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        Never be ashamed about being broken, because strength is nothing but pain that’s been repaired.

        ~ Trent Shelton

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

        Halloween Night

      

      

      “Are you ready to get plastered tonight?” my best friend and roommate, asks from beside me. Her eyes glint with mischief as she stares up at the frat house before us. I’ve never gone to a party here before, but then again, I’m not one who really enjoys partying in the first place. I’d rather just focus on my classes and lay low. But, my friend here wouldn’t let me stay nestled up under my blanket watching old episodes of The Office. Instead, she had to drag my ass out here, after we dressed up as a nurse and devil of course.

      “We have class tomorrow, Portia. I can’t get drunk off my ass like you can.”

      Portia cocks a brow and chuckles lowly, “My classes don’t start until three, sugar. I’m gonna have a great time tonight and you should too. When’s the last time you missed a class since you’ve been here, hmm?”

      I haven’t. I’d never miss class. Not when I got into school here for free. I was one of fifty students three years ago to get a hefty scholarship to Stonewall University and I won’t take it for granted. It wasn’t a full ride, but it was damn close. Thankfully, my brothers have been lending me a helping hand with covering the leftover tuition expenses. Portia wouldn’t understand. Her father is heavily into politics and I’m certain she got in here just because he bribed the right person. I mean, that’s the way the world works, right? Corruption everywhere you turn, even here.

      Hell, when it comes down to it, I’m corrupt.

      A year ago, I was initiated into a secret society here on campus. To be exact, the Scorpio Society. Their overall goal is corruption, taking the best of the best and ensuring they have someone in their pocket. They made it very clear to me the reason I got the scholarship was because of them, and if I didn’t comply with their demands, they’d revoke it and I would’ve wasted two years here for nothing.

      I couldn’t allow that to happen. Not when no one in my family has accomplished anything. Not when my brothers were helping me make this dream of mine a reality. Without the two of them helping me pay for school, I wouldn’t have ever been able to step foot here. I’d be the first person in my family to graduate from college. I’ve had my eyes set on that since I was a little girl, and hell, I wasn’t going to let anything step in my way. Not even a threat by an organization I couldn’t possibly understand, so, naturally I agreed to their terms. They haven’t asked much of me yet, but I have a feeling they will soon. The only thing they have asked is for me to head back to Montana and start being one of those Instagram influencers, to take photos of myself, the area, myself with products they’ll send me, so on and so forth. Nothing too crazy. Is it wrong that I don’t care I’m part of a secret society, as long as it means I get my degree?

      “Earth to Ruby.” Portia widens her eyes and waves her hand in front of my face back and forth.

      “Sorry, I totally zoned,” I mutter, while a rush of warmth floods to my cheeks.

      “Yeah, that’s for sure. What’s with you? Aren’t you happy to be getting out of there? I mean, you were dating that guy Zack for what, two weeks and he just dumped you out of the blue. I couldn’t let you sulk.”

      I hold a hand up, “Whoa. I wasn’t sulking. I was relaxing, Portia. You should try it sometime.”

      She rolls her eyes and grabs my arm, tugging me along with her to the frat house. “I know how to relax, which is exactly why we’re here. Now come on.”

      Portia continues to pull me along with her as we go up a few short stairs and walk in through the foyer of the frat house. It’s prettier than I’ve ever seen before, with crown molding, wainscotting, and the most beautiful dark oak floors. Now this is old money.

      “Ruby, Portia, what’re you two doing here?” a familiar voice calls from the next room over. I can barely make it out from the music pumping through the house. Considering Portia still has her hand on mine, I tug her along with me toward him.

      “I didn’t know you were coming.” His eyes light up the same way Portia’s did a few minutes ago, but this is while he looks at me. It almost makes me think he has some sort of thing for me, but I’d know better. If he did, he would’ve surely made a move by now . . . but still, it doesn’t calm the worry soaring through my chest.

      I . . . I have no business getting into anything with anyone here. Not when I’m fond of someone who’s living about two-thousand miles away. But that’s another story. He’s a load of trouble, and someone I haven’t been able to keep my eyes off of.

      “Yeah, well, I had to pull her ass out of the dorm!” Portia chuckles, pushing her way in front of me a bit, making herself the center of attention as always. I don’t mind it. In the beginning I did, but now I’m used to her quirks.

      “Did she now?” He cocks a brow, trying to hide a smug smirk.

      “Ian, she’s being dramatic per usual.” I roll my eyes at Portia’s statement.

      “Yeah and you weren’t back there sulking over Zack, huh?” Portia gets in my face, places a hand on a hip and stares me down. I swear, every time she does something like this, I imagine those little four-year-old girls who get totally glammed up and compete in pageants. There’s no way I can take her seriously.

      Ian slings an arm over my shoulder and his fingers dangle against my skin innocently. “He didn’t deserve you and we both know it.” I look away and catch Portia smirking at what he’s said.

      “Exactly, which is why I brought her out for a night of drinking. Fuck Zack! I’ll be back, but first I’ll grab us some refreshments.” Portia moseys her way out of sight in search of the nearest serving station.

      Ian leans up against the wall and gives me a stern look. “You aren’t seriously upset about that dude, right?”

      “Do you really have to ask? He isn’t my type. Plus, he was way too . . . sporty for me.”

      Ian cackles, “Yeah, I seem to think you’re a woman into the dark and broody men.”

      “I am,” I answer him while staring directly into his piercing eyes. Clearing my throat, I continue. “It’s a good thing the relationship ended before it really began. I wasn’t really into him and . . . I have my eyes set on someone else.”

      “Oh, you do?” Ian asks curiously.

      I nod and move so his arm naturally falls from around my shoulder. “I have feelings for this guy. He’s one of my brothers’ friends . . . and, no matter what I do I can’t seem to shake them.”

      Ian smiles widely and then it slowly fades away. “Ruby, why in the fuck do you need to shake them? If the guy makes your face light up like a damn Christmas tree, I’m all for it. Don’t fight whatever makes you happy. The only thing you should be doing is fighting for it.”

      This is why Ian is such a good friend of mine. “I never thought of it like that. Thank you.”

      Just as I go in for a hug, a strong burning sensation hits me in the ass. Instantly I jolt further against Ian, horrified at the fact someone just slapped my ass. “What the fuck, man!?” Ian growls while my heart pumps hastily in my chest, so fast in fact I can hear my pulse in my head. Even my mouth begins to dry up before I even have the courage to turn my head.

      “What, dude? She’s dressed up as a sexy little devil. Her fuckin’ ass is practically out anyway.” The guy comes up with the most idiotic excuse I’ve ever heard of.

      Ian takes a step forward, ready to lunge at this guy for putting his hand on me, but I go frozen. “Please, just leave him alone . . . just don’t let him touch me again, please,” I mutter, not even sure if Ian can hear me.

      “If you touch her again, I will fuck you up. You got me?”

      “Damn, dude, sorry. Didn’t realize she was your girl.”

      I burrow my face against Ian’s chest and close my eyes, breathing deeply. God, I just want to get out of here. Before I even realize what I’m doing, I tear myself away from Ian and run through the front door of the frat house. I run as fast as I can until I turn down a side street and head into the park.

      Moving onward I keep my eyes focused on the stone path before me, needing to get as far away from the party as possible. Even now, knowing I’m a few streets away from the party I still feel unnerved. Nausea courses through my stomach, making me feel like I’m about to go on the scariest roller coaster of my life. But that isn’t all. My head pounds, still hearing my pulse beat. It feels like I’m in one of those thriller movies with the dramatic music. Then again, I suppose it isn’t the greatest idea to be strolling through the park in the dark.

      Stonewall University is a nice place and all, but it isn’t the place I want to be. Nestled on the western side of Albany, New York, it’s closer to the forest than the city. Come to think of it, I think we’re barely in city limits.

      God. What was that dude’s problem? I mean seriously. He’s in college. He should know about something called consent.

      Bringing my hand up I cover my face, not even realizing a few tears have slipped by. I head over to where there’s a light and a bench, sit down and breathe in and out slowly. Continually reminding myself everything is going to be okay; I try my best to relax.

      This isn’t something that I could’ve controlled. It was just some man who . . .

      I lose track of what I’m thinking as anger rushes through me in a blazing inferno. I know this wasn’t my fault, but the way I feel violated is horrific. God dammit. I should’ve stayed back in the dorm room, snuggled under my covers with my snacks, watching The Office. Dwight Schrute has always been the man after my heart and he’s never once disappointed me.

      Wiping the wetness away from my cheeks, I take a glance at my hands and see a soot like residue covering my fingertips. Fuck, this only means one thing. My mascara is running. Of fucking course it is. What else could go wrong after today? Huh? What fucking else?

      The crack of a branch being snapped causes me to look to the left and I don’t see anything at first. The light beside me is only enough to illuminate the first five or ten feet around me, but I know something’s there. Carefully scanning my eyes around me, they step out of the shadows like a cultist group. Dressed in all black wearing Ghostface’s mask from the Scream movies, they circle in around me.

      “What’s a sweet lady like you doing out here all alone?” one asks in a thick southern voice. He walks ahead of the others, growing gravely close.

      “I’m getting a breather,” I tell him, trying to not let my uneasiness be visible. Though, I’m sure it is. I’ve always been horrible at hiding how I’m feeling. My own brothers picked on me about it so much growing up.

      “Well, what do ya know? Us too.” He snickers, coming right up to me he wraps a hand around my throat and tightens his grip. I can’t see his eyes through the black mesh, but I’m certain he’s staring down at me.

      “Dude, what the fuck are you doing?!” One of his friends makes it clear he didn’t sign up for this.

      “Back off, Leo. It’s Halloween and I’m having a bit of fun. If you’re going to be a sourpuss you can get the fuck out and kiss getting into the fraternity goodbye.” The man before me loosens his grip on my neck, enough for me to scoot over and start running.

      It all happens so fast as I pick up my legs and move with the speed of a cheetah, but in heels it isn’t so easy. I run, and I run, and I run until I think I’m making some headway. But pressure wraps around the back of my hips and I go tumbling to the ground with a thud.

      “You’re going to regret that, bitch. Just you wait.” He pushes his hand against the back of my head and forces my mouth into the dirt to muffle my cries.

      This can’t be real.

      I keep telling myself that in my mind, but it is real, and it’s happening to me right now.
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        “And here you are living despite it all.”

        ~ Rupi Kuar

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

        Mid-November . . .

      

      

      “You bleach your hair or somethin’?” Grim asks as he comes up to me.

      Inhaling sharply, I immediately answer him and close the book in my hand. “Yeah. I needed a change. What’s it to you?”

      He shrugs. “Just noticed a change and wanted to tell you it looks real nice. I did wanna have a chat with you. Mind if we head somewhere private?” The second he asks me the question my heart drops into the pit of my stomach. He knows something is wrong and I can’t keep hiding it anymore.

      Stiffening my back a bit, I try to remain strong and act like everything is perfectly fine. Opening my book, I glance back down at it and speak. “If you’re trying to give me some sort of life lecture or something, I’ll pass. I’m not in the mood.” Hell, I pull out my phone and plop it between the pages in the book, scrolling endlessly so my dear brother might take the hint and leave me alone.

      But Grim, oh Grim, he can’t stand it. He rips the book and phone from my hand and cocks a brow. “If you want your precious communication device back, you’ll follow me,” he speaks clearly while he walks over to the TV room. It’s the next room over to the one where they hold all their club business meetings.

      Figuring I have no choice, I rise from where I sit on the couch and follow Grim. Walking in behind him, he shuts the door firmly behind us and makes it a point to walk around and make sure the room is clear. This has got to be good.

      It’s the first time I’ve been in here, but it reminds me so much of the college rooms. “This must be the place the guys come to romp around with the ladies,” I mutter and as my eyes wander, I find myself worrying about when the last time this room was cleaned.

      “Take a seat, sis. You and I need to have a chat.” The seriousness in his tone is deafening. Grim and I haven’t been speaking lately, but I know he knows. He has to. There isn’t any other way around it.

      “Why, Grim? What is it you need to discuss with me so badly?”

      He mutters off how I can obviously see he’s fine after his motorcycle accident, how I could’ve gone back to Albany to get back into my classes, but how I haven’t. All in all, he’s calling me out on my shit.

      As I debate what to tell him, I comb a hand through my long now-blonde hair. “School is school, Grim. It’s not this amazing, super fun thing you think it is.”

      “Yeah and while I get that, I’m gonna call you out on your bullshit. You used to love school, but all of a sudden, you’re not a fan? I’m not buying what you’re selling, kid. You’re so damn close to graduating. You should be all smiles, getting high on all that success, and enjoying your senior year. So, what am I missin’ here?”

      “I wish I was getting high on weed,” I mutter out in a groan.

      “Ruby!” Grim chastises me, but he shouldn’t. We all know what he does here with the club is far worse than some Mary Jane.

      “What, Grim!? You hold me up on this pedestal that I never asked to be on in the first place. You have our entire life and maybe I’m tired of being thrown up in the air like I’m better than you and Axel. Have you ever thought for one minute maybe I’m not? That I’m just like the two of you?”

      He shakes his head while his cheeks flush cherry red. “I don’t fuckin’ understand this shit, Rub’. Halloween night you called me up and told me that a friend of yours, Portia, was pullin’ you out to go to a party. You mumbled about her being a pain in your ass but said how you loved her. Now it’s the middle of November and you act like you don’t wanna go back there at all. I don’t understand. How has so much changed in just a few short weeks? What the fuck happened, Rub’, and don’t you dare lie to me!”

      I take a deep breath and start to fidget with my hair as I lower myself onto the leather couch in this room. Hopefully it’s been cleaned lately and there isn’t any dried up cum on it, but I guess it doesn’t really matter. I’m only thinking about it right now to distract myself from what I’m about to tell Grim.

      He’s picking up on the fact I’m playing with my hair and I know it. It’s a nervous tick I’ve had since I was a little girl.

      “Stonewall University isn’t the marvelous place you think it is, Grim. Things go on there, things you think are only figments of your imagination. The type of fictional shit in books. You think it can’t possibly be real, but it is. It’s very real and depending who you associate with and if . . . if they want you . . . your life could belong to them.”

      “They? Who is they?!” he hisses, obviously frustrated I’m speaking in riddles.

      “The Scorpio Society,” I speak plainly, and he cracks out a laugh. “See, this is why I didn’t want to tell you. Because you’d think it’s some big freaking joke!” I throw my hands up in the air and realize quickly my shirt has shifted. His eyes expand and I know he’s seen my bruises, the ones on my back. But hopefully Grim doesn’t think those were done by Zorro, because they weren’t. They weren’t at all.

      “Tell me more.” His eyes are pleading with me, and I think maybe the sight of my bruises caused him to realize there’s something more going on. Whether it’s a blessing or a curse, I don’t know.

      “Look, my point is the school is different. Sure, you have some people who are innocent in it all. They just want to go off and be a corporate broker, or maybe get into the MLB or NFL. Then there are the others. The ones that’ll do whatever they have to do to feel powerful, to feel important. Those are the people who want to join the Society. Grim . . . I’m part of the Society. I didn’t have a choice. It was either accept what they were making me do, or I’d lose my scholarship there. I didn’t have the money to pay for college myself . . . so I didn’t put up a fight. I’m fine. I’m one of the lucky ones . . . but, the Society is so large. There is someone everywhere that has ties to them. I think they want to slowly take over the world and turn it into whatever suits their needs, turn it into a better place. I don’t have a problem being part of it, but I don’t want to lie to you and make you think I’m here for no reason. I’m supposed to be here in Montana. It’s what they want me to do when I graduate, run an online business and become one of those social media influencers. I just . . . there’s something I haven’t said and I want to—”

      “Where the fuck did those marks come from?” Grim completely cuts me off, raising his voice and it visibly shakes me. My lip trembles uncontrollably and I find it hard to breathe.

      I was just about to tell him. I was easing myself into it and he took it from me. “I was walking back to my dorm after the Halloween party and went through the park. This guy, at the party, he . . . he groped me and it set me off, so I thought it would be a good idea to cut through the park. To get fresh air and all. But it wasn’t. It all happened so quickly. I was surrounded and managed to get away and then . . . and then I was on the ground. My . . .” Tears slide down my cheeks in an effortless flow, but I’m certain this doesn’t look good.

      I clear my throat and continue on. “My face was shoved into the dirt so my cries were muffled, but I think they were worried I couldn’t breathe, so then they yanked me up by the back of the hair and wrapped their hands around my mouth. I was beaten and . . . other things happened but I don’t want to go into that. So, please, don’t make me.”

      “What the fuck?! You . . .” He stands up from where he’d sat down across from me and runs a hand over his head. “Didn’t you just fuck Zorro? Now you’re telling me you were attacked on campus a couple weeks ago?! What the fuck is this? Some sort of joke?”

      “Why would I joke about something like this?!” I scream out at him. “Do you think I want to tell you this? That I want to tell my brother what happened to me? Do you think it brings me joy, or makes me feel good? Because it doesn’t! It makes me feel horrible, Grim! And for one second if you think I want to be your helpless little sister, I don’t. I don’t want to be the woman who can’t do anything unless her big, tough brothers are around.” I too stand up from where I sit and throw my hands up in the air in outrage. “And for the record, I didn’t just meet Zorro you idiot. If you would’ve opened your eyes last Christmas you could’ve seen I was spending a lot of time with him.”

      He shakes his head before I even finish what I’ve said. “No you weren’t.”

      God. I want to choke him right now. “I slept in his bed every damn night and you didn’t even notice. How could you be so blind? Oh wait, I forgot. I’m talking to the man who didn’t even realize his best friend was in love with him! Obviously seeing things that’re right in front of your face isn’t your strong suit.” Rosa, the woman who’s always been around my brother. She’s in love with him and everyone could tell, but no one said a damn thing.

      “Little girl, it’s best you drop it down a few levels.”

      “Little girl. Little girl?!” I repeat his words while my chest swarms with heat. I could slap him right now. I could fucking slap him harder than I’ve slapped any man.

      “Ruby,” he says my name as a warning.

      “You’re not Dad! Stop acting like you’re my father, like you’re the fill in. You aren’t. Unless you’ve somehow forgotten that you’re my brother. Is that what’s going on!?” I snap, heading straight to the door. I need to get out of here before my head explodes.

      “I don’t understand any of this. You’re sitting down in this room, sobbing about how you were attacked, and I just found out Zorro took your virginity an hour ago. Which I might add is somethin’ I didn’t need to know about in the first place.”

      Stopping in my tracks, I turn around to face him. He looks confused, but of course he’d be. “You’re not the woman who got attacked in the safest place she thought she could’ve been in besides her home. You’re not the one who was held down while men threw rocks at her, beat her with their fists and—and you’re never going to understand what it feels like to have a foot on your neck, squeezing down on your throat while someone is defiling your ass. You won’t ever understand, Grim, and I don’t expect you to. I don’t expect you to understand that I wanted the one man who’s always treated me with respect to take something so special, especially when I had firsthand experience on how easily it could’ve been taken from me. So, yeah, I flew out here when Axel called me and told me you got in your accident. But I needed to get away from Stonewall University. And I needed to see Zorro. I won’t make apologies for it, but I wanted my first time to mean something to me, and I hope you can . . . understand it one day.”

      “Who attacked you?”

      “I don’t know for certain. They were in black cloaks and had Scream masks on. I do know that people talk on campus, that there are theories . . . but I’m in no rush to go back. I don’t even know if I want to go back. I’m sorry, I have to go. This has all been . . . it’s been too much for tonight.” I open the door and exit the room, head straight for the double doors that lead into the clubhouse, and walk outside. I need the crisp November air to hit my cheeks.

      I need to remind myself that I’m in Montana, with the people who will protect me regardless of the obstacles in my way.

      I’m not alone here.

      I’m safe.
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        “You don’t have to see the staircase to take the first step.”

        ~ Flint Rehab

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

        Christmas Day . . .

      

      

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Grim hollers out so loudly everyone sitting on the couch turns in his direction. Natalie is directly beside him while her three little girls are with some of the other kids, over by the tree.

      Natalie’s face flushes with a soft pink color and she nods while her eyes glisten.

      “We’re havin’ a baby, brothers! We’re havin’ a fuckin’ baby!” Grim scoops her up into the air and lands a slammer on her. His smile so big I bet anyone could see it from the moon. Joy fills my heart as he kisses her over and over again and Natalie’s three girls rush over. My brother might not be their biological father, but no one would ever be able to tell. He loves them like they’re his, and they’re the luckiest bunch of ladies to have a dad like him.

      “Here I thought it would be you who had a baby first,” I mutter to Axel with a smile.

      He cocks a brow. “Me? Really? Why?”

      “Because you’re the irresponsible one.” I cackle lightly and he shoves me, just the way he did when I was a little girl and he was tired of my smart mouth.

      “Rotten kid,” he grumbles with a smirk.

      “Axel, I’m gonna make a couple celebratory drinks. Wanna lend a hand?” Rosa asks him. He immediately gets up and crosses the distance between them. I watch from the couch as they disappear into the kitchen area, and a group of guys from the club head over to Grim and Natalie. Even Zane and Octavia are surrounding them, giving what I’m sure is their congratulations.

      Looking around, I realize I’m the only person sitting on the couch so I naturally stand. A dark figure in the corner of my eye causes me to glance over and I spot Zorro leaning up against a wall, standing back in the shadows like he always does.

      His deep hazel eyes meet mine and we’re both caught in a moment of disbelief. Why? I’m not sure. Though, it happens so often. I find my eyes always searching for his in a crowded room, and sometimes, I even find my hands yearning to touch his skin.

      My relationship with Zorro is . . . nothing.

      We’re nothing.

      We’re two adults who share lingering moments, two people who know there’s something underneath the surface, but we’ve never acted on it. Well, that’s a lie. We acted on it one time—one night to be exact.

      Since then, we’ve barely touched . . . and yet I find him in my bed every night, or I’m crawling into his. Nothing happens but knowing he’s next to me causes relief to flood through my veins.

      Since Halloween I’ve been plagued with horrible nightmares, remembering so much of what happened. Almost every night it plays in my mind on repeat, like a broken record. Something that’ll surely drive me crazy if I don’t get a grip on it.

      I break our staring match and walk over to the club’s Christmas tree. It’s something we all had a part in putting up. At about seven feet high and five feet wide, it’s massive. White, gold, and emerald green ornaments line the tree branches and a white and black plaid material is draped around it. One glance and anyone would be able to tell Ashley picked the colors. She’s a bit of a meticulous woman, always paying attention to the details.

      The entire club is decked out in the same emerald green color, with white and gold accents throughout. The only dash of red I see is on the unopened presents beneath the tree. I find myself looking closer at the transparent globes with the snowflake like sparkle. Taking one in my hand, I tilt it upward and see this isn’t any Christmas decoration. It’s a traditional globe, but within it is a photograph of Zane, Fist, Ashley, and Kade. There’s another woman in the photograph, which must be their mother who’s been deceased for a long time.

      Taking a step to the right, I grab the next globe and see Tex, Dracus, Bolt, and Roxy. In the photograph with them is Kat, Jordyn, and Nova. I continue looking over the globes, seeing family photographs of the club members and then I see candid shots. Photographs that must’ve been taken at a party or something.

      But my eyes fall on a photograph of myself, my head dipped back in laughter at what I’m sure was a reaction to a joke. “I snapped that one,” Zorro’s deep voice speaks from beside me.

      I continue looking at the photograph, loving how carefree I look. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say this woman had no problems. I’d say she didn’t even have a worry in the world. It’s almost like looking at a completely different version of myself.

      Turning to my left, “Here I thought Octavia was the resident photographer.”

      Zorro smiles lightly. “Yeah, well, don’t let the others know. I need to keep some of my talents hidden. You know, in case we need them.”

      I nod. “Mhm, I’m sure you’re itching for a photographer assistant’s job with Octavia for the Vixens.”

      He holds a finger over his lips in a ‘shh’ motion, causing me to laugh lightly.

      “I think you should take a look under the tree, young lady,” Zorro states, catching me a bit off guard.

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      Kneeling down under the tree, I scan through the boxes of presents until I see a gold plaid pattern. There’s a small sticker that has my name on it, so I pick it up and rise. “This one?”

      “That would be it.” God. I feel so silly now. I didn’t get Zorro anything . . . but he and I never said we were getting each other gifts. “Don’t worry if you didn’t get me anything. Your presence has been enough.”

      I’m caught in his words, or maybe I’m caught in those glowing hazel eyes of his. “Zorro.”

      “No, Ruby. I mean it. I . . . I’m a bit of a sourpuss in case you haven’t heard, but you make things a bit lighter around here for me. More joyful maybe? So, I wanted to get you a present to thank you for the joy you bring into my life.”

      Since I don’t know what to say, I peel back the wrapping paper until I see a medium sized white box. There’s tape on all four sides so I peel those back as well, revealing gold tissue paper, and then I finally get to the core. It’s another smaller box, so I pull off the lid and shock jolts through me.

      This is beautiful, and it’s way too much. “Zorro, I . . . I don’t know what to s—”

      “In my culture turquoise is known not only for its protection, but to bring good fortune. My people believe it to be the stone of the gods, and while I might not be the best man when it comes to tradition, I felt this was something I should give to you, to remind you of your strength and to tell you that you always have my protection.” Zorro completely interrupts me, but his words hit me right in the heart. “But, anyway, I have something else in there for you too.”

      I put the lid on top of the turquoise ring, shocked he even got me something as beautiful as this and dig through the tissue paper. Like the box, it’s wrapped well and I tear at the tape. What lays in my hand causes me to laugh.

      “It’s in case the turquoise doesn’t work.” Zorro chuckles.

      In my hands rests a kitty cat keychain with sharpened ears. The eyes have two holes big enough for my fingers to fit through, and I see he’s given me something I can use for self-defense and something meaningful to him.

      Wetness pools behind my eyes as the realization hits me. Zorro went out of his way to show me I’m special to him, and I’ve been holding feelings back from this man for far too long. Even this past fall I knew I had a crush on him. Hell, I’ve known the way I feel about him for ages . . . but I’ve always been too afraid to act on it.

      I don’t want to be his club brothers’ little sister. I want to be the woman he’s genuinely interested in. “Thank you so much. I love them. I love them both,” I mutter, sucking my lips between my teeth I stare in awe at the items I hold. I blink rapidly to fight back the tears, but one slides right on by.

      A calloused finger wipes the stray tear away, and he smiles lightly. Zorro takes a step closer to me until his chest is pressing against mine and meets his lips to my forehead. Clearing his throat, he whispers what he has to me many times. “Te mostraré la pasión que te mereces mí dulce niña.”

      Again, he promises to show me passion, but this time he calls me his sweet girl. He pulls his lips away from my forehead and walks away, reverting back to the shadows he’s so fond of. Leaving me breathless and my heart aching for more. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to control myself.
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        It feels like coming home, after being gone far too long, the way I gravitate to the good in you . . .

        ~ Butterflies Rising

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

        Christmas Night . . .

      

      

      Coffee mugs filled with eggnog clink in the background as some of the guys and their ladies get toasted off their asses tonight. I sit on the bottom of the stairwell, sipping on my tequila, enjoying the happiness radiating off of everyone’s faces.

      Bama, one of the new prospects, comes and takes a seat beside me. His road name is a token to the state he comes from, but he doesn’t look like a dude from Alabama. Instead, he looks like one of those rich kids who grew up in Malibu and began surfing when they were five. With golden blond hair and a smile that causes some of the Vixens to blush, I know he’ll make it far here in the club.

      “You havin’ a good time here tonight?” I ask him. Since he’s one of the newer guys, I’m tryin’ to make sure I’m a bit more personable to them. Zane gets on me all the time for bein’ too quiet and scarin’ people off. Hell, Octavia too. It’s not like I can help it though. Fuck, Frost tells me I remind her of Dmitri from the Skulls Renegade MC. Silent and broody. That’s what she’s always saying.

      Bama nods with a slight smile. The kid can’t be more than twenty-one if I had a guess. “Yeah, way different than back home. But it’s nice.”

      He isn’t fooling me. The kid is all smiles but there’s something about him that makes me worried. Zane mentioned the reason he didn’t patch into our friends at the Sons of Gods MC, had something to do with his home. It reeks of shit, nasty, burnin’ out in the sun shit. I’d like to think the guy isn’t here to fuck us over, but I’m bettin’ that’s why Zane had him patch in here as a prospect. To keep him under close watch.

      “I grew up in a trailer park on the rough side of the tracks. It was normal when I was a kid, but, as I aged, I saw how screwed up it really was. We were lucky if we even had a tree when I was small, and here . . . lemme say it’s just amazing how everyone comes together like this. Blood or no blood. This is the way Christmas should be.”

      I might be judging the guy too harshly. The way he speaks says a lot about him, his positivity and all that shit. This is where yet again he reminds me of those California gurus who drink kale juice and have morning meditations.

      “Grew up on the really rough parts, eh?” I ask, taking a swig of my tequila.

      Bama combs his fingers through his curly hair. “Yeah, I mean it wasn’t the worst, but it really wasn’t the best either. My mom was one of those who’d rather spend the Christmas cash on whatever the fad was at the time, usually in the way of injecting it into her veins. And my dad . . . that guy’s an entirely different story. Big, brawler type who never gave a damn about his kids except when it suited him. You know?” The more he speaks, the more I get the feeling this kid has never had a real sense of family. Maybe he’s come here to get out from under Alabama’s shadow, whatever that might be, and find his true family.

      “Bama, wanna dance with me?” Bambi, one of the Vixens, comes strutting up in a fully decked out pink ensemble.

      He chuckles and nods. “How could I ever say no to a pretty girl like you?”

      Within a moment he’s on his feet and is extending his hand out to Bambi, and they walk off toward the center of the room where the rest of the group is. But I’m not paying too much attention to what the rest of ‘em are doin’ when a flash of straight blonde hair comes into my view.

      Ruby comes walking over and takes a seat on the same step as me. Her leg is maybe an inch or two away from mine and I notice the way she slowly closes the distance between us, until they both touch.

      “Thank you for the gifts, Zorro. They were very thoughtful.”

      “Santiago,” I tell her, speaking my name given at birth for the first time in many, many years. Ruby’s pale blue eyes meet my own and I watch as the realization of what I’ve told her sinks in. A delicate smile pulls at the corner of her lips.

      “Wow. You’re really working the Latin part, huh?”

      “Mhm, and I haven’t even told you how I got my road name,” I joke, though there is a bit of seriousness behind it.

      “The movie?” Ruby comments, but more as a question.

      I shake my head, “No, the movie came years later. My mother, she was eh . . . a very dramatic woman. She loved her telenovelas, and her novels. She had original copies of almost every Johnston McCulley novel, the man who was the first to write about a bandit who dressed in all black and was infamous for slashing the letter ‘Z’ into things.”

      “I had no idea it was based off of a novel.”

      “The classics always are, and in saying that, the books are always better than the movies.”

      “Mhm, Fifty Shades of Grey taught me that.” Ruby snickers, gnawing on the edge of her lip as she does so. It takes me a minute to catch her joke, but I give it to her.

      “As a child my mother would call me her little fox, and thus it’s how my road name came to be. It seemed fitting, to honor her in such a way.”

      Ruby’s brows furrow, “Honor?”

      “My mother passed away when I was barely an adult. She was held at gunpoint and killed by a group of Narcos at her store back in Mexico. She was closing up for the night and they were being chased by the federales. They held her at gunpoint and tried to use her as a hostage, and my mother,” I shake my head, even now hating how she needed to act so foolishly, “she stabbed one of them with a box knife. He shot her on the spot as retaliation.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Ruby speaks with genuineness in her tone and I spot her hand coming to my knee, trying to offer me a bit of comfort.

      “It’s okay, sweet girl. My wounds have been cauterized for many years now. But, you haven’t told me about your mother. I only ever hear of your father.”

      Immediately she rolls her eyes and leans her elbows back on the step behind us. “Because my brothers and I find the need to complain about the sly dog constantly. He’s a man who’s ‘going to change’, ‘going to make things right’, ‘will turn his life around’, but he never does. He only wants to convince himself of it. Our moms are tight though. They had to be when the man who knocked them all up could never be dependable for anything. It’s a weird idea, but I didn’t call my mom, just mom. I have four lovely ladies in my life and I won’t ever take them for granted. Hell, I know they love me just as much as my mom did.”

      “It’s nice to hear about the unique family you have. I knew Axel and Grim were your half-brothers, but I assumed they shared the same mother.”

      Ruby immediately shakes her head. “Nope, just the same daddy. But, thank you for introducing yourself to me, Santiago.” She tries to speak with an accent but butchers it completely. Yet here I sit, smirking at a woman I should be pushing away.

      But I can’t.

      I haven’t been able to stop lookin’ at her since last Christmas, which happened to be the very first time I ever laid my eyes on her.

      “I figured it was about time, considering everything.”

      “Everything?” she questions, raising a brow.

      “I’ve slept with you. You sleep in my bed, or vice versa almost every night. It’s about time we get to know one another on a more personal level, don’t you think?”

      Excitement flashes across her eyes as she nods curtly. “I’d . . . I’d really like that.”

      I lean back against the step and take my hand to brush away a stray few hairs, but really, I’m only using it as a way to touch her. I take in every bit of her that I can, from her thin but long eyebrows, to the way she has the smallest kink in her nose. “Good, Ruby Braxton. I’m Santiago Medina.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Santiago Medina.”

      The slightest flush of pink crosses her cheeks, and I slide my thumb across her eyebrow, just needing the excuse to touch her again. Downing the rest of my drink, I set my glass on the other side of me. “What do you say we head upstairs? It’s getting pretty late anyway.”

      She gives a curt nod and we both rise. Taking her hand in mine, I lead her up the stairwell and we head straight for my room. Once the door is shut behind us, I lock it and watch as she heads over to the window and looks out onto the Monroe’s massive property.

      “Have I told you this is my first white Christmas?” she asks, turning back to face me.

      “No, you didn’t,” I admit, walking up closer to her, I wrap an arm around her waist and stare directly into her eyes. I want to see the excitement that flashes in them, the way they light up like the kids do on Christmas morning. A somber expression crosses her face out of nowhere, almost right after the moment I’ve touched her. Did I do something wrong? Have I upset her in some manner?

      “I . . . I need to tell you something, something I should’ve told you weeks ago.” She licks her lips and avoids making eye contact with me.

      When a woman says something like this it’s never good, and usually whatever follows has something to do with a pregnancy. Fuck if I’m ready for that shit. I’ll be turning forty-one this year and I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for a miniature version of myself. But if you ask the guys they’d say I look like I’m in my early-fifties. Stress will do that to you, dry you out and make you look old as dirt.

      “Whatever it is, you can tell me,” I speak calmly, even though I’m not calm on the inside.

      Ruby blinks rapidly and opens her mouth like she’s going to speak but stops. This process happens over and over again.

      I lead her over to the bed and sit her down, squeeze her shoulder lightly and speak. “Whatever it is, I’ll be here. Alright? There isn’t any rush. Breathe and take your time with it.”

      “It’s better if I spit it out,” she rambles off.

      I don’t react, just wait for her to find the courage to tell me whatever’s running around in that mind of hers.

      “Remember the night I came to you? The night I . . . the night we . . .” The way she gets frazzled when she speaks about when I took her virginity is adorable.

      “Yes, I remember it very clearly.” She was emotional, really emotional. More emotional than any woman I’d fucked before, but she told me what she wanted and I gave it to her. But, I treated her so much different than the rest. I caressed her skin like she was a goddess, left chaste kisses from the nape of her neck all the way down to her inner thigh, and so much more. I didn’t treat Ruby like some used up whore. That was the first night I realized what type of attraction I had to her, how it wasn’t something surface level, but something so much more.

      She sucks in a deep breath and looks straight into my eyes. “On Halloween I was attacked on campus. I was—I was raped. Not vaginally, but . . . but in other ways. It’s . . . it’s how I got the bruises. They . . . they beat me with rocks, kicked me, used their hands, and whatever else they could find.” I didn’t ask her about the bruises because it wasn’t any of my business at the time, but I was curious. If I’m being honest, I was more than curious. I wanted to demand she tell me how she got them, but I had no right. Even now, I don’t have the right . . . but fuck, I don’t give a damn.

      My hands shake on the bed and I clench my jaw as her words truly sink in. I’ve known about this because her brothers told us. I must’ve known about it for a month now . . . but I wasn’t going to bring it up to her. Ruby didn’t need to know her brothers were making her attack club business, but they did. It’s why I went off to Stonewall University a little bit ago, but it was practically useless. No one said shit. They knew we were outsiders and damn sure treated us like it. I think I’m one of a few people who know. Obviously, Zane knows everything that happens here, and then Axel and Grim.

      Still, the reality she was raped is hard to handle.

      She was beaten with rocks, mutilated like a barbarian in a place she should’ve felt safe.

      She was kicked in the sides, hard enough for bruises to show up on her ribs to the back of her arms.

      They used whatever they could find.

      I’ll kill them for what they’ve done. I’ll kill every last fucking one of them! I know how I need to keep my rage bottled up because I don’t want to scare Ruby off, but I’d be lying if I said it was easy. I’ve kept my anger bottled up for a month, and I’ll be determined as fuck to keep it bottled up a bit longer. So, I wrap my arms around my sweet girl and pull her to my chest. And I hold her.

      I hold her so tight her eyes might eventually pop out of her head, hoping she’ll know how much this brazen, experienced outlaw cares about her. I might be a shit man at putting things into words, but I’m a damn good one at showing people how I feel.

      Taking the palm of my hand, I force her to look up into my eyes. I want her to see the seriousness crossing my face, as well as the sincerity in my voice. “If you’re telling me this because you think it changes things, it doesn’t. You aren’t broken. You aren’t damaged. What you are is a survivor, my sweet, precious girl. You are as resilient as they come.” Bringing my lips down to hers, I wait, not wanting to force the action. If I’m right, she wants me just as badly as I want her, but I’m not a foolish man.

      I’ll wait for her to make the first move. I’ll give her the option to decide if this is where she wants to pause things tonight, but I won’t ever make her feel like those cowards did.

      Ruby tilts her head up and her velvet lips collide with mine. Our kiss isn’t hungry or rabid, but slow and sensual. Her body falls against mine, showing me just how much the woman trusts me. She slides her hands up my chest, around my neck, and pulls herself onto my lap. As her hands become tangled in my hair my cock grows harder with every waking moment.

      But as much as I want to sink myself inside her, to show her how a real man who cares about her can make her feel, I know this isn’t the time.

      Ruby is a delicate woman.

      She’s my sweet girl, and I won’t scare her off before I’ve even had the chance to claim her as mine.

      Pulling my lips from hers, I stare into her blue eyes. “Let me hold you tonight, sweet girl.” My words come out raspy, filled with need and my heart beats heavily in my chest.

      “I . . . I want more than to be held,” she murmurs sweetly, her eyes looking at me, trying to figure out where I’m going with this.

      “All in time, Ruby. All in time.” I bring her lips down to mine and kiss her passionately, needing to show her what she does to me. As I do, I bring her down onto the bed with me, forcing her closer to my body, ensuring she’s nestled under my protective arms.

      No one will fuck with my sweet girl ever again, and if they try, well, they won’t know what they’re going up against.
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        The most beautiful part is, I wasn’t even looking when I found you

        ~ Autumn

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

        New Year’s Day

      

      

      “What are we doing up here?” Ruby asks while wrapping her arms around herself. We’re on the top of the clubhouse. Well, not on top. We’re out on the second level porch, the one that leads down to the back area of the property where we have most of our parties. In the winter we barely use this deck since it’s so damn cold and it snows about every other day.

      “You’ll see,” I mutter against the back of her hair, looking up to the dark night sky.

      Since Christmas things have been going good. We haven’t consummated anything between us, but I have her wrapped in my arms every damn night and steal forbidden kisses from her behind closed doors. She’s too afraid to tell her brothers we’re making anything official, so I respect her need to be a bit private right now. She tells me everything will come out eventually, but I don’t want her keepin’ me waiting forever.

      A loud whistling sound rings out and a second later there’s a popping that follows. Gold, silver, and pink fireworks explode in the sky. With every pop, Ruby jumps just a bit and her eyes light up with excitement. “This is beautiful!” She laughs, completely in awe.

      Here at the club we haven’t gone big for holidays in a while. This Christmas was the first real holiday we had in a long time, but after having so much death come at us in a short amount of time . . . it felt fuckin’ rude to plan extravagant parties and get togethers. Not when we were missing some of the most important people in our lives.

      Fuck, it started with Cracker getting blown to bits trying to protect Ivy. Saffron was burned alive in the old clubhouse, and Fist took a knife to the heart to save Alexa. Three people who were important to every single one of us here.

      Sure, we survived it all . . . but I won’t ever stand here and act like it was easy.

      I’m just glad I was able to talk Zane into putting on a spectacular show for New Year’s Day. Octavia and Ashley nagged on him for having a party for Valentine’s Day and St. Patrick’s Day. Because of it I thought he’d put his foot down, but Octavia said Neo would love the lights, and it was a done deal. He’d do anything for his kid, fuckin’ anything.

      I stand here with my arms wrapped around Ruby for at least fifteen minutes while we watch the entire show. The club must’ve spent at least five grand on fireworks for tonight, but it’s alright. We can afford it, that’s for damn sure. With the extra work we’ve been picking up and the alliances we’re forming things are going well. Hell, Zane already told us we have church tonight, so there must be somethin’ he needs to tell the group of us.

      “That was so pretty,” Ruby giggles, turning around to face me. Her eyes can light up the darkest of my days. Every time I look at her I see it, her positivity, her resilience. I’m a damn lucky man and I don’t take it for granted.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket so I take it out and look at the time. It’s five to seven and Zane asked us to be downstairs at seven sharp. “I’m glad you liked it, sweet girl. But I gotta go head downstairs for church. I’ll catch up with you after, alright?”

      “Okay. I’ll go see what Ashley and Octavia are up to,” Ruby immediately answers, walking off toward the French doors that lead out onto the second story deck. I decide to cut down the wooden stairwell and take the back door into the club and get settled into my seat in the room where we hold church.

      Leaning back in my seat, I wait as the rest of the guys pour in. Zane came in right after me, and Blackjack was behind him. It was a good couple of minutes before Bull, Grim, Tex, Dracus, Bolt, Hammer, and Axel came piling in. Skirting it close like they always do.

      Dracus shuts the door firmly behind him, opting to stand at the door instead of taking his seat. Zane cocks a brow and looks at him. “What’re you doing over there?”

      Dracus stifles out a chuckle. “We don’t need any Crina repeats. You hear about that girl bustin’ into church? Heard she planted a few slammers into some faces too.”

      I spot most of the brothers trying to hide their laughter, but I sure don’t. Chaz, our brother at our Las Vegas charter, sure does know how to pick women. He’s never gone for the plain Jane type of girls.

      Zane waves his hand in dismissal, not wanting to waste his energy on dealing with Dracus’ nonsense. “I have some news brothers and figuring it’s a new year . . . today seemed fitting to tell you all what I’ve been able to solidify with the Steele brothers.”

      The Steele brothers. They’re multi-billionaires who act as investors to small start-up companies, but in reality, it’s all a front. They’re criminal royalty, running guns across North America. A few months ago, they contracted us and a couple of our ally MCs to help them get their product where it needed to go. But, it was done on a job-by-job basis. From the sounds of it, we’ve got something a bit more solid.

      “You gonna tell us, or just stand there with that smug look on your face?” Bull quips, crossing his arms.

      “I secured us a contract with the Steeles. We’ll do a couple runs for them every month to move their product, mostly at night but sometimes it’ll be during the day depending on where we need to go. They’re paying us . . . well. Very well. We could shut down Vixens tomorrow and still have plenty of cash to keep the club going, feed everyone, and have shit leftover.”

      “Octavia wouldn’t ever let your ass shut the Vixens down. That’s her pride and joy.” Hammer cackles, cocking a brow to our Prez. I’m sure Zane was only using it as a form of expression, but Hammer isn’t wrong.

      Zane puts both his hands up. “Look, I’m not shuttin’ Vixens down. Y’all know O’ would castrate me if I ever tried to tell her how to run her business but, I didn’t just come here to tell y’all about our contract with the Steeles. I wanted to give y’all a heads up. I’m debating pullin’ Chaz from Vegas and sending him to Mexico. Amara needs a solid VP, and I think he’d be a good choice. I spoke to Damon about it briefly and he has no problem with it. Nothing is solid yet, ‘cause y’all know how much of a wildcard Chaz can be.”

      Furrowing my brows, I’m the first one to speak. “Everything cool with him?”

      Zane nods. “Yeah, everything is fine. It’ll be easier if he’s helping Amara with her charter,” his tone drops to something a bit more serious, so I pick up on his que and know not to irritate him further. I drop it and accept his answer for what it is. “Our newly contracted runs won’t start until mid-February, but I’ll run down shit with you when I have it figured out. O’, Neo, and I will be flying out to Atlanta in the beginning of February to meet with Jordan personally. Now, Blackjack will be in charge while I’m away, so do me a favor and don’t fuck up my club.”

      With that, Zane slams the gavel down on the table and we all file out of the room. Everything that’s been said behind church’s closed door won’t be muttered off to the prospects, or our ol’ ladies. Well, that’s a lie. I’m sure some of the guys will open their big, fat jaws.
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        She’s mad, but she’s magic. There’s no lie in her fire

        ~  Charles Bukowski

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

        Mid-January

      

      

      “This is the last one, I swear.” Ashley’s trying to convince everyone she’s not having any more kids after this, but who can really believe her? Blackjack gives her one glance from across the room and she practically melts into a puddle.

      Octavia gives her a glance that says it all, nods her head up and down while raising her brows. “Uh-huh, and the sky isn’t blue either, right?”

      Ashley rolls her eyes at her sister-in-law but waves her hand in dismissal. “Don’t even act like you wouldn’t be doing the same thing I am. You love my brother so damn much. If he wanted another ten, you’d give them to him.”

      “Ten? I don’t think so. I might stop at three, max, but Neo is enough for us right now. Everything is so perfect and I don’t want to risk another baby . . . not messing things up but changing our routine just yet. Instead, I want to live in the honeymoon stage a little while longer.”

      It feels weird being seated at this table with the two of them. They’re Reapers royalty and I’m . . . two of their guys’ little sister? I’m not trying to put myself down or anything, but they have a solid place here and sometimes I get the feeling like I’m replaceable. I guess I can give credit for having those issues, to my father. He really did a number on me as a kid, going from city to city, never around enough to come to a birthday party or even show up for the holidays. I thank god every day my brothers’ moms were close. If they weren’t, I don’t know where I would’ve ended up. Especially after my mom died. God, I don’t even want to think about the routes I would’ve gone down without my family.

      “Ruby, did you hear Rosa?” Ashley asks while Noelle shrieks in the background. There’s a part of the clubhouse that’s like an open playroom for the kids. Since the club is growing, they needed something a little bigger, especially with these babies on the way too.

      “Huh? No, sorry.” Turning around in my chair, I look for Rosa. She’s one of the women who work for Octavia’s company, also known as one of the Vixens. They take artistic nudes of themselves and post them online under a secure website. Rosa pays a fee to Octavia for being one of the Vixens, and Rosa gets a percentage of fees from her subscribers, as do all the Vixens.

      Rosa’s near the front of the club. I can tell because she has this rich dark green hair, a little darker than emerald and it makes her olive skin pop. In front of her is a short, curvy woman I didn’t ever think would actually show up here. Sure, I invited her to come and visit . . . but I never thought Portia would actually come.

      This isn’t her type of scenery. She’s more into going to Vail for drinks, or Toronto for the food. If it’s a big city versus a small town, Portia is always going to choose the city.

      “Portia, what’re you doing here?” My shock is made very known by the tone of my voice, which I guess I should’ve thought about before I spoke.

      She puts a hand on her hip and comes strutting up to me, dragging her luggage along with her. “If I can remember correctly, you were the one who invited me up for a visit anytime, remember?”

      Yep, that was me. “Sorry, I’m just so glad to see you. I didn’t know you were coming so—”

      “Cut the bullshit, Ruby. Just tell me where I can put my bag,” Portia snaps, not that I can blame her. I’ve barely spoken to her since Halloween and I’ve been dodging her texts, needing to work through my head by myself before I put any sort of burden on her.

      “We have an open bedroom in the red barn house, next to the white one,” Rosa adds, talking about the new construction the club had built not too long ago. There were two houses added in addition to the updates around the club. I’m pretty sure I remember Grim saying something to me about friends of the club, allies or something, staying there from time to time.

      “Cool. Thank you. I’m Portia, by the way.” Portia extends her hand to Rosa and Rosa shakes it.

      “Nice to meet you. I’ll get one of the prospects to take your bag over,” Rosa tells Portia but a second later she’s hollering over to Bama to take Portia’s shit in the house. He of course bends to anyone’s will. The guy seems to be really trying to prove his place here, at least, it’s what I think.

      Heaviness swarms through my chest at Portia’s sudden arrival and feeling the need to get out of here I clear my throat. “Do you want to go for a walk and catch up?”

      Sassily as ever, Portia nods. “I think it’s about damn time we do.”

      I nod, understanding her frustration and head for the front door of the club where I have my winter coat. Sliding my arms through the sleeves, a group of men come inside. They’re wearing cuts like all the Reapers’ guys do, but instead of it saying ‘Reapers’, it reads ‘Corrupt Kings’.

      The group of men pass us but one of them holds open the door for me so Portia and I can get outside. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome,” the guy responds while we make our way out of the clubhouse. I immediately walk to the right, down toward Ashley and Blackjack’s house. Maybe I can take Portia to see the lake. It’s really beautiful when it’s frozen over. Zorro took me and showed me the other day, even brought a canister of hot cocoa and everything.

      “I don’t get why you’ve been so damn quiet. It’s like after Halloween you barely wanted to talk to me,” Portia speaks up out of nowhere while our boots crunch on the day’s old snow underneath our feet.

      I continue walking, needing to think about how I’m going to respond to her. I didn’t want to tell Portia what happened that night, just like the way I didn’t want to tell her about that asshole groping me at the frat party . . . but Ian beat me to it. I know he meant well, hoping she’d check in on me and whatever, but it just made things worse. It caused me to literally get the soonest available flight into Billings and run as fast as I damn well could.

      Tucking my hands in the pockets of my coat, I turn back to face her. “I should’ve communicated with you sooner and I’m really sorry for that. I was just—”

      “Going through some shit? Yeah, Ian told me when I told him how you went AWOL.”

      Narrowing my eyes in on her at the fact Ian defended me, I take a moment for that to sink in. He’s the first person I told when Grim got in the motorcycle accident. I didn’t want people worrying and I was in such a state of shock that I didn’t even think to tell Portia. Hell, it was like being hit with one thing after the next.

      Deciding not to walk any further down the path, I stop just after we’ve reached the house that Rosa told Portia there was room in. Rosa isn’t a boss lady around here or anything, but I notice Octavia and Ashley rely on her a lot. She’s kind of the mother hen to the Vixens when I think about it. “Look, I don’t give a damn about the past, but tell me you’re coming back at the end of the month to start our last semester. It’s been you and me since the beginning, Ruby. I don’t want to do this without you.”

      I stare into her caramel colored eyes, not wanting to give her any sort of false hope. “I’m . . . I’m not coming back.” I keep my tone serious as ever, so she doesn’t think for a split second that I’m lying to her.

      She blinks rapidly, like she’s not really processing what I’ve just said. “What do you mean you’re not coming back? You do plan on graduating, right?”

      I give her a curt nod. “Yeah, I spoke to all of my professors and they said I could finish off my courses remotely. I explained the situation with my brother and—”

      “Don’t make this about your fucking brother, Ruby! I’ve done my fair share of digging. Grim is active as hell on social media, talking about a baby on the way, shares photos of his girlfriend and her three little girls. So please, don’t make this about your damn brother. Stop bullshitting me and tell me what’s going on!”

      My hands shake at her sudden outburst. Though I know it’s warranted, I’m dreading telling her what happened. In all honesty, I never wanted to tell her. I wanted to avoid it because I don’t want people to look at me like some charity case, like some victim. It’s bad enough that I needed to tell my brothers and Zorro, but I know I can’t keep lying to those I care about the most.

      “Fine, I’ll tell you, but you have to promise me something. Promise me you won’t bring it up again. Promise me this will be all I say one time and then we’re done, and promise me, on your life, that you won’t ever look at me differently.”

      Concern washes over Portia’s face as sincerity leaves her lips. “I promise.”

      “The night of the party, I . . . I’m sure Ian told you I ran off after that guy smacked my ass. I needed some air, so I ran out of the frat house and decided to cut through the park. Only when I did, I quickly found out I wasn’t alone. I was . . . I was attacked, Portia.” I shut my eyes for a moment, but as flashbacks come flooding to my mind, I quickly open them again. “I was sexually assaulted and beaten on our college campus, so no, I don’t want to come back. What I want is to finish off my school online and put that day behind me.”

      Portia brings her hand up to her mouth in shock as she gasps and I don’t miss the way tears begin to well in her eyes. “W-why wouldn’t you t-tell me something like that?!”

      “I didn’t want you to look at me differently.”

      “Bullshit, Ruby! That’s such fucking bullshit! You know I’m always going to be here for you. We’ve been through some of the worst shit together.”

      Shaking my head, I wrap my arms around myself. “Look, I don’t expect you to understand it . . . but I . . . I was having a really hard time with it all and I didn’t know how to cope with it. I just—” my words are cut off by the sounds of gunshots breaking out and I don’t think. I only react, grab Portia’s hand, and rush behind Zane’s house. I don’t know what’s going on, but I know better than to run toward the gunfire.
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        If I told you about the darkness inside of me would you still look at me like I’m the sun?

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

        Mid-January . . .

      

      

      It happens quicker than I can keep up with, but the next thing I know I’m yanking Octavia behind the stairwell. Ashley has her hand wrapped around Noelle’s arm and she’s clenching Fist to her chest, trying to muffle his cries. Noelle’s body shakes violently, so young she doesn’t understand what’s going on, but she’s not naïve. She knows this can’t be good.

      I look to Octavia, with Neo in her left arm. His eyes are widened just like Noelle’s, god dammit. I pull my extra gun from my hip holster and hand it to Octavia. “Zane said you know how to use this, right?”

      She nods. “Y-yes.”

      “Good. Anyone comes near you that isn’t part of the club, you shoot them. Got it?”

      “I . . .” Octavia stutters.

      “She’s got it. We’ll be fine,” Ashley answers for Octavia, and Octavia nods to her sister-in-law. Meanwhile, I pull out my revolver that’s on my alternate hip. This is why I love revolvers, the only thing you have to do is pull the damn trigger.

      “Where the fuck is Boomer!?” Zane’s voice echoes throughout the club like a caged lion.

      “You two stay here, you don’t try to be slick and get out. The safest thing you can do is stay here,” I tell them my thoughts as they come to mind, and hand Ashley my hunting knife. It’s sharp as fuck and I know the woman won’t hesitate to cut anyone down in her way, especially when her children are here.

      Turning the corner, I rush through the main part of the club and skid on the other side of the couch. Gunshots ring out in the background and I know this means we have an all-out war with the Corrupt Kings MC.

      “No idea, Prez!” Dracus calls out from a few feet away.

      “Looks like a few of ‘em got away,” Tex pipes up as the gunshots slowly settle down. I peer up from behind the couch with my gun ready, prepared to take anyone down who might still be lingering and see Tex is behind the window, peering through the curtains.

      “God, fuck,” a gurgled voice calls out.

      Frost comes into view, fully standing, so I decide to stand and make my way around the club, assessing the damage. Only, I don’t get to do that. My eyes immediately drift to four bodies on the floor, directly in front of the clubhouse door.

      Frost pulls out her gun and glances back. “Zane, you should come over here. We’ve got a live one.”

      Zane makes his way over to where Frost is and I follow suit. Shit, this isn’t just anyone from Boomer’s club. He left his fucking VP behind. The other three bodies must’ve been used by Boomer and the few who got away as human shields.

      “Dracus, Bolt, get over here and watch Gears,” Zane orders, just as an agonizing cry comes from my left.

      “Fuck, I need my medical bag. Now!” Cheyenne’s cry ripples through the club. She sounds desperate and afraid.

      “Stiletto, Siren, go get that shit from Chey’s place,” Zane commands two of the prospects and they go rushing out the front door of the club. “The rest of you secure the perimeter. And tell me who’s at the fucking gate, will you? We need someone at the fucking gate, and this is exactly why!” Damn, he’s pissed.

      Hammer comes up beside me and before I know it Zane is marching over to us. “I need you both to check on the women and kids.”

      I nod. “You got it, Prez. Hammer, get everyone to the bunker and text me with a headcount. I’ll head around the club and buildings to find any stragglers and get them down there.”

      Zane grabs my shoulder. “Octavia and Neo, have you seen—”

      I wouldn’t normally interrupt my Prez, but now is one of those times where I need to. “They’re safe. She’s behind the stairwell, Ashley and the kids too,” I say the last bit and look over to Blackjack who has a panic-stricken look crossing his face. He breathes a little easier and gives me a nod of thanks.

      Stiletto rushes back in with Chey’s medical bag and darts right over to her, offering a helping hand where she can.

      Hammer goes off and heads behind the stairwell where I said Ashley and Octavia just were, and I watch as he leads them down to the bunker’s entrance. Thank god we have one. In situations like these it’s super important.

      I head over to the Vixen’s place first, figuring they heard the gunshots and immediately went into protection mode.

      Sassy and Drita are the first two I see when I walk in through the door, both holding wooden spoons from the kitchen as a weapon. I almost want to laugh, but I know now isn’t the time. “Get the rest of the girls, you’re going in the bunker until we make sure everyone’s safe and there aren’t any trespassers on the property,” I tell them, immediately they get up and tell the others to run downstairs. In a matter of minutes, they’re all downstairs and I take them into the basement, move the bookshelf that hides one of the tunnels that leads into the bunker and escort them through it.

      Once we arrive at the metal door, I knock and a green light begins to flash. It’s the video stream Zane had installed not too long ago. He didn’t want us to ever have a situation where we didn’t know who was on the other side of the doors. The door comes open and the women file in one by one.

      “Who are we missing?” I question Hammer, who turns back and looks at the room.

      “Ruby, Shiloh, and . . . Rosa what did you say that girl’s name was?” Hammer questions.

      “Cle . . . Portia I think? Sorry, I’m a bit frazzled. I saw Ruby taking her friend out for a walk before the gunfire rang out. They looked like they were headed down the lane that leads to Ashley and Blackjack’s place.”

      I nod, turn on my heel and get ready to go find Rub’, but Hammer grabs onto my shoulder with a serious look on his face. “Please, find Shiloh.”

      Hammer hasn’t claimed her publicly, but they’ve been spending a lot of time together for the last couple months. Shiloh used to be a clubwhore, one that Axel, Grim, and myself shared . . . until she up and told us she didn’t want to do it anymore. Not that I can blame her, I guess all good things have to come to an end sometimes.

      “I’ll find her,” I tell him, hopeful I’m not lyin’ to the man who obviously has feelings about her.

      Who knows if Shiloh will ever return the favor, though? I was never one to figure out what was goin’ on in that mind of hers, but I do know she’s one hell of a wildcard. Then again, when have women ever been predictable?
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        You are the very thing I was made to believe was not possible

        ~ Ruby

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

        Mid-January . . .

      

      

      Portia’s eyes widen and her hands shake. “Is . . . is that normal or—”

      “It’s not,” I immediately cut her off as my heart beats so loud I can barely think. God, as hard as I try the thoughts aren’t coming to my mind. What am I supposed to do? Where am I supposed to go? I’m sure the club has plans for stuff like this, but I never even thought to ask about them. Dammit, why didn’t I?

      “Oh fuck, well this isn’t good,” Portia mutters under her breath. I want to mutter something snarky in response, but now isn’t the time, not after everything I’ve put her through by making her worry so much.

      Looking around, I realize we’re close to the back of Zane’s house. Knowing him, he hasn’t locked his back door. I tug Portia along with me and motion with a finger in front of my lips for her to stay quiet. She nods in agreement and sticks close behind me while we make our way up the white, wooden steps.

      Placing my hand on the storm door, I pull it open and then push his wooden door open. Thankfully it budges and he hasn’t locked it. Now, while I don’t know much about what to do in situations like this, at least I’m smart enough to stay away from the gunfire and try to find a safe place to hunker down.

      Sweat beads on my forehead as we cut through the kitchen and dart up the stairwell. As we come up, I see a shadow at the top and instantly fear washes over me in more ways than one. My throat becomes tighter and sweat doesn’t only form on my head, but now on my palms too.

      Out of nowhere a dark, sadistic chuckle passes through the walls. “Come here, darlin’. You look too sweet for me to let go.”

      “Fuck off, asshole! She’s not yours,” Shiloh’s voice echoes through the halls, growing closer with every word.

      “The gunshots say otherwise. It’s open season now, darlin’, and I might just have to keep you around for a while,” he tells her and then something crashing against the wall fills my ears. It sounded like glass, or maybe even a vase.

      “Shiloh!” Sydney screams her name and comes running down the stairwell, completely bypassing us.

      “Dammit, come back here!” the man calls out after Sydney. He reaches the top of the stairwell and comes to a complete stop as his eyes land on us. He appears to be thrilled, smiling like he just won the jackpot, but in that moment of bliss Shiloh shoves her body weight into him and he goes crashing over the stairwell.

      His body slams down onto the coffee table in the living room below, and through the center of his stomach is the clear quartz crystal Octavia convinced Zane they needed in their house.

      “It looks like the crystal works,” Shiloh mutters in disbelief, catching her breath as she leans over the railing.

      “Holy fuck!” Portia drops down to a step with a hand on her chest, breathing in and out over and over. She’s fucking hyperventilating.

      “Relax, Portia. Everything is good. We’re safe,” I tell her, placing a hand on her shoulder while I look in her eyes.

      “Syd’ you good?” Shiloh hollers through the house to make sure Sydney is fine.

      “I’d be better if some crazed lunatic wasn’t chasing after me!” she replies with a shaky voice, but I can’t even blame her. I’d be a little flustered myself. The girl is about sixteen, or so. She runs her hand back through her long, wavy, chocolate brown locks in disbelief. It appears like we’ve all had one hell of a day, and I think it’s maybe been ten minutes since Portia arrived. At the rate we’re going, I won’t survive through the night.

      The front door to Zane’s house comes flying open and I don’t even think—I react. Grabbing the picture frame off the wall beside me I chuck it at whoever’s trying to come inside, but I quickly realize I don’t have anything else I can use as a weapon. Fuck!

      “The fuck was that?!” Zorro raises his brows, looking down to the floor, and relief settles in my stomach. “A picture frame? You threw a fucking photo at me?!”

      “I thought you were one of them!” I point to the guy bleeding out on Zane’s coffee table with a cleansing stone through the center of his abdomen. Heck, Octavia got it for Zane for Christmas saying he needed something to help ward off evil spirits and negative energy, and considering her mom is a hippie type of chick, it seemed normal. He called it gaudy and useless, and Octavia went around the club telling the ladies how she was putting the gaudy, useless thing in the middle of their living room so he could look at it every day.

      Zorro looks at the guy, then around the living room and stair area, then back down to him. “How exactly did this happen?”

      “The motherfucker was trying to catch me like a special rabbit and take me back to his club, so I ran like hell, obviously, and his idiot ass chased after me. Ruby and this blondie were on the stairs, which none of us knew, and he got confused or whatever I guess, and then boom, Shiloh rammed into him like a bull! And then, well, you can see how gravity works.”

      Zorro closes his eyes and shakes his head. “I want to comment on how screwed up the shit you just said was, but, I don’t have the patience to deal with you right now Syd’, and if Zane hears you talkin’ like that he’s gonna lose his shit. Now c’mon, I need to get you all to the bunker.”

      “My dad won’t give a flying crappola. I hear you guys talk all the time anyway. It’s not like my precious innocence will ever be saved,” Sydney quips, causing Zorro to groan and wave his arm over, motioning for us to follow him.
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        You were always mine. I just had to find you

        ~ R. H. Sin

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

        Mid-January . . .

      

      

      “Where are we going?” the blonde chick on Ruby’s tail asks, almost sounding aggravated.

      I turn back her way for a split second. “Wherever I tell you if you wanna keep your ass alive. Is that clear?”

      Her eyes widen in surprise and I can tell I’ve made this chick not like me, but I don’t give a shit. Even if she is one of Ruby’s friends, they don’t gotta like me, they just gotta respect me.

      “My uncle Z here is taking us to the bunker. It’s where all the fair maidens go in times of battle,” Sydney tells her with the utmost sass, almost making me stifle a chuckle.

      “This dude is your uncle?” the blondie responds hastily, proving how much she doesn’t like me.

      “Yeah, what’s it to you?” Sydney shoots back the same sass she must’ve known was directed at me. “All of the guys here are my uncles. They’ve watched out for me my entire life.”

      “So, you’re not related?” blondie questions her.

      “No, but we don’t have to be to be family.”

      The blondie chuckles lightly, and I’m sure there’s a bitchy looking expression plastered across her face . . . but I don’t dare look back. If I do, I’ll lose my fucking shit. This bitch behind me can be shitty to me if she wants. Hell, she can be shitty to any of the brothers, but she can’t be shitty to Syd. The girl’s off limits after everything she’s been through in her short almost sixteen years.

      Making our way across the day’s old snow, we cut across the field and head back to the clubhouse. The sooner I get these ladies into the bunker, the better.

      “You know, I expected some sort of response from you, since you’re sassy and all,” Sydney pipes up. She’s never been the type of person to understand when to drop a conversation, always needing to have the last word. Reminds me of Fist in a lot of ways, and I’m sure it’s something she picked up from him.

      “About what?” the woman asks her as we make our way in the clubhouse doors. We pass a few of the guys and I see they have Gears hoisted up on a chair, tied down with copious amounts of duct tape.

      “Z being my uncle,” Sydney responds.

      “The entire point of being family is sharing blood, kid. It’s cute you think you have family here, but don’t let them fool you. Everyone in life disappoints you after a certain point, even if you do believe they’re family.”

      “Shiloh, can you take Sydney and Rub’ down to the bunker?” I ask, about ready to snap this blonde bitch’s neck. Shiloh knows me well enough to know I’m furious, so she loops her arms through both Sydney’s and Ruby’s and gets out of sight as quickly as she can.

      “Look, I don’t know who the fuck you are thinking you can come into our home and say that type of shit, but we don’t let anyone talk to any of us that way. Especially not some stuck-up rich bitch,” I hiss, looking down at her Michael Kors winter jacket. Money radiates off her and it’s obvious as fuck.

      She squints her nose up in disgust. “If you’re pissed at me for telling the kid what she needed to hear, don’t bother. You should be thanking me. It’s better someone prepares her for how rough life can be instead of lying about it.”

      I blink at her a few times while her idiotic words fully set in. If she were a man, I’d wrap a hand around her throat and body slam her through one of the pool tables. “That little girl has survived more shit than you know. Her biological father was killed by a rival club and his head was left outside our gate in a box, like a fuckin’ present. Then her mom was burned alive by the same rival club. After that she lived with our Prez at the time, Fist, who was dating her mother and raised the girl after her father died. But he wasn’t the same after his woman died. He tried everything he could to get to her. Hell, we all did, but the screams of someone being burned alive will never leave our memories. He went into a depression and could barely function, so she went off to his daughter, Ashley’s, who’s the VP’s wife. And during that time, he literally stepped in front of a psychopath who was targeting one of the women here. He had a blade shoved through his heart so one of our men didn’t ever have to feel the same pain he did. So get off your fucking high as shit horse and remember the place you’re in, and hopefully by the time I’m done wasting my breath on you you’ll understand why that little girl doesn’t need to see anymore cruelty in the world, because it’s a fucking blessing she survived it this much!” I don’t realize it, but by the end of my speech I’m literally screaming in her face, like a drill sergeant in cadet training.

      I’m being pulled back and my body is so fired up I’m ready to take a swing at the fucker who dared to even touch me, but the second I see his face, I calm the hell down.

      “Everything alright with Syd’?” Zane asks curiously, looking from blondie bitch back to me.

      I nod once. “Yeah, she’s fine. A little shaken up, but she’s . . . she’s doin’ that shit she does with her attitude when she wants everyone to think she’s perfectly fine.”

      “The sass treatment, got it.” Zane looks back over to the blonde woman. “You’re Ruby’s friend, Portia, from Stonewall, right?”

      Portia nods. “Yes, that’s me.”

      Zane fakes a smile, and I know he’s seeing how pissed I am. “Well, welcome . . . Zorro, I expect you’ll let me know what the fuck happened in that house soon, yeah?”

      “Yeah, Prez. You got it.”

      “Hey, Grim, do me a favor and trade spots with Zorro. I need you downstairs in the bunker, and while you’re at it you can show Portia the way.”

      Grim comes right on over and motions with his hand for Portia to follow him, and thank goodness he does, ‘cause I know I was three seconds from losing my head.
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        You are exactly, precisely, and perfectly what I waited for

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

        Mid-January . . .

      

      

      “Why are we going down to the bunker?” I question Zorro while Portia zooms past me with my brother. Zorro places a hand on my shoulder and looks at me with a bit of worry. Shiloh had started to take Sydney and I down, but I stayed up by the stairwell that leads down into it.

      “‘Cause . . . we need to handle some club business and it’s the safest spot for everyone.”

      So, he plans on locking me up in some basement like a damsel in distress?

      “I don’t want to go to the bunker.” I’m not lying to him. Hearing gunshots ring out when Portia and I were by Zane’s house scared me to death. Don’t even get me started on what happened with the guy in his house . . . the last thing I want to be right now is alone. I know I wouldn’t physically be alone, but what I mean is I don’t want to be without him. Zorro has this habit of making me feel incredibly safe and given today’s events, I only want to stick right by his side.

      “Ruby, please, just go downstairs. I need to keep my head in the game. I can’t be worryin’ about you while I need to be doin’ club shit.”

      “Get me vodka, please.” Cheyenne’s voice echoes through the club and I find myself looking over in her direction. She’s kneeling on the ground and Bull’s body is on the floor. Siren is running over to the bar and the reality of what’s happened today begins to fully sink in.

      The club was attacked, by people who walked in like they were friends of ours. Hell, I swear one of them smiled at me on his way in. How do things like this happen?

      Suddenly it’s becoming a bit harder to breathe as a crashing weight pushes down on my chest, but there’s nothing there. The muscles in my neck tighten as I attempt to breathe in and out slowly, but it only gets worse.

      I inhale slowly through my nose and exhale through my mouth aimlessly trying to get a grip on my fear. It’s swarming around me and while it swarms it’s taking every bit of oxygen with it, making me feel like I can’t breathe. I know I can, but my anxiety doesn’t recognize there isn’t anything actually wrong. Instead it traps me inside a box and forces me to believe what it wants.

      “Please don’t leave me. I j-just don’t want us to b-be separated.” My teeth chatter while my fear continues to take hold over me. I don’t know if I’ve ever been this afraid before, but to say I’m terrified is an understatement.

      Zorro furrows his brows and steps closer into my space, pulls me into his arms and rubs my back in a slow, soothing manner. “Breathe, sweet girl. It’s all you have to do. Breathe.”

      If it’s all I have to do right now, then why is it so damn hard? Why does it feel so impossible?

      “You’re okay. You didn’t get hurt, you got to a safe place, and you got out. You are safe.” With every word Zorro speaks in a soothing manner, I know he’s trying to make me believe it.

      I know I’m safe.

      I know I’m perfectly safe.

      But why do I feel like this if this is the case?

      My shoulders shake and before I know it tears are sliding in an effortless flow over my cheeks. They come and they come until Zorro is singing something in Spanish to me. His tone is so low I can’t make out the words, but I can recognize it isn’t English. He sounds so beautiful, so at peace.

      I don’t know how much time goes by before I calm down but he must’ve released me the moment I stopped shaking. “Sweet girl, I know you don’t want to be alone, but I need to check in with Zane. We don’t know if anyone is still here on the property and I need to go help the guys clear the land. I’ll be back within a couple hours. You can go sit with your brother, Hammer, the rest of the ladies and kids, and I’ll be back with you before you know it.” He offers me a soft smile, trying to ease me into accepting what needs to happen.

      I have no doubt about it, there isn’t another choice.

      “Okay, I’ll go downstairs,” I murmur out my defeated response and Zorro keeps his hand on my back, leading me down the stairwell to the rest of those who’ve already gotten down here.

      The moment he removes his hand from my back I turn to look at him and I know I can’t keep a straight face. Even if I wanted to hide my feelings right now, I wouldn’t be able to. “Be careful.”

      Zorro grabs me by the back of the neck out of nowhere and pulls me to him. His lips collide down onto mine and he devours me with every breath, taking me like one of those women on the cover of an erotic history novel. You know the type, where the man’s holding onto his woman aimlessly and you can almost feel how the sexual tension is between them. That’s how it is right now.

      I snake my arm around his neck and hold onto him for dear life, almost pleading with him to not go. I know he’s going to, but it’s not like I’m going to not try and convince him otherwise.

      “I will be back with you before you know it, all you have to do is wait for me,” he whispers against my lips as he pulls away. I stand at the bottom of the stairs and watch as he disappears from my view, but even now the worry continues to swarm through me. I know he’s said all I have to do is wait, but until I see him again it’s going to feel like days have passed.
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        And if love be madness, may I never find sanity again

        ~ John Mark Green

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

        Present Day . . .

      

      

      The last twenty-four hours have been exhausting, but I’m sure I can credit that to staying up the entire night to watch over this measly fuck. I haven’t even seen Ruby yet and I’m sure she’s driving herself fucking insane. Grim at least had the courtesy to let me know he took her up to my room, even if he could barely look me in the eye when he said it. At least she’s safe, and it’s all that matters.

      We’re out back in the barn on the other side of the property. I can still see the clubhouse from here off in the distance, but, no one would be able to hear a damn thing out here. We’re at least a few acres down the lane.

      Gears is still strapped to a chair like he was last night, but now he’s sitting under a spotlight in the barn while eight stalls surround him. At one point I’m sure the Monroe family used this barn for animals, but they haven’t in quite some time. It doesn’t mean they haven’t kept up with maintenance on the structure, though. Before Fist passed away, he put a brand new, metal roof on the damn thing.

      Blood from his shoulder wound is now dried in flakes on his arm and on the floor below. He winces in pain in front of me but I don’t react. Why would I? Not when his club came in here and declared war on us. Then again, I’m the most unempathetic of all the Reapers. I can attribute that to the way I was raised.

      My mother fled Mexico when I was a small boy, only taking a backpack full of necessary items. Her sister had been kidnapped and the human trafficking picked up in the area where we were living. They finally decided enough was enough and fled. Long story short is we were accepted as Canadian citizens, but it wasn’t an easy road. For many nights we had no dinner, and we were even homeless on the street for a time. It’s crazy she went from a refugee to a very successful woman. Canada treated her so well, but, it wasn’t a great fit for me which is why I’m now living in the United States. I just wish she hadn’t gone back to Mexico. Then she would’ve never been held at gunpoint by Narcos at my grandfather’s store. Luckily, Montana is close enough to them but far enough away.

      “Are you going to fuckin’ treat me, or let it get infected?” Gears snarls out in a pathetic cry.

      I blink at him once and shake my head. “You really shouldn’t be askin’ me that shit.” Kicking myself off the wall, I walk right up to him and dig my thumb into his shoulder, squeezing as hard as I can while he screams out in pain.

      “Motherfucker! Argh!” Gears can probably be heard for miles away. What a pussy.

      “Zorro,” Dracus calls out my name from behind me and I pull my thumb out of Gears’ shoulder.

      “What’s up, brother? I’m in the middle of something.”

      “I can see that, but Zane wants you to take a break. Says you need to sleep and shit.” As much as I want to go back to the club and crawl into bed with her, I can’t bear the thought of leaving this motherfucker alone. I just want to torture him a bit longer until he screams for mercy like the pig he is.

      After I wash my hands thoroughly in the sink, I make my way over to the clubhouse and as soon as I make it through the doors, I find a wall to lean up against. I’m someone who constantly prefers to stick to the outer side of the club, I’d rather watch and assess than be in the midst of things.

      “Prospect, get the fuck over here,” I snarl, making sure she can hear me from the other end of the club. Frost immediately looks over in my direction and I watch as she quickly gets Zane’s permission before she comes walking over.

      “Everything okay?” I question. Most people don’t know this, but she and I have a pretty solid friendship. Most of the fuckers around here aren’t early birds, but I am and Frost is. There’s been quite a few times where we end up sharing coffee in the kitchen together, and those times have led us to know one another pretty well.

      She shrugs, but it doesn’t convince me she’s okay. “Yeah.”

      “Well that’s bullshit. The fuck is going on with you?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough and I’m sure everyone else will too, but Cheyenne is pregnant.”

      I stare at her blankly for a moment while I process what she’s said. “Whoa, that’s some heavy shit. Who’s the daddy?”

      “Chaz.”

      “Oh fuck. You okay?”

      She nods once. “Yeah, it was before we were together, but shit it complicates things and we’re getting to know one another. I mean, I won’t fuck this shit up. This is what people who settle down do, right? Have babies with their girlfriends? So, who says I can’t be an extra mom to this kid if things go well?”

      “I like the way you think, always looking for the positivity in everything.” It’s true. Never have I seen her make a negative comment toward something. This is the kind of shit I wish I could do, but I’ve been roughed up by the world too much to give anyone the benefit of the doubt.

      “In this situation I need to have some positivity, but, I’d be lying if I said I’m not anxious. What if she decides she’s in love with him or something? You know?”

      I don’t try to hide my eye roll from her. “Stop being insane. Those two would never work. They’re like mixing oil and water. Chaz is controlling as fuck and Cheyenne is independent. Do I need to say more?”

      She immediately shakes her head. “Thanks for always being on my side.”

      “No problem, now I’m gonna need you to be on mine. I’m making a trip to Stonewall in a few weeks.”

      Frost’s eyes widen as she realizes where it is, I intend to go. “I thought Dex was handling that,” she tries to gently remind me.

      “He is, but I’ll be clearing out some people in his way.”

      Frost scoffs lightly, “You’re just an impatient fucker who wants to get shit done and not wait around.” I don’t mistake how chastising her tone really is.

      “Yeah, so? I was thinkin’ about talkin’ Zane into lettin’ you come with me too, but you had to go and get so pissy.”

      “You’ll take me regardless. Too many others aren’t big fans of yours right now, like Axel and Grim.” She’s trying to poke fun at me. It’s almost adorable.

      “Yeah, I know. Maybe one day they’ll be cool with me and their sister. I mean fuck . . . I . . . I was trying so hard to push her away, but . . . I can’t. I want her. Fuck, my cock is getting hard thinking about her right now. And she just dyed her hair again. Fuck, lookin’ like a damn Playboy Bunny.”

      “I’m going to pretend I never heard that.” She fake gags, causing me to smile.

      “You know I’m here if you need to talk about your own shit, right?” I say, hoping she realizes this isn’t a one-way street.

      She nods once. “Yeah, and I hope you count on being my therapist for a while. I’ll need it.”

      “You can pay me in beer and wings.”

      “You got it,” she laughs lightly. I don’t have any siblings, but if I did, I hope Frost would’ve been the type of woman I had as a sister. Without a doubt I know she’ll come with me to Stonewall and aid me in whatever way I need. Since she worked with the FBI, I’m counting on some of her field work to aid in my mission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The person you are meant to be with will be fascinated by you . . . completely and breathtakingly fascinated by you.

        ~ Butterflies Rising

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

      

      

      A light peering into the bedroom causes me to sit up to see what the disturbance is. Zorro’s frame fills the doorway and he shuts the door behind him, closing the light with his movement. I turn on my side and flick on the lamp at our bedside to see him more clearly.

      “I didn’t realize you were awake,” he says with a low tone, making sure I know he feels bad. At least fifteen hours must’ve come and gone. He told me to wait, said he’d be back before I knew it. What fucking bullshit.

      “Sleeping isn’t coming easy,” my words come out harsher than I intend, but I could care less. I’m allowed to be frustrated with him right now.

      “Yeah, well, Zane had me watching the guy who got left behind by the Corrupt Kings MC,” he says, running a hand over the back of his head.

      Sitting up a little straighter, I really look at him. I’m focusing so hard on his features that I see the lines under his eyes and the exhaustion radiating off him. He’s had a long night and that’s for sure. “What happened yesterday?” I heard whispers while I was down in the bunker but I’m not someone who likes to listen to gossip. I’d rather have the facts, to know the cold, hard truth.

      Zorro comes over to the edge of the bed and sits down, lets his back hit the mattress and looks up at the ceiling. “Long story short, Boomer didn’t know Cheyenne was working with the club. Guess he took it as a betrayal to him. Dude got fucking manic angry and shot Bull. He’s gonna be alright, but he’s on bedrest for a while.”

      “Jesus . . . why does he have such a problem with her and the club?” I know I’m new to this, but I’d never be pissed at either one of my brothers if they decided to up and leave the club, join a new one, or whatever. Hell, I don’t even know if it works that way but it might.

      Zorro shrugs his shoulders. “Honestly, I have no clue. I can tell you she wasn’t a fan of helping Alexa out when we rescued her. Not that she didn’t want to help Alexa, but she didn’t want to associate with an MC at all. I think there’s some shit Cheyenne hasn’t told us, and I have a gut feelin’ like everything is gonna be coming out of the woodwork.”

      I narrow my eyes in on Zorro. “What does that even mean, she didn’t tell you stuff?”

      Zorro sucks in a sharp breath. “Sweet girl, in this life people are always hiding shit. Her brother is the Prez of the Corrupt Kings MC. Their name alone hints they’re into some heavier shit, but, I dunno. The dude has always rubbed me the wrong way. Now we’ve just seen what type of wildcard he is and we’re gonna have to deal with his ass sooner rather than later.”

      I pull the comforter up closer but it doesn’t budge since Zorro’s body weight is holding it down. “This sounds dangerous.”

      “It is.”

      “You have no problem admitting that?”

      Zorro blankly blinks at me. “Why would I hide shit from you? Ruby, you know this life isn’t easy. I’m not gonna pussyfoot around shit. I’m not gonna lay here and tell you everything is gonna be fine, but what I will say is I’m gonna try to make sure it is. Boomer and the Corrupt Kings attacked the club, and now it’s our time to retaliate. We’ll find out what we can from Gears, and then sooner or later we’re going after them.”

      “Why can’t you leave them alone? Don’t you think they’ll just leave us alone if we leave them alone?”

      Zorro reaches out to grab my hand. “Oh, sweet girl. You’re adorably naïve. They will keep coming after us until we’re all dead if they can. People like us . . . we rarely give up.”

      Why does this guy care so much about his sister being with the Reapers? They’re good people. They aren’t bad. They protect her. “Is he jealous or something?”

      “I wish I knew for certain, but yeah, kinda sounds like that to me. If Cheyenne won’t work with him and his club, why should she work with anyone else?”

      He brings up a good point, but she isn’t a slave to her brother. “It’s her decision to make, not his.”

      “I agree, but some people don’t see it that way. Some people aren’t as kind as we’d like them to be.”

      “Yeah, you can say that again,” I mutter, running my fingers through my hair.

      Zorro tugs me down onto the mattress with him and pulls me against his side. Wrapping an arm around me we just lay here wrapped up in each other. He presses soft kisses to my forehead and our room is so quiet I can hear both of us breathe.

      “I know you were terrified when I left you, and I’m so sorry, but I had to get work done.”

      As much as I know why, it doesn’t make me feel any better. “I hated it.”

      “I know, and I’m going to do better. I promise. Unless I absolutely have to leave you again, I won’t.”

      Peering up through thick lashes, I look into his eyes. “You don’t have to go anywhere else for a while, right?”

      He shakes his head once. “The only thing I know for sure is I’ll be taking a week or two trip in a few weeks for the club. Need to go out to the East Coast to handle some stuff with another club. I’m pretty sure Zane is sending one of the prospects out with me.”

      “Oh, what do you do out there exactly?”

      “Nothing fun, just political shit. I’ll be checking in with Boss from the Iron Vex MC and seeing how things are going on her end. Zane’s been making it a point to say every few months one or two people from the club should be ridin’ out to our allies’ clubs, make some sort of presence or whatever.”

      “Ah, I see.” Even though I tell him I understand, I don’t. Now, I understand a lot more than I did when I first came into this lifestyle, but I’m by no means a professional. Though, I hope over time I’ll begin to understand more and more.

      “You hungry?” Zorro questions, cocking a brow.

      Almost as if on cue, my stomach growls. “I’m going to say that’s a yes. What’re you thinking?”

      “I’m thinkin’ I get your ass out of here and we go grab some grub.”
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        You’ll know just in the way they’re looking at you, but in how they’re not looking anywhere else

        ~ Butterflies Rising

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

      

      

      “You want to go out, like outside of the club gates?” The way her eyes widen at first is adorable. She’s surely running through what happened in the last twenty-four hours and is wondering if it’s a good idea.

      “Yeah.”

      She blinks rapidly. “I-uh. I don’t know if that’s a great idea. I mean, should we be leaving right now, with the Corrupt Kings on our back or whatever?” Ruby has no idea what’s coming out of her mouth but I know what she’s trying to say. She’s trying and failing to tell me that she’s worried about leaving the safety of the club, but she doesn’t need to be worried. I’ll handle any Corrupt King who steps in our way if given the chance.

      “Sweet girl, I’m hungry, I know you’re hungry. And as much as I love the shit Nat’ prepares for the club, I really need an excuse to stretch my legs and get out of here.”

      “I—”

      “Do you not want to be seen out in public with me, is that it?” I’m totally fucking with her, but she doesn’t realize it. She rises off the bed and glares at me. Shit, I figured this would be funny, not a reason for me to get bitched at.

      “If you really think that you’re dumber than you look!” I’m taken aback by her words, caught blinking at her even somewhat stating I’m dumb, or dumber than I look. How dumb do I look? I’m not sure, but I’ll have to ask her.

      “Well I don’t know how—” I’m not even partially through my sentence before she walks out of the bedroom and slams the door behind her.

      Fuck.

      Taking in a deep breath, I push myself off the bed and follow her. By the time I’m able to catch up with her she’s already downstairs talking to Shiloh. Somehow these two women have become pretty good friends, which is weird as fuck, but don’t even get me started on that. I wonder if she’d be such good friends with her if she knew I used to fuck Shiloh. I know it sounds rude, but it’s a little too close for comfort. She could be friends with anyone in the club, but why does it have to be Shiloh?

      As I approach them, I about shit myself when Shiloh smiles and nods. “Yeah, that would be nice. I need to get some fresh air too. Where are you guys going to eat?”

      “We haven’t decided yet,” Ruby answers her coolly as I come up from behind her.

      “Ruby here invited me out to eat with you guys. Said she needed to get some fresh air, and honestly, I need some too. Is that cool?” As much as I want to tell her no, I know I’ll be the world’s biggest asshole if I do. And if I tell her no, I’ll be forced to explain to Ruby why I’m saying no, and then I’ll have to go into the fact we’re out with the girl I used to fuck. The woman I thought might one day have my kids. God, I don’t wanna go down that rabbit hole. There’s not any point in doing it anyway. The past is the past and now I’m with Ruby. Happily, with Ruby I should say. Our relationship is new, but I’m not gonna let anything get in our way. I care about the woman too much.

      I nod, not wanting to have to get into the other bullshit. “Sure. Where did you wanna eat?” I speak at first to Shiloh and then look over to Ruby.

      She shrugs once. “I’m not sure. Ashley did tell me about that place in town, what’s it called, Cupcake?”

      “No, you’re thinking of Tart. It’s a dessert place and they do café style food,” Shiloh tells her.

      “Do you want sweet food, or do you want dinner? I know this bomb steak joint on the main street in town,” I suggest, figuring she doesn’t want to slam sugar down her throat. I don’t know the last time she’s eaten, but I want some protein. Honestly, I could go for a nice piece of filet, or a blackened salmon.

      Ruby glares at me, showing yet again how annoyed she is and huffs out her response, “We’re going to Tart.”

      “Alrighty then. You two ready to go?” I ask the girls. Ruby immediately nods while Shiloh looks off to the other side of the room.

      “Do you mind if Hammer tags along? I’m sure he’d like to get out too.” Hammer . . . of course I fuckin’ mind. He’s part of the reason Shiloh started suddenly being unhappy with the arrangement I had with her, Axel, and Grim. Needless to say, Hammer and I only communicate when it’s absolutely necessary.

      “It’s cool with me. You two gonna meet us there?”

      Shiloh lightly smiles, but I’m guessing she expected me to put up some sort of fight, say no or something. “Yeah, that would be cool. We’ll see you there in a bit.” Shiloh walks off to go get Hammer and I walk alongside Ruby toward the club door.

      “Why was she asking you if she could bring Hammer?”

      “Out of respect I guess.”

      “Didn’t sound like a respectful thing to me. Sounded like you guys have some sort of beef,” Ruby comments while I open the door for her. She walks on through and heads over to my SUV. I open the passenger side door for her, slam it shut after she’s gotten inside, and get in the driver’s seat. Within a matter of minutes, we’re on our way out through the clubhouse gates which is now being manned by Stiletto and Bama. Zane has the prospects rotating on eight-hour shifts, two at a time.

      Ruby keeps to herself in the passenger seat, not saying a word the entire ride. After a few minutes of letting it go, I clear my throat. “I was only screwing with you about what I said.”

      Immediately she crosses her arms over her chest. “I know you were and I don’t like it. I don’t think it’s funny to joke about shit like that, Santiago. It pisses me off. I fucking care about you and when you say shit like that to me it’s like being punched in the gut. It’s hard enough knowing my brothers already have a problem accepting my relationship with you, and what I don’t need is for you to act like I have a problem telling everyone that we’re together, or . . . are we together? I mean, what is our label? God dammit, it doesn’t even matter what our label is! I’m with you, so don’t say shit like . . . just please don’t say stuff like that again.” Ruby’s voice cracks quite a bit through her words and I turn my head the moment I hear a sniffle.

      She’s wiping her hand under her eyes, brushing away stray tears.

      Fuck. I’ve really done it now. I reach my hand over and grab onto hers, giving it a squeeze. If I wasn’t driving right now, I’d pull her into my fucking arms and grovel like the bastard I am. Hell, I’ll grovel regardless. “I’m sorry I upset you, it wasn’t my intention.”

      “Promise you won’t do it ever again, please.”

      I glance over to her for a split second and make the promise she’s requesting. “I won’t say something remotely similar to that ever again. I promise.”
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        I want to be with you till my very last page

        ~ A.R. Ascher

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

      

      

      Zorro pulled his SUV behind Tart a couple minutes ago. We were going to wait for Hammer and Shiloh to get here, but my stomach growling again was a sure sign we needed to get inside and place some sort of order. He doesn’t know this yet, but when I’m hungry I’m a dangerous woman. Now we’re inside and I’m staring at the L-shaped glass display that takes up most of the space in the shop. The café isn’t overly large, but it’s not anything too small either. There are white subway tiles with black grout lining the exposed walls in here and the floor is a beautiful honey color. It makes me feel like I’m back in Albany at a bakery they have just outside of campus. The floors are almost black in that shop, and instead of subway tile they have bold wallpaper, but I get the same sort of vibes here.

      I look up at the black menu with the chalk written on it going over their wide variety of coffees, cappuccinos, macchiatos, and more. The next board beside it goes over teas, lemonades, and fruit infused waters. The board beside that goes over their soups and sandwiches, while the following boards go over their cakes, pastries, tarts, donuts, and every other dessert they have to offer.

      “Welcome to Tart. Can I help you?” A woman with a brown balayage comes over to the counter from what I assume must be the kitchen area. She’s wearing a hot pink apron and the name Kelsey is written on her name tag.

      “I’d love a caramel macchiato and . . .” I wait a few moments while I look over the menu “Your chicken cordon bleu sandwich duo with the turkey chili.”

      “You got it. And you?” Kelsey asks Zorro.

      “A black iced coffee, no ice. Reuben with fries if you have it.”

      “Perfect, and any dessert?”

      “We’ll come back and order dessert after we stuff our faces,” I’m immediately answering. If I have to take part of my entrée back to the club I will, because those treats look too scrumptious to leave anything behind.

      “Okay, sounds good. Feel free to take a seat at any one of the tables or booths and I’ll bring your stuff out when it’s ready. I’m the only one here tonight, so if we get a little busy please let me apologize in advance.”

      “No need to worry. We’re meeting friends here tonight so we’ll make sure to be patient and not pains,” Zorro tells her with a smile while he slides his hand around my hip, he leads me over to a booth in the far corner.

      The door rings as we sit down and I lean over to see it’s Shiloh and Hammer. Shiloh waves at me while Hammer has a stoic expression on his face, almost like he’s annoyed to be here. Weird. Figuring he’s just tired after everything that’s happened, I don’t push my luck.

      Kelsey greets them and points over in our direction, then a second later they’re both coming our way. Hammer slides in the booth first so he’s sitting across from me, and Shiloh slides in beside him.

      “God, it feels nice to get out of the club. I thought we were gonna be down there forever,” Shiloh groans, and I understand her frustrations completely. Sitting down there with all the other women and children, besides my brother, Grim, and Hammer, I found myself counting the small specks in the ceiling to pass the time because my mind was so preoccupied with worrying about Zorro. Most of the ladies seemed to be worrying too, but Shiloh didn’t have a care in the world. Hammer was down there with us so she was sticking around him. The nature of their relationship confuses me, but these two have been getting cozy for a while now according to everyone else.

      “Yeah, the time went so slow,” I add, unable to miss how awkward it’s been since Hammer and Shiloh sat down at the table.

      “Here’s your coffee, and here’s your macchiato. Did you guys want an app or something while you wait for your food?”

      “I won’t ever say no to more food,” Zorro laughs from beside me as he scans his eyes over to the black board. “That cheesy pita bread sounds good.”

      “God, it’s my favorite. The best thing you’ll order off the app menu for sure. Okay, so what would you guys like today?” Kelsey finishes speaking to Zorro and looks to Shiloh and Hammer.

      “I’d love a white chocolate mocha, and honestly I’m totally eyeing your desserts. I’ll probably order two slices of cake and eat that for dinner.” Shiloh laughs while Kelsey smiles.

      “Hey, I don’t blame you there. It’s a good thing I’m gluten intolerant, otherwise I’d be so chunky.” Kelsey giggles lightly, writing down things on a notepad. “So, we have loads of cakes. You take a look up under the glass and let me know what you want, alright?”

      “Sure.” Shiloh is eager to get out of the booth and go look at her dinner, so she goes right over.

      “What’re you feelin’ tonight, darlin’?” Kelsey asks Hammer.

      “That Mediterranean ham sandwich I got last time was bangin’. Mind if I get that?”

      “Sure thing! Anything else?”

      “No, that’ll be all for me,” Hammer replies with a smile.

      “Perfect. I’ll go get everything prepped for you guys and I’ll wait for the young lady to tell me what she wants for her cake slices up at the counter.” Kelsey walks away and disappears behind the L-shaped glass.

      Moments of awkward silence pass us by and I find it impossible to avoid. Seriously, I don’t know why these two aren’t saying a word but it’s making me feel super uncomfortable. “Are you two okay?” I ask Hammer and Zorro.

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t we be?” Zorro asks with a cocked brow.

      “You aren’t saying a word to each other,” I mutter lowly, finding this super odd. The only guys at the club I thought he wasn’t really getting along with were Grim and Axel.

      “Zorro and I don’t see eye-to-eye about some shit,” Hammer comments, looking from me to Zorro.

      Instantly I’m narrowing my eyes and looking between the two men. “Really? Why would that be?”

      Hammer cackles lightly, “I’m sure him bein’ with Shiloh in the past is part of it.”

      I’m caught processing what Hammer’s said for a few moments after. “Sorry, what?” I’ve never known that Shiloh and Zorro had a history. Neither of them have ever mentioned it to me, not once.

      “You know, Shiloh had a thing when she was a clubwhore with Zorro and your brothers. They shared her or some shit, before she quit being a clubwhore,” Hammer adds.

      “Dude, enough. She doesn’t need to know about shit that’s been over for years now,” Zorro comments in an aggravated tone. The way he’s speaking to Hammer is telling me everything I need to know. Hammer isn’t kidding, and Zorro did have some sort of relationship with Shiloh in the past. I’m only sitting here wondering why he didn’t feel the need to tell me about it.

      The past is in the past . . . yet my stomach is turning knowing he chose not to tell me.

      Why would he keep something like this from me?
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        One of the most important lessons you can learn is that a healthy love does not hurt

        ~ L.E. Bowman

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

      

      

      Ruby’s hands ball into fists on her lap as a blindsided look crosses her face. She blinks a few times before looking to Hammer, and then to me. “I . . . I had no idea you t-two were . . .” Her words trail off and I notice the way her eyes glisten, knowing the woman is barely keeping her emotions in check.

      God dammit! Why did Hammer have to bring up shit that doesn’t matter? Shit from the past? Fuckin’ idiot.

      “It isn’t important. A few years ago, at least,” I tell her, but the glare she gives me proves what I’ve said has just dug myself deeper in the dog pound.

      “Whoa. Ruby didn’t know?” Hammer draws his brows together and I don’t even bother looking at the asshole. I didn’t need to tell her I fucked Shiloh in the past. It would literally have done no good. If our roles were reversed, he wouldn’t have told Shiloh he screwed another chick. Women focus in on that shit, especially if the other woman is still around. Shiloh will never be romantic with me ever again, but I don’t even know if it matters to Ruby. She wanted a fucking relationship, an ol’ man. My times were fun with her back in the day but she wasn’t the type of ol’ lady I wanted.

      “I . . . I need to get some air,” Ruby whispers while emotion floods her voice. She begins to push at my leg, signaling for me to move out of the booth so she can exit, so I do. I get out of the booth and let her walk past me, figuring I’ll give her a minute to catch her breath and process what she’s said, I follow her.

      Even though I’m following closely behind her, I’m not swarming her with my presence. I watch from inside the bakery as she stands on the street trying to catch her breath. She runs her hand through her hair and paces back and forth. Still, I stand inside the bakery and watch.

      “Is everything alright?” Shiloh questions from behind me.

      I turn to face her and Shiloh’s mouth forms into a small ‘o’. Before I can even respond she’s speaking again, “Ruby just ran off down the street. I don’t know what’s going on but—”

      I don’t stick around and listen to anything else she’s saying. My first instinct is to run through the doors and chase after her, so I do. Reaching the street, I see she’s about halfway to the end of the block so I rush after her. Once I’m right up to her I grab onto her arm so she can’t try to move anymore. “Ruby, what the hell are you doing?!”

      She yanks her hand from mine and throws hers up in the air. “Are you freaking kidding me right now? Do you have any idea how I feel right now? Do you even give a damn? God! Why wouldn’t you tell me something like that? I’ve tried to be friends with her. We joked about shit and never once did I know . . .”

      “It doesn’t matter, Ruby! It happened years ago. That shit has been done and over with for years.”

      “I confided in her about my feelings for you, Santiago! It feels like I was violated. I’m not standing here asking for you to give me a list of everyone you ever fucked, but, god . . .”

      Women will never cease to amaze me. I’m standin’ here tellin’ Ruby that this happened years ago and she’s telling me it makes her feel violated? I don’t get it. Seriously, I don’t fucking get it.

      “Ruby, I don’t know what you want me to say,” I comment, and honestly, I have no fucking clue what I’m about to say to her. Whatever I say, it won’t be right, or what she wants to hear.

      Tears stream over her cheeks and she wipes them away with the back of her hands. Her mascara’s smeared under her eyes and I’ve never seen her more upset. “I haven’t had many relationships, Santiago, but the ones I have had haven’t been great. My first real boyfriend, Devin, he said he’d wait until I was ready to have sex. We were in freaking high school. He said he was going to give me all the time in the world. Long story short, he was sleeping with my biology partner behind my back. So, this . . . this feels so much like that.”

      “This is nothing like that.”

      “They had dated before too, and so have you and Shiloh! This feels an awful lot like what I’ve gone through already.” Ruby shakes her head as emotions ripple through her. “I don’t know why’d you keep something like this from me! If I was really important to you . . . you would’ve told me about this.” Ruby darts off down the street and before I know it, she’s turned the corner and I’m left standing here, not sure what the fuck just happened.

      One thing I do recognize is the fact she feels some sort of old feelings coming back up from her own experiences, and as much as I might’ve thought this had something to do with me, it really doesn’t. It has to do with some asshole abusing her heart in the past. Regardless, I’m going to make this right between us.

      “Where’d Ruby go?” Shiloh’s voice comes from behind me so I turn back to her.

      “She just went around the corner. Hammer told her that you—”

      She raises her hand up in a dismissive manner. “I know. I’ll handle it. You just get back to the club and stay away from Hammer for the time being. I made him pay for lunch, all things considered. I’ll calm her down, so don’t worry.” Shiloh jogs down the sidewalk and heads in the same direction Ruby just darted off in.

      Well, I hope she helps and doesn’t make this mess even bigger.
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        Sweet girl, it wasn’t that you weren’t enough. It’s your energy . . . it asks others to rise up, and not everyone is willing, to go where they would grow.

        ~ Butterflies Rising

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

      

      

      I could be going crazy, like honestly, I might be . . . but I’m trying to calm myself down. I turned the corner and didn’t even think about where I was going. I was a woman on a mission and somehow ended up at the little bench across the street and sat down. Now I sit here catching my breath, trying to process this.

      He had a relationship with her in the past, one he didn’t tell me about, and . . . and I saw her grab his shoulder and talk to him from inside the window of the bakery. He probably doesn’t even realize I saw it, but she fucking touched him and then every fear came rushing back. Every memory of my relationship with Devin came to the forefront of my mind. How helplessly in love with him I was, how I thought I might even marry him, and then the scenes of my seventeen-year-old heart came back. My weird short pixie cut I had at the time with a Charger’s jacket to support my school football team. I was in the damn cafeteria when Lyndsey came up to me and publicly outed how she’d been sleeping with him, in front of the entire school. It was not only mortifying, but gut-wrenching.

      “Ruby, are you okay?” Shiloh’s voice rings out from around me and I glance up to see her maybe ten feet away. You’ve got to be kidding me.

      She waltzes right up and plops down on the bench beside me. “Okay, I know you’re not. God that was a dumb question. Sorry.”

      I breathe in and out slowly, trying to come up with something to say to her. Instead I feel awkward as hell. Why did she even come after me? Did Zorro ask her to?

      “I don’t understand why you’re even here,” my words come out much harsher than I intended, but when I say I need air, it means I need fucking air, not for people to come following me down the street.

      “You have a right to be upset considering Hammer was an ass, but you don’t have a right to treat me like shit. So, I’d suggest you calm your ass down.” Shiloh gets a bit firm with me, but I have nothing to say. It’s not like I want her here in the first place. I just want to be alone.

      At first, I figure it’ll be best for me to just sit here in silence and breathe, but her words really aggravate me. Who is she to say I’m the one who needs to calm down? Turning to her, I crane my neck and suck in a deep breath, releasing it with my words. “I didn’t ask you to be here. As a matter-of-fact I didn’t ask for anyone to be here. I walked off because I needed some air.”

      “And an attitude adjustment from the looks of it. Damn. Hammer was trying to stir the pot because he doesn’t like the way Zorro treated me back in the day, but it’s none of his damn business. Just like it wasn’t his business to say anything about what he did. It’s in the past, and it doesn’t matter now. I’m not with him, Ruby. You are.”

      “There isn’t anything going on between the two of you?” I question her, needing some sort of confirmation. Hell, but even if she says no, am I going to believe her?

      She gives me a knowing look. “No, there isn’t. There hasn’t been for a long time, especially when he told me I wasn’t ol’ lady material. That happened years ago, so you have nothing to worry about.”

      She wasn’t ol’ lady material. What does that even mean? “What’s an ol’ lady?”

      Shiloh blinks at me a couple times, almost like I’m a dummy. “It’s what Ashley is, and Octavia. Even Natalie, Alexa, and the other guys’ girlfriends. It’s the name the club calls them, and the men call their women ol’ ladies. The same way the women call their men their ol’ man. It’s kind of like a title in this lifestyle.”

      Now I’m confused. I’m not team Shiloh or anything, but why would Zorro say she wasn’t . . . this isn’t making sense to me. “I was a clubwhore a few years ago. I’m sure you don’t know what it means, so allow me to explain. The club offered me a place to stay, food, security, everything I needed for one thing—my vajayjay.”

      Being completely caught off guard, I bust into laughter and Shiloh smiles at me. Her words somehow lightened the mood and honestly, I’m all for it. Shiloh clears her throat and looks into my eyes as she speaks, “I know you were caught off guard by what you learned a little bit ago, but you don’t need to be. Everyone has a history, Ruby, and trust me when I say I mean this in the most-nicest way ever but I don’t want your man. I have my eye on the asshole shit stirrer back in the bakery, and even now I’m debating on whether I’m gonna let him shoot his shot one day.”

      Instant relief floods through me as I hear she has some sort of interest in Hammer. “Hammer, huh?”

      She nods once with a slight smile. “Yeah, he . . . he was the first one who ever gave me the respect I always wanted. Even though at the time he could’ve just taken me to his room and fucked me, he didn’t. Hell, he still hasn’t. I mean I’m not a clubwhore anymore but . . . I thought at some point he’d make a few harsh moves and get all alpha on me. Instead it’s been a bit different, like we’re slowly building this solid friendship and . . . Fuck, it sounds like one of those Nicholas Sparks books.”

      “A little bit,” I joke and clear my throat. “I’m sorry I was a cunt to you. Long story short I was betrayed by an ex-boyfriend. Everything came rushing back when Hammer said what he did. My lab partner had slept with my boyfriend and was doing it behind my back . . . and since you and I have been pretty friendly it just . . .”

      “It rubbed you the wrong way. Let me just add in that girl was obviously the biggest bitch.” Shiloh isn’t holding anything against me right now and thank god for that.

      “Yeah, well she ended up getting herpes senior year so joke’s on her.”

      Shiloh busts out into laughter at what I said. “Now that’s karma.”

      I mumble in agreement with her and she grabs onto my shoulder, giving me a good squeeze. “Seriously, don’t worry about me and him. We barely talk to each other ‘cause there’s just so much negative history. Zorro wasn’t . . . he wasn’t the type of man I needed, and I see he’s an entirely different man with you, he’s a better man, so I hope he comes to his senses too and locks you down for good, ‘cause you’re a sweet girl, Ruby. I really mean that.”

      Now I feel so stupid for being so worried, but I’m glad Shiloh chased after me. It shows she cared enough to help me calm down and clear the air about her past with Zorro, and on top of that I do think I have a friend here, even if she is my boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend . . . or ex-clubwhore . . . or whatever it is I should be calling her.
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        And then I met you, and slowly, but all at once my whole world began to change

        ~ R.M. Broderick

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

      

      

      Shiloh ended up coming back in with Ruby about an hour ago, but Shiloh told me to give her some time to breathe. She filled me in and said Ruby realized she was overreacting a little bit, but explained Ruby had some past shit that came up which is why she reacted the way she did. While it’s a breath of fresh air, it also makes me wonder what the fuck else she’s been through.

      Zane texted all the full patches and told us we were having an impromptu session of church, so my ass is sitting in my chair in the room where we hold church. We’re waiting for Dracus to roll his ass in. It figures he’d be showing up late here, but until he’s here Zane won’t start. Honestly, Zane cuts him a lot of slack since he’s one of his uncles. He, Tex, and Bolt are with his aunt Roxy, who’s Fist’s sister. They’re getting up there in age and I’m wondering when they’re going to bow out of the club life, or if they’re going to. They might not ever do it when I think about it. The club is deeply dug into their veins. Hell, Kat, their daughter is the first lady at the Vegas charter. She’s married to Damon, who’s the Prez there. Then they have Jordyn and Nova who’re teenagers at this point.

      Dracus walks in the room and shuts the door behind him, standing against the door like last time. Zane doesn’t comment about it again considering he knows what he’s doing.

      Zane slams the gavel down on the table and dives straight into business. “I got a call from Falcon about twenty minutes ago.”

      “Falcon?” Bull narrows his eyes in on him. He’s not physically here, but he’s video chatting with us from his bed. Cheyenne’s been adamant on the fact he needs to be on some serious bedrest until he’s healed up.

      “Yeah, the Prez for the Deathstalkers MC out in Portland. He saw some of the Corrupt Kings MC boys riding through. Of course, he doesn’t like seeing new blood come into his territory. Especially when he’s having some issues with the Toxic Warriors MC right now,” Zane fills us all in. I don’t pay too much attention to other clubs’ politics, but what I do know is that the Deathstalkers have some sort of treaty with the Toxic Warriors.

      “What kind of issues?” Tex questions, leaning back in his chair with his eyes glued on his nephew.

      Zane cranes his neck to the side. “Let’s just say they’ve been a pain in the ass for Falcon and his boys for a while, but now things are getting a bit worse with them. On top of it, Falcon’s enforcer, Kinetic, decided to follow the Corrupt Kings in a grocery getter and see if he could figure out what they were up to. What he found was that the Toxic Warriors were meeting with the Corrupt Kings. We don’t know why they were meeting, but we do know it doesn’t mean anything good.”

      “You can say that again, I smell a shitstorm brewing,” Bolt groans from his chair.

      Grim clears his throat and speaks up, “I mean, isn’t this a positive that they aren’t around us right now? It’ll give us time to come up with a more solid plan.”

      There’s no way I can hold back my thoughts right now. “Fuck that. They came into our club and started a war. Now, I can’t speak for every brother here but I don’t want time to pass for us to be prepared. I only want them to be in the fuckin’ ground. We’ve had enough history with our people dying. Fist, Saffron, Tank, hell, I could keep going on and on, but the point is we’ve lost enough people. We don’t need to be losing more.”

      “I don’t disagree with you, Zorro, but most of us have women and kids who depend on us. We can’t make brash decisions. Not now. Not when so much is at stake. We need to thoroughly think this through. I already asked Falcon and his boys to keep tabs on the Corrupt Kings. They agreed and they’ll let us know if there’s any sort of movement for them coming back out this way. Now, I heard you were leaving town in a few weeks to go take care of something at Stonewall. Is that right?” Zane’s eyes immediately dart over to me.

      I nod. “Yeah, not going for a while though.”

      “You are now. I want you back here before shit hits the fan. We’re going to need you, Zorro. You’re one of the best shots we have.” Zane’s never complimented me, but fuck if I’m not gonna take a compliment from him.

      “Alright. I’ll head out today. Now, you cool if I take one of the prospects? It’ll be a good opportunity for them to learn about how to work one-on-one.” I already planned to bring Frost with me, but he never knew that.

      “Yeah, take Frost. What is it you’re doing out there again? I swore we had Dex handlin’ shit.” Zane reminds me and the group. Blackjack crosses his arms and looks over to me, his own curiosity is piqued.

      “All due respect, but Ruby isn’t Dex’s woman. She is mine, and there’s no fuckin’ way I’m gonna wait until August for Dex to get there. I know you’re not a fan of what I’m doin’, Zane, but . . . if this were Octavia you would’ve already been there.” From the corner of my eye I spot Grim and Axel clenching their jaws. There will never be a day where they see me as the one fit to be with their sister, and I’ve come to accept that. They don’t have to like it but they do have to respect it.

      Zane nods in understanding. “You’re right. Go do what you need to do and then get the fuck back here. We all know the Corrupt Kings will be back soon, and when they come back I want to make sure we throw quite the welcoming party,” Zane snickers at the end, proving to everyone he’s prepared to bring mischief their way.

      “Are you claimin’ her?” Axel questions, looking right into my eyes.

      Grim sits beside him, starin’ at me the same way his brother is, but they aren’t the only ones. Every person in this room is lookin’ at me, waitin’ for some sort of response.

      I nod. “Yeah, I am. I know you two aren’t fans of it, but I’m not gonna treat her like shit. She’s makin’ me become a better man, the type of man I wanna be for her, and because of that I can’t sit by and let those fuckers get away with what they did. You might not believe it, but I’m gonna cherish your sister, and I’m gonna have heads on a platter for her so she knows how much I fuckin’ care about her.”

      The entire room remains quiet, but both Grim and Axel stand, offer me their hands and I shake with them both. This must mean we’re on good terms now, or at least I hope it does. With Axel you never really know. He’s the club’s hothead, but maybe Grim has finally seen I’m not the enemy. How can I be when I’m on Ruby’s side?
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        Two souls didn’t find each other by simple accident

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

      

      

      I’m on the second level porch leaning on the railing with a cup of hot chocolate in my hands. Steam floats into the air from the heat of the cocoa and I stare out at the skyline. The property goes on and on here for hundreds of acres. Ashley mentioned to me that this was her great-great-great grandfather’s ranch back in his time, that they bred cattle for market. They must’ve sold the cattle off at some point because I’ve never seen any farm animals here, but there is a massive barn a ways off. I can see it from here and I know some of the guys have been going out there. It’s probably where they’re keeping the prisoner. Gosh, that feels so weird to think about.

      Shaking my head, I take a sip of the hot chocolate and stare out into the distance. The tall pine trees are scattered throughout the property, but about half a mile down the lane that leads to Blackjack and Ashley’s house, there’s a line of pine trees that blocks the sights. It’s almost like a small forest. Grim told me there’s a creek that goes in through the woods and one day, on a warmer one, he’ll show me. Said it would be a great place to go hiking. Natalie’s been on him the last few weeks about doing some therapy and working his legs. He was lucky with the accident, but it doesn’t mean he doesn’t have any problems.

      The door creaks from behind me and I find myself turning to look back, Zorro comes walking out of the clubhouse in his jacket and cocks a brow. “Didn’t think you’d be out here in the cold.”

      “It might seem silly, but I think it’s too pretty of a night to stay inside. I wanted the full Montana experience,” I tell him with a smile, lifting my mug. The whipped cream has now melted into my drink, but I’m sure he knows I’m not drinking coffee at this hour.

      “I’m shocked you’re not wrapped up in a red plaid blanket too, with those extra fuzzy socks you ladies love to wear,” Zorro jokes, and honestly, I’m relieved. We’re putting what happened today behind us and I was worried for a bit we’d both make a spectacle about discussing it in depth.

      I kick up my foot. “You caught me red handed. They’re under the boots.”

      He shakes his head in an amused manner. “I fuckin’ knew it.”

      Zorro walks across the porch and comes up behind me, wraps his arms around my body, and holds me against his chest. He dips his chin to my shoulder and presses a soft kiss to my neck. “I don’t ever want to lose you, and I hope you know I’d never keep something from you on purpose, especially if I felt like it was going to put me in risk of you walkin’ out of my life.”

      I nod. “I do. I mean, I know why you didn’t tell me. You have no feelings for her so you felt it was irrelevant.” I thought we could avoid talking about this, but I guess not.

      “Exactly. It seemed fuckin’ stupid to bring up the past. I don’t ask you about your other boyfriends.” The fact Zorro called himself my boyfriend makes me smile so wide. We said we weren’t going to fight this any longer, but we never put a label on it, until now, I guess.

      “Speaking of my previous relationships, that’s why I freaked out on you the way I did. I know your situation with Shiloh wasn’t the same thing at all . . . but it brought up a really dark part of my life. The insecurities and pain just came rushing in. Hit too close to home for me.”

      Zorro releases his arms and turns me around to look at him. He takes my mug from my hands and places it on the wooden railing, then takes my face in the palms of his hands and stares into my eyes. “You have nothing to fear with me, sweet girl. Tienes mí corazón. No, you are my heart and I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. God, you make me feel shit I never thought was possible.” His eyes dart across my face, taking in every detail, surveying every feature. The fact he told me I have his heart makes my own flutter in my chest.

      “What are you saying, Santiago?” My words come out in a breathless whisper, while both excitement and fear strikes through me.

      “I-I’m saying you’ve got me, sweet girl. You’ve got my heart. You’ve got every part of me. I’m saying . . . I’m saying I’d sacrifice everything for you if that’s what I needed to do. But damn, Ruby, I told the club you’re it for me. You’re the woman I want. You’re the . . . shit, you’re the one I want to come home to every night, on my worst days and my best. I know I don’t deserve you, but I’m standin’ here layin’ out every feelin’ I have for you and I’m prayin’ you’re as serious as I am about this. ‘Cause I mean it when I say I told them, I told everyone you were my ol’ lady, babe, and your brothers shook my fuckin’ hand so I don’t think they’ll be a problem anymore.”

      My heart shoots up into my throat at his words. Not just at the fact my brothers gave him their blessing, but at every single thing he’s said. I was so worried for such a long time that he wouldn’t want me. That I had a silly, little crush on this masculine man . . . but here we are.

      Everything happens so quickly, but the need to kiss him completely takes over me. I snake my arm around his neck and stand up on my tippy toes, pressing my lips onto his in a feverish haze. Every word he’s said is on repeat in my mind, every declaration of his feelings toward me, every confirmation I needed to know this is right. That we’re right.

      I push my lips past his, glide my tongue along his teeth, and kiss him like he’s the literal air I’m breathing. He rips his mouth away from mine, panting heavily against my lips. “Not here. I can’t. I’m going to lose my fucking shit with you, sweet girl, but not here.” Zorro hoists me up in his arms and before I know it, we’re walking into the clubhouse. He heads straight for our bedroom and once we’re inside he’s locking the deadbolt, tossing me on the bed and ripping his shirt off. It happens quickly but it’s like my eyes see it in slow motion. The way he pulls it up and his chiseled abs are perfectly on display, revealing more of his god-like physique moment after moment. As he pulls it over his head it messes up his dark hair a bit and he throws it on the floor.

      “I won’t always be able to be gentle with you, Ruby. Right now I’m having a really hard time holdin’ back. Fuck, so hard.” The imprint under his jeans shows me just how hard this is, on both accounts.

      I know he’s holding back because he’s afraid of my reaction, because he doesn’t want to scare me, but . . . I want this.

      I want us.

      My past doesn’t define my future, and I won’t let what they did to me that night scare me away from my happiness with him. He was gentle with me the first time and it was amazing, but I need to accept Zorro for everything he is. Even if it’s darkness.
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        The universe gave me a relentlessly loyal heart, I could love through a lifetime

        ~ Butterflies Rising

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

      

      

      I need to be gentle with her. Even knowing that I couldn’t stop the need to throw her down on the bed. But this moment is unlike any we’ve ever had. Here she is, leaning back on her elbows, smiling up at me. It’s not a jolly smile, but a sinful one. Like she’s ready for what’s coming.

      Fuck, I’m so afraid for what I’m about to do tonight. Yet I’m standin’ here tossin’ my shirt on the damn ground, ready to destroy her pussy.

      “I won’t always be able to be gentle with you, Ruby. Right now, I’m having a really hard time holdin’ back. Fuck, so hard,” I admit in a hungered growl. I’ve always been the man who’s taken what he’s wanted, but with Ruby I’ll never take a damn thing, even in my sick lust filled gaze I will ask her, because at the end of the day I know what happened to her. And while I might not ever be able to understand the way it makes someone feel, I never want to hurt her. I wouldn’t ever be able to live with myself if I did that.

      With those bright blue eyes of hers she stares into mine and utters words I never dreamed she ever would. “I’m not asking you to hold back, Santiago. I’m in this with you. I’m not some delicate little girl. I can handle whatever you’re throwing my way.”

      My cock throbs at her words, ready to ram into her sweet heat. I gulp and lick my lips as the throbbing intensifies. My balls tighten up, demanding me to ravage her, but still I’m trying to hold back. I don’t want to do anything that could fuck this up between us. Ruby is too special. She’s too unique.

      She’s everything I ever fucking wanted in this life.

      And I won’t fuck it up.

      Clearing my throat, my voice comes out in a cracked tone. “You’ve had some intense shit happen to you, sweet girl. I’m not lookin’ to remind you of that.” Even the brief mention of what she’s been through makes me want to bash skulls in, and I sure as fuck will. Tomorrow morning, I leave for Stonewall University and I’ll get my revenge for her. I’ll kill every motherfucker who dared to be involved in what happened. She doesn’t need to know about the lengths I’ll go to get revenge for her, or the ones I’ll go to protect her.

      “How could you ever remind me of them?” Her question almost causes tears to come to my eyes.

      I take a step toward her and keep my eyes trained on hers. “I’m not ever tryin’ to get anywhere near that level, Ruby. I’m not . . . I’m far more fucked up than you could ever imagine. I got issues, baby. I got real issues.”

      “I don’t expect perfection, Santiago. What I expect is a partner and I know I have one—you. Now come here and take what’s yours, what you claimed.”

      Her words imprint on my mind and I can’t hold myself back. I jump on the bed like a damn cheetah, hovering over her body, and slam my lips down onto hers. Ruby shimmies out of her pants and paws at my jeans like a bitch in heat.

      God dammit, I’m about to lose all control. I only pray she’ll look at me the same as I ram into her until she’s screaming for me to stop. My dominance has been a major rule breaker in most of my relationships, but she’s a submissive woman and I think she’ll be okay with this. I’d never claim to be in the BDSM lifestyle, but I’m a kinky fucker.

      Wrapping a hand around her throat, I stare into her eyes and look into them with determination. Her hands drop to my groin when I apply the slightest pressure. “I don’t want to fuckin’ scare you away, but you know I have skeletons in my closet, baby. I’m not a good man, and I need you to know that. I’m not a good fucking man.”

      Ruby slides her hand up the side of my face and glides her thumb along my cheek. “I never asked you to be a good man, Santiago. I only asked you to be the right man for me, and you are. You’re fucking perfect.”

      I crash my lips down onto hers and claim her mouth, forcing myself between her lips and our tongues dance in a sinful battle. I can’t fucking stop the pull between us. My dick feels like it’s on fire, needing to be inside her tight heat. I could fucking explode right now, needing to feel her walls wrapping around me. The first time it was so different, but this time I expect her to milk my cock for everything that’s in there.

      Ruby paws at my hips, pulls my belt off, and unzips my pants. My heart pumps heavily in my chest with every moment that passes. The head of my dick pulsates and I feel precum coating it, ready to plow myself deep within her.

      I’m not gonna fuckin’ wait to yank off my pants. I need her now and I’m gonna fuckin’ take her. Her pants are already off, so I move the pathetic excuse of fabric called panties from between us and rock my thick cock inside her. She gasps like she did the first time, rolls her neck back, and moans out in complete pleasure. “Fuck, I forgot how big you were.”

      “Allow me to remind you,” I chuckle. Moving her leg up to get a deeper angle, I ram myself in her tight pussy, coating my cock with her essence every time I thrust inside her. Her walls constrict around me like a boa and I practically release myself in her right now. She’s that tight, like a fuckin’ Chinese finger trap.

      “God dammit,” Ruby screams out, clutching the sheets between her hands.

      I’m not trying to fill her walls with my seed just yet. I want her to wait, I want to have her begging me for her release, but who knows if I’ll be able to wait that long.

      She rolls her hips, lifting them up from the bed at every thrust. Her moans grow louder and louder before her walls begin tightening moreso around me. At the same time her walls tighten, I compress my hands around her throat, feeling the way she struggles to breathe every time she inhales. But she doesn’t freak out, instead her pupils dilate and her eyes are filled with lust. She’s loving the way I’m colliding my cock into her cervix, taking what belongs to me.

      Ruby gnaws on her bottom lip, biting down on it every time she makes a sound, while her eyes beg me for more. I can’t help but smile, knowing the pleasure I’m bringing to my woman. “I can’t hold back for much longer,” I breathe, grunting it out as sweat beads along my forehead.

      “Don’t, please don’t. I don’t want you to,” Ruby whimpers, wrapping her hands around my wrists. She tightens around them, almost urging me to give her my cum, and I don’t hold back any longer.

      My balls tighten and I release myself inside her walls, for the first time marking my territory, taking what belongs to me. At the same time my cum spurts from my cock, I slam my lips back down onto hers. I need to kiss her, to show her that even though she’s mine, I fuckin’ love her.

      God, I fuckin’ love her, and the moment I get back from Stonewall University I’ll make my feelings known.
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        True love is friendship dipped in honey

        ~ Faraway

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

      

      

      I wake to the feeling of the bed rising from beside me. Bringing my hands up to my eyes, I rub them and open them to see what’s going on. Light shines in through the window and Zorro’s at the bedside putting on his jeans and a long sleeve black shirt. “Are you going somewhere?” I ask him with a raspy voice. I always sound super rough in the morning, like there’s a frog stuck in my throat.

      His eyes meet mine and he nods. “Yeah, Zane has me heading out to go on my trip now instead of in a few weeks. I’ll be flying out instead of driving though. It’ll make everything go quicker.”

      I blink a couple times as my memories come flooding back. He needed to head out to go see that club on the East Coast. It wasn’t supposed to happen for a month or so if I’m recalling correctly. “Is everything okay? I mean, you weren’t supposed to go out there yet, right?”

      He gives me a curt nod. “Everything’s as good as it’s gonna be, sweet girl. I need to go out and handle some business for the club. Because of what happened with the Corrupt Kings Zane doesn’t want us to risk being gone when they come back.”

      “Huh? What do you mean?” I ask, now needing to sit up in bed. He didn’t tell me anything about the Corrupt Kings being gone in the first place.

      “Shit,” he grumbles under his breath, instantly telling me he said something he shouldn’t have. “I wasn’t supposed to let that slip, but now that I have, I’ll tell you, but you can’t tell a fuckin’ soul. No one else besides the patched in brothers know, Ruby. You feel me?”

      “Of course. I won’t tell a soul,” I promise, truly meaning it.

      “They were spotted by a club we have an alliance with out in Portland. It’s why Zane wants me to go handle stuff now, so I don’t risk overlapping with the Corrupt Kings when Zane could need me. You get what I’m saying?”

      I nod once. “Yeah, it makes sense.”

      “I’ll be gone a few days, but no more than that. Zane is having Frost come with me to make sure I stick to the schedule and don’t get in any shit while I’m out there.”

      Both nervousness and relief settle deep in my stomach at his words. Relief because he’s not going out there alone, but nervousness because the possibilities are endless. The shootout with the Corrupt Kings confirmed that much. I mean, I always knew the club life was dangerous, but you never really know how dangerous until things happen right in front of your face.

      “Okay, um . . . this is probably a weird question but what happened to the dude in Zane’s house? The one who went into the crystal.”

      “Zane had the boys handle the mess,” Zorro speaks so matter-of-factly.

      Part of me wants to ask what that means, but I know better than to ask. It’ll only give me a visual of something I really don’t need to see.

      “When are you heading to the airport?” I question him, not remembering him mentioning this to me at all. I wonder if he was going to even tell me he was leaving today, or if he was gonna leave a note for me or something.

      “In about three hours, I have a bit of time before I have to go. But I have some stuff around here I need to sort out first, so, I’m heading downstairs and then I’ll be grabbing breakfast really quickly and handlin’ shit. You gonna be okay on your own?”

      I stare at him blankly. “Of course I am. I’m a big girl you know.”

      Zorro snickers lightly, walks over to where I am on the bed and leans down. He presses his lips against mine and kisses me in a passionate way. I’m almost automatically expecting him to grab me by the back of the neck and have his way with me before he leaves, but the moment he pulls away I’m proven wrong. I whimper at his absence and he smirks lightly. “I’m going to miss you so much, but I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Just a few days?” I question, hoping he really only means a couple.

      “Five, maybe six,” he responds, looking into my eyes.

      “Okay, well, be careful. I don’t know what you’re doing or anything, but it feels like something I should say.” Being part of a club is still so new to me, but the danger that’s associated with the guys makes me feel like I need to heed a warning.

      “You’re not wrong, but I’ll be careful. I promise.” Zorro kisses me one last time before he goes over to the door of our bedroom and grabs his cut from the desk beside it. He slides it on and looks back to me one last time, grabbing the set of keys from the blue ceramic bowl on his desk. It has both sets of keys for SUV and bike, plus the key to our room. He glances down for a second at the bowl and clears his throat, “You should keep these keys with you now.”

      I blink in disbelief for a second at what he’s just said. “Like, keep them on me?”

      He cackles lightly and a smile pulls at his lips. “They’re yours, sweet girl. You’re not goin’ anywhere and neither am I, so my spare keys aren’t my spares anymore. They’re your set. You get what I’m sayin’?”

      Heat flushes over my cheeks and I nod. “Yeah, thank you.”

      “No need to thank me.” He smiles and walks out of our bedroom, leaving me to process everything he’s just said. I fall back on the bed and stare at the ceiling, completely in shock at the happiness he’s bringing me.

      I’m falling for this man so hard and I doubt he even realizes it. I need to tell him how I feel sooner rather than later. Maybe when he gets back from his trip out east.
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        Who needs cocaine when human emotions can fuck you up just the same?

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

      

      

      Shutting the door behind me, I go down the hallway and the stairs until I’m on the first level of the club. Immediately, I hear Noelle’s laughter echoing through the club. She’s playing with Neo and Fist while Ashley and Octavia sit a few feet away on the couch. Jordyn and Nova are at one of the tables with Roxy, drinking coffee or hot chocolate from the looks of it.

      “Hey, brother, you have a minute before you head out?” Zane questions, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      Turning toward him, I nod. “Yeah, not leaving for the airport for a bit.” There’s still about two hours before I need to leave for the airport.

      “Cool, follow me.” Zane leads me around the stairwell toward the back door, opens the door to the room where we have church, and we both go inside. He shuts it behind me and clears his throat, “I’m tellin’ you this shit before I make it known, but by the time you come back here things may seem a bit different. Cheyenne told me Bull’s gonna be down for the count for a few weeks, so I’m pullin’ Chaz up here permanently. He’s no longer gonna go down to be Amara’s VP. I don’t have someone to put there yet, but I’ll figure that shit out. Hell, might even talk to Chaz. He knows some nomad’s who might be lookin’ to change their life. Just wanted to give you a heads up, ‘cause he’ll be here before the end of the month. Maybe around the twenty-fifth. So, the day after you get back.”

      I nod, appreciating the fact he told me what was goin’ on and I didn’t walk into a shit storm. “Thanks, I appreciate that. But since I have you here, I’d like to get a cut made up for Ruby. One that declares her as my property, to make it official. You know what I mean?”

      Zane smiles widely. “Shit, you are serious. Congrats, man.”

      “That I am. I know it’s tradition to get a tattoo here with the Reapers, so when I get back I’ll see if it’s something she’s open to. Ruby doesn’t have any tats.”

      “She’ll have one soon, that’s for damn sure,” Zane comments, and while he’s probably not wrong, I’m not going to be overly optimistic.

      Chuckling lightly, I decide to change the subject. “I’m still plannin’ to stop by Boss’ club. What did you want me to check in on again?”

      “The usual, make sure we’re still being welcomed. It doesn’t hurt to check in with them either. Rumor has it that cult is making its rounds again. I’m pretty damn sure Boss is starting that regent program with the Devil’s Riot MC. Honestly, I wanna know more about that shit, so go handle what you need to at Stonewall and the day you come back from there you make sure to stop in at the Iron Vex MC’s clubhouse.”

      “You got it. I never mind seein’ them. They’re a fun bunch.”

      “I think you mean rowdy as hell, not fun,” Zane cackles, heading toward the door and opening it for me.

      As I walk through it, I respond, “Maybe a little bit of both.”

      “I can’t argue with you there,” Zane comments as I head further into the club. I’d set my carryon bag in the back of my SUV last night and asked Frost to do the same, so hopefully she has. This way we can just roll in a couple hours.

      I kind of want to head over to the barn and get some blood on my hands, but I’ll be getting plenty of blood soon enough. Hopefully later tonight when we touch down in Albany. I’ve been at Stonewall before, so I’ll be heading there in disguise with Frost. We won’t be wearing our cuts, but instead we’ll be wearing Stonewall University sweatshirts and have brochures, posing as students who’re looking to start their graduate programs. Frost had mentioned to me last night that she’d need to get some Kat Von D concealer to cover up my facial tattoos. I couldn’t believe the audacity she had thinkin’ I’d willingly wear makeup, but she quickly reminded me that grad students don’t typically have facial tattoos.

      Frost sees me from the corner of the room and comes walking right up to me. Zane walks around us and heads toward his wife and son, but the way Frost stares at me with a sparkle in her eyes tells me she’s up to something.

      “What’re you up to?” I’m half afraid of whatever her answer’s going to be.

      “You know Ruby’s friend is here right, Portia?”

      I nod. “Obviously. Not much of a fan of hers.”

      “Whatever, you don’t have to be. What you do need to be is thankful because we’re going to make our cover work now. She gave me her friend Ian’s number. He’s already a grad student at Stonewall and said he’d show us around a little bit if we wanted. It’s the perfect cover. How else are we going to fit in better than by being doted around campus by one of their most notorious students?”

      I shake my head. “I should’ve figured you’d find your way to weasel us into something like that.”

      Frost puts a hand on her hip. “I’ll have you know I’m quite the resourceful fucker, and you’re glad I got this sorted out, so don’t even try to get that sassy attitude with me, mister.”

      She’s right. I’m glad she thought outside of the box. It’ll make what we’re trying to achieve much easier. “You said you rented us a cabin ten miles away from campus?”

      “Yep, and I got us a rental van from this shady place on the wrong side of town. They let us pay in cash and don’t require ID.” Sounds like they’re a bit shady, but that works for us.

      “Sounds good. We still need to make sure to grab cleaning supplies. I don’t want them finding any fibers or blood in the back of the van.”

      “You act like this is my first rodeo, Zorro. Relax, I got us covered,” Frost cackles and pauses for a minute. “When’re we leaving again? I need to give my girl some extra lovin’.”

      “Two hours. Meet me out at the SUV, and if you’re not there I’m leavin’ your ass.”

      “Fine, I’ll be there.”
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        I have a happy personality with a heavy soul. Sometimes it gets weird

        ~ The Idealist

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

      

      

      “The snow’s melting a bit today and it’s not too cold out. You wanna take a stroll out to the back of the property?” Grim’s voice comes up from behind me. I turn to face him and cock a brow, glance out the window and see it’s bright and sunny.

      “I’m gonna need boots, aren’t I?” My question almost seems idiotic, but I’m not fucking around with him.

      “Yeah, but Nat’ told me you and her were the same shoe size so I grabbed you a pair from the store in town.” Grim hands me a bag, and I pull the cardboard box out from inside the bag. Peeling back the lid my eyes instantly land on a deep plum colored boot. Grim could’ve just bought me some plain Jane black ones, but nope, he got me a pair with a bit of flair.

      I smile lightly and look up to him while taking off my flats. “Thank you for this. I really appreciate it.”

      “It’s not a big deal. Figured you’re gonna need ‘em if you’re so determined on staying here.”

      “I am, determined on staying here.” I confirm his thoughts, knowing he’s digging for information.

      He nods once, accepting what I’ve said and clears his throat. Obviously, this is a bit awkward for him. “Are you going to do your classes online and stuff? I mean, you’re not dropping out, right?”

      I blink at him like he’s lost his mind, because he damn well might have. Why would I drop out of school after everything he and Axel have helped me with? It would be a huge slap in the face to disrespect them like that. “I’ll be able to finish my degree online, remember? My professors know I’ll get the work done. I’m only a few credits away from graduating, Grim. I’m not going to screw that all up.” He’s worried I’m throwing it all away to be here with Zorro. Or maybe he’s worried I’m throwing it all away because of what happened on Halloween. I’m not sure, but the important thing is that he knows I’m okay.

      “Okay, cool. Just making sure.” Grim dips his hands in the pockets of his jeans, acting nonchalant. “I’ll go wait outside for you. Hell, I need to sneak in a cigarette anyway.”

      Narrowing my brows in at him, I’m instantly intrigued. “Since when did you smoke?”

      “It’s a bad habit I’ve always had, bein’ stressed out makes it worse and Nat’s on my ass for me to stop. I mean, with three kids she wants me to be around for a very long time.” He can’t even blame her. Natalie loves him so much, and her three girls, and the baby she’s carrying right now. My brother might not be the girls’ father, but he loves them like he is.

      “Fine, go be a choo-choo train outside. I need to go chat with Portia anyway. I haven’t really seen her since the shooting.”

      Grim widens his eyes. “Yeah, you’d better go check on her.”

      It’s adorable to me how Grim automatically seems concerned. He shouldn’t be. Portia is an ice queen. Okay, scratch that. She’s a privileged ice queen. Honestly, she’s probably the most least shaken person after a traumatic event like that.

      Portia’s been staying with Cheyenne and Frost, I have seen her a little bit around the club but she’s kept her distance from me and vice versa. I know we’re doing it because both of our emotions are a bit high right now, but I expect sooner or later things will be easier.

      After I finish putting my boots on, I walk around the club until I find her in the kitchen, talking to Rosa. They’re both day drinking from the looks of it and the moment I walk in the kitchen the air immediately intensifies. My eyes lock on Portia’s and Rosa reads the energy in the room. “I’m gonna go. I have to shoot some content later anyway. See you girls later,” she says as she struts out of my view.

      “I’m shocked you haven’t spoken to me until now,” and here she goes with the instantaneous bitchy attitude.

      “I could say the same.”

      Her mouth drops open and she looks right at me. “You’re kidding me, right? You have barely spoken to me in months. Granted, I know why now but, I mean, I’ve been here for days. Instead you’ve been off with your boy toy.”

      Anger boils in the pit of my stomach at what she’s called Zorro. “He isn’t a boy toy.”

      “Really? You’re always off doing things with him and you’ve barely seen me at all. How long have you been here, in this club, surrounded by him? Oh yeah, months.”

      When she puts it like that maybe I have been neglecting her a bit. Portia did come all the way here. “Sorry, I should’ve made more time to . . . to talk to you. The last few days have been a lot.”

      “Fuck, you can say that again.” Portia finishes off her clear liquid and sets it down on the counter behind her.

      “Zorro’s going to be away for a few days on some club business, if you wanna hangout. I don’t know how long you plan on staying, but—”

      “Um, I’m staying until school starts back up and I’m required to go back. You’re my best friend, Rub’, why the fuck would I be going back?” School starts back up around the end of January at Stonewall, so we have another few days. Good. Maybe we’ll be able to repair our snappiness and turn a new page.

      Her reaction causes me to laugh. “Good point. I should’ve figured as much. I’m going on a walk with Grim, but want to spend the whole day together tomorrow?”

      Portia smiles brightly. “Hell yeah, especially if it means getting drunk tomorrow night.”

      “Obviously.”
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        And in the end, it’s you against you, fighting for yourself

        ~  Anjali Chaturvedi

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

      

      

      “We diving straight into things, or what?” Frost asks from the dining room.

      “What do you mean by that?” I ask, cocking a brow.

      “Ugh, you men who always need to answer a question with a question. I’m talking about the plan.”

      “Plan?”

      “You do have a plan, right?” Her tone is aggravated, yet scared.

      Releasing a held in chuckle, I answer her. “Of course, I have a plan. I just enjoy fuckin’ with you a little bit.”

      Frost rolls her eyes and puts a hand through her cherry red hair. “Alright, so what’s the plan then?”

      “We’ll meet up with that Ian guy in our disguises and then we’ll go around campus a bit with him. He’s taking us to places like the library and around some of the dorms, the park, stuff like that. My plan is for us to act like normal, upstanding citizens, the typical graduate students and then I’ll make it a point to break off while we’re in one of the public places. I’m hoping he’ll introduce us to some other students. Even though their winter semester hasn’t started yet, I fully intend on getting as much information as I can. With any luck, someone will warn me if there’s been some sort of sexual assaults on campus. Especially after I tell them about her history, that tragic day in California at her alma mater.”

      It’s a lie, but it’s a damn good one and women should find sympathy. I’ll play the part of an overprotective brother, wanting to make sure we’re both going to a school where we’re both safe, not just me.

      “Okay, Mr. Innocent, if we’re playing that game, you’d better get your ass over here so I can cover up both of our facial tattoos.”

      “You’re going to enjoy this too much.”

      “Damn straight. Never did I think I’d be doing your makeup,” she cackles lightly, opening up a small makeup bag. She pulls out a tube with a cap, about the size of my thumb. “Come on, I need to prime your face.”

      “What my face?”

      “P-r-i-m-e. It means the makeup won’t come off if you have super oily skin or sweat like a pig on a hot summer day. Now get over here.” I get up from the couch and go over to the dining area and take a seat in the chair beside her.

      Frost leans my head back and completely covers my face with this shit. “Whoa! Hold up. You’re just putting makeup over my tats, right?”

      She blinks at me blankly and narrows her eyes slightly. “So, do you want to look like a fucked up clown, or do you want to look like you have no makeup on at all?”

      “If any dude sees me with makeup on, I’ll lose my man card,” I tell her, though my tone is a warning.

      “Then let me do what I do best, mkay?” She smiles with the most sass I’ve ever seen from her and rubs this prime into me, though as she brings the tube closer to me I see it’s called ‘primer’, not ‘prime’.

      Frost goes through her bags, bringing different products and brushes out. By the time she’s done and puts a mirror in front of my face, I’m shocked. I can’t see one fuckin’ tattoo and my skin looks normal. The only difference is how it’s evenly toned. She dips down into her oversized bag and pulls out another bag, but this one isn’t like the first. It’s a drawstring made up of a cloth material. She loosens the rope and pulls out a fishnet thing, and inside it I see a blob of chocolate hair. The next thing I know she’s wrapping some sort of band around her head, bobby pinning her hair up and pulls the brown blob over her. As she pulls it and adjusts it, I realize it isn’t in fact a bob. It’s a fuckin’ wig. Well, someone’s taking her disguise a bit seriously.

      Over the next hour I watch as Frost transforms herself into a completely different woman. The wig was only the first of many things to come. She primed and did all her makeup, then added things to turn her cheek a peachy shade, even adding some sort of soft pink lipstick.

      The moment she finished doing her makeup she changed from her usual attire to something more business casual and I did the same thing. We opted to leave our cuts here at the house considering I’ve been here before with Axel and Grim. Some of the students and faculty have seen our insignia and I don’t want to raise anymore red flags. Hopefully, my disguise is enough to conceal my identity. After all, the last time I was here I looked like a criminal. Now I’m a sophisticated son of a bitch.

      We get in the van which isn’t as shady as Frost said it was. It’s probably a 2010 or later, not some sort of creeper van from the 1980s. It’s all black so I hop in the driver’s seat while Frost puts in the school’s address. In a matter of minutes, we’re leaving the back roads and are on a major New York interstate. Frost speaks the entire car ride, but I won’t even lie. I haven’t processed a damn word she said. My main focus is on what I’m gonna do to these motherfuckers who hurt Ruby.

      I have tons of twisted, fucked up ideas, and we still have three and a half days to get the job done. Which only means one thing: I’ll be able to have my way with them.

      “Keep going down this road and make a left into the parking lot. It’s called the Wallflower lot. We’re meeting Ian there.”

      I nod and do exactly as she says. We pull up next to a tall dude who’s leaning up against the hood of his car. Frost waves her hand dramatically, like one of those super preppy girls. Ruby made me watch Legally Blonde with her the other day and it reminds me of that chick, Elle Woods.

      “Ian! It’s so lovely to finally meet you.” Frost practically jumps out of the van and I’m stuck catching up to her. “I’m Frankie and this is my brother, Vinny.”

      Oh, so I guess we’re going for the Italian look . . . only problem is I don’t look Italian. I look Meso-fucking-American.

      “Hey guys, nice to meet you too. Portia said you two are thinking about attending here next fall?”

      I nod. “Yeah, we’re looking at a few schools. That being said, we need to find the right fit for both of us.”

      “Alright. Well, what’s the most important thing for you both, on campus that is?”

      Frost looks over to me, urging me to speak first. “Now, you’re going to think I’m crazy, but I’m being serious. I’ll have zero time to cook with my workload and completing my graduate program. If I go to school here, I’m going to find an apartment to share with my sister close by. However, I need to make sure you have good, affordable restaurants nearby. That will really be my dealbreaker. I don’t care about much shit, but when it’s about food . . . it’s deal or no deal.”

      Frost busts out laughing and Ian nods.“Hey, I get it, dude. Lucky for you we have restaurants plastered around campus. Show your student ID and you’ll even get some discounts. Some of them even offer meal prep services for a fee.”

      “Sweet, that’s nice.”

      “And what about you?” Ian asks Frost.

      “Honestly? I need a cozy library. Plenty of spaces for me to cram away in a corner and get my studying done,” she says with a bright smile. Man, she’s layering this shit on.

      “Cool. We’re actually a little bit away from the library. I can take you there if you’d like?”

      “For sure, I’d freaking love that!” Frost plasters on the enthusiasm and I have to fight the urge to laugh quite a bit.

      Ian motions with his hand for us to follow him, so we do. We follow the walkway and go around a circular building, up a set of stairs and then we’re walking inside. As we go inside there’s a water feature that shows you just how much money flows through this place. The elite and everyone associated with them must go here.

      “Hey, Ian. Who do you have here with you?” the woman behind the counter asks as we come into view. She must be in her early twenties, has long, blonde hair and hazelnut colored eyes.

      “Hey, Carly. This is Frankie, and her brother Vinny. They’re friends of Portia’s and they’re thinking about doing their graduate programs here. But, they wanted to see campus, the atmosphere, people, all that,” Ian explains to her.

      “Oh, sweet. Well, welcome. For the most part we’re all nice, but there are a specific few . . .” Bingo. Everything I’m looking for.

      Frost’s smile immediately drops from her face. “I . . . I think I need to go check out, um, over here.” She rushes off and Ian looks to me. His friend Carly does too.

      “I’ll be totally honest with you both. Frankie was raped at our alma mater. That’s why we’re looking for a safe place . . . so she can feel safe. You get what I mean?”

      “Fuck, I’m so sorry,” Ian immediately replies.

      Carly gnaws on her bottom lip, looking a bit torn. “For the most part we go to a safe school, but like I said, there are always exceptions to that.”

      “Carly, don’t go into that crap,” Ian warns her.

      I hold up my hand. “Please do, I’m very interested. This will help us determine if Stonewall is the right place for us.”

      “I mean, Ian, seriously . . . they smacked that one friend of yours ass at the party. I saw it go down. They’re fucking dogs,” Carly tells him.

      Ian nods. “Yeah, but it doesn’t mean we have to go around talking about the sour apples in our orchard, you know what I mean?”

      “All due respect, but it’s your honesty that’ll help us make our decision. If I know who we need to steer clear of, I’ll make sure we do. I think you both know your graduate programs are amongst the best in the country, so, please, tell me who we should stay away from. If there’s anyone we should be avoiding, I’d like to know. I only want to keep my sister safe.”

      Ian glares at Carly, but the woman doesn’t care, she opens her mouth and tells me everything I want to know.
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        You didn’t go through all that for nothing

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Ruby

      

      

      “Why did you invite her again?” Portia whispers while she’s peering through the racks at the boutique we’re in.

      Rosa’s a few racks away, scanning through the jeans because she busted her ass earlier today and ripped her favorite pair. We were heading into town and she mentioned needing to go in too, plus she had the car. I for one don’t have a car and Portia didn’t bring one with her. The option was to either get one of my brothers to take us out here and for them to be annoyed the entire time, or for us to have another chick with us to go shopping.

      “Do you have a problem with her or something?”

      Portia rolls her eyes. “No, I don’t have to have an issue with her to ask a question.”

      “But obviously there’s a reason you’re asking the question,” I say, cocking a brow.

      “I don’t need to hate everyone I’ve come into contact with. C’mon, Rub’, I’m not that bitchy.”

      “Yeah, but you are a bitch.”

      “Loud and proud!” Portia giggles, grabbing a hot pink tube top with a lace style fringe.

      “Just like that shirt, huh?”

      “Don’t hate on my shirt. It’s fuckin’ cute and I want it. Plus, it’ll be something hot for me to wear the next time I come out here. Maybe in the summer or something.”

      Her words hit me in the gut in a positive way. It might not seem like a lot, but she’s essentially just confirmed she realizes I’m staying here fulltime, which makes me so happy. It takes the world’s heaviest pressure off my shoulders. I might not tell everyone this, but I’m a people pleaser. I always want those who’re the most important people in my life to be the happiest. Sometimes, I don’t make the right decisions in their eyes and it doesn’t only hurt them. It hurts me too because I never want to be a disappointment.

      “I’m glad you’re coming back,” I say with a smile.

      Portia locks eyes with me. “Yeah, well, you’re my best friend and I’m not leaving you here in the middle of fucking nowhere. Obviously, I’m going to come visit you. Plus, it’s very serene out here. Peaceful and all that. A lot of people come out here for vacations and stuff, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I think so. There are a few resorts all around Montana. People from the city come out here to get fresh air.”

      Portia smiles even brighter. “Perfect. Then once every quarter or so you’d better expect me to come in crashing for about a week or so, deal?”

      “Deal,” I comment, wrapping my arms around her in a massive bear hug.

      “Obviously, the next time I’ll be out here will be spring break.”

      “You’re not going down to Miami for spring break?” I question, pulling away from her.

      She shakes her head. “Nah, it’s the same shit every year. I’m really exhausted with it all to be honest. I’d rather be here with you, to get in some quality bestie time and all.”

      Her words practically bring tears to my eyes and I struggle hiding my emotions. “Thank you, for everything you’ve said.”

      “You don’t have to thank me for anything. I’m just being real with you.”

      “Speaking of being real with me,” I pause for a moment to clear my throat. “Are you going to get over whatever beef you had with Zorro? I heard every word of it from the other day.”

      Portia sucks in a deep breath. “Yeah, I’ll get over it. You know I just . . . I come from a different type of life. The people you’ve found yourself with, and your brothers . . . you guys actually give a damn about people. Mine don’t. The only thing they give a damn about is using people for whatever advantage they can gain from them, usually in the form of a vote. Politicians are dirty like pigs, but you’d never know it. ‘Cause they don’t show you that side of them.”

      “I figured what you said had something to do with your family, but I wasn’t going to interfere. I mean, even from that far away I heard you loud and clear. It’s just . . . these people mean everything to them, especially Sydney. She’s been through so much and . . . honestly, she’s like royalty to the club.”

      “Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be that bitchy that day. I was just a moody cunt and I won’t be like that again.”

      “Language young lady!” the woman behind the cash register huffs from behind square glasses.

      “Mind your business, Gertrude. Hell, you’re selling shit like this and you’re upset because I said cunt? Well, cunty cunt cunt!” Portia holds up the pink fringe tube top and heads up to the woman, digs in her purse, and pays for the top.

      “I hope you’re just passing through. We don’t need ladies like you in this town. You’re the wrong type of influence on the young girls of Billings.”

      “Well, Granny, you’d better get used to my ass because my best friend Ruby over there lives here now. She’s shackin’ up with one of the Reapers MC boys.” Portia just has to tell her my business.

      The older woman steps to the side and looks around to me. “The Reapers have been a blessing on this small town, making sure all the bad people stay out. Do me a favor and make sure this one does too?”

      I bust out laughing and Rosa does too from the other end of the shop. Rosa goes up behind Portia with a pair of jeans and some sort of sweatshirt, hands it over and pays. In a matter of minutes, we’re out of the shop and are on our way over to Tart. I need something sweet in my life, especially after that comedy show Portia just gave us.
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        Everything that drowned me, taught me how to swim

        ~ Jenim Dibie

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

      

      

      Carly gave me everything I needed to know. Well, not everything but she gave me enough information to track down the rest. Between Frost and I, we’re fuckin’ resourceful. We figured out the fraternity lives in a brick building on the west side of campus. I waited until nightfall and parked in the alley behind the building. Considering it’s a weeknight and the campus is at half capacity, I don’t even know if there are people here. I can only hope the fuckers who did this are, and right about now I’m feeling the stupidest I’ve ever felt.

      When Ruby told me what happened, she didn’t leave out details. One of the things I remember is the fact they were wearing masks from the Scream movies, so I made sure Frost and I both had a mask. I told Frost earlier tonight she could stay back at the cabin, that I could handle this . . . but, she isn’t the type to let a man go alone into anything. So, here she is, directly on my right with a hunting knife strapped to her inner thigh, and a Glock tucked in her back. I don’t know how she managed to get a gun out here, but like I said, she’s a resourceful woman.

      I have a hunting knife and a tackle box with me, but inside the tackle box are my most preferred methods of torture. A small saw, pliers, wire cutters that can break bones, a small sledgehammer, and many types of tackle. I know what these men did to the woman I love and I’m going to make sure none of them walk out of here alive. They’re going to suffer, just like she did. Frost and I are making damn sure of it.

      We exited the van about five minutes ago and now we’re at the back door that leads into their backyard. I push the door, expecting it to be locked, but surprisingly it isn’t. There’s one light on their back porch, but otherwise there’s nothing else. No confirmation of life being here.

      God. Did we come all this way for nothing?

      So many thoughts run through my mind, moments of doubt, moments filled with anger, and then I see movement inside the house. Frost taps my shoulder, signaling for me to look toward the left and I see two men behind a window, then there’s another walking freely on the first level.

      Okay, we fuckin’ got this, and we’ve got them.

      We move forward, sticking close to the ground and move in unison. The two of us manage to get to the back door, and just like the last door we pushed, it comes open easily. Two men were on the left side of the couch so I head in that direction while Frost heads to the right. If she didn’t have field work experience, I’d be worried about her getting hurt, but I’m confident she can handle herself.

      I push forward and find the two men have their backs to me once I reach the kitchen. Setting the tackle box down, I rush toward them and grab them by the back of the necks and slam their heads down on the stone countertop in front of them. Cracking sounds ring out at the impact and they come stumbling backward.

      I turn on my heel and watch as blood covers their forehead, slowly spilling down their pathetic fuckin’ faces. They look around and I know the moment they realize what’s come for them—karma.

      “Dude, w-what the f-fuck is this s-shit!?” the one asks, looking to his friend.

      “Hell, if I know. Talon, this isn’t a funny joke,” the other one says, looking right at me. He must think I’m Talon. I could use this to my advantage, but I don’t know if I will yet.

      Clearing my throat, the voice distortion device works. Frost thought it would be smart to attach them to both of our mouths, just in the off chance something doesn’t go as planned. It’s more protection, and that’s what we need. We can never be too safe these days.

      “Talon isn’t here, motherfucker,” I hiss out in an unmistakable growl. I don’t want either of them to think they’re getting out of this. “Do you remember what you did on Halloween night?” I ask, looking between the both of them.

      The one kid’s eyes widen while the other shows no remorse. “What we always do, take the slutty bitches as we want,” the unremorseful one tells me and I rush straight up to him, pulling my own hunting knife out, I jam it directly into his throat. He collapses to the ground, wrapping his hands around his throat like it’s going to make a fucking difference. Newsflash, it won’t.

      “Darren! What the fuck!?” the remaining kid screams in a bloodcurdling manner. His eyes widen even more and he goes into fight or flight mode. Pulling my arm back I shove it forward and close my fist just before it meets his face. I have no problem fucking this asshole up, and while I might’ve killed his friend far sooner than I thought . . . I’m going to take my time with him and his little friend.

      He stumbles back and hits the wall, falls to the ground in a disoriented manner, and blinks rapidly. He turns his head to the left and looks at his friend, with a knife in his throat and blood oozing out. His friend’s eyes are lifeless, unresponsive, and another shriek explodes from this pathetic excuse of a man’s body. I drop down onto my knees and plummet my fists into his face. Left then right, left then right, until all I see is blood and he doesn’t respond at all.

      Fuck! I’ve had every intention of taking time with these bastards, but my rage is too much. I’m too furious, too angry for everything Ruby went through. My hands shake with the outrage coursing through my body, knowing the fear she felt, hearing her whimpers and screams in our bed every single night. All I need is to get revenge for everything she endured. I need to right the scale. I need to make sure these men can never hurt another woman like her ever again, and the only way I’ll ever be able to do that is to put them in the ground.

      And while part of me wants to string them up by their balls and cut every piece of skin on their bodies, I know it isn’t feasible. Because at the end of the day, even if I take my fuckin’ time with them, they’ll still be breathing . . . and that’s what I don’t want.

      I don’t want them to have the opportunity to take a breath, or release one. Not when Ruby struggles to do the most basic of things. She doesn’t talk to me about her fear or her anxiety, but I’m not an idiot. I can see what’s right in front of me, even if she isn’t vocalizing what’s going on. The same way I can see how she feels for me. I fucking love her more than life itself and I know she feels the same way. She was made for me and I know men say shit like that all the time, but honest to God, Ruby was made for me.

      She is every speck of brightness that my soul needs when it’s so dark. She’s my only chance at redemption in this life. And I won’t let her slip away, not now, not ever.

      The sound of glass breaking causes me to rise to my feet, grab my tackle box, and run in the direction the sound came from. Frost is being pinned down on a dining room table with this fucker’s hands wrapped around her throat. She’s choking through the voice distorter and the man on top of her is laughing.

      Emotions take full control of my body and I lunge toward him, crashing him into a China closet. I push his head so far into the closet that the nose of a metal teapot shoves in through his ear and all of a sudden he goes limp, his body slightly jolting before it collapses onto the wooden floors below us.

      Frost rises, her chest heaving up and down quickly. “Holy fuck, that was a close one.”

      I nod, not able to respond verbally. I need a fuckin’ minute to catch my breath, to process the last five minutes of my fuckin’ life.

      “That motherfucker kept talking, I rubbed it in his bitch ass face what we were here for,” Frost heaves through the voice distorter.

      “What did they say?” I growl out my question, staring at her fucking mask. The same mask I want to rip off her face and stomp into the ground.

      “The rest of them aren’t here, Zorro. They don’t come back until next week.”

      “Fuck!” I roar, slamming my fist down on the table.

      “Zorro, I’m so fucking sorry.”

      Immediately, I shake my head at her words. “This isn’t your fault. It’s only mine. I should’ve thought this through more.” To say I feel like a failure is a drastic understatement.

      “No, don’t start giving up now. We have time, Zorro, we have a few more days.”

      “It won’t make a fuckin’ difference! They won’t be back!” I scream in her face, but she doesn’t act like it affects her. Hell, I’m sure she’s heard much worse.

      “This isn’t the end. Dex will be here, and the club gave him a job. He’ll follow through and you know it.”

      I slam my fist against the table again. “I don’t want to wait. It’s not fair to her. It’s not right!”

      Frost puts her hands on my shoulders and clears her throat. “I know it isn’t, but it’s what you need to do. We didn’t prepare enough, Zorro, but we got three of them tonight. Three of the fuckers who hurt her have met their maker at your hand . . . and when the time comes where Dex identifies the others . . . you will have a part in their demise. I’ll make sure of it. We’re family. The club always works together, always.”

      As much as I know her words are true, I can’t stomach the idea of letting these fuckers get away for what they’ve done. They shouldn’t be living their lives, spending time with their families . . . they should be in the ground with their co-conspirators.

      With any luck, it’ll happen sooner rather than later.
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        Alone or not you gotta walk forward.

        ~ Cecelia Ahern

      

      

      
        
        Zorro

        One Week Later . . .

      

      

      It’s been one hell of a week, being stuck in New York for a little longer than I thought, but Boss needed our help so we stayed. Especially, considering Ainslee just went down to Virginia. Frost and I just rolled back up to the club after our trip and I just parked the car. Frost hops out of the passenger side and I get out of the driver’s side. Figuring I can leave my shit here and grab it later, I head right for the clubhouse doors.

      I need to fuckin’ see my woman, especially after the shit that went down at Stonewall. While it wasn’t what I wanted, I am happy that some of the men who hurt her have been put down. It’ll make me sleep a little better at night, and while I never want her to know the true lengths, I’d go for her . . . I know deep down she probably knows the man she’s with.

      Pushing open the doors, I scan the clubhouse and look for the woman with honey blonde hair and blazing blue eyes. She’s chatting with Rosa, laughing at something that could’ve been a silly joke, or just at some casual conversation.

      Crossing the distance between us, I take her into my arms and slam my lips down onto hers. Her lips mold onto mine and she relaxes her body, moaning into my mouth at our connection. I pull my lips away from her slightly and whisper against her lips, “I missed you so fuckin’ much, sweet girl, more than you can ever know.” Looking into her blue eyes, she smiles sweetly at me and brings a hand to my cheek, rubbing her palm against my stubble.

      “I’m so glad you’re back home,” Ruby tells me, her eyes sparkling with happiness.

      “Yo, dude. Welcome back,” a familiar voice causes me to turn around and I see Chaz with his arm around a woman I’ve yet to meet.

      “Hey, brother. Nice to see you,” I speak up, remembering before I left that Zane told me Chaz would be coming down here full time. “Who’s this lovely lady you’ve got with you?”

      Chaz smiles brighter than I’ve ever seen from the measly fucker. “This is Crina, my ol’ lady.” While Crina smiles in my direction I spot Frost come in from behind me and shock is crossing her face. She does a complete one-eighty and leaves the clubhouse. Now, I don’t know what’s going on . . . but I can imagine it might be weird for her. She told me Cheyenne slept with Chaz. I’m not an idiot, and even though she says she’s fine, underneath the façade she puts on she’s really worried.

      “Santiago, I need to tell you something.” Ruby grabs onto my hand and tugs me away from the crowd just a bit.

      Looking down into her eyes, I smile ‘cause I know what she’s about to say, but I want to beat her to it. “I love you too, sweet girl. I love you so fuckin’ much.”

      Tears well in her eyes and I know I’m the happiest motherfucker alive. Ruby is the light of my life, and there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Author’s Note:

      

      

      Dear Readers,

      With any luck, you thoroughly enjoyed Zorro’s story. As you can see, we’ve reached the end and he’s living his happily-ever-after with Ruby. These two characters pulled at my heartstrings for ages, so writing their story was a complete joy.

      For those of you asking, the next book in the Reapers MC will be releasing in January and it’s Axel’s turn. Make sure to go pre-order that bad boy right here.

      If you’re hungry for vengeance, it’s still coming. The rest of Ruby’s attackers will be meeting their maker in The Elites. Not only is it Dex from the Reapers MCs story, but it’s the moment everything will come full circle.

      As always, thank you so much for being a dedicated reader!
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