the next part, “you didn’t break her.” I sunk the blade into one of the only dry spots left on his cloak. “And, as you can see and feel,” I twisted the knife, “you didn’t break me, either.” I yanked out the soaked weapon. “Even when you thought you had killed me.” Damien’s eyes were wide with shock and alarm as I held the knife above him, only to maliciously lower it and carve HS on his chest. “You failed.”

What came next? I think he was screaming, but I no longer heard him. My mind had shut out every pitiful cry as I stabbed his groin and his testicles… over and over, making sure his dick would never be functional again, not that I had any intention of letting him live. 

Just like he tormented my life, I tormented his last minutes. “As I steal your blood and watch it leak from your pathetic body, I’m giving my wife strength,” stab, “revenge,” stab, “honor,” stab, “and the power to outlive your burning soul.” Stab! Stab! “May every scream you forced from her haunt your eternity in Hell.”

Releasing all my fury on the last demon I needed to face, I must’ve blacked out…

As I came to, I found myself on my feet, covered in blood, stumbling backward, staring at the massacred body that now resembled a trough of ground beef.

My hands were empty. My blade in his eye socket.

I was gasping for air and for the balance these triumphant deaths had given me. That balance offered the foundation that my kinder self desperately needed in order to return to my body. I felt shocked over my actions, but no part of me had regret. I simply lacked the will to find regret. These criminals had to fall… permanently. Hostile Saint made that happen.

Charlie’s growl was my first inclination that this night wasn’t over.

“So, it was you who was truly the strongest.”

A man’s voice was the second.

I spun around to face him. 

By the way he walked and confidently presented himself, I understood this man was higher up in SAIL. That’s why I didn’t ask who he was. He already seemed to know who I was, so I didn’t offer one more bit of intel for him to gather. My Captain had given an order, If anyone tries to pump you for info, without an officer monitoring the conversation, do not talk.

This man may have been a part of what I was, but I didn’t want him to be a part of what I had become. Saint was only for Lacey, wolves, and my Stallions.

Besides, I had Charlie to do all the talking that was needed. 

Grrrrrr…

The man stopped approaching, gesturing to my dog as he pushed back his hood. “Your friend doesn’t seem to like me.”

I wanted to say, He’s a great judge of character, but kept Justice’s words closer and studied my robed enemy instead. There were no weapons in his hands, yet he stood there as if he had all the control of this situation. That was unnerving. I was missing something.

The grey-haired man asked, “Mind if we chat?”

I mind that you’re breathing, asshole.

“What is your friend’s name?”

Dickhead.

“I know you have the ability to speak, Tate Young.”

Say nothing.

Lifting his hands, the cloth on his arms swayed. “Okay. Okay. I’ll do the talking.”

Lucky me.

“How much do you remember of your mother?”

Fuck. You.

“I’m only curious because you weren’t born under our care.”

This is what you consider ‘care’?

“Supervision is normal procedure with certain subjects.”

There was a strong urge to ask what ‘subject’ meant because I wanted to know what I was, but I was no fool. Lynx had warned me at the hotel that I could be outwitted by street smarts since I had none. The man in front of me clearly had more life experiences than me. I wasn’t going to give him any more power by saying the wrong thing. 

I had no idea how long I had been out while murdering Damien, nor whether or not Diesel was nearby. I needed to self-preserve so I could eventually make it back to my girl.

The man said, “We were concerned your early years of receiving love and compassion had made you weak. You’d lacked the drive to dominate and control. Definitely lacked the need for revenge.”

I thought of Lynx telling me I lacked the drive for revenge. Lynx made it sound honorable. This man made that character of mine sound weak.

Not that either mattered now. A trail of blood led to me.

He continued, “My Lord knows I’ve given you ample reasons to react, but you always refused.” He gazed at the body on the ground behind me. “Until now.” His dark and inquisitive eyes met mine. “What changed in you?”

Lynx. His name is Lynx.

“You’ve now killed. Before, you were the annoying boy always trying to rescue the children.” He exhaled. “Just like your father, trying to save your mother.” His expression showed my father’s noble actions to be merely bothersome. “The only good that came out of that was learning about you.” He sighed. “Imagine that. Your mother, my special project, out in the world having babies.”

Babies?

“Your brother didn’t survive.” He winked. “A shame.” Elated, he explained, “That’s why I was so intrigued with you! You did!” He smiled as if dreaming of a bright future. Then his smile faded. “I tried to save you by having these,” he gestured to the dead body, “subjects torture you slightly, hoping to spur a fight in you. But nothing.” He shook his head. “Such a disappointment. Giving up on your potential, I somewhat forgot about you. I never received any reports of you improving. Then,” he rolled his eyes, “you found your even weaker companion.”

Companion?

Keeping his distance from a growling Charlie, he paced side to side. “Lacey ended up being so pointless I easily traded her for her mother’s services. Although, that soon complicated things with her father—a once-loyal employee.” He shrugged. “Meh. Neither here nor there. Back to you.” He placed his hands on his hips. “When you discovered Lacey again,” he pointed at me as if somewhat proud, “I really thought things were about to change for the better.” His hands flew into the air as if giving up. “But no! You went and fell in love!” He spoke as if debating whether or not to vomit in disgust. “In and out of her window like the damn experimental chimpanzee you are.”

What? Wait… They were watching me?

“Oh yes, we see everything.”

In the distance, I suddenly heard Stallions yelling warnings to one another.

Knowing they had each other’s backs like they had mine, I smirked and finally spoke. “You didn’t see them coming.”

“Ah! He talks!” He nodded. “This is true. Ignorant leathered men did, indeed, sneak under our radar for a bit. And I can only assume you are here with no warning because my mole is now dead.” As gunshots now rang out in the air, he casually stated, “But there are always solutions to every problem.”

I guess my eyes showing care for why bullets now rang out showed the weakness this man had been speaking of because he dismissively waved a hand in the air. “Oh yes, security has finally arrived. We do prefer privacy when communicating with our Lord. Therefore, you caught us with our pants down,” he gestured to his robe as if he hadn’t just been violating a child, “as they say. That’s an error now being,” he exaggeratedly cupped his ear to listen to more fired bullets, “rectified.” Again, dismissing violence that most likely followed him everywhere, he added, “That’s not what’s important, Tate.”

I didn’t appreciate him telling me my family wasn’t important. Besides Lacey, those people fighting in the distance were the most significant beings in my life. 

And someone was shooting at them.

Amazed, he said, “Ah, there it is again. That crazed look in your eyes.” Crossing his arms, he rubbed his chin with his hand. “Your loyalty is most impressive. Again and again, we sent in our subjects to terrorize, but you and Lacey simply refused to crack.”

I gritted out, “Maybe that’s due to my modifications.”

Regretfully, he shared, “If only we had that kind of genetic power. No. We enhance abilities to heal, so you will survive what is to come, but, alas, inner determination—hope and all that nonsense—is choice, something we can’t control.” He grinned. “Although, within controlled environments and with exposure to certain cruelties, you could say we do our best to ‘create’ our preferred ‘choices’.”

In the distance, all guns went quiet, so I said, “I wonder who chose to live through that.”

Sideways, he leaned forward as he winked again. “Willing to put money on it? I never lose.”

“Never, huh?”

“No.” He was far too pleased with himself. “In fact, my men—when done killing yours—will be here to collect my investment.”

Suspecting where this conversation was headed, I lifted a daring brow. “Investment?”

“Yes. That would be you. My property.” 

Ready to never see this man again, I licked my teeth. “You should’ve been smart enough to modify yourself.”

Totally intrigued, he asked, “Oh really? Why is that?”

“Then you could have heard my dad, behind you.”

The man didn’t share one more word before his body jolted, due to the knife that had just been shoved into his back.

From over the man’s shoulder, Lynx growled in his ear, “He’s. My. Boy.”

As the man’s knees buckled and his body wavered, he spoke in eerie awe. “So, there truly is strength in love, after all.” His eyes glossed over. “Interesting.”

As he dropped to the ground and slumped to his side, Lynx growled, “When you see that pussy of a Devil, tell him Lynx said, ‘Stay on your knees where you belong, bitch’.” 
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Even though we still did not know what SAIL was precisely, or how many more facilities they had, we weren’t going to let them keep this one. With the help of unexpected guests, all dead bodies had been dragged inside and set on fire.

I couldn’t believe Eagle and a few of his men had driven in once they heard about the Kansas rat. Since they were behind, they skipped right on through Kansas and caught up to us in Missouri, just in time to intercede SAIL’s security. That’s why that gunfight ended so quickly. The herd was as thick as the emblem manes on their leathered backs.

As we watched the building burn, I asked, “Not one sign of my mother?”

Lynx solemnly shook his head. “I’m sorry, son.”

My heart ached. Finding her for my dad would have felt so righteous, so complete. Now, I could only hope she wasn’t suffering somewhere, under the control of whoever else was involved with SAIL.

I knew one thing would make him proud.

Far from the burning building, Justice and other Stallions were caring for all the children that were huddled together, blankets tucked over their little shoulders. All waters we had carried in our backpacks, for us, were now in kids’ hands.

Dagger jogged up to us. “Time to roll out. Oz is about to send the location to the cops. These kids need medical care and food. And,” he pointed to the pillows of smoke floating higher, “that may draw some unwanted attention.”

Justice was still over by the kids. “Stay put. Help is coming. Stay together. Okay?”

Little heads tiredly nodded.

She looked stressed, not wanting to leave the kids for fear they would run and get separated. So, I went to her. “They won’t go anywhere. They’re drugged.”

Her hands made fists as her huge eyes welled. “Can I kill them all over again?”

“No.” I pointed to the kids. “But now they can live.”

Staring at them, she swallowed. “Okay.”

Lynx eyed me. “You good?”

Gazing back at the building enveloped in flames, I sighed, trying to let this time in my life go. “Yeah, let’s get back to Pretty Girl.”

With his arm around my neck, he yanked me in, kissed my hair, then shoved me away. “You have a hell of a wedding gift to give her.”

Oz and Eagle were ready for us to get a move on. 

Oz was insistent, “We got this. Go. We know other back roads to avoid cops.”

I couldn’t help it. I quickly hugged the two other Stallion Presidents, who had entered into my life, vowing to never forget what they did for me and Cross, the fallen Kansas Stallion. Texas Stallions and Ryders then took off toward the woods. 

In the cover of the trees, headed to the SUV, I asked, “Lynx, what did you mean by wedding gift?”

Everyone else started chuckling. They were all covered in blood, so it was quite disturbing, but what Lynx had to say wasn’t. “You need to sign papers for the last time as Tate Young.” He grabbed a backpack, then started jogging again. “Your houses are sold.”

I almost tripped. “What?”

He dodged around a tree. “Yep. I couldn’t get you top dollar in forty-eight hours, but, after fees and all, you have two-hundred K to your name.”

I bounced off a tree. “The fuck?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

Brewing Storms

 

At the Kansas chapter, I waited for the house sales to finalize, which was taking forever. Too many days… Since I was a tad impatient, Lynx kept assuring me this ‘closing’ was happening in record time, but then finally said, “Pup, you ask me one more fucking time if the paperwork is ready, I’m puttin’ ya to ground. Capeesh?”

“Go walk your dog or some shit, Wolf-boy,” added Diesel.

That caught my attention. Hardcore. “Wolf-boy?”

He winked. “You proving you ain’t no pup no more, but still got some growing to do.”

Pride bloomed across my chest. 

But walking around the property gave me too much time to think. I wish I could say that, after the deaths of my fake-brothers, my life suddenly became perfect, but that is not how murder or healing works. That first shower, alone, had been a grim reminder of my actions. Blood clung to the tub until the spraying water finally washed it away. No matter how much soap I used, I could still feel their remains that night. I could still hear their screams…

I also wish I could say that my nightmares hadn’t returned, but that first morning, I awoke to Dagger sleeping in a chair next to me, Charlie at his feet. I looked to the window but was too far away to have my toes touch the sun. Lynx, still in a deep sleep in his bed, was between me and the window. He was so behind on rest because of me, it was no wonder his VP had taken the shift of watching over me.

Feeling the bed move, I finally smiled and rolled to put my arm around my dog. I must have scared him, too, as I screamed.

Lacey…

Holding Charlie, I stared at my phone, watching her sleep.

“Soon, you get to hold her, too,” whispered Dagger.

Feeling bad for his loss of sleep, I winced. “Did I call out for her?”

Slowly, and while studying me with that blue eye, he nodded.

“Sorry.”

“Never apologize for loving that girl so fucking hard.”

Thinking of the man that Lynx killed, I wondered about him saying she was my companion. Does that mean—

Still staring at me, Dagger now shook his head no. He tapped his chest. “No scientists can create, fake, or mimic what your heart feels for that girl. I swear it, kid.”

How he knew that is what I was thinking, I have no clue, other than maybe he knew that is what he would’ve been wondering at my age. His aged wisdom knew better.

He was right…

After I signed the paperwork and asked if all my money would fit in the SUV so we could get on the road, there was some surrounding laughter. Justice assured me that she had everything under control. She claimed there was some finagling to do and a paper trail to hide. 

Since that sounded complicated, and all I truly wanted was Lacey, I left Justice to do whatever was needed and begged Lynx to get me back to Colorado.

If being on SAIL’s property made me crazy with rage, seeing Lacey made me sane. 

That’s it.
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Just the sight of her had my whole body going still. Not so much motionless, but a calm that spoke to my still brewing mental storm.

She was the ease in my peace. She was my peace when at war. 

She is my…. evermore.

Yes, that is what she had always been to me.

Standing there, next to her bed, watching her sleep, my heart pounded to hold her. Dagger was wise. Seeing this sleeping beauty in the flesh, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that our connection was love. No DNA altering could touch the divine gift between us.

Setting her vanilla shake on the nightstand and pulling back her blanket, I gently slid into her bed. My body brushing up against hers had hazel eyes fluttering open, entrancing me even more.

Fucking. Heaven.

As I laid my head to her pillow to get lost in those eyes, soft palms lazily touched my face. She whispered, “You’re back.”

I tucked an arm around her precious body and pulled her closer to my chest. “I missed you.”

Tiredly, her fingers ran through my hair that would soon be shaved off for my new ID photograph. Sweet breath swept across my face as she asked, “Were your friends right? Did you have to go home?”

Swallowing, because my throat tightened with memories of the bloody trip, I thought to myself, I killed them all, baby, but said, “Yes. I really did.”

“If you ever have to go again,” her eyes drifted shut, “will you take me with you?”

Little did she know, names had already been picked. Her false identity was being created as we laid there, me telling her, “I would love that.”

A slight gasp echoed as if she actually doubted what my answer would be. Then her little tongue wet her lips. “Tate, can I have a sugar kiss now?”

After what I had done—the crimes I had committed—for God to still allow me such kindness, my eyes watered and I nodded, desperate for the serenity only this young woman could offer.

Since her eyes were shut when I had silently answered her, suddenly too overcome to speak, they studied me, then filled with compassion and love. “Shhh,” she whispered before pressing her lips to mine. “Shhh.” She blessed me as her body moved on top of mine. “Shhh,” was the last sound she made before her mouth took over mine.

I was supposed to be giving her sugar kisses, but it was her doing the giving, her tongue caressing mine. Her body, so perfect, was like the softest pillow blanketing me. Relishing her being so close, my arms held tight. I’d only been gone for a little over a week but had missed her terribly.

That is why, as she got heavier and her mouth slowed, I silently cursed her doctor. I had arrived just before those fucking meds had taken her over completely.

Her cheek gently slid against mine as her head fell to my shoulder. Delicate breaths touched my neck as my brewing storm took the lead again. I felt like someone was daring to take my only peace away. It felt like people, who had no right, were always fucking with my life.

Done with others making decisions for my wife, I retrieved my cell from my pocket and let my angry thumb type: 

Fuck this doc!

In the woods outside, Lynx typed back:

Lol, I hear ya, kid.

With Lace still on top of me, I typed:

I want her out.

It took a minute, but my phone finally vibrated. 

Think she can handle it?

I didn’t respond. My patience was running too thin. I wanted my wife out. 

That was it.

Done.

 

[image: ]

 

The growing anger surprised me, confused me, and had me feeling unstable. I was throwing it around like lightning bolts that shot blame wherever I aimed. Why? I didn’t have a clue. The men who terrorized me and my girl were dead. I assumed that would fix everything, but it didn’t. I was no longer in danger but still felt under attack. Every single thing around me became annoying as fuck, including Lynx moving us back into the rental. That’s why I practically growled the next morning, entering the living room to see one of Diesel’s leftover pieces of ‘ass’ in the tiny kitchen.

“Excuse me,” I grumbled, trying to get to the refrigerator for some juice.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her back away, blowing on a cup of coffee. “No problem.”

I opened the fridge and grabbed orange juice.

The girl said, “You’re normally in a better mood in the morning.”

Doing my best to not roll my eyes and snarl, I retorted, “How would you know—”

I froze.

Long blond hair…

I carefully watched her set down her coffee as she giggled.

The juice slipped from my hand and crashed to the floor.

She giggled some more. “Hi, baby.”

I didn’t even look at her. I don’t think I could. The sound of that voice was that welcoming. It was that grounding, instantly making me want to hit my knees and seek forgiveness for what was eating me alive...

I had never seen this woman in person, but I guess you don’t need to when there is such a connection. This wonderful human who had welcomed me into her life so naturally, and loved me from afar, was the only mother-figure I would ever have again. That’s why I rushed into her open arms. The little boy that still lingered in Hostile Saint needed her.

“Oh, baby,” she rocked me, almost crying as hard as I was, “it’s okay. It’s okay.”

I bawled, “You’re here.”

She held me close, pulling my head to where it was hiding in her neck. “I am. Right where I want to be. With you.”

I didn’t know if my biological mother was alive but thought she most likely wasn’t.

I didn’t know where my fake-mom was but knew I would kill her if I saw her.

Then there was Elle, a woman who was able to read me as if I were her own flesh and blood and had raised me herself.

And… she wanted me.

She had sent me everything she thought could help me heal. She watched over my heart. She hadn’t put mean brothers’ needs above mine. She hadn’t run away when learning I wasn’t dead. She hadn’t abandoned the only home I knew because she wanted to avoid me like the plague.

Like a river finally being set free, I cried in that beautiful woman’s arms, repeating, “You’re here.”

She rocked me. “I am, and I’m not leaving until you get to come home with me.”

Those words soothed a broken part of me. There is simply something magical about a mother’s love. And when you have to go without it, it is devastating.

Elle may have lost a child, but she would always have one in me.

I may have lost a mom, but I would always have one in her.

From across the living room, I heard, “Ah, fuck, kid.” Within seconds, Lynx was to us, his arms around us both. “You’re killing me with this shit.” I felt him kiss my hair then heard him kiss Elle.

I don’t know how long the three of us stood there, a family huddled together, but it is one of the best memories of my life. Ours wasn’t a conventional family, but it was mine.
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I spent that whole day with Elle. I spent the whole day smiling. She kept grabbing me, hugging me, squeezing my dimples, swearing I was the cutest thing she had ever seen. Elle was a loving mom, a spoiling grandma, and a hot aunt, all wrapped up in one. And she made the rental feel like the perfect home again.

Dagger teased, “This is bullshit. We’ve been telling the brat that he needs to take his time with breaking Lace out, but no, when Elle says it, it suddenly makes sense.”

“Don’t mess with my baby, Daddy Dag. I have a gun,” she warned.

He lectured me, “Boy, you better put that tongue back in your mouth.”

I didn’t. So, he took a picture.

Charlie loved Elle, too. He couldn’t get enough of her scratching his head.

When it was time to go visit Lacey, she hugged me tight. “Be safe. And don’t forget to get a picture for her ID.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I kissed her cheek, not surprised Lynx was staying behind with her.

Vice and Dagger were my babysitters for the night. Diesel and the Ryders had headed back home from Kansas. 

I believed everything was falling into place…

That night, even Lace was surprisingly free of the drug’s sleep-inducing influence. 

Before I took a picture, she asked, “Is this enough light on my face?” while sitting next to her desk lamp.

Due to technology, I was told the background of her pic didn’t matter but that a well-lit face was a must. “Yes. That smile will make for the perfect screensaver,” I lied.

“Let me see.” Reaching up, she pulled on my hands to take a peek. Then her smile fell. Letting go of my hands holding the phone, her fingers cautiously touched her now short hair. “I wonder if it used to be longer.”

Hating to see any pain on her face, I shrugged. “Let it grow out and see if you remember it.”

Uncertain, she tugged at the shredded ends. “It’s so uneven. I wish I was allowed scissors to fix it.”

If there was a way to make anything she wanted happen, I would do it. No questions asked. But all I had was a knife. One that I had used to kill her enemies. It didn’t feel right. Even when she pointed to it. “Think you could help me?”

Thinking how the knife had already epically helped her, I thought of Dagger. “It’s not the blade that is dangerous. It’s the holder.” I repeated his words and then took hold of the back of her chair and rolled Lacey into the bathroom.

She giggled, her little bare feet in the air, enjoying the ride. 

With the desk chair in her bathroom, she sat there, watching my mirrored image. I felt as if in a trance, studying the knife’s reflection in the mirror, lifting it toward her hair. I had been there when her golden locks were violently hacked off. Now, the guilty parties were gone, and the weapon that had murdered them was rectifying one of their cruelties.

Taking a longer piece of hair, my blade easily sheered it off to make it more even with the other strands. 

When Lacey closed her eyes, I quickly asked, “What are you doing?”

She smiled. “Trusting the holder. You.”

To some, that haircut would have been no big deal. To me, it was monumental.

As I sheered more hair, I said goodbye to a tragic memory from my past and gave it a happier ending.

When I was done, I said, “Okay. Tell me what you think.”

Observing her reflection, her eyes lit up. Her hair was no longer jagged. “I think you are perfect.” She leaned her head all the way back. “Don’t make me beg for sugar, Tate.”

I had smiled so many times that day my cheeks actually hurt, but the one she made me smile that night? It was the best. I leaned down and kissed her. “I love you.”

Gasp! 

I held the chair still as she moved quickly to her knees. “Tate, I… I don’t know if I’ve ever loved anyone else.” Her hazels watered as she swallowed. “But I know… I will always love you.”

Jesus. H. Christ. 

My lips slammed to hers.

We were never going to be apart again. I knew she would someday handle that we were already married, whether her memory ever came back or not.

Fighting to win back the breath she’d just stolen, I held her face and put us forehead-to-forehead. “If you were to leave here tomorrow, what would you want to bring with you?”

She smiled, hearing me loud and clear. I was promising to take her with me someday. Her lips kissed mine right before she said, “Only my journal.”
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The next night, Lynx, Elle, Dagger, Vice, and I were all sitting at the dining room table eating— “What are these called again?” I asked.

Elle beamed. “Tacos!”

“That’s right.” I shoved more in my mouth. “So fu’gging good.”

Dagger laughed. “Kid, if you love tacos, you’re gonna love Texas. We have taco trucks everywhere.”

Licking my fingers, I asked, “What does that mean?”

Lynx explained, “Uh, little trailer-looking trucks that are kitchens on wheels, parked on the sides of roads.”

Mind. Blown.

He laughed at the expression I was making. “Yeah, you just ride on up to one. Hop off your bike, walk up to their little window, and order what you want.”

Vice added sour cream to his fortieth taco. “Wolf-boy, they even have breakfast tacos.”

Whatever my expression was doing now had them all choking on laughter.

Wiping his mouth with a not-so-soft bamboo napkin—since Elle said we were not to kill trees that don’t grow back as fast—Vice told me, “Hey, Pup, be sure to give Lace some extra love tonight. She had a memory in Doc’s office tonight.”

“W-What? Which one?”

“The one where they stuck her in a bag and pushed her down the stairs.”

Losing my appetite, I nodded. “Thanks for letting me know.” Not in the mood for their pity, I spoke before anyone else could. “Doc better not drug her tonight.” 

Dagger’s chuckle was a good distraction. 

I asked, “What?”

He was grinning big time. “Prez informed Doc the drugs needed to stop.”

Now I was smirking, staring at Lynx. “What did you do?”

He took a swig of beer. “I left a note on his windshield telling him to do his job and stop fucking drugging his patients.”

I shook my head. “You are badass. A fucking note?”

Elle dabbed the corners of her mouth with processed bamboo. “The nerve of that fucker, drugging that baby. Let her smoke a joint if she needs better sleep.”

Vice and Dagger stared, moaning in unison as if she was speaking of one of their most favorite things.

I was shocked. “But the pamphlets at school said marijuana is very bad for you.”

That hit a nerve of Elle’s. “Ah, yes, a plant made by the earth is bad, but the chemicals in our everyday food are just fine. Fucking hypocrites.” 

Dagger egged her on. “Get ‘em, Elle. Write our shitty leaders another letter.”

“I will. And I’ll dump a truck of weed onto the White House front lawn.”

Everyone started laughing again, except me. I had no idea what she was talking about or why the guys were saying that would be some funny looking broccoli. But I smiled. I was happy. I was blissfully unaware that very night was about to cause something from which I would never recover.



[image: ]






CHAPTER THIRTY 

Demanding Peace

 

As soon as I got to Lacey’s window, I saw Vice was right. She was lying in bed, tired red eyes watching me. She didn’t even get up to open the window. That didn’t stop me from entering. Tate was going to take care of his Pretty Girl, even if he had skipped the vanilla shake in his rush to be with her.

“Hi,” I whispered, not shocked she didn’t reply.

Crawling through the window, I teased, “Nah, Pretty Girl.” I closed the window since the night air was brisker than normal, reminding me the seasons were changing.

So much was changing…

Including Lacey.

“No cryin’ tonight.” We had a new life to celebrate. She just didn’t know it. That’s why I told her something she did know. “Only sugar.”

There’s the smile I want to see, forever.

I stalked forward, “Oh,” smirking, “I see you like my kisses.”

So very pleased she was awake, with no signs of passing out soon due to the fucking doc drugging her, I pulled back her blanket, wanting more of what she had given me the night before. “Is there anyone else who can give you sugar like me?” Gently, I pressed her left shoulder back to get her to lay flat. I was so hungry to feel her body underneath mine.

I think we both groaned as I rested my weight on her perfect form. The contact had me suddenly wanting to lick everywhere. 

Her arms welcomed, as did her body.

Trying to not let my hormones distract me, I asked, “Why was my Pretty Girl so sad?”

Her whisper was full of tragic torture. “I finally had a memory.”

I think I felt the blood drain from my face as I thought of Vice telling me this. There was no more hiding from it.

Me not answering seemed to make her sound unsure. “You don’t seem happy for me.”

I will never be happy for what they did to you, baby. “Those memories,” I shook my head, trying to clear all the ones suddenly attacking me all over again, “brought you pain.” My chest squeezed. “I think I just realized I was hoping they wouldn’t come back.” Is this my fault? “It must be me bringing them back.”

Did I just say that all out loud?

Perplexed, she asked, “Tate? Did you know me before I came here?” 

Fuck! I looked to the window, wanting to see Lynx and get his advice, but I was on my own. Or was I? Lynx had told me I was the only one of us in the rental home who had a wife. That decisions about her were up to me.

I looked back to Lace. Is it time for you to remember, baby?

I told myself I would give her a gesture. If she recognized it, if she knew what to do, I would have the sign I needed.

I love you, Lacey. Slowly, scared about what she would do, I lifted my scarred left palm.

Her mouth parted as she stared at it.

Then, as if the angels I swore were with us the night we were locked in that trunk returned my faith, my wife lifted her scarred right hand, placing her palm to mine.

Magic once again intertwining our lives, my heart thundered while I repeated words from what now felt like so long ago. “Hold my heart, Pretty Girl.”

Her eyes, now aware, met mine. Then she reached into my soul and took a hold that would never be severed. “Evermore.”

I exhaled. Hello, beautiful soul. “And there is our promise.” They didn’t break us. 

My lips descended to hers…

As if walls inside her mind and heart were crumbling, making room for me and our new reality, her mouth opened. Like striking a match, passion exploded between us.

Sensations that we had shared so many times, bloomed, bringing our bodies and desires back to life. Familiar touches sang to me that I was finding my way back home. Home. It was with Lacey. No matter what walls we lived within, we would always be home, if together.

No name changes nor address changes would ever take that from us again.

Lips wanting her, all of her, I found myself kissing her neck, desperate for all the tastes her flawless skin offered to me.

As if willing to give me anything I wanted, her thighs opened, letting my hips sink toward the precious softness I had been without for so long; I wasn’t sure how I survived it.

I groaned, “Babe,” fighting the incredible urge to move my hips and feel her clothed core against my erection before overtaking her delicious mouth again.

I jolted when I realized my hips and dick had joined forces and moved on their own, rubbing against Lacey’s sweetness. They didn’t care what had ever happened to this part of her body. They refused to allow memories of the brothers to taint her beautiful soul. They knew Lacey was only mine.

Lacey’s hands reaching for my ass and tugging told me I wasn’t pushing her too much. 

So, I surrendered to my body’s needs. As my hips surged, everything else faded.

Like they had before, two souls blended, with no one else present.

Old Tate and Lace were shutting out the world and all their problems, and were once again lost in each other. 

As my hand cupped her breast, her own hips lifted, giving me more access to where I wanted most. As a thank you to her offering, my thumb caressed her pert nipple. 

She moaned, spurring my hips to push harder, begging for entry into the softness I needed to house me. Cover me. Pull on me…

Just the thought of what might be coming had my shoulders growing, possessively, daring anyone to approach the gift underneath me. No one was taking her from me again. 

I wanted inside my wife. No interruptions permitted.

I was almost regretting leaving my weapons with Dagger and Vice.

Especially as her hands slid under my cut, my t-shirt, touching my scarred skin with no surprised reaction. I stared at her as she caressed me. Her hands were the best touch I had ever felt. Don’t stop. Feel me.

She did. She felt me, inside and out.

Palms against my back, her hips lifted again. She whispered, “Please, don’t say no.”

Denying her was the last thing I wanted, but I suddenly worried. “I could never say no, but—” Are you hurt? Is it okay for you to have sex? She didn’t even know she had been violently raped. Would my body cause hers more damage?

Hungry thighs rubbing on the sides of mine, and my hips were telling me to proceed. Her words even more. “Tate, take these off.”

 If you feel pain, please tell— 

I suddenly thought of my own injuries and how fast I healed.

I stared into hazel eyes, realizing we were the same.

Unexpectedly, being slightly modified now kicked ass. 

I practically leaped out of the bed and started ripping off my clothes. I didn’t even care that my cut was on the floor. Getting between her beautiful thighs was all I gave a damn about.

Lacey seemed to find my rushed stripping funny, because she giggled. 

So ready to reclaim intimacy with my Pretty Girl, I hurriedly got back in bed. Sitting on my feet between her legs, I teased, “You find my torture funny?”

“Torture?” Smiling, she looked like a goddess on her back.

My eyes scanned and searched for naked skin. “Yeah. Torture. I want you so bad it hurts.”

“Then why am I still in this?” The goddess gestured to her sweatshirt, then laid her arms above her head, tempting me to strip her next.

Don’t have to ask me twice!

Lifting that shirt over her head, knowing she wasn’t wearing a bra to block my view of her naked breasts, I was licking my lips… until I saw new fucking scars.

I had them all over my middle section. Why I hadn’t realized she would, too, I have no idea. But I again wanted my weapons so that, after I brought the brothers back to life, I could slice them up all over again.

Stuck in her halfway removed shirt, Lace said, “Umm, Tate?”

“Oh, shit. Sorry.” Finishing with undressing her from her sweatshirt, I found a very believable excuse for my deadly pause. “Damn, I got so distracted with the best set of boobs in the whole world.”

She lay there, topless and stunning. “Whole world?” Her confident smile had chills breaking out over my whole body as she added, “You’re forgiven.”

My dick suddenly pulsed as if to say, Hey, fucker! Get to work! I’m dying down here! causing my eyes to wander down to the juncture only covered by a little defenseless pair of panties, which didn’t stand a chance against my revved body.

“Tate?”

“You’re only wearing these.” It wasn’t even fair to the poor cotton that was about to be annihilated.

That daring girl sounded so fucking sexy as she admitted, “I don’t want to be.”

So, we are on the same page. Point taken.

Hornier than I had ever been, I shook as I pulled down her panties to see the glistening core I wanted to devour. Panting, I said, “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

Secretive lips were calling out to me like a siren—

“Not even my face?”

What face? My eyes pulled from one perfection to see something truly exquisite. “What’s between your legs can not be compared to your face. Those hazel eyes are my undoing. I swear it. And your long golden hair? Don’t get me started.”

When it was long, cascading over phenomenal shoulders, I would just sigh in amazement. 

Her face was artwork, and her body was making me crazed with hunger. I even told her so and pointed to my throbbing erection.

“Can I?” she asked, holding out her hand, needing permission to touch.

Jesus. H. Christ. 

I think I precummed and uttered incoherent words before she even touched me. When she did take a soft hold, I believe I lost consciousness. Or I said something ridiculous like, “Your hand feels so much better than mine.”

Not my finest moment.

Her wonderfully pulling on my dick literally melted me. I fell forward, catching myself on my hands. “Please don’t stop, but I need to feel you, too.”

With hazel eyes going half-mast, she whispered, “Okay.”

Bracing myself with one hand, my other slowly searched for what I knew would steal all of my senses. When my fingertips found her heat, I almost blacked out completely. “So wet… Why does you being so wet make my mouth water?” I had to see her pussy, my personal heaven. So, I rushed from where I had propped myself up and sat back again, not even caring that her hand let go of my cock. I needed to touch her.

Gently, I swiped up and down, spreading her juices before finally sinking my finger inside her cave of goodness. Her channel was so sensuous, I had to keep swallowing, craving those juices to be spread all over my tongue.

Wanting to create even more, my thumb went to work on her clit.

Instead of telling me to stop, her legs widened farther apart. 

Ah, fuck!

I quickly added another finger and moved them in and out, relishing the feel of her quivering walls. Breathing so hard, her channel and her words begged me for more. Watching her drench my fingers, I continued to stroke in and out, giving pressure where needed. 

“T-Tate…” she moaned in need.

Letting myself believe my dick was my fingers, I hovered over her again while mercilessly working her core. I knew this pussy well and gave it what it needed to release.

I also knew her heart and how much it was connected to that wet channel. That’s why I slammed my lips to hers. Her orgasmic cry vibrated inside my mouth, driving me wild with desire.

When she was complete, I was as desperate for air as she was. Forehead to forehead, together, we took many needed breaths.

Pulling my fingers from inside her, I carefully licked them clean and then placed them on the nape of her neck, holding her still, needing her to hear me. “I love you.”

Adoringly, she nodded. “Be with me.”

Here it was. The moment I was going to sink inside my wife.

“Evermore,” is what I whispered as my hips surged into the warmth made of our dreams. 

In that quiet room at Serenity, I kissed her, I fucked her, I loved her.

Every stroke better than the last, my body shook. It panted. It possessed. 

Then it shuddered a release I would treasure for the rest of my life.

Did it end there? No.

That ravenous woman grabbed a hold of my ass, demanding more. 

I delivered… until we both came again.

This time, her tears weren’t of pain or caused by a cruel life that had forced her to suffer.

This time, her tears glistened with the joy we brought each other, on a level I can’t believe many ever reach.

She smiled, more tears falling. “Only happy ones.”

Yin and Yang.

Good and bad.

Lacey and Tate.

“Yes, only happy ones,” Hold on, baby, it’s time… “Lacey.”

As her true name sunk in, she lay under me, blinking…

The sun that my toes would touch every morning, that is what her remembering looked like. It was as if her mind was reaching out and touching those rays of warmth. A glow took over her whole face as tears refilled her eyes. “T-Tate?”

Sex had stolen my breath, but her recognizing me filled my lungs with air—with life. “Lace?”

Naked, bare, and raw, tears spilled as she nodded. “I remember. I remember.”

Even though I had just been inside her physically, we now were truly together in spirit. 

It felt like I had finally found my long-lost best friend. “Oh my God.”

Her arms flew around my neck as she cried so hard. “I remember. Tate, I know you. I really know you.”

We held each other with such adoration, I was sure I would never release her. “My Pretty Girl, I missed you so fucking bad.”

Everything I knew about this young woman came racing back to her. Knowing who she was again, she even sounded different. “Tate, I was so scared. I was so alone.”

I kissed her sweet lips over and over as I tried to express how much I had hurt without her, and how I refused to give up. That I wanted her, no matter what that meant. No matter what she was or would be.

“More,” she begged of my lips.

Tears continued to mix with endless love that night.

She gasped, holding my face as if she would never love anyone more than how much she loved me. “The trunk. Our brothers.” She struggled to breathe. “Are you okay? Where are they?”

“Lace, I have so much to tell you. My new friends, they have helped me so much…”

I told her everything. I told her as much as I could remember, the things that she had missed while trying to find herself.

I cried, “I killed them, Lace. I’m sorry—”

Instead of judgment, instead of thinking less of me for being as cruel as the ones who tried to destroy us, Lacey Young kissed my lips and thanked me for saving her life.

I told her it was worth every fight I had to face. Having her back in my arms, as the girl I fell in love with, made it all worth it.

“Make love to me, Tate.”

Never have I experienced what happened between us that dreamlike night. Again, our bodies blended, molded… just like our hearts.

Afterward, she lay in my arms and slept. 

Believing danger no longer was circling me, I felt more peace than ever before.

She slept as I got dressed.

She slept as I kissed her forehead.

She slept as I left her for the last time.

 

[image: ]

 

“You look so happy.” Elle held a hand over her mouth. “So happy.”

Charlie was on my bed, watching me while I packed my duffle bag the next morning. “I am. She remembers me, Elle.” I grabbed my chest, shaking my head. “Me. My girl remembers me.”

“You made love to her, didn’t you?”

My mouth fell open. “How’d you know?”

In a motherly fashion, she touched my freshly shaved head. “You have young love all over you.” Her eyes watered. “And now we get to take her home, Noble.”

My head tilted. “Noble?”

Nodding, she took my hand and led me from my room.

In the living room, Dagger and Lynx were carrying bags, headed for the garage door in the kitchen. Lynx took one look at Elle and stopped.

He smirked. “You can’t wait, can you?”

She shook her head. “Please. Tell him.”

He and Dagger set down the bags and came to the living room, waving for Vice to leave his headphones and laptop for a minute.

As Vice came to us in the living room, Lynx pulled something from his cut’s inside pocket. He handed me two IDs. “Love you, kid.”

Staring at them, one with my picture, one with Lynx’s, my vision blurred.

It was so hard to see through all the water in my eyes when trying to read the names that, unbelievably, matched. They read: 

Duke Wolf Bryant

And

Noble Lycan Bryant

Lynx, the man who saved my life… was also giving me his last name.

Not sure how to express how honored I was, I opened my mouth to try but then he handed me another ID and piece of paper. “If Pretty Girl still wants a ceremony, we can give her one, but I wanted you two legal,” he rolled his eyes, “illegally,” he smiled, “so that no one can separate you again.”

Speechless, I read the third ID: 

Jamie Lace Bryant

The piece of paper was a marriage certificate.

I was now complete. 

And passing on the family’s name.

Strong arms grabbed me and held tight. “You are my boy.” He wiped his face from over my shoulder. “Thank you for being a gift that reminds me there is a God. Thank you for teaching me to not be afraid…” he choked out, “of a name.” He kissed my head then shoved me away.

Then, he faced Elle.

He took a knee. “This time away from you has been the worst,” he peered over his shoulder at me, “and the best.” He looked back to Elle, who was temporarily in shock. “If this kid can face his demons and become better for it,” he began to cry, “then so can I.” He shook off the tears and lifted his chin.

Even on his knees, he was regal and proud.

“Elle, will you be my wife?”

Elle dropped to her knees and stared at him. Finally, her mouth moved. “I already am,” she tapped her chest, “right here, but yes, Duke Wolf Bryant, I would be honored to share the name Bryant with you and your son.”

“Pussified!” yelled a crying Vice. “I am absolutely pussified!”

The laughter was almost as beautiful as that couple kissing on their knees.
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Finally, all composed again, I went back to packing, and Vice went back to his earphones. I had no idea he would start yelling. I had no idea, amongst all our joy, there was a devil I never saw coming. “Lynx! Lynx! Goddamnit!”

Lynx, Dagger, and I came running, guns drawn. 

Vice was on his feet and more livid than I had ever seen him. He threw his headphones into the wall with such force they practically exploded. “He’s taking her memory!”

“What?” Roared Lynx, so confused.

Vice hit a button on his laptop. 

My ears were ringing so hard I could barely make out Doctor Landon’s voice as he spoke to a hypnotized Lacey, telling her not to remember… “No.” I stumbled back. “No.”

That man, the one my instincts tried to warn me about, was now betraying his patient. She had trusted him, and he was punishing her for it.

Dagger punched the wall. “Motherfucker will pay!” He yelled at Lynx, “It’s because of her fucking blood work! He wants to keep this ‘special’ girl to his fucking self!”

Lynx turned to face me, his expression full of the horror quaking my heart. 

After all I had been through, everything I fought for to have my girl back, that bastard was taking her from me, all over again. It was so evil, so selfish that I could barely stay on my feet.

I had just held her, made love to her… This was the most severe breaking point for me. 

My heart went… cold.

Numb lips that no longer felt like mine—the ones that had kissed Pretty Girl last night—spoke to Lynx, “You once told me that I have to be responsible with the power I have in you.”

I had almost accidentally killed the doc. Now, there would be no accident about it.

Lynx’s eyes went sinister as he nodded, his voice packed with danger. “I did.”

“You said you would kill anyone who hurt me.”

His stare was bursting with malicious wishes. “I did.”

I took a deep breath before I said, “He just hurt me more than anyone ever has,” I turned and headed back to my room, “or ever will.” 

Walking to my room, I hoped the doctor would soon be taking his last breath.

It was faint, but I heard Elle growl, “To the ground. Make. It. Count.”

I heard, “Yes ma’am,” repeated a few times before dragons raced toward vengeance.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 

Walking Blind

 

With the garage door open, I could easily see the Colorado Stallions outside, watching over us while Lynx, Dagger, and Vice were gone. Elle and I loaded the SUV that we would be driving back to Texas, being careful not to hit our shins on the hitch of the trailer that would be carrying Lynx’s dragon home. Dagger and Vice were riding, but Lynx wanted to be with Elle, Lacey, and me. I think he knew we might need his help. Now, with what damage the doc had caused, there was a strong chance it was going to be an even rougher ride than first anticipated. I was clueless as to whether or not Lace would remember me at all.

It was happening again; me, afraid my girl wouldn’t know who I was. It felt like an impossible outcome, yet here I was, facing another grim future.

“Baby.” Elle was suddenly in front of me, cupping my face in her hands. “You listen to me, and you listen real good. Right now, I am speaking to you as a woman who hasn’t owned her own heart for some time. It belongs to the man who is…” she nodded in thought, being wise to the biker world, not willing to voice the crime we knew was happening, “righting a wrong committed against you. Lacey? She is like me. Everything in my bones is telling me so. Her heart will remember you. Even if it takes time, it will happen.”

We stared at each other for a few moments until I finally nodded and whispered my appreciation. Then, as if we hadn’t just shared a powerful moment, we went back to our chores.

Elle and me…

It was eerie. We had both requested a death. It was now happening. 

Frustrated to have already resorted to murder again, I sneered, “I warned that man, Elle. I told him shit would pour down on him if he tried to interfere with me and my fucking wife.”

“As it should be.” She continued to load the suitcase she had flown in with.

Seeing eye-to-eye on the dreary subject, we never spoke of it again.

It was simply, yet unforgivably, complicated; Doc had royally fucked up. He crossed me and so was paying with his life.

 

The sun was going down by the time Lynx, Dagger, and Vice returned. Lynx gave me a nod, then spoke in a way to not incriminate himself. “Dag was right. Doc knew he had a one-of-a-kind on his hands.”

What else had transpired while they were gone wasn’t discussed. Nor did I ask. I didn’t give a shit how it was done as long as Doc was gone.

Dagger, grabbing a water bottle, was in VP mode and spoke in a clipped tone. “Let’s get your girl. Record time. State lines behind us.”

Vice added, “Unnoticed. No trails.”

A plan was in place.

After a late dinner, we cleaned the kitchen for the last time. Cuts were placed in a duffle bag and ball caps were put on heads to better hide identities. Elle twisted her locks into a cap, doing her best to hide her long blond hair. Then, we turned off the lights and said goodbye to the rental, where we knew we would never return. I wasn’t sure I would ever step foot into Colorado again.

On the way to Serenity, Charlie sat in the back with me. Lynx drove with Elle in the passenger’s seat. 

Lynx explained that, on the way back to Texas, Elle, Lacey, nor I were to get out of the vehicle anywhere with high traffic. He told us that Justice had mapped out our trip and was sure to add old country roads where security cameras weren’t available. That way, we would be permitted to use restrooms and stretch our legs.

He also informed me that, once at Serenity, Vice and Charlie would watch over his fiancé, while he, Dagger, and I went to go retrieve Lacey.

In the woods near the institute, Lynx parked our SUV and trailer in a way to hide it, taking no chances, even though the dirt road was isolated and obviously rarely used.

Bikes followed and parked next to us.

Vice got off his dragon and stood next to Elle’s door. With a gun in her lap, she rolled down her window, but no words were spoken. Everyone was on high alert and feeling the pressure of how one mistake could get us unwanted attention. As soon as someone noticed that Doctor Landon was missing, we knew the coincidence of a missing patient would be impossible to ignore. There would be a hunt for both.

“Fuck,” whispered Vice while reading his phone. “Waitress. Orderly never came in.”

He’s not drugged. Does this mean Lynx will abort?

Elle glared out the open window, telling Lynx, “No one knows I’m here—”

“No.” He was already shaking his head.

She sneered, “If that orderly is awake, you may need extra eyes.”

Lynx sneered back, “Vice stays with you—”

Elle bit out, “No, he doesn’t. I want my family whole.” From the dashboard, she threw a stack of packages of gloves out the window. “Make it happen.” 

Her window rolled up.

Lynx’s chest rumbled. “Fucking stubborn woman.” Nostrils flaring, he told me, “I want the dog out and on guard.”

Lacking the guts to question Lynx or a pissed-off Elle, I opened the door and took off his collar. “Charlie, stay.”

He planted his butt on the ground next to Elle’s door.

Handing us gloves, Lynx growled, “Let’s go.”

Running through the woods, my heart was pounding. Was I charging toward our salvation? Lacey? Or was I getting my new family thrown in prison?

Lynx gave out commands, “Dag, get them Stallions to head toward Elle.”

I had forgotten about the ones watching over Lace. It was an out-of-body experience to cross paths with them as they followed their orders. Never slowing down, guns were all pointed at each other until we confirmed who it was running toward the other.

Guns down, a Stallion told us, “They were busy today.”

Parting ways without missing a step, Lynx told us, “Hopefully, we still only have the one orderly to deal with. Vice, if our plan goes to shit, I need him unconscious.”

“Done.”

The night was silent, but this time, we had a moon to light the way. The institute was quiet, all patients asleep for the night, as I was to run to Lacey’s window. I appreciated that Dagger and Lynx were going to be crossing the lush green lawn with me for what would be the last time. Them with me? It suited the situation. 

As soon as I went to break the line of trees and pick up speed, Lynx’s gloved hand grabbed my arm and pulled me back. Shocked, I looked as he pointed up. “Kid, bars are back on.”

My stomach sank. “No.” But, there it was, Lacey’s window, no longer an option.

Vice quietly said, “I got money on them bars being more than superglued on.”

Dagger grumbled, “That fucking doctor knew we’d be coming for her.”

Not able to get enough air into my lungs, my mouth hung open as I panted. Lacey.

“Breathe, Pup,” said Lynx. Then he gazed at Vice. “Plan B a go?”

He nodded. “Yep, the new security system doesn’t get installed until tomorrow.”

Dagger smirked. “I’m likin’ the one day too late, shit.”

Lynx faced the building. “Kid. Stay by my side.”

There was only one car in the parking lot as we ran toward the entrance—the one we saw almost every night we had been there.

Keeping a lookout for anyone, I glanced over to see Vice tinkering with the lock on the door, then heard a pop. Bodies moved behind me, so I turned around and followed the men inside. Vice pointed to the old sweeping staircase, then pointed up.

We all kept scanning our surroundings, but the hallways were empty. In the clear,

as I headed up the staircase, I wondered how many times Lacey had walked them. I also thought about how her doctor would never do so again.

In the lead, Vice suddenly ducked down on the stairs. Not asking questions, we all did the same, not moving, but peering up. I gulped, watching a big man in all white walk past us.

Lynx laid a hand on my back, telling me not to move before Vice quickly rose and finished the last step, only to disappear around the corner.

Thump! The vibration told me the orderly was no longer an issue.

Lynx’s hand came off my back and we were on the move again.

By the time we turned the corner, stepping over the unconscious orderly’s body, Vice was already halfway down the hallway. It felt like everything was moving in slow motion, even though I knew we were now jogging to catch up. Maybe the sensation was because I anticipated we were about to see a sight that none of us expected.

Vice stopped in front of a door and pointed, informing us he was at Lacey’s room. Then, as if having seen something so horrific he was instantly rocked to the core, he was fumbling with the orderly’s set of keys. By the time we got to him, he had swung open the door to the darkened bedroom.

Dagger and Lynx came to a stop.

I think I pushed them out of my way to get inside the room, where I had been many times. Throughout all the secretive late-night visits, with the beautiful moon shining the way, I’d never seen my girl on the floor, unmoving, with blood pooled around her body.

Massacre of the heart…

Instantly, my hearing and ability to think properly vanished.

Shock slammed into me like a violent wave that no one could see but my soul could feel.

No! Running past the end of her bed, I dropped to my knees and slid the rest of the way to her side, believing someone from SAIL had gotten past all of our lines of defense. That is until my VP suddenly appeared on the floor next to me, putting pressure on Lacey’s wrist.

Still in disbelief, I was confronted with the possibility that this wasn’t SAIL’s doing at all.

Above Lacey’s right scarred palm was a slice…

Throughout the last two months, I had shed so many well-deserved tears. It was so challenging to learn what my life had been. It was so difficult to try and survive it all. None of those tears compared to these. “Lace,” I whispered through a sob that was so pitiful I swore her sliced wrist was connected to the growing cut in my heart. 

The room spun as I realized my Pretty Girl had taken her own life. Why she would do this was not even important. Whether or not the doctor fucking with her head forced her to do this, I didn’t care anymore. All that mattered was that it had happened. My life no longer had purpose.

All that had ever given me strength? It was gone.

In between silently howling to the ceiling and my body rocking as life-ending pain seared it and my spirit, I touched her angelic face. Her soft skin, which would soon lose heat, had my silent howls turning into moans I didn’t know a man could make. But no man had ever lost a Lacey. There was simply no coming back.

I couldn’t even try.

I would only follow.

My hand, slipping in her warm blood, told me how. In her other hand, there was a broken piece of glass. I reached for it…

A grip on my shoulder stopped me. 

In a deep whisper, Lynx warned me, “Not happenin’.”

Tears drowning my eyes, I peered up at the man who had offered me so much, yet was now witnessing my failure. “Lynx, I’m too late.” My words were labored, a sign my heart was already shutting down, refusing to beat without her.

Lynx’s heart refused to quit beating for me. “We never give up. Hear me?”

Was he not seeing what I saw? That I no longer needed air in my lungs? He, of all men, should understand. “But, my… Pretty Girl.” 

As if I had bled out, too, my mind floated to the memory of the sun on my toes… The same sun I knew had been touching her, too. 

Now, the sun no longer shines…

My ears rang, but I still heard Dagger trying to reach me, “Kid, look at me.” 

Blink. Blink. 

I was utterly confused when I saw Lynx standing next to me, ripping the bottom of his t-shirt into strips.

“That’s it, kid,” said my VP as he lifted Lacey’s hand so my Prez could wrap her wrist tight with the material. “We fight until there ain’t nothin’ left to fight for.”

Drenched in dripping tears, my lips tried to move but failed. 

Is there hope?

The father figure in my life worked his large hands on my wife’s tiny wrist, tying binds that went so much deeper than her skin.

Dagger swore, “She’s alive. Her pulse is strong. Her heart is strong.”

I couldn’t even breathe, daring to believe him. 

As if my face bore more pain than Dagger could handle seeing me in, his blue eye watered. “She’s still here, kid.” He swallowed. “The blood,” he swallowed again, “Minimal.” 

Fighting to not crumble and lay next to my Pretty Girl, I swayed.

Lynx took a knee next to me and grabbed my shoulders. “Noble.”

My name…

“My boy, think.” He gave my shoulders a shake. Whispering aggressively, he told me, “We found you in much more.” When he blew out a shaky breath, I finally realized what he was saying. Compared to the blood loss I had experienced, Lacey had lost so much less.

“Modified.” Sucking in air, he nodded, trying to smile. “You’re special.” He peered at her. “So is she. The blood where she had been that night, it was more. That’s how she made it here. Special.” 

Behind Lynx, Vice was crossing the room to retrieve his camera by the window. “I was there, kid. We had no idea how she made it.”

There is such strength in allowing yourself permission to be different.

Air rushed back into my lungs.

Determined, he gave me another nod. “We haven’t lost her. I’m not trying to trick you to live for me. If she were gone, I’d respect the fuck out of you if you followed her.”

Lace… I looked back at her. You’re alive?

Needing to move us forward as these men had taught me, Vice was already out of the room and Lynx was at the door when he told me, “Son, pick up your girl. Let’s get ‘er home.”

Home…

I looked to Dagger, a man to whom I would forever be grateful, and did my best to be the man they hoped I would become. “Can you please get her journal from the nightstand?”

He smiled at me as if I was making him so fucking proud. “You got it, Lycan.”

That is the very second in which my name made complete sense to me. 

Me; Noble. Lynx; Duke.

Me; Lycan. Lynx; Wolf.

Deep inhale…

My arms were damp from her blood as I picked up my Pretty Girl and whispered, “I once told you I wouldn’t give up until you did.” I held her close to my heart. “Until you are ready to fight again…” I cradled her with all the love I had to offer. “…I will fight for the both of us.” I carried her from a room where we had shared beautiful moments during some of the toughest of times… “I love you, Lacey.”

If needed, I was prepared to go through those tough moments all over again.

With a treasure resting her head on my shoulder, my family followed me down the stairs.

Walking Lacey out the door and into the parking lot, where I had warned her doctor, I carried my wife through the end of one life, knowing I would soon be showing her the beginning of the next…
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It’s astonishing that I now viewed my ‘modifications’ as lifesaving, but they were. Not only did they save us the night the brothers tried to kill us, but they kept us from dying from previous injuries that a mere infection could have caused death since we were never given medical attention. At least not from your typical pediatrician or family doctor.

With my girl unconscious in my arms as we raced toward the vet’s office, I jolted.

Elle, in the passenger seat, spun to see me. “What? She okay?”

“Probiotics. The brothers were given probiotics when hurt.”

From behind the driver’s seat, as he raced down a road, Lynx shook his head. “And there it is. Another reason to hate you.”

“What?” asked a confused Elle.

Because of how Elle felt about me, and Lynx wanting to live, he stopped holding back on information about me. That’s why, staring out the passenger window, I told her, “Lynx said all they did to Lace and me showed hatred. But then we started suspecting they were mimicking experiments they had seen.”

Elle nodded, already aware. “I agree they saw a bunch.”

I exhaled, “Yeah, me too… But deep down, they did hate us. We didn’t need antibiotics. We never got physicals or saw any doctors.”

Her jaw went lax. “Shot records for school all false.”

That was easy to believe, considering all that SAIL had already falsified.

Lynx gripped the steering wheel as if wanting to rip it off. “That man—'it was you who was truly the strongest.’ You and Lace are different experiments than the assholes.” 

Studying Lacey’s fresh cloth around her right wrist, no blood soaking through, I said, “Lynx, take us home.”

The SUV slowed as he stopped slamming on the gas. “You sure?”

“I don’t want anyone else prodding at her. All he can do is close her up like he did me. She’s not even bleeding anymore.”

Ever so gently, Elle examined her wrist, then gasped. Spooked eyes found her fiancée’s. 

“Jesus. H. Christ. They are walking fucking miracles.” He turned the vehicle around.

Delicately resting Lace’s arm back on her stomach, Elle smiled. “And they are ours.” 

So much peace blew through my heart, settling me into the seat. “We are. No matter what.”

 

Hours of Lacey sleeping, and of me relishing in the fact that we were truly perfect for each other, I grabbed her journal and read the poems she had asked me to. She wanted to share them with me. 

So, I read words from her heart and mind that shined brilliantly. 

After falling, I find it hard to stand

So, I carefully turn to a helping hand.

After remembering, I find it impossible to be blind.

With his love, I hope to never be left behind.

Her poems spoke of pain, but also seemed to be praying for the future. How powerful was she? Without that answer, I could only be grateful for these wheels spinning underneath us…

Cruelty and all its power

Why am I the game of each hour?

Every pain, every slice…

It was not only me in this deadly vise.

Even though she hadn’t yet remembered me, Lace sensed me and our past. We were together, even when apart.

My torture feeds their needs.

My suffering is their natural high.

My misery is the outlet for their sadistic ways.

My despair… Their ecstasy.

Through her words, I could feel her breaking heart as she learned of her past.

I, a female, was their ideal victim.

My fear, my pain, was their fuel. 

I was terrified

 I fed them much.

Was her traumatic remembering of her past why she attempted to take her life?

There was Tate.

Damaged. Just like me.

I could see it in his exposed heart.

I dared to smile. She knew me. No matter what, our connection stood strong.

I wish to run from the hurt, but my feet can’t find the ground

Without the earth… I will never be found. 

She was found… by me. Now she had to be found by herself.

Wounded souls and hearts with holes

May you forever be

Lovers of the night, willing to fight

May you forever… be

It was almost as if she had the revelation that our damaged souls made us who we were. Made us fighters. I exhaled… Life Warriors.

They weren’t illusions at all. 

They were memories.

Maybe that is the case for all of us. 

We’re not mad. We’re simply… destroyed.

And then her sadness took over. Wisdom was drowned out by sorrow. This must have been when she gave up.

My arms tightened around her. Not destroyed, baby. Only stronger…

 

[image: ]

 

Charlie stayed in the back with his snout next to me. He watched Lacey with incredible attentiveness, already taking to her like he had me. Lynx was driving, both hands on the wheel, nerves high. Elle kept peering over her shoulder, nibbling on nails I was confident had been gnawed away hours ago. Barely any words were shared as the night continued on.

Then it happened. Lacey finally began to stir in my arms. I think we all stopped breathing. Would she have any recollection of me? Even if she only knew of me from the institute, that would be enough for me to build on. Could I at least have that?

Hazel eyes opened… “You cut your hair.”

I don’t know how long my mouth hung open, but it was long enough for her to talk again.

She was still under the influence, but she gently said, “I dreamt of you.” Tiredly, she smiled. “You were a little older.” She sighed into my chest. “You told me it was time to remember.” Her eyes drifted shut. “You told me to tell your son… you love him.”

Her breathing told me she was back asleep.

Oh my God.

He’s still watching over me.



[image: ]






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 

Saving Loves

 

We were on the good side of the Texas state line by the time Lace woke up again and was actually aware of being in a vehicle. Having been in need of sleep myself, I had laid us down. Curled up in a fetal position on top of me, under a blanket, she peered out, only to gasp and seize in alarm.

I tightened my arm resting over her. “I’m here. You’re okay.”

Her head lifted in a rush, her eyes wide. As soon as she recognized me, she looked around the SUV again. “Where are we?”

I tucked hair behind her ear. “On our way to a new home.” It was such a full circle moment. I was incredibly calm. “Is that okay?”

She nodded timidly.

“Would you like to meet my friends?”

As Elle beamed from the front seat, waving at her, Lacey kept her hands plastered to my chest. She didn’t want to sit up. She stayed on top of me, wanting to be super close, preferring to hide. “The ones who took you home?”

Besides being a student at school, who was more like a ghost no one noticed, Lace had no experience with other people. So, gently, I answered, “One of them is in here.”

I smiled proudly as Lynx lifted his big ol’ paw, casually announcing he was the one, “Hey, Pretty Girl!”

She whispered to me, “He knows my nickname.”

My chest eased… 

It was going to be a long road, but I knew we were going to make it. “Yeah, they all do. You’re my girl.”

Resting her head back on my chest, Lacey shyly waved to Elle. “I’ve never had a friend before.” She patted me. “Except, Tate.”

Elle visibly swallowed, now knowing what it was like to be Lynx, having his first conversations with me. “He’s a wonderful friend to have.”

Lacey nodded, her sweet face rubbing against me, making my world whole again.
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It was the bars on the window that had pushed Lacey over the edge. Not knowing Doc had taken memories from her, yet having more memories about me on her own, she didn’t know I was still alive. She thought I had died in the woods and refused to live without me.

My girl fucking loves me as much as I love her…

Not wanting to argue in front of Lace—since she was finally talking more, Elle let us have McDonald’s for an early lunch. Lynx and I had explained that Lacey needed to experience sauces for nuggets. Elle forced a smile and tried to muffle her comment about ‘cancer in a cup of crap’.

Was it divine intervention? Who knows, but my Pretty Girl picked honey, too.

I smacked Lynx’s shoulder from the back seat. “I told you it’s the best.”

Licking her lips, Lacey agreed, “So sweet like—”

Bashfully, she went quiet, so I kissed her cheek. “Like sugar kisses.”

Elle shook her head in amazement, so I asked her, “What?”

Her eyes widened. “Didn’t Lynx tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“Sugar kisses. That’s what he says to me. I never let him have sugar in his second cup of coffee in the morning,” she winked at him, “so he asks for a kiss. A sugar kiss.”

With a chicken nugget in my weakening grasp, I sat back against my seat. “His coffee tastes like crap. No sugar at all.”

The big man shrugged from behind his steering wheel. “It felt wrong to have sugar without her.”

I smiled at Lacey. “I know what ya mean, Prez.”

 

As we got close to the clubhouse, I had to break the news to Lacey that she now had another identity. I simply had no choice. Her safety was on the line. Everyone she was about to meet, except for officers, couldn’t know her true identity.

“W-What is my name now?”

“Jamie Lace Bryant.” As her bottom lip began to tremble, my hands clasped her perfect face. “When I say the name Jamie, I’m thinkin’ about all the beautiful memories I’m going to have with her. I’m thinkin’ about her touch, her smile, her incredible eyes….” I kissed her lips. “I’m thinking of you, baby. And all your beautiful smiles that I can’t wait to see as we find our way to a destiny we so deserve.”

I think that is the moment it truly dawned on her that we were free.

“Tate… no one is going to hurt us again, truly?”

My throat tightened as my thumb wiped her fallen tear. “Nah, Pretty Girl. We’re safe now.”

Sweet arms flew around my neck. 

Holding tight, she asked, “Why does that scare me when it shouldn’t?”

I inhaled her scent… holding her like I’d never let go. “Because you’ve never known it before.”

 

[image: ]

 

The Barn, as Lynx called the clubhouse, was like a building I’d never seen. I had nothing to compare it to, but Elle said it reminded her of the Alamo. When Lacey and I told her we still didn’t know what she meant, she promised to take us to San Antonio someday.

The rustic, light beige building looked nothing like Eagle’s castle, but it was so inviting to this boy who couldn’t wait to live there. It had a few neighbors in the distance, but mostly sat hidden within Austin’s ‘hill country'. A large gate rolled open and we were greeted by a slew of waiting bikers. 

As Lynx waved to them through the windshield, he pointed to different places. “I’ll take you on a tour of the shop and gym when you’re ready. Let’s get you settled first.” After parking the SUV, where his bike could properly be unloaded, he turned in his seat. “Pretty Girl, my family—your new family—look rough and tough, but they are big babies. Feel me?”

Lacey’s shoulders lifted as she took a big breath, preparing herself to meet more people than she’d ever known her whole life. “Do I have to talk to them?”

“Nope. You no longer have to do anything you don’t want to.”

After another deep breath, Lacey took hold of my hand.

She was ready.

No one gave any judging looks when Lacey stayed tucked behind me, only occasionally waving to those saying hello and welcome. She barely even gave Dagger and Vice a second glance. She was absolutely overwhelmed. I knew my friends would understand.

The only ones to get more of a response were me and Charlie. He stayed firm by her side, her nervous hand on his head as if appreciating the connection.

So focused on how she was doing, I scarcely registered all the new names I was to learn. I just shook hands, telling them all I was thankful and happy to be there.

Walking through arches at the front of this large home, we passed older-looking concrete picnic benches in some sort of sitting area, then went through two large connecting wooden doors that had no glass in them.

As we were led down a set of stairs, loud music had Lacey squeezing my hand. She was struggling to stay close to my back the further we went down. We looked at the most expansive basement any biker could wish for, and I knew the warm colors would, someday, bring comfort to Lacey. For now, I had to pass the pool tables, arcade machines, TVs, jukebox, lounging couches… Oh, is that a stripper pole?

The bar stopped me in my tracks, causing Lacey to bump into me and quickly suck in air.

Offering to put my other arm around her, I lured her from hiding. Holding her to me, I pointed to what was on the wall behind the never-ending bar. It was a massive round silver circle, about six feet across and tall. In the center of it was a cutout of a Stallion, its wild mane flowing in the wind. Just like what was on my back, above the horse was the word STEEL, and under the horse read STALLIONS MC. As much as that spoke to my soul, telling me I had finally found my home, it was the smaller silver cutouts of wolves howling that stunned me.

I had spent so many hours with some of these men, before ever learning what their lives were truly about. It was mind-blowing. It was breathtaking. 

It was an honor.

I peered down at Lace and smiled, even though she was yet to know how lucky we were. She had so much catching up to do that she was even whispering, “Why are all those people calling you Saint?”

If only there was a simple way to explain all that has happened while we’ve been apart.

Elle and Lynx led us down a hallway that had many closed doors. She stopped in front of one and unlocked it. After opening the door, she gleamed, “Welcome home.”

I accepted the keys she offered while slowly walking inside. 

It was only one large bedroom but felt so right, I was dumbfounded. A little apartment made for me and Lace. There was a big walk-in closet—with clothes in it, both for me and Lacey. In the middle of a wall, there was a king-sized bed—with blankets and pillows! There were dressers and comfy-looking chairs with a little table in between them. There was a flatscreen TV on a different wall, even bigger than what my fake-brothers had.

From the doorway, Elle explained, “We’ve left all the true decorations for—”

We all went quiet when Lacey finally left my side. She was entranced, walking toward a wall I had yet to notice, but now I couldn’t tear my eyes from it.

There were picture frames, one after another.

In awe, Lace said, “It’s of you.” She carefully reached up and grazed her fingers along the first one. “You’re smiling, T—uh,” she looked to Lynx, “Noble.”

I think he was in as much shock as me, gawking at the wall.

She petted Charlie’s head. “Your friends took these pictures, Noble?”

Speechless that these wonderful people kept giving me reasons to be grateful, I nodded.

Studying the next framed picture, Lacey covered her mouth. “You had waffles?”

I couldn’t move. Every moment that had been captured by Dagger, Vice, Lynx, Elle… was now on the wall as if a map of my journey to get to this very moment. All I could manage was… “With syrup.”

Lacey smiled, touching another frame. “Your friends make you so happy.”

Barely able to talk, remembering all the times, I whispered, “Yes.

There were so many… So many special moments captured. Some that I didn’t even know they had realized were important to me. Like the one of me in bed, at the rental, sticking my toes out for the sun to touch. 

Standing behind Lacey, I rested my hands on her shoulders. “Every time I did that, I thought of you.”

As if I had said the sweetest thing, she looked up to me and touched my face.

There was one picture of me smiling, next to Dagger, eating chicken nuggets. Lace gasped. “Honey!” She touched the frame. “That scary man, he was outside.”

“Yes,” I swallowed, “He is my dear friend, Dagger.”

“The man—your friend fed you?”

“All the time.”

“Then I like him.”

As if reaching back in time and touching the past, Lace touched another frame. It was a picture of me staring at the tree where Lynx found me. 

So thankful for that moment to have been captured, I fought for air as I pointed over Lace’s shoulder. “That’s where your cry saved me. You,” my eyes watered, “called out for the pack to hear you.” I whispered, “They did, baby.”

Lacey quickly peered around me to see Lynx, still stunned at this miracle happening.

More confident, Lace faced the wall, setting her shoulders back. “Tell me more.”

I choked at the next picture. It was of me on the treadmill. “That is where I ran toward your smile, every day, until I could run… to you.”

She wiped tears that were suddenly falling. “More.”

I chuckled at me sitting next to Vice, smiling with a mouthful of my first burger. “They do barbecues. So good.”

Lace gasped, peering around to Lynx again. “May I come to one of your barbecues someday?”

As Lynx fought tears, veins pushed against the skin on his forehead. “Anything you want, Pretty Girl.”

Her waving had me looking over my shoulder to see Vice, as shocked as Lynx. Lacey said, “That’s you in the picture!”

Vice’s shoulders softened. “It is. I’m Vice. By the way, your man eats a whole bunch.”

Her back still to my chest, she now looked at me. “They had a lot of food?”

Fighting emotions, I promised, “And shared it.”

Her face lit up as if so pleased I was being taken good care of. Then she looked back to the wall and pointed. “Is that a beer?” 

My first beer, on the couch with Lynx’s arm around me. “Yeah. Elle was with us, over the phone.”

Lace peered around me. “Did you have one, too, Elle?”

Elle was wiping tears. “I did. I wouldn’t miss his first.”

My precious wife nodded in more thought, smiling, then gazed back at this wall of surprises. “Oh my gosh, that’s you, getting to me.”

So fucking grateful for the captured moment, I leaned my head down to the top of hers. One of the men, to whom I now owed the world, took a picture of my scaling the wall to my girl.

She grabbed her chest. “I wanted to touch you so bad that night.” Then she smiled. “Oh, that yummy milkshake. Look! I’m taking a sip!”

The wall continued… Lacey gasped and celebrated all the pictures as if now feeling she had been with me the whole time. She got to see me on the back of Lynx’s dragon, my iPhone, Charlie, sleeping in bed with Charlie.

Still petting his head, she asked, “Can he sleep with me, too?”

Melt my heart… “Absolutely.”

She gazed back at the wall… “Why are you and Vice in a backyard with a spoon?”

After a ‘cough’ of “Spoon Bandit,” laughter boomed, including from me. 

I explained to Lace, “Vice was training me how to fight. To keep me from getting hurt with a real weapon, he chose the spoon.”

As if keeping me safe deserved an award, she peered around me and smiled at Vice, immense trust in her hazel eyes.

There were more pics. Me sticking out my tongue. Loving Elle’s affection at the rental… but what almost took me to my knees was my actual spoon. 

“Noble!” practically cheered Lace when seeing it.

Hung on the wall, it was in a glass box. 

The spoon itself had Dangerous Weapon burned into it. 

The plaque above the case, read: 

Break in case of emergency 

Inspected by: Spoon Bandit.

Lace turned and wrapped her arms around my waist. “Your friends are wonderful.”

I tucked hair behind her ear. “They are. And they’re your friends, too.”

“Sugar,” demanded my wife, smiling and appearing so at ease.

My lips pressed to hers. 

So touched by this incredible welcoming that had my wife smiling instead of in a state of fear like she had just been in, I looked over my shoulder. “Who did this wall?”

Elle radiated. “Sapphire.”

“What?” Lynx barked down the hall. “Saph!”

That young woman I had seen on Elle’s phone came bouncing into the room with a skip—the one that drove Justice nuts. “Yes?”

Lynx pointed at the wall. “This was you?”

Her shoulders caved and her expression filled with worry. “Yes. Uh, it’s just… Well, Elle was so happy with every picture sent to her…” She nervously shrugged. “I thought, why not share such memories?”

Lynx stared at her… then lifted his hand. “High five. Amazing idea.”

The little one perked up and smacked his hand. “Thanks! I didn’t do the spoon, though. That was sent in from the Colorado chapter.”

Jesus. H. Christ.

Such an honor. 
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Sometimes, happy moments have to be balanced with sad ones. There was no way Lacey nor I were going to move on unscathed, but we had support and a chance now. Something we never had before.

Shocking no one who knew our story, I wasn’t the only one who ever woke with night terrors. A couple of nights later, I was desperate for a way to calm her. Then it dawned on me.

Sneaking into the hallway, I wasn’t surprised to see Lynx, Dagger, and Vice in boxers and with guns, making sure we were okay, but they scattered. They claimed they were only trying to give her privacy when she was upset, but I knew better. The sight of Lacey in pain was too much for them.

Such an honor.

At 3:30 am, when holding Lacey’s hand, I led her into the commercial kitchen. 

Click! Click! Click went Charlie’s nails, following us.

To keep Lacey calmer, I didn’t turn on all the bright lights. Just enough so we could see. Then, right next to the fancy blender, I sat Lacey on the counter. “Wait here.”

She was sniffling, still shaky from the night terror. Not even the long-sleeved and pants pajamas or little pink throw blanket Elle had given her could warm that chill.

From the industrial freezer, I pulled out every flavor of ice-cream I could find. With my arms full, I went back to my girl. 

Sniffle. Sniffle. “What is all that, Noble?”

As if I were a wizard, I said, “Ice cream.”

Gasp!

Grabbing spoons and needed items, I explained, “You and I are going to make our very first milkshake as Jamie and Noble Bryant.”

She stared at me in disbelief. “We can do that?”

“Hell yeah! And, we can use any flavor we want.”

Thank you, Elle.

Lacey reached out, daring to touch a container. “Can I have more than one?”

I swallowed emotions. “Oh yeah. Pretty Girl, we can have them all if we want, just like we can have anything we want in life. Just choose the flavors, then stick them in the blender. Just like sugar can fix anything—my sugar kisses,” I winked, “beautiful memories can make life sweet.”

As my message sank in, hazel eyes lit up, finally full of hope.

Freedom. What a beautiful thing.

That brave girl smiled at me. “I love you, Saint.”

Out of the horror came alliances—a family that would never hurt us or let us go. 

Out of the nightmare came me: Hostile Saint. 

Out of love, came… Noble Lycan Bryant.
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EPILOGUE 

Contemplating Outcomes 

 

The night of the reckoning…

 

The man’s black leather boots beat against the terrain that threatened to take him down, due to the new moon refusing to shed light. Sweat dripped from his brow as he charged forward, leading his men. This battle tonight was why he was here. He couldn’t fail. His dead friend had come to him in a dream—a warning, so he rode as fast as he could.

At the edge of the woods, when seeing all the HOGs, Eagle knew he had found his brothers. A chill had crawled up his spine, like the delivered message from a fallen brother. He knew there would be more if he paused for too long. So, he ran…

Unlike all the sturdy debris that had loomed on the obscure ground, it was a body that finally had him rolling to a harsh stop, crashing into a formidable tree. Scrambling to his knees, he feared he was too late. That he had failed and not arrived in time to save his friend’s only son.

“Prez!” yelled one of his men as more raced toward him. He held a cellphone in the air, beaming a light— “Holy shit.”

Eagle, the President of the Steel Stallions, Colorado Chapter, recoiled, to the point he fell back on his butt. “Fuck! What the hell?”

In the woods lay a woman’s bloody body. Her empty stare returned the chill to Eagle’s senses as he realized she was dead.

“There’s another one!” yelled another of his men. “This one’s alive!”

Eagle rushed to his feet and raced toward the second cellphone light. It was shining down on a woman, sitting with her knees to her chest, her arms holding them close, a knife in her hand.

Even though she, too, was soaked in blood, her eyes in a state of shock, Eagle could still see that she was a remarkably beautiful woman. Entranced by the bloody angel, he took a knee in front of her. “Ma’am, are you hurt?”

Shaking with fright, the woman peered at him with haunting blue eyes, then at the body that had caused his fall.

Observing her tightly clenched knife again, he asked, “Did you do that?”

Had this woman killed?

If she had, she was remorseful. Seeing the knife in her own hand, she instantly dropped it, her ethereal eyes filling with tears and regret.

To Eagle’s surprise, the woman reached out both hands for one of his.

He let her. “It’s okay,” he told her, trying to offer comfort to this stranger who was in dire condition. “We’ll help you.” He squeezed her little hands. “What’s your name?”

It felt like her answer took forever to come, but trembling lips finally moved… “Melony.”

Eagle jolted. He couldn’t believe his ears.

This was Saint’s mother. The boy that he had just given his best dog.

Holy fuck, he thought to himself before looking back at the dead body, suspecting it was the woman the Prospect once lived with. If you killed your son’s enemy, you have my respect. 

Eagle knew this unbelievable revelation could cause deaths, in more ways than one, so he stood, telling two of his men to stay with her. “I’ve got to get to Lynx. Get her a blanket.”

“We got her, Prez. Go.”

“Keep her hidden. I’ll be back.” 

Eagle stormed into the night. He had a promise to keep. 

Legend, the original President of the Steel Stallions, from the grave, had sent Eagle to save his son. 

There were two fathers watching and guiding… from afar, that night.
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Did you like Hostile Saint? Leave a review! Even if only three words!

 

I probably say this with every story I write, but… these characters own me! I fell in love with them. Their hearts are so rich with love, I’m in tears, honored they let me speak for them.

 

So, do you need some more of these beautiful souls?

 

If yes, then continue with this series. There will be many more to come, so be sure you sign up for my monthly newsletter to be the first to know of all release dates. (The sign-up gets you Hostile Illusions, Lacey’s story, for FREE!)

 

Now, for a quick India Book Map explanation. 

My series (due to my never-ending imagination) do a lot of overlapping, so if there are characters you want to read more about, you can! Now!

 

For more about Justice, Sapphire, or Brat, you can start with Bleed Me, A Haunted Roads Novel.

 

For more about Diesel, you can start the Haunted Roads series by reading Steal Me, or wait for the first Redemption Ryders novel, Road to Absolution, coming very soon!

 

And, as I’m sure you can see by that Epilogue, there will be more about Eagle. His story will begin with Damaged Devotions, A Steel Stallions MC Novel, Colorado Chapter.

 

Thank you so much for being a part of this journey with me! Writing is a passion. I am so honored so many of you love these stories.

 

Damaged souls are worth saving,

~India


Want more of Lacey? Grab this novella completely free when you sign up to my newsletter!
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DOWNLOAD YOUR COPY HERE!

 

 

 


INDIA’S THANK YOUS

 

This book slowly crept into my heart, then seized it, violently and beautifully. The people who saw me through this manuscript are women I will never forget.

 

Cat Imb, you simply never give up. Steadfast by my side is where you always are, doing anything and everything possible to make sure this passion of mine has a chance to keep growing. Even though it doesn’t feel like enough to simply say thank you, I still will because I know you understand how much I mean it. Deep inhale… Thank you for your support, your incredible work ethic, my gorgeous cover through TRC Designs (and my formatting that is stunning), and for your friendship that I treasure, endlessly.

I love you, my star.

 

Deb, you have become a permanent butterfly in my life. Every time I get scared that my next book can’t compete with my last, you remind me this is not a competition. That this is a soul journey we are so fortunate to be a part of.

I bow to your beautiful soul.

 

Kendra, you are not just an editor to me. You are a friend that bends over backwards to care for me and my words. Even though you make my stories even better, I am struggling to find the words to say how grateful I am that you continue to work with me. I am a very lucky author.

Love you, wordsmith!

 

Michelle, thank you for joining this crazy train and fitting right in. You are a perfect addition. Your wings spread wide and offer much shelter from the storms I create. I hope to always have you. And Noble says thank you *wink*

 

Uni, my special Postmaster, now an author herself. What a wonderful journey we are on. I love you.

 

Flames, you always burn bright and share love, even through Covid and a sometimes-volatile book world. I am so proud, and love you dearly.

 

Bloggers, again, I offer you words. Again, you devour and praise. Thank you for all your support that helps make all this possible. 

 

Cris, Jamie, Jackie, Mariela, Erin, Sophie, Clayr, Colette, Robyn, Krystal, Rubi, Annette, Sandra, and so many more… Always telling others to, “Read India!” and sharing my stories. Thank youuuuuuuuu!

 

Sparks and Igniters... My street team and review team. You guys are everything!

 

Family, I am what I am because of you… 

Thank you.

 

Roger, thank you for having a beer with me when you came home, finding me an emotional mess because I had just written the last word in this book. 

I love you, my own personal Saint.
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